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Raised

Since, then, you have been raised with Christ . . .

Colossians 3:1

[image: ]

Last year, I got a phone call you never want to receive. A friend called to tell me that a good, long-time friend had died. Sheryl and I went to college together and worked together, and she and her husband, Doug, had been some of our closest friends. The four of us spent long summer evenings on their deck, laughing under the stars. We took vacations together, enjoying every minute. She was full of energy, very bright and a deeply dedicated apprentice of Jesus. Her death shattered me. She was only fifty-two, and left behind a husband and a seven-year-old son. I ached for days and suspect I will never get over it, but merely get through it.

A tragedy, to be sure.

But rumors of her demise are greatly exaggerated. She now rules and reigns in the heavens, and knowing Sheryl, she is probably running a small galaxy somewhere. I will see her again. And her dear husband, Doug, a dedicated Christ-follower, will also see her again and, in the meanwhile, survive, as well as young Paul, because God is good, and very near. 

Death is the great enemy, but it has been defeated. Sin is the great destroyer, but it too has been defeated. Both of these menaces have been defeated by the greatest event the world has ever witnessed: the resurrection of Jesus.

Every single issue in life, every problem we face, every hope we have—absolutely everything hinges on the resurrection of Jesus.

That is a bold statement, but I have come to believe that it is true. Life’s fundamental questions—such as, Who am I? What happens when we die? How do we grow in holiness in this life? What is the reason for our hope?—all find their answer in the resurrection.

Jesus’ death and resurrection were God’s divine victory over that which plagues us, giving us freedom and hope. But they are even more. The death and resurrection of Jesus are also our death and resurrection. Paul wrote,

I have been crucified with Christ; and it is no longer I who live, but it is Christ who lives in me. And the life I now live in the flesh I live by faith in the Son of God, who loved me and gave himself for me. (Galatians 2:19-20 nrsv)

The old me, the old Jim, has died. When I put my confidence in Jesus as the Son of God and resurrected Lord of all, my old way of living ended. Before I lived “with no God,” and now I live a “with-God life.” Before I was on my own, trying to establish my identity and worth. Now I am in intimate fellowship with “the Son of God, who loved me and gave himself for me.” My worth has been established by Jesus, who died for me in order to have a relationship with me.

And it is all a gift from God. I did nothing to deserve it. He did not die merely to get me into heaven, but to get heaven into me. His life—pure and powerful—now lives in me. I am in Christ, and Christ is in me. Paul begins Colossians 3 with “Since, then, you have been raised with Christ,” because that is the fundamental truth about who I am, and that truth determines how I live and where I will spend eternity. This truth affects my ethics. I do all I do (put away sin, put on holiness, give glory to God in all I do) because Jesus, and I, have been resurrected.

The rest of Colossians 3 shows us how Christians ought to live. Paul’s admonitions (stop lying, bear each other’s burdens, live in harmony, forgive and love each other, accept everyone) are all based on the co-resurrection his hearers have experienced. They are not a list of legalistic rules; they are expressions of how Christ-followers live because Jesus lives in them. 

The glorious truth is that we can now begin putting sin to death! We can trust that our very lives are hidden with Jesus, safe and secure. We can build our lives on the hope of eternal bliss because Jesus paid and paved the way, and is seated at the right hand of God, praying for us.

What are you facing today? Trouble in your family? Financial hardship? The loss of something—a person, a relationship, a job, perhaps a dream? Believe it or not, the resurrection of Jesus is your answer. In Jesus’ life, death and resurrection, God reconciled the world, overcame its evil with good, and stands as the ultimate reality about our world. Whatever we face, we do not face it alone, but with the One who now rules and reigns in the heavens, prays for us and will see to it that in the end we will laugh until it hurts, because the beauty of God is overwhelming.

Jesus is the King of the universe, the ruler of all. You and I and my dear friend Sheryl have been raised with him, alive to the world above, where he is. And since Jesus is now in the position of authority as the resurrected Lamb and Lion, nothing, absolutely nothing, can prevent our access to God and his glorious realm. That is why we live with no insecurity, either about our salvation or the final outcome of everything. God gets the last word. And God is good. And it is going to be well. All manner of things will be well.

At Sheryl’s funeral one of her favorite songs was sung: “Give Me Jesus.” The lyrics proclaim,

Oh when I come to die,

Oh when I come to die,

Oh when I come to die,

Give me Jesus.

Give me Jesus. Give me Jesus.

