
ECF 12th May 2013 Colossians 2:16-23 Enjoy Freedom in Christ   
Some people have gone to astounding lengths in order to be closer to God.   

 Ascepsimas wore so many chains that he had to crawl on his hands and knees.  

 Besarion, a monk, refused to give in to his body’s desire for restful sleep and so 
for 40 years he wouldn’t lie down while sleeping.   

 Macarius the Younger sat naked in a swamp for 6 months until mosquito bites 
made him look like a victim of leprosy.  

 Maron spent 11 years in a hollowed-out tree trunk.   

 Simeon the Stylite of Syria spent 37 years on different pillars, each one loftier and 
narrower than the last. The last pillar was 66 feet high.   

 And Agnes de Rochier spent 80 years in a windowless cell built within the wall of a 
church in Paris.   

 
All these people showed amazing commitment and dedication in their desire to be 
more spiritual and more in touch with God.  And yet, I can’t help think that if only they 
had read Paul’s letter to the Colossians, then they would have seen that none of this 
was needed in order to experience closer intimacy with God or the abundance of 
eternal life.  
 
As we looked at last week, they would’ve understood that because of what Christ 
accomplished on the cross, we have everything we need as an amazing gift of his 
grace.  We don’t need to strain or struggle to be more right with God.  We already 
have fulness in Christ, the forgiveness of all our sins and we’ve been brought into full 
fellowship with him.   
 
And because of this, we don’t need to be burdened by man-made rules, regulations or 
rituals.  We can enjoy true freedom in Christ!  Colossians 2:16-23: “Therefore do not 
let anyone judge you by what you eat or drink, or with regard to a religious festival, a 
New Moon celebration or a Sabbath day. 17 These are a shadow of the things that 
were to come; the reality, however, is found in Christ. 18 Do not let anyone who 
delights in false humility and the worship of angels disqualify you for the prize. Such a 
person goes into great detail about what he has seen, and his unspiritual mind puffs 
him up with idle notions. 19 He has lost connection with the Head, from whom the 
whole body, supported and held together by its ligaments and sinews, grows as God 
causes it to grow.  
20 Since you died with Christ to the basic principles of this world, why, as though you 
still belonged to it, do you submit to its rules: 21 “Do not handle! Do not taste! Do not 
touch!”? 22 These are all destined to perish with use, because they are based on 
human commands and teachings. 23 Such regulations indeed have an appearance of 
wisdom, with their self-imposed worship, their false humility and their harsh 
treatment of the body, but they lack any value in restraining sensual indulgence.”  

1. Don’t be Condemned by Rules   
I doubt if any of us will ever be tempted to live in a swamp, on a pillar or in a cell to be 
closer to God like those of years ago.  But probably most of us have felt like we 
weren’t good enough for God.  We’ve felt judged and condemned by others because 
we didn’t live up to our own or someone else’s standard of what it meant to be a good 
Christian!   
 
But Paul doesn’t want us to live under the condemnation of ourselves or of others.  He 
doesn’t want us to be burdened by legalistic religious demands.  Instead he wants us 
to experience the freedom that is found in Christ! 
 
He wrote to the Christians in Colosse, “Do not let anyone judge you...” Colossians 2:16  
and “Don’t let anyone… disqualify you for the prize.” Colossians 2:18.  The false 
teachers in Colosse were saying that the Christians didn’t make the grade, that they 
weren’t good enough.  Yes, they were following Christ, but that wasn’t enough for 
God.  They also needed to follow their rules.   
 
a) About our diet  
Some of those rules were about “what you eat or drink.” Colossians 2:16.  These false 
teachers had a list of forbidden and unlawful foods and drinks.  Perhaps they taught 
that people had to follow the Old Testament food laws and avoid any foods that were 
unclean.  Perhaps they went further and had other strict dietary requirements for 
those who were serious about following Jesus.   
 
These are still some around today who condemn Christians for failing to follow the 
Jewish food laws even although Mark says that “Jesus declared all foods “clean”.” 
Mark 7:19; and Paul writes that “I am fully convinced that no food is unclean in itself.” 
Romans 14:14  
 
But there are also those who try to or impose their own ideas about what Christians 
shouldn’t eat or drink.  “Don’t Smoke, Drink or Chew, or Go With Girls Who Do.”   
 
b) About special days 
Other rules were “with regard to a religious festival, a New Moon celebration or a 
Sabbath day.” Colossians 2:16  In the Old Testament there were many rules about 
numerous festivals and Sabbaths.  It was essential that the people of Israel kept those 
special annual, monthly and weekly celebrations to show their commitment to God 
and their obedience to his commands.  
 
And of course having a special days where we meet together for worship and 
fellowship, whether it is our weekly Sunday mornings or yearly events like Christmas 



and Easter is a good thing.  It is crucial that we prioritize meeting together as 
believers. As the writer of Hebrews says: “Let us not give up meeting together, as 
some are in the habit of doing, but let us encourage one another.” Hebrews 10:25  
 
But these false teachers were teaching that their special days were absolutely 
essential for Christians who would be in relationship with God.  They were declaring 
that they were mandatory means to experience God’s power and presence in our 
lives.  Failing to keep all of them would mean that a person would be distanced from 
God.   
 
