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Sunday, August 4, 2019 
Rev. Robert W. Brown 

SERMON  
SHARED WORSHIP WITH WEST CONCORD UNION CHURCH 

 
The               New YOU 

 

INTRODUCTION (written & delivered by liturgist Stephen Haas) 

The Letter to the Colossians is one of the shortest of Paul’s nine letters. Scholars debate 
whether Paul or someone else, likely a disciple of Paul, wrote three of the letters. 
Colossians is one of the three, and scholars are evenly divided as to the authorship.  

Colossae was located in Phrygia, in what is now western Turkey. By Paul’s lifetime, it had 
diminished in size and importance, and was a minor commercial town. The Christian 
community there was not founded by Paul, but by Epaphras, who was a local figure, and 
may have heard Paul preach at Ephesus, one hundred miles away. Evidence indicates that 
the Christians at Colossae were largely of gentile background.  

Some of the communities to whom Paul addressed letters were riven by dissension or 
were otherwise undergoing a major crisis. But the community at Colossae seemed stable. 
The occasion for the letter was that pagan, and false Jewish and Christian teachings, had 
recently been introduced into the town, and were possibly starting to influence some 
members of the Christian community. Paul’s letter was meant to safeguard the true 
teachings of the Church.  

The core message found throughout the letter, and articulated powerfully in today’s 
reading, is the call to the faithful to undergo a fundamental moral and psychological 
reorientation, moving from law, ritual, and mysticism to an acceptance of Christ as unique 
and preeminent, the sole mediator between God  

and humanity, and the only means to true fulfillment. It is God in Christ, not human 
beings, that is the true measure of all things.  

One final theological note: from the beginnings of the Christian faith, there has been a 
tension, expressed in the phrase “the already and the not yet,” between the partial 
experience of salvation in the present and the Second Coming that will usher in full 
salvation and the transformation of the world. Paul, in most of his letters, holds this 
tension, but in the letter to the Colossians he presents a picture of believers’ present lives 
as already almost completely transformed by Christ’s death and resurrection.  

Today’s reading resonates with me as having contemporary relevance as an admonition 
against the corrupting influences of materialism and popular culture on the life of the 
spirit.  
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Colossians 3:1-11 
 
So if you have been raised with Christ, seek the things that are above, where 
Christ is, seated at the right hand of God.  
Set your minds on things that are above, not on things that are on earth,  
for you have died, and your 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. 
Put to death, therefore, whatever in you is earthly:  
fornication, impurity, passion, evil desire, and greed (which is idolatry).  
On account of these the wrath of God is coming on those who are disobedient. 
These are the ways you also once followed, when you were living that life.  
But now you must get rid of all such things— 
anger, wrath, malice, slander, and abusive language from your mouth.  
Do not lie to one another, seeing that you have stripped off the old self with 
its practices and have clothed yourselves with the new self, which is being 
renewed in knowledge according to the image of its creator.  
In that renewal there is no longer Greek and Jew, circumcised and 
uncircumcised, barbarian, Scythian, slave and free; but Christ is all and in all! 
 

 
The Apostle Paul was brilliant at building a logical and systematic case to explain 
and defend the explosive and radically new way of understanding GOD as revealed 
through the life, death and resurrection of Jesus.  

Though he never once met Jesus in the flesh, Paul had an amazing gift for taking 
abstract theological ideas and translating them into practical actions and 
behaviors. Paul’s words, thoughts and actions would eventually give form and 
substance to an embryonic religion. These new churches were often chaotic, 
uncertain, and messy, as they frantically searched for a way to effectively organize 
and practice this faith in community.  