You can have all this world,

But give me Jesus.

That was her prayer, and that prayer was answered, in this life and in the next. She was given Jesus, because Jesus gave himself to her, and she was wise enough to accept the gift. The next time I see her we will laugh under the stars until our sides hurt. 

Living into the Truth

As Christians we put a lot of focus on the cross. It is at the center of most churches and the subject of most sermons. We even wear it on necklaces. In contrast, little attention is paid to the resurrection. Without the resurrection, evil would have won. The resurrection is God’s great YES to the world. Perhaps we would do well to have “empty tombs” on our necklaces. But short of that, we would do well to reflect on the victory of God that we see in the resurrection.

Take time to meditate on the empty tomb. Say to yourself, “He did it!” over and over. Dwell on the reality that death has been defeated, on the truth that you have been raised with Jesus and that you will never die. Read Matthew 27:61–28:20, which tells the story of how Jesus burst forth from the grave and began a revolution of love and power made perfect in surrender.

Affirmation

Jesus rose from the grave. There is nothing I cannot rise from. Even death cannot hold me down. Nothing can separate me from the love of God in Christ Jesus.

Prayer

Gracious Abba, thank you for sending your Son, Jesus, to die and to rise, to defeat sin and death and all that plagues humanity. His resurrection not only proves your victory but gives me new life, salvation and hope. Thank you.

Reflection  

Have you known, and been living your Christian life from, this reality (that you died and rose with Jesus)? If not, why do you suppose it was never explained to you? What difference can this insight have in your life as an apprentice of Jesus?

What things from your life before being raised with Christ are you holding on to that are hindering you from experiencing the freedom given in Christ?
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Bodies

Mortify therefore your members [bodies] which are upon the earth.

Colossians 3:5 (kjv)

[image: ]

Our bodies are really smart. Through habits we develop over time, they actually run our lives without our conscious effort. Though this is good, it can also be bad. If our bodies learn destructive habits, those habits can be hard to break. Fortunately, our bodies have a wonderful capacity to learn new information. 

Remember when you first learned how to drive? Your hands and feet and eyes were overwhelmed: how hard do I push and turn, when do I push and turn, which is the brake and which is the gas pedal? Your body did not yet know how to operate the turn signal and keep driving at the same time. Your fingers gripped the wheel, mostly out of fear, as your heart raced and your eyes moved from windshield to mirror to pedal and back. But after a few months your body had learned how to do all of those things without you even thinking about them. Your body is intelligent; it now knows how to drive all on its own, with very little conscious effort on your part. It is the same with brushing your teeth or writing your signature.

Modern theorists agree: “Biological evidence suggests that memory resides in the whole body, such as in nerve connections and in the cells of the immune system,” notes Meredith B. McGuire. But in addition to all the helpful things our bodies learn, our bodies have sin in their memories. We must help them forget these old sinful memories and develop new ones. As those in whom Christ dwells, we need to train our bodies, which are highly pliable and malleable. 

Dallas Willard was once asked by a student, “How do we deal with the lust that is in our hearts?” He answered, “It is not only in our hearts, but in our bodies, particularly our eyes. We have trained them to look with the intent to gratify lust.” I had never heard this idea. I asked Dallas during the break, “Do you mean to say that sin is actually in . . . my eyes, my actual eyeballs?” He said, “Yes.” We often think that sin is a spiritual act, but according to Dallas, it involves bodily habits. I have come to believe he is right. When we gossip or lie, we are training our tongue to speak ill of others or not to tell the truth. The more we do it, the more naturally our tongue begins to gossip or lie, with little resistance from us. Just like driving, we have trained it to do so without our thinking. 

There is good news, however. We can retrain our bodies and their natural habits. In Colossians 3:5, Paul tells us to put to death the sin that is in our “members,” or our body parts. This may seem odd, but given what has been said about our bodies and knowledge, it makes sense. Our bodies have learned how to sin. They can also learn how to be virtuous. 

When I was fifteen I broke a small bone in my left hand and had to have it put in a splint that was tightly taped. The problem was that I was only six weeks from starting basketball practice, and to make matters worse, I am left-handed. I was not ambidextrous in any way but fully, dominantly, left-handed. As such, I had always dribbled and shot with only my left hand (just as I always wrote, ate and brushed my teeth with my left hand). I wanted to play so badly that I went to the gym only able to use my right hand.

