Living a new life in Christ (Colossians 3:12-17; 28/6/09)
Introduction

Last week I visited London. Nearly four years ago two major events took place there in one week. The first was the decision to host the Olympic Games in London in 2012. It was greeted with such a positive spirit by so many people. And of course there was the talk of what the decision meant for a rather deprived area of London, and how a great deal of construction was now going to take place. People were talking and thinking constructively.
The next day (July 7) came the terrorist bombs, bringing London to a standstill and leaving the nation in shock. What a contrast to the day before! Wednesday was all about construction; Thursday was about destruction – the destruction of the transport system, of daily routine and most tragically of all, the destruction of 52 lives.
The subject this morning is about living a new life in Christ. When you become a Christian you become a new creation. How does God want us to live? Does he want us to live constructively or destructively? The answer to that lies here in the passage before us. In one sense the answer is both. God wants us to destroy or put to death certain attitudes (v5, 8). On the other hand we are to be constructive – we are to put on or clothe ourselves with other qualities and characteristics (v12-14). This is only possible once a person has become a Christian and has the spirit of Christ living in them. Christianity isn’t about moral improvement by your own efforts, but about the power of a new creation through Jesus.
This morning I want us to look at how God wants Christian to live this new life (15-17). Notice we are still being told this is something we must do through the word let (v15, 16). When we let someone in, we are being active, not passive. And in looking at what God wants, Paul introduces us to three images or people: the umpire, the lodger and the ambassador.
1) Letting the Peace of Christ Rule (v15)

Peace is like a diamond; there are different facets in the bible. One could be described as objective peace – peace instead of wrath: therefore since we have been justified by faith, we have peace with God, through our Lord Jesus Christ (Rom. 5:1). Another facet is ‘inner’ peace of heart and mind: and the peace of God, which transcends understanding, will guard your hearts and minds in Christ Jesus (Phil. 4:7). A third facet is found here: an inner peace as far as the attitude of mind and will towards others is concerned (Carson). This fits the context of right relationships between believers. It is Christ’s gift. The word rule describes the activity of the umpire in the games. His peace should put an end to conflict. 
At Wimbledon we see the line judges concentrating intensely and calling shots out or signalling that they are in. But the umpire is the final authority. Sometimes the umpire will overrule a call from a line judge, because he/she believes the call to be wrong: “Correction! Overruled! The ball was good!” The players usually accept the decision and get on with the game. Sometimes a player will complain, and there’s a stand-off. Things get ugly and nothing is achieved. The game is spoiled.
God wants Christians to live by letting Christ’s peace rule in our hearts. We all have the dangerous tendency at times to make a ‘wrong call’ in our attitudes to fellow Christians. Somebody does or says something and we are tempted to be angry, malicious or slanderous (v8). But you must not allow those attitudes to rule. They don’t lead to peace but destruction, like terrorist bombs destroying the peace to which you were called in one body. You must allow the peace of Christ to overrule them. You belong to the same body. If you are harbouring anger, rage, malice slander towards a fellow Christian you must seek God’s forgiveness and help to let the peace of Christ rule in your hearts and govern your attitudes. This is how God wants us to live, the sign of spiritual maturity.
2) Letting the Word of Christ Dwell (v16)

When we were first married we lived in Chorley. A young man from Hong Kong came to work a summer placement in the town and started attending the church. He stayed in a guest house, but it wasn’t very adequate. One day he came to me and said, “I have a question; you’d better sit down! Can I come and stay with you.” We’d both benefited from the hospitality of others, so we thought we should offer him a place in our home. For a couple of months he became part of our family. I can still see him doing the washing up, with yellow marigolds, singing Beatle’s songs! He came to dwell with us and his presence made a difference in our home!
That’s the picture Paul uses here of the word of Christ - which probably means Christ’s direct teaching (in the Gospels) and through his apostles (epistles) and the word/teaching about Christ in the Bible as a whole. You must let this word dwell in your hearts richly (not sparingly).  As a result we gain wisdom, so that we can teach and admonish (directing and correcting) each other. One way of doing this together is in our singing psalms, hymns and spiritual songs. The point here seems to be that words we sing should teach us and help us to store up the word of Christ, and also help us express our thanks (grace) to the Lord.  
How much are you letting the word of Christ lodge in your hearts? I’m not saying you should be reading the Bible all day. But there is a discipline needed to read God’s Word – maybe just a command or promise - and keep it in your heart through the day – just as you like the taste of good food to linger on the palate! The eternal God is your refuge and underneath are the everlasting arms (Deut. 33:27).   When we come to sing together, we should do so constructively: “I want these words to help me focus on something about Jesus; to express my gratitude to the Lord.” Consider: He is my refuge in each deep distress; the Lord my strength and glorious righteousness. Learn good hymns. Sing them! God wants this! So let God’s Word in by reading and singing it!
3) Doing everything in the Name of Christ (v17)

