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Colossians 3:1-4 
 

In the middle of this relatively well-known passage, Paul says something strange. Really strange. You 
probably didn’t notice it so much. After a lifetime of hearing Colossians 3 these words wash over you with 
warm familiarity. But believe me, even if you missed it, it’s there. In verse 3 Paul told you that you have died. 
Did you notice that? You died. You’re dead. You’ve kicked the bucket. Past tense. Completed action. “Set your 
mind on things above, not on earthly things, for you died.” That’s you, me, the person sitting next to you; 
we’ve all died. Do you have any recollection of this death? Do you remember your life ending? What on earth 
is Paul talking about? You’d think we’d remember something that momentous. It’s a very strange thing to say. 

Now I know some of you have an explanation for this strangeness. Some of the more biblically studious 
here, those of you who paid attention in catechism classes, have ready answers for verse 3. If this were a 
Sunday School class and I were to ask you, “What’s Paul talking about when he says ‘you died’” you would 
confidently raise your hands and tell me, “Yes Peter I know that it sounds strange to hear Paul say that we 
died, but there really is a specific moment in our lives that he’s referring to. There really is a day we can all 
point to as our death day and that’s the day of our baptism. When Paul tells us, “You died” it’s just another 
way of saying “you were baptized!” 

And, if I said, “But how do you know that? Paul doesn’t mention baptism in this passage.” You would 
boldly say, “well it’s all in chapter 2. In verse 12 Paul says we were buried with Christ in baptism. And in verse 
20 he said that we have died to the ways of this world. What he means is that when we are baptized, we die 
to an old sinful way of life, and we’re raised to a new Christ centered way of life.” And you would be right of 
course. I would have to give you a gold star. Because that is exactly what Paul means. Paul does mean to say 
that at our baptism we died. He does mean to say that it was the old sinful part of us that was killed off when 
we went under the water. This is how we’ve always talked about our baptisms.   

But while this answer is right in the Sunday school sense, I don’t think it gets rid of the strangeness.  
Paul may mean that our baptism was the death of our sinful self and the beginning of our new self, but how 
does his description fit with your real-life experience? Most of us are baptized here, how does Paul’s 
description match up with your moral and spiritual experience? Is Baptism the death of your old self, of your 
sinful nature?   

Not so much. If only it were. We wish we could tell our baptized children that their struggles are over.   
We wish we could say, “It’s OK guys! Your old self is dead! Your new self has come and so you won’t have to 
worry about temptation; you won’t have to fight against sin. You won’t ever have to carry the crushing weight 
of guilt. You won’t ever have to feel the sting of shame. You won’t ever know the deep frustration of wanting 
to be a better person, praying to be a better person, only to stumble over the same old sins again and again.”  
We wish we could say that, but we know we can’t. Paul says that we died in baptism, but our daily reality is 
that the old self is alive and kicking, and sometimes that old self kicks pretty hard. 

In one of his sermons, John Timmer talked about going to Yad Vashem, the holocaust memorial in 
West Jerusalem. Timmer mentions one powerful part of the memorial in particular, the children’s memorial 
hall. In that hall, 5 candles are multiplied by mirrors into a ceiling full of twinkling lights; so many lights that 
when a visitor stands in the hall she feels as though she is standing under a night sky full of stars. Each of these 
twinkling stars is meant to stand for a child, one of the half million children who lost their life in the Nazi 
genocide. “As the stars of the heavens, so shall your ancestors be…” 

The image was powerful and hard to take, but for John that image was even harder to take when he 
considered that this massacre of innocents was carried out by Baptized Christians! The men who fired the gas 
chambers were men who went through the water. Ministers in pretty robes stood over them and said that 



 

with this water they had died to their old self and risen to a new, Christ centered life. Paul makes a 
momentous declaration: “You have died!!! You are new!!! And it happened at your baptism!” And yet our 
experience – both our personal experience and our social experience – seems to tell a different story.   

And the gap between Paul’s declaration and our reality matters. Ryan Burge is a statistician who 
studies the dynamics of the contemporary church. He has lots of interesting information to share. Just a week 
or so ago he published data on the top reasons people give for leaving church these days. Can you guess what 
the top reason was? Hypocrisy. The hypocrisy of modern believers. Hypocrisy is this disconnect we have been 
talking about. Hypocrisy is this gap between our Baptismal declarations about who we are in Christ and the 
reality of our daily lives. 

What do we make of all this? I think we have to admit that there are still two selves living in us. I think 
we have to admit that the old self and the new self are still wrestling for control in our lives. I think we have to 
admit that the choices we make in this life either feed the old self, or help bring to life the new self, and this 
struggle between the old and the new selves is the great internal drama of our lives.  

When I try to reconcile Paul’s words in Colossians 3 and the reality of the sinful nature in my own 
experience, one of the things that helps me is a picture C.S. Lewis gave in his book The Great Divorce. The 
book is an imaginary tale of a bus trip from hell to heaven. I know that sounds weird. At the beginning of the 
book a group of grouchy self-centered people get on a bus in hell, which Lewis pictures as a gray polluted city, 
and they travel to heaven where they meet some heavenly souls who try to convince them to leave their gray 
city and enter into the glorious new life of heaven.     