It was a blank canvas because the risen Christ totally upended the meaning and 
practice of religion. Then, as today, many of us have been raised to think that our 
religious practice is meant to appease a temperamental GOD. We get the 
impression that certain rituals – if done correctly -will gain the favor of a vindictive 
god who is somewhere out there, keeping score of who is naughty or nice. But 
Jesus said that GOD was already within each one of us. GOD’s favor cannot be 
enhanced or diminished through legalistic religious rituals. Religion still wrestles 
with this idea today. The unconditional Love of GOD is an unretractable gift to ALL 
humanity. GOD’s only concern is the condition of your soul NOT adherence to any 
law or religious orthodoxy.  
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This idea was completely new. Paul’s letters to the early churches became the 
organizing principals that still guide us in how to practice this faith individually 
and in community. His writings help us to reorient the priorities that easily get 
lost when we default to old patterns of behavior. He consistently takes us back to 
the root of our faith, to the essential core of why we gather to begin with. Paul 
interprets the teachings of Jesus through the clear, unapologetic lens of Christ’s 
absolute Divinity. If Jesus was not fully and completely Divine, Paul’s entire thesis 
falls apart like a house of cards in the wind. It makes no sense at all. 

Prayer: 
Thank you, GOD for sending Jesus to reveal Your Love for us and clarify how we 
might manifest that Love throughout our lives. Transform us into the new self 
that is Your true desire for us and our true destiny.  
May the words of my mouth and the meditation of all our hearts be pleasing and 
acceptable to You, our Rock and our Redeemer.   
 
Human beings are not good with change and Jesus changed everything. In the 
turbulent seas of uncharted waters, we naturally gravitate back to what was 
comfortable and secure in the past. Even if that past wasn’t working so well for 
us! I have heard ex-convicts say that life on the outside was so frightening and 
unmanageable that they committed crimes specifically to return to the predictable 
routine of prison life. In the discomfort produced by uncertainty and debilitating 
distress of high anxiety, it seems only natural that we frantically seek relief as 
quickly as possible. It’s like a drowning man grasping at anything that floats.  
Often, that floatation device comes in the form of alcohol or drugs.  

Some of us find comfort in imagining a magnificent future someday soon we will 
finally find the security, recognition, success, and happiness that we deserve. OR 
we might indulge in exaggerated memories of past safe harbors; when life was, 
maybe not perfect, but certainly more carefree and simpler.  

For most of us, these elaborate fantasies, (often fueled with substances) are so 
pleasurable that they can then take on a life of their own. The more you feed 
them, the more they morph into insidious obsessions. And then, despite all logic, 
reason and experience, we return to past behaviors and patterns of living that we 
already know have detrimental consequences. Gambling addictions resurface. 
Sober alcoholics suffer relapse. Victims of abuse return to relationships with their 
abuser.  

In an affluent, entitled country such as ours, we are easily ensnared in the 
powerfully addictive trap of consumerism. We desperately want to believe the idea 
that happiness will come when we have just a little more. It’s easy to sell security 
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as a fat retirement account; or joy in the form of a shiny new Tesla. And, it’s not 
hard to convince yourself that peace will finally come when I sit in the perfection 
of my dream home. Even though our experience has taught us over and over 
again that consumeristic behavior is an insatiable, lying beast, we keep biting on 
the shiny lure, thinking that this time it will be the real thing.  

In one way or another, we all suffer some form of addictive behavior and our only 
hope of liberation begins when we strip off the old self, the self that exaggerates, 
confuses, and distorts reality and triggers an avalanche of emotional imbalance in 
our families, our church, our careers and our politics.   

Paul offers us an antidote that frees us from the deceptive trap of addictive 
behaviors. Today, therapists might call it, “replacement therapy”. Simply put we 
replace the bad self-destructive choices in our life with an alternative behavior, 
behavior that is good, life-giving and restorative. We train ourselves to recognize 
the seductive sparks that ignite old repetitive, default habits that fuel our 
emotional imbalance. We then choose to replace that temptation with something 
better. We focus our minds on something better.  

Paul says to ‘set your minds on the things above” meaning the things that Jesus 
taught us about authenticity, truth-telling, non-judgmental behavior, and helping 
those in need. Paul says, when we think differently, we can put this on like a new 
wardrobe for your new self. When we think differently, we act differently. 