Next month the G8 summit will take place in L’Aquila, Abruzzo, in order to support the communities ruined by the earthquake in April. The leaders of the eight wealthiest countries will be there, including President Obama and Prime Ministers Brown and Berlusconi. As they pose for a photograph they are ambassadors for their countries. They are not there just in their own name, but the name of their nation. So if they do something wrong or shameful, they embarrass and shame their people too! Four years ago in England President Bush fell of his bike at a G8 summit. This was news because even when exercising he was President! 
Paul says that Christians are to do all in the name of the Lord Jesus Christ. To do everything in the Lord’s name means that whatever you’re doing you’re representing him; to live and to act as those who bear his name (Carson). Everything should be done under the authority and approval of the Lord Jesus (Gromacki). Notice the scope of the Christian life and the lordship of Christ: whatever you do, whether in word or deed. This brings a dignity and significance to even the smallest task. It may not seem much, but you’re doing it in the Lord’s name. When we think about everything we do in this way it makes all the difference. 

Christians must not be like Mr Ben, who stepped through the door that led to adventure, and later stepped back again. There’s nothing more destructive than Christians who live in two worlds: the spiritual and secular. We meet in the name of the Lord Jesus today, but you go to work, take the children to school, run the home in the name of Jesus tomorrow. This is liberating. It provides the motivation to do everything well: your career, interests or studies. It’s also challenging. You must not go to work tomorrow and lie or lust; you mustn’t get on the phone tomorrow and gossip; you mustn’t watch a film/website of which Christ would not approve. If you do, you bring shame upon his name! 
4) Giving Thanks to God through Christ (v17)

So this new life Christ gives you involves letting the peace of Christ rule in your hearts (the umpire), letting the word of Christ dwell in them richly (the lodger) and doing everything in the name of the Lord Jesus (the ambassador). But there’s something else found in all three verses, like a golden thread. What’s the motive for this letting and doing? It is thanks or gratitude to God: be thankful (v15), singing with grace in your hearts (v16) and giving thanks to God the Father through him (v17). It shows us that true Christianity isn’t about earning God’s love or favour by the things we do. Rather, the Christian is someone who has received and experienced God’s grace, his unconditional love, through Christ, and now lives a life of gratitude for it (See 1:12-14).
After the terrorist bombs in London many people were injured in the blasts. Many were down in the depths of the Underground, trapped. But the rescue services went down to get them. Many were unconscious, weak or injured – helpless. But paramedics and others went down to set them free, and bring them back up to the light and to safety. At that time there was deep gratitude shown by those who were rescued. They don’t shrug and say, “Well, they were just doing their job!” They will never forget what was done for them.
At a far more profound level, Christians are to be for ever thankful for the salvation gained for them through Jesus Christ: rescued… from the dominion of darkness (heading for hell); brought…into the kingdom of the Son of his love (heading for glory). Not only has Christ come into history to die in the place of sinners, but every child of is filled with wonder, and says, “God has opened my eyes to see my need of him.” As Wesley writes:
And can it be that I should gain an interest in the Saviour’s blood?

Died he for me, who caused his pain? For me who him to death pursued?

Amazing love! How can it be

That Thou, my God, shouldst die for me?
Is this your response to God this morning? Do you think of God’s love to you through the death of Christ as amazing? Or to you is it just God ‘doing his job’? This is God showing his mercy and grace to sinners, his enemies, to spiritual and moral terrorists. That’s what makes it all the more amazing. 

If you’re not a Christian yet, I urge you to cry out to God to save you too, to rescue you from the darkness of your rebellion and lostness, to forgive you for Jesus’ sake, and to give you a new life, with his power. This is the most important thing for you to do today!
It was John Newton who wrote something like, “If Christians knew (fully) what they’d been saved from, they’d die of fright; if they knew what they’d been saved to they’d die of joy!” That’s why he penned those words:

Amazing grace! How sweet the sound

That saved a wretch like me

I once was lost but now am found

Was blind but now I see!

It wasn’t just the grace of God expressed in the sending of God’s Son that amazed John Newton, as wonderful as that is; it was the fact that God had opened his eyes to see Jesus Christ, realise what he’s done, and receive him as Saviour. By God’s grace every Christian can sing with great gratitude: I was blind but now I see!
May God help us to live as he wants: letting the umpire of Christ’s peace overrule us, the lodger of Christ’s Word dwell in us, and being an ambassador in his name whatever we do – with gratitude!
