Appreciating the Good News (Colossians 1:21-23; 1/5/05)
Introduction

In the Wind in the Willows Ratty and Mole are lost in the Wild Wood. It has snowed over night and everywhere looks different. The two animals are very nervous because of the threat from the ‘Wild Wooders’ – weasels and stoats. Suddenly Mole lets out a cry of pain. He’s gashed his shin on a sharp metal object hidden in the snow. As he lies there in agony, Rat is jumping about in delight! Mole can’t understand it. But the sharp metal object was good news for two little lost animals. It was a door-scraper. And where you find a door-scraper, you find a door. And the door leads to a home. They had found the home of their friend Badger, who finally answers and welcomes them in – away from danger!

And this is want I want to emphasize this morning. You could be like Mole, conscious of your pain, and a little irritated by the rejoicing of others. You could be listening to false voices of our culture, and have forgotten the good news of the gospel. But listen to Paul explain the good news to you at a personal level and I pray that you will appreciate more what God has done through Jesus Christ.

Paul writes to the Colossians to help them appreciate the good news, or gospel (v5, 23). Other spiritual teachers had arrived on the scene and tried to take the shine of their Christian faith – the good news of Jesus Christ. “We’ve got something better!” they claimed. So Paul has reminded them of the majesty of Christ as the Creator, Holder and Reconciler of all things. We need to appreciate how great our Christ is! But Paul doesn’t leave it there, on this grand, universal scale. He brings it down to a personal level: And you (v21). He wants them to appreciate that the Christian good news is personal - affecting our past, present and future. What’s it about?

1) It’s About our Alienation (v21)

Once you were alienated – he’s writing about their past, before they believed the good news. The gospel always assumes bad news first, and the bad news – not just for the Colossians, but for everyone – is that we are alienated from God. To be an alien means to be a foreigner, a stranger. The Roman Empire was full of aliens – people far from home, slaves – often through no fault of their own. But you were aliens, says Paul, because you were enemies in your mind, and that war against God in the mind led to wicked works, or evil behaviour. The bible teaches that we have all been affected by the rebellion of our first parents, but Paul doesn’t major on that here. The stress is on personal responsibility: you were alienated from God (that’s your condition) and this was caused by your own attitudes: enemies in your minds.
People throughout the centuries have felt and written about this alienation, and a longing to be satisfied, to be home. Novalis wrote a story of a man who dreamt about a beautiful blue flower. It was so attractive that when he woke he left home and spent his life in optimistic search of it. However, the Roman philosopher Cicero said, pessimistically, that he wished that we could all die when we were young. Why? Because then we would not live to see our hopes, dreams and ideals crushed by the harsh realities of life. 

The NT teaching about alienation from God explains why we often feel as we do. Have you ever experienced the joy of something beautiful – nature, or music, or a meal with friends – and yet felt pain or sadness at the same time? The beauty is an echo of paradise lost, the scent of the blue flower. At the heart of that paradise was a loving relationship with God, which we no longer enjoy. And all our efforts to satisfy that longing are like someone trying to satisfy his hunger by gulping in air. It’s futile. All our possessions and pleasures cannot get us back to God. 
2) It’s About our Reconciliation (v21-22)

If we appreciate the bad news, then the good news is like water to the thirsty. God has done something to reconcile us (his enemies) to himself! We haven’t found him; he’s come to us! How? In the body of his flesh, in the physical body of the Son of his love. These new spiritual teachers denigrated the physical, even claimed it to be evil. But Paul exults in it! He underlines that it was through the physical body of Jesus that we have been reconciled! How does that work out? Jesus Christ died as the perfect sacrifice, thus making peace through the blood of his cross. God was reconciling the world to himself in Christ, not counting men’s sins against them (2 Cor. 5:19). So God’s wrath towards his enemies fell upon his Son. That’s the good news of reconciliation: we don’t have to stay as aliens and enemies. There’s a way back. That’s good news!
We went as a family for a walk in the Pinewoods in Formby recently. It was a very pleasant day, and as we strolled through the woods I noticed that on one side of the path, many trees were marked with a blue cross. Were they all condemned? Then I noticed on the other side of the path there were trees marked by a red cross! Then I was really confused, having no idea what the symbols meant. I needed someone to explain them to me.
The symbol of the cross is familiar around the world, but who understands it? Do you realise that it’s about God reconciling his enemies? This isn’t God saying, “Here are the Ten Commandments; try harder to keep them and we’ll maybe think about reconciliation then!” It is God saying, “Here’s my Son! I have punished him instead! I’ll no longer count your sins against you!” Have you received this good news? Have you believed it at a personal level? You don’t have to perform any duty. You don’t have to pay any money. All he requires you to do is believe his promise in his Son and you will be reconciled to God.
3) It’s About our Presentation (v22)