The church still struggles with this brand of legalism whether it is Sabbath day 
observance or rules about what you can or cannot do on a Sunday.     
 
In fact the battle against legalism in the church is still very much alive.  Of course we 
need to be clear and committed to the clear teaching of Scripture and our essential 
beliefs – but legalism invade our lives when we emphasise a list of additional rules and 
regulations for salvation or spiritual growth.  It is not just about diets and days, but 
also can be about how we pray and how long we pray for, what version of the Bible 
we use, what kind of church we go to, the kind of clothes or jewellery we wear, the 
kind of songs we sing or music we listen to, what kind of TV programs or movies we 
watch, if we watch any at all.  The list goes on and on. 
 
For many people, that is what they think Christianity is  - a list of rules, of do’s and 
don’ts:  “Do not handle! Do not taste!  Do not touch!” Colossians 2:21  They believe 
that if we keep these rules and regulations, follow certain ceremonies and rituals, 
then surely that will be enough for God!  It is the basic principle of much of the 
religion around the world today!   
 
But Paul didn’t believe that is what Christianity is and he didn’t want these Christians 
to feel condemned by these legalists.  He didn’t want them to  accept their 
disqualification by these self-imposed judges.   And he tells us here why! 
 
2. They are not the Real Thing 
First of all, it is because the rules were not the real thing.   
 
a) They are a shadow  
“These are a shadow of the things that were to come.”  Colossians 2:17  The special 
diet and the special days of the nation of Israel were God ordained.  They were given 
by God to bless this nation and set it apart from the people around it.  The nation of 
Israel were deeply privileged to have the temple, priesthood, sacrifices, festivals, food 
laws and ceremonies.   

But these things were not God’s final and complete revelation of truth.  It was a 
partial and temporary revelation, a picture of something greater and more amazing.  
They pointed God’s people to something that was coming that would be full, 
complete and eternal.   
 
b) But the reality is in Christ  
That reality is of course, our Saviour and the salvation that he offers: “The reality, 
however, is found in Christ.” Colossians 2:17.   
 
So the purpose of these special diets and special days, like the rest of the Old 
Testament Law, was to bring us to faith in Jesus:  “The law was put in charge to lead 
us to Christ that we might be justified by faith.” Galatians 3:24  That means if we have 
come to faith in Christ, if we have accepted him as our Saviour and our Lord – then 
can live in the freedom he gives.   
 
We don’t need the restricted access of the law into an earthly sanctuary, because 
we’ve been given direct access into the very throne-room of heaven.  “We have 
confidence to enter the Most Holy Place by the blood of Jesus, by a new and living 
way opened for us through the curtain, that is, his body.” Hebrews 10:19–20 
 
We don’t need an ordained priest class sacrificing at an altar, because Peter says that 
through our faith in Christ “You are a chosen people, a royal priesthood, a holy nation, 
a people belonging to God, that you may declare the praises of him who called you 
out of darkness into his wonderful light.” 1 Peter 2:9  
 
As priests to God, we don’t make sacrifices for sin with the blood of animals, because 
Christ has once and for all dealt with our sin.  Instead we come to God to present a 
sacrifice of praise to God and “To offer your bodies as living sacrifices, holy and 
pleasing to God.” Romans 12:1  
 
So we don’t need to allow people to judge us for not matching their rules, for not 
following their rituals, for not keeping their religious practices.  If we are in Christ – 
then we have the fullness of being a child of God with direct and unrestricted access 
to his presence.  This is our right and privilege as followers of Christ! 
 
3. They are not Christ-centred 
Of course the false teachers also claimed to be Christian.  But their teaching showed 
their focus was not Christ. 
 
a) They speak about spiritual experiences 
They sounded impressive.  They delighted “in false humility and the worship of 



angels.”  Colossians 2:18  Perhaps they claimed that they were not good enough to go 
to God directly.  That’s why they claimed to be able to communicate with angels.  
Instead of understanding that the angels had an unseen role in our lives, they 
focussed on them, prayed either to them or sought to worship like them.   
 
I’m sure you’re aware that an unhealthy interest in angels is very much present today 
with angel shops, angel readings – and even some people claiming to be able to have 
conversations with their angel and receive visions from them.   
 
This even happens within the guise of Christian ministry!  I remember a few years 
back, during the hype about the so-called Lakeland Revival, reading up a bit about 
Todd Bentley, the man at the centre of that event.  He disappeared from sight for a 
while when his marriage broke up, but he is back again with his outrageous behaviour 
and claims.   He claims to have had encounters and revelations from a variety of 
angels – including a female angel called Emma and an angel of finance that was going 
to bless people with financial prosperity.   
 