One of the most interesting parts of the book is the way Lewis contrasts the souls from hell and the 
souls from heaven when they meet. When the visitors from hell get off the bus in heaven, they are like ghosts.  
Lewis describes them as small and smudgy, man shaped stains in the brightness of the air, like dirt on a 
windowpane. The ghosts moan and groan about their lives, they are always worried about themselves. The 
heavenly souls look completely different. They are immense and solid. They laugh easily. Their faces are 
bright. Their bodies are healthy and strong. Kindness and joy shine in their eyes. When you’re in their 
presence, you want to laugh, you want to run, you want to sing, you feel alive. 

When we give in to the sin, when we let our desires rule us, when we live out of our fears and our 
prejudices, when we feed the dying part of ourselves, we become smaller, dimmer, less human. We become 
like ghosts. Later in the passage, Paul actually gives a description of the hollow ghostly life: it’s full of things 
like anger, rage, malice, slander, filthy language, sexual immorality, impurity, lust, evil desires and greed. 
When these things dominate our life, we lose our shape. We become hollow and insubstantial. On the other 
hand, when we take off the old self and put on the new self, when we clothe ourselves in compassion 
kindness, gentleness patience, love and forgiveness – all things Paul celebrates in verses 12-14 – we become 
more fully alive.  

This is real. You see it happening in people. We give into sin and afterwards we feel diminished, hollow.   
The child lies to her parent about where she was last night, and at first there is the pleasure of escape, but 
then there’s the emptiness, the loneliness of the lie. The husband blows up at his wife over something she 
does that bugs him, and initially there is the pleasure of righteous indignation and the buzz of an adrenaline 
release, but later there is cold emptiness as if the blood has gone out of their relationship. The college student 
away from home for the first time goes to a party, drinks too much, hooks up with someone. In the morning 
he laughs about it with his friends and he pretends it was no big deal, but inside his soul is a little dimmer than 
the day before. 

One more example. It’s not just our individual choices that feed the old self and make us more ghostly; 
it’s the pressure of our society around us. Years ago, when I was at Woodlawn, our youth group had a 
partnership with Congress school, the same school that LaGrave works with for Kids Hope. During that 
partnership we saw artwork made by one of the classes – I think they were 2nd graders. In this art project, the 
teacher gave the children a human figure and they were supposed to draw onto that figure things that 
mattered to them.  



 

One of the drawings was done by a boy named Mario.  I think he 
was 7. Here’s what he drew: On the right arm there was soccer 
player, so that’s nice. On the left arm there was a gun with six 
bullets. In the middle, where his heart would be, he drew money 
– a million dollars. On the right leg he drew Halo 3, his favorite 
video game, a game rated M. On the left leg there was another 
gun and in the middle of all these there was an image of a 
tombstone and a dead body.   

What was happening to this poor child? What was 
happening to this boy made in the image of God, this boy made 
to be holy, made to be glorious? He is fading. The shadow side 
of his soul is being fed. What is going to prevent this poor child 
from becoming one of those hollow-eyed teenagers haunting 
the streets of our cities…like ghosts? This is why we do our work 
over at Congress. This is why that work is so important. 

Here is Paul’s announcement, his baptismal announcement, 
for all those who have felt the emptiness of ghost-life, for those 

who know how this world sometimes conspires to make you a wraith. Paul says, “You have died, and your new 
life is hidden with Christ in God. When Christ who is your life is revealed, then you also will be revealed with 
him in glory.” You may come here today feeling thin, worn out. You may come here feeling like a combination 
of sins and circumstances are leaving you ghostly. But that’s not who you are. That part of you may want to 
haunt you, but that’s not who you are. That part of you is dead. The real you is solid and glorious. The real you 
is carefree and confident. The real you overflows with compassion and generosity. Your hands are made for 
fulfilling work. Your mouths are meant for laughter and praise. The real you shines. That’s who you are! You 
don’t have to create this better self, that self is already made, Christ is holding it, Christ is bringing it to birth in 
you, and he means to reveal it to you on the last day. And all this started with your Baptism. In your baptism 
that true glorious you was first announced. Now…It’s true that some baptized people forget their true self, 
they run away, they end up doing terrible things, they choose the life of a ghost. But that‘s not who they are.  
They are made for glory. 

I said that you can see how the ghost life creeps into people, but you know you can see the glorious life 
shine in people too. When a whole congregation is singing a well-loved hymn at the top of their lungs you see 
it. When parents beam at the profession of faith of a child you see it. When family members sing songs of 
hope and joy at a loved one’s funeral, when they are able to laugh in the face of death you see it. 

I remember one year when I was at Woodlawn our youth group went to Nicaragua. I couldn’t go with 
them, but when they came back, they gave their report after the service and I attended. I knew all those 
young people pretty well, and what I remember was how alive they were when they told those stories. They 
were so full of passion, so full of joy about what they’d seen and what they’d done. They laughed. They told 
stories. They poked fun at each other. And we laughed with them. What I remember about them was that 
they were so solid at that point. They were the opposite of ghosts. They were so full of light and life.   

May we all know the truth of our shining selves. May all our children grow up surrounded by the 
community of the Holy Spirit so that they can know their glorious selves. May the Marios of this world find 
faithful persons who will come down into the shadow of his world and tell him the truth of his glorious self. 
May the Holy Spirit breathe on us all so that we can live the full life of our Baptism.      ©Rev. Peter Jonker 
  
 