The good news for every believer is that since we have been justified by faith, we have peace with God through our Lord Jesus Christ (Romans 5:1). But that’s not all. There’s a public presentation to come – like a graduation ceremony, ‘passing out’ parade or wedding. Christ will present us before his Father and we will be holy – legally righteous (we’ll all have the right dress); blameless – inwardly pure (we’ll be morally clean) and irreproachable (we’ll be free from accusation). The image of a wedding is more common. Husbands are commanded to love their wives as Christ loved the church and gave himself up for her to make her holy…and to present her to himself as a radiant church, without stain or wrinkle or any blemish, but holy and blameless (Eph. 5:25-27). This good news offers us hope for the future.
I have been to many weddings, and there is always a slight pause when the minister says, “If anyone knows of any just reason why these two people should not be legally married, let them speak now or forever hold their peace.” I’ve often imagined what would happen if someone stood up and started condemning the bride’s character, dredging up all kinds of references to the past as to why she is unfit to be married! How embarrassing and shameful!
The good news is that all of God’s people – collectively and individually – will one day be presented perfect in his sight. Satan the Accuser would love to be there on that day and cast up all your shameful behaviour, but God won’t allow him to speak: “Back off Satan! My Son has died for these people! I’ve forgiven them and made them holy!” Christians are free now from the penalty of sin. But you can still be guilty of evil attitudes and behaviour. People can often justly criticise you. We need to confess our sin daily. But one day we will be free not only from the penalty of sin, but from the power and presence of sin too! That’s good news! 
4) It’s Worth our Continuation (v23)
If the final presentation of believers is God’s goal, what are Christians to be doing until that day? They are to continue in the faith, that is, to continue trusting in and resting on the truth of the gospel (v5). The words grounded and steadfast paint the picture of a building standing firm in a storm, on solid foundations. Paul’s ‘if’ isn’t meant to generate doubt or insecurity, as though Paul were shaking his head and saying, “I’m not sure about you lot in Colosse.” The assumption is that they will continue. But there is a warning to the believers: “If you listen to these spiritual gurus, and let them lead you away from Christ, then you are turning away from the hope of the gospel, and you’re stepping off solid ground and into quicksand. Their teaching won’t support you either in the storms of life or the storms of judgment! Continue to trust Christ!”
In the OT we read of a man whom God called to leave his home and go to a land God would show him. So Abraham obeyed. The NT says that by faith he made his home in the promised land like a stranger in a foreign country. He lived in tents…for he was looking forward to the city with foundations, whose architect and builder is God. Abraham’s life is given us as an example of what it means to continue through life, trusting in God’s promises, living by faith, until we arrive at that eternal city: home with God! 

We have clearer promises than Abraham. We live this side of Christ’s birth, death and resurrection. God calls us to reconciliation with him through his Son. One writer puts it: “That means that we can start a relationship with God again by putting our trust in Jesus. Then God will lead us on ways that are meaningful but seldom comfortable, fulfilling but seldom easy.” The Christian life is often hard. We often feel like giving up. But where else are we to go? On Christ the solid rock I stand! All other ground is sinking sand! This good news is worth the fight!
Conclusion

Paul believed that this good news was worth proclaiming. It was relevant to every creature under heaven – using natural exaggeration! This good news explains why we feel as we do, and has the power to bring us out of alienation to reconciliation, with the hope of a final, glorious presentation before God. Please don’t think it’s not for you.
Jesus believed this message was for everyone. One day he stopped by a well outside a town. His disciples went in to buy food. A Samaritan woman came to draw water. Most Jewish men wouldn’t have even noticed her, but Jesus did, and started speaking to her, asking for a drink. She’s astounded. Jesus uses the subject of water to start speaking about the good news he had to offer: Everyone who drinks this water will be thirsty again, but whoever drinks the water I give him will never thirst. Indeed the water I give him will become a spring of water, welling up to eternal life (John 4:13-14). It turns out that she’s been thirsting for satisfaction, but a string of relationships have failed to deliver. And she begins to see that Jesus Christ really does understand her. She comes to believe in him as her Messiah. Soon she’s pointing others in Christ’s direction! Christ Jesus satisfied her spiritual longing. The disciples return and think, “What’s he doing speaking to her!” 

But here was a person, made in the image of God, yet far from God. Does that describe you? That woman must have thought this good news wasn’t for her, but she was wrong. Don’t think that you’re too bad to turn to Christ. Don’t think you’re too good either! Jesus Christ is relevant to you. Turn to him. Only he can quench you’re spiritual thirst. Only he can reconcile you to the God you’ve offended and yet need so badly. I came to Jesus and I drank of that life-giving stream. My thirst was quenched, my soul revived, and now I live in him. This good news is for us all.