Every day, all by myself, I practiced dribbling. It was pretty awful at first. I bounced the ball off my foot several times and struggled to get the right rhythm. I dribbled it either too hard or too soft and was unable to maneuver well because I couldn’t control the ball as easily, as naturally as I could with my left hand. Each day I practiced dribbling in and out of orange cones, going back and forth, fast and slow, left and right. I probably dribbled the ball five thousand times with my right hand, something I had never done before.

Five weeks later the x-rays showed the bone had healed in my left hand, and I was cleared to play again using both hands. A week later practice started. At the end of practice we had a scrimmage. All of my teammates knew I was dominantly left-handed and thus always dribbled to my left, which they cut off by standing to my left. On the first play I caught the ball, faked left and took off to my right, dribbling with my right hand, and shot a jump shot that swished in. Just then the coach blew his whistle. “Smith,” he yelled, “come here.” I did, and then he said to me privately, “When did you learn to go to your right?” I said, “Well, I broke my left hand a month ago and so for the last thirty days I have been using only my right hand when I practice. Now I guess I can use either hand.”

Our Bodies Can Be Our Ally in the Spiritual Life

Just as I trained my right hand to do something it had not done, so we can train our bodily members to behave as Christ-followers should behave. We can train our eyes to see beauty and to turn away from lust. We can train our tongues to tell the truth, to bless others with our words and to refrain from speaking ill of others. We can train our hands to serve others. We can train our feet to go to the least and the lost. Our bodies will not naturally be inclined this way, just as my right hand dribbled the ball off my foot for the first few weeks. But eventually it began to control the ball even without my conscious effort. That is what we are aiming for: doing the right things over and over, under the leading of the Spirit, until our bodies naturally do what is right. 

So I encourage you to give thanks for your body. It is good. Then I would encourage you to think of the ways in which your body has been trained under the ideas and ideals of the kingdom of this world, and prayerfully consider how it can be retrained to be your ally in your walk in the Spirit.

Living into the Truth

Think of one way you can change a bodily habit and begin practicing using your body in the way it was meant to be used. 

Affirmation

My body is a glorious gift from God, and I refuse to use it for sin. Instead I will celebrate it each day and train it so it becomes my ally in my apprenticeship to Jesus.

Prayer

Abba, forgive me for not respecting the role of my body in my life with you. Thank you for this beautiful, living temple of the Spirit you have given me. Help me to purge harmful habits and start healthy ones today. Amen.

Reflection 

How have you thought about your body as an enemy or ally in your life with God?
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Desires

Put to death, therefore, whatever belongs to your earthly nature: sexual immorality, impurity, lust, evil desires and greed, which is idolatry.

Colossians 3:5

[image: ]

One night during Girl Scout cookie season (the month or two when our house is full of boxes of cookies), my daughter, Hope, came downstairs to watch a television show we both enjoy. She was holding a box of Thin Mints and was just staring at it, with a forlorn look on her face. I said, “What’s the matter, Hope?”

“Dad,” she said, “I just know that if I open this box I will have to eat a whole sleeve of cookies.”

“You have to?” I asked.

“Yes, that is what I do every time,” she said.

Coincidentally, I had been thinking over the past several weeks about our desires and how they get their grip on us, and how we can overcome their dominion. So I said, “Let me offer another idea. What if you decided to eat three, maybe four, cookies? And what if you ate them slowly and really savored each one? Do you think you could give that a try?” She looked puzzled about this odd idea.

I looked over at her about ten minutes later, and she had eaten only two cookies. She was now engrossed in the television program. About forty minutes later she said, “I’m tired, Dad. I am going to get ready for bed,” and off she went. I looked over at the cookies—nearly a full sleeve left on the table—and I thought about how desires work in our lives. The act of eating slowly had taken the power out of the desire. 

Desires expand when we give them a place in our lives that they do not deserve.

God created us with the capacity to desire. Can you imagine what life would be like if you suddenly lost your ability to desire anything? It would make life unbearable. Many of our desires are, in fact, very good. I desire God. I desire to live. I desire to be with my lovely wife. I desire to be a good father. Some of my desires, however, are wrong and sinful. I sometimes desire to be admired and praised. I sometimes desire to see others fail, especially people who do not like me. I sometimes desire to be rich because I could buy all the things I think would make me happy. 