And astounding visions is another mark of the false teachers in Colosse.  “Such a 
person goes into great detail about what he has seen.” Colossians 2:18  The hope of 
these people seemed to be that their claims of angelic visitations and ecstatic 
experiences would give them the authority to speak into the lives of this church.   
 
b) But they’ve lost connection to Christ 
But Paul wasn’t impressed with any of this.  He saw through all of it and noticed that 
“He has lost connection with the Head.” Colossians 2:19  They were completely out of 
touch with Christ.  Their focus was not on Christ.  They were no longer living in him 
and depending on him and pointing people to him.  
 
Instead “his unspiritual mind puffs him up with idle notions.” Colossians 2:18.  He may 
speak about spiritual experiences, but his focus was really on his earthly reputation, 
his motivation was pride, and his words were simply hot air.   
   
And as a result these false teachers can offer nothing in terms of real spiritual growth 
because that growth only comes from Christ.  “From whom the whole body… grows as 
God causes it to grow.” Colossians 2:19   
 
That’s what Jesus said in John 15:5: “I am the vine; you are the branches. If a man 
remains in me and I in him, he will bear much fruit; apart from me you can do 
nothing.”  It is our relationship with him that is key to our spiritual growth and 
fruitfulness.  If we stop focusing on Christ, stop trusting solely in him and living in him 
– then we will fail to grow and bear spiritual fruit in our lives!   

4. They are Powerless 
And we will fail to overcome our own sinful nature.  That’s because for all their 
spectacular claims, astounding visions and pompous words, the false teachers are 
powerless when it comes to our sinful nature.   
 
a) They call for commitment 
Their teachings may “have an appearance of wisdom,” Colossians 2:23.  They even 
give the illusion of being pious and humble with “their self-imposed worship, their 
false humility.”  Colossians 2:23  And they require dedication and commitment with 
“their harsh treatment of the body” Colossians 2:23.  The regime they taught was one 
of self-denial and abstinence.   
 
b) But they cannot change hearts 
But these are rules “based on human commands and teachings.”  Colossians 2:22.  
and so “they lack any value in restraining sensual indulgence.” Colossians 2:23.  Rules 
cannot change our hearts.  In fact rules often do the opposite.   
 
Before it was destroyed by Hurricane Ike, The Flagship Hotel, stood on a pier jutting 
out into the Gulf of Mexico.  It was so close to the sea, that the hotel put a notice in 
each room: “No fishing from the Balcony”.  Yet every day, hotel guests threw in their 
lines to the water below – and often broke the windows of the restaurant below when 
they didn’t let out enough line!   
 
It was then the management decided to try a different approach.  They removed all 
the no fishing signs.   It was only then that the fishing stopped immediately.   
 
It can be the same in our lives.  The rules of self-denial and abstinence don’t set us 
free from our sinful nature.  Sometimes they simply ignite these desires even 
stronger, as many people on a diet will tell you!   
 
5. Live in the Freedom of Christ  
What we need is a completely different approach.  And that is what Christ has done 
through the cross.  As we saw last week, “He forgave us all our sins, 14 having cancelled 
the written code, with its regulations, that was against us and that stood opposed to 
us; he took it away, nailing it to the cross.”  Colossians 2:13-14 
 
In fulfilling the law, and taking the punishment that we deserved upon himself, Jesus 
set us free from it.  This doesn’t mean we are free to live any old way.  Instead it 
means we are free to live in the way we were created to live.   
 
Christ has set us free from slavery to rules and regulations as a desperate attempt to 



work our way to God.  By his grace he has brought us into an intimate and secure 
relationship with him.  We can now live in the freedom of knowing that nothing and 
no-one can ever separate us from God’s love.  And by his Spirit, Christ in us, 
empowers us and equips us to live for him.  Through Christ we can experience the joy 
of serving him with our whole lives. 
 
a) Don’t go back to slavery 
And so Paul challenges us: “Since you died with Christ to the basic principles of this 
world, why, as though you still belonged to it, do you submit to its rules.” Colossians 
2:20  If Christ has so transformed our lives and experience, why would we ever want 
to go back to submitting to the rules and regulations of man-made religion?  Why 
would be ever submit ourselves to the judgement and condemnation of others?  Why 
would we agree with those who say that what we have in Christ is not enough? 
 
Conclusion 
In Galatians 5:1 Paul says: “It is for freedom that Christ has set us free.  Stand firm, 
then, and do not let yourselves be burdened again by a yoke of slavery.”  In Christ we 
really have true freedom – the fullness of eternal life, forgiveness of all our sins, 
fellowship with God and a guaranteed future in heaven.  We didn’t receive any of 
these things through keeping rules and regulations.  And we won’t grow deeper in our 
experience of them through rules and regulations.   
 
We were saved by God’s grace when we put our trust in Christ and were renewed by 
the Holy Spirit.  And we will grow in God’s grace by living in Christ by the power of the 
Holy Spirit.   
 
This is the true freedom that is ours.  So let us live it out each day.   