This is a simple concept to understand but it is really hard to live. As I already 
said, we are not good with change. So, exactly how do we transform into the new 
self? The answer is, sadly, WE DON’T - unless we absolutely have to! As long as we 
keep doing what we’ve always done, we will keep getting what we’ve always 
gotten.  

Unless we are willing to break free of the addictive cycle that defines the old self, 
the one that buys into delusion of self-fulfillment through self-interest, we will 
find it impossible to change into a new liberated self that is true, balanced and 
free. Only when we finally admit that our formula for finding happiness in 
temporal pleasures and ego-inflation just isn’t working can we begin to examine 
our deeply programmed, ill-fated responses. Only by dying to the old self can we 
gain the power to choose again. This is hard work, but the good news is that we 
can learn to heal our emotionally reactive, default responses.  

For Paul, the real transformation into the new self is set in motion when we 
actually identify ourselves completely in the Way of the risen Christ. It’s way more 
than simply believing. It is the deliberate renouncing of the old ways. It is 
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intentionally dying to those practices and behaviors that have never worked and 
replacing them with your own resurrected life! This is the Way of liberation.  

This is the re-creation of a bold new you. This is the rewired, reconditioned new 
self.  

To follow in the Way of Jesus will form new patterns of thought and emotionally 
balanced actions. This is how your soul can be continually restored to its original 
blessing; the ongoing, harmonious, union between GOD and your whole being. 
Following in the Way of Jesus, Paul asserts, will reveal the mysteries of GOD’s 
ways. Following in the Way of Jesus leads to complete reconciliation with GOD and 
everyone else.  

The fight is over. All attachment is surrendered, and the bold new you lives and 
breathes in the fullness of GOD’s heavenly realm here on earth. This new self 
enjoys a vibrant and active relationship with the GOD who is right here, right now! 
Not some enigmatic, distant entity out in some unreachable celestial plane!  

If what Paul says about Jesus Christ is true, it should blow your mind and at the 
same time, terrify you to your bones, because if Jesus actually was the physical 
embodiment of GOD-with us, if his life, death and resurrection actually does peel 
back the veil of Divine mystery, if, like Paul writes, “in [Christ]the whole fullness of 
deity dwells, (2:9) then your entire life will be completely rocked and rerouted in 
massively inconvenient ways.  

You will have to love your enemy rather than kill them, find ways to resolve 
broken relationships rather than savor that sweet, self-justified resentment. You 
will be confronted frequently with ego deflating shortcomings,  

the utter failure of your self-will, and an undeniable inability to be any more or 
less holy or spiritual or religious than the next person. You will have to abandon 
your snap judgements of others, (even if you are right) and hold all your 
convictions lightly. You will make mistakes and come to realize that this is about 
progress, not perfection. But the good news is that effective replacement therapy 
must come with rewards.  

For those who dare, to live a life following in the Way of Jesus comes an amazing 
promise. Even with all your raggedy imperfection and frequent failures along the 
way, you will experience, in the very core of your being, the reality and assurance 
of God’s expansive and irrepressible Love for you anyway! Which means, of 
course, that you will have to practice Loving that way yourself. 

In this final month of summer what it would mean to set an intention for our 
spiritual growth for the year to come?  What might we need to set down and what 



  
Sunday August 4, 2019 

Rev. Robert W. Brown 
 

	

6	

is waiting for us to take up? What do we need to surround ourselves with support 
and nourishment that will enable us to do these things?  

I don’t know if the seduction of addictive behavior ever goes away, but I do know 
we always have the power to choose another way. GOD continually beacons us to 
the table of reconciliation. There is no limit to GOD’s grace, no ceiling on GOD’s 
forgiveness, no urgent deadline to RSVP to this party.  

Jesus says, when you’re ready, come. Eat this bread. It will nourish your new self, 
for this is the bread of life. Come, drink this cup and let’s begin again, for this is 
the cup of forgiveness.  

Come, be refreshed, rebalanced and made ready to clothe yourself as  
the bold new you. 
 

The               New YOU! Amen.  