Even our good desires become sinful when they become all-consuming. That is the case of the sins on Paul’s list in Colossians 3:5. Sexual desire is, in itself, a very good thing, created by God and an important dimension of the human person. But when it becomes dominant, it becomes deadly. Paul does not say, “Put to death sexual desire”; he says, “Put to death sexual immorality.” He does not say, “Put to death money”; he says, “Put to death greed.” Greed is an inordinate desire for money. It is wanting more and more of it, never being satisfied, to the point of even worshiping money, which is why Paul says greed is actually idolatry.

Many of our sins are the result of disordered natural desires. The desire for food is natural and good (if not, why did God give us taste buds?), but when it becomes our primary focus it becomes gluttony. Cookies, in moderation, can be a blessing. The need to eat an entire box of cookies is clearly the result of a good desire gone bad. The desire to feel affirmation for who we are and what we do is natural and good (think of a child beaming with joy as her parents praise her artwork and put it on the refrigerator), but when it is a constant need it becomes pride and vainglory. The desire for a glass of wine is a natural and good thing (Jesus’ first miracle was to make very good wine), but when we drink too much it leads to drunkenness. 

So what makes the difference? What makes sexuality immoral? When does the desire to have material possessions become greed? Desire becomes sin when it moves from being something we enjoy to something we seek as our main desire. This is the key. 

When our deepest desire is for God, all other desires take their natural place. We can then enjoy things properly, with appreciation and moderation. But when God is not the center of what we do, then we must fill that void with something (cookies or cars), and when we do, we find that the desire is insatiable. The cookies cannot fill the void. So we eat more and more and feel less and less satisfied.

How do we find true delight? The same way the Trinity does. Once again, we return to Colossians 3:1-4 where Paul reveals the secret to true delight. It is the love story our hearts and souls yearn for. God, the one who created the universe, so loved us that he sent his Son, whose broken body and shed blood has reconciled us to God. And the Son rose from the dead, defeated death and imparted his eternal life to us. This sacred romance is the source of our delight. We find delight when we turn to God, with our hearts fully exposed to God’s loving gaze, surrendered and content in the arms of our Father.

We are all new people, people in whom Christ dwells and delights. We are temples of the Spirit, sacred and precious. Sin sullies us. That is why Paul says, “Put it to death.” He is not counseling us to put an end to all desires; rather, he is saying, “You are Christ-inhabited, fully loved and cared for. Don’t seek solace in some earthly desire. Keep them in their place. Enjoy your life, just don’t try to find your life in your joys.” This perspective brings order to our desires. Food becomes something to be thankful for and enjoy, sexuality becomes a way to enhance intimacy with our marriage partner, and money becomes something we use to buy the things we need.

Spiritual theologian James Houston writes: “The more our desires are directed toward God, the more he transforms them, so that we desire him ever more ardently; we are changed in the very process of desiring, to desire it in an ever more godly way.” We were made to desire—to desire God. As we express our longing for God, God meets us, and our heart finds what it is looking for. All of our other desires are consequently transformed. They are seen for what they are (things to be enjoyed), not invested in for what they are not (things to find our ultimate meaning in).

A few weeks after my conversation about Thin Mints with Hope, she said, “Dad, I didn’t take your advice yesterday. I opened the box [of Thin Mints] and ate a whole sleeve of cookies.”

“Did you enjoy them?” I asked.

“Yeah, but the rest of the day I didn’t feel so good. I don’t think I’ll do that again. I liked having three or four better,” she said. 

Desires are not bad. It is only when we try to fill a void that desires destroy us.

Living into the Truth

Moderation is a great thing to strive for, but seeking it in itself rarely works. The problem is that desire, if it has become inordinate, does not easily yield to a philosophical notion such as moderation. The way to reordering our desires is to find our joy in God. Today, or this week, set aside time to be in God’s presence. Try to expose your heart to God, as a tulip does with the sun, opening its petals and letting the rays pour into its core. Perhaps one of the following short prayers might aid you:

“Abba, I open all of the secret places of my heart to you.”

“Search me, O God, and see me as I am.”

“Let me feel your love today as never before.”

Then, just sit and listen for what God wants to bring to mind.

Affirmation

Desire in itself is not a bad thing, but a gift from God, a part of how I was made. But pure delight, delight in God, is what I was made for. That alone can reorder the desires of my heart.

Prayer

Gracious Abba, help me to find the hunger of my heart and soul in you and not in some earthly thing. Teach me how to enjoy the good things of this world in their proper order. Amen.

Reflection 

What is one craving or desire you find it hard to say “enough” to?
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