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How We Change 
(Colossians 1:1-12) 

Bob Newhart used to do a sketch about a psychiatrist.  The client arrives at his office, introduces herself and asks if 
she should lie down on the couch.  Newhart replies that won’t be necessary, a chair will work just as well.  Then he 
explains his billing.  “I charge $5 for the first 5 minutes.  Any time after that is free.  Is that acceptable?”  The 
woman can’t believe it.  “Of course - that’s wonderful – it sounds too good to be true in fact.”  Newhart says, “Oh, I 
can guarantee our session won’t last more than five minutes.  Go!”  She says, “What do you mean?”  “Tell me your 
problem.”  “Oh, ok.  I’m afraid of being buried alive in a box.  I just can’t stop thinking about it and I panic.”  “Has 
anyone ever tried to bury you in a box?”  “No, but just thinking about it is horrible.  I can’t go into tunnels or 
elevators.”  “So you’re claustrophobic?”  “Yes.”  “Well, I’m going to say two words to you and I want you to 
remember them and incorporate them into your life once you leave here.”  “Do I need to write them down?”  “No, 
they’re only two words, you shouldn’t have any trouble remembering them.  Are you ready?  Stop it!  “What?” 
“Just stop it.”  “I don’t understand.”  “Just stop it!”  “So – I should just stop it?”  “Of course, you don’t want to go 
through life worrying about being buried in a box do you?  That’s horrible. Stop it.”  It’s a funny sketch – but what 
makes it funny?  The whole bit is built on the absurdity that we can just will ourselves to change.  Everybody knows 
that real, lasting change is more complicated than just telling ourselves to stop it. Yet when I go back and listen to 
a lot of my preaching over the years, that’s what it sounds like.  Here’s what the Bible says not to do – so stop 
doing it.  Here’s what the Bible says to do – so start doing it.  But that’s not real Christianity.  That’s just moralism.  
I used to think that we were saved by our faith in Jesus and what He accomplished for us in His death and 
resurrection but then we grew as Christians by our own willpower.  I would compare my behavior to  the Bible and 
think, “Boy, I really need to grow in patience or purity or selflessness.  I better get to work.”  And as long as I 
remembered that I needed to be more patient or kind or generous, I would be - kind of - but then life would 
intrude and I wouldgo right back to my old habits.  What I’ve learned is that I am saved by my relationship with 
Jesus and I grow by my relationship with Jesus.  Jesus has saved me and Jesus is saving me.  We aren’t changed by 
religion, philosophy, psychiatry or willpower; but by a person – and that’s Paul’s point in his letter to the Colossians 

 

Paul wrote this letter from jail in Rome awaiting trial before Caesar. His friend Epaphras who started the church in 
Colossae visited him there and told Paul about the serious problems which have sprung up recently in this young 
congregation.  The little church in Colossae is struggling because of the culture in which they live.  Colossae is in 
Asia Minor (modern day Turkey) which was a very religious culture; a place of magic, mysticism and superstition.  I 
took a class in church history last year and one thing I noticed was that throughout history, whenever a heresy 
appeared in the church, that heresy always reflected the culture where that church was located.  In this case, the 
faith of the Colossians was beginning to be shaped more by the beliefs of their culture than by Christ.  A 
counterfeit Christianity was growing in their midst which used Christian terms but pagan definitions.  The 
Colossians were accepting a counterfeit Christ, a substitute for the real Jesus.  No Christian today, as far as I know, 
struggles with the specific heresy the Colossians struggled with; but we all have the same disease.  We all tend to 
follow the Jesus of our culture rather than the Jesus of the Bible.  We all tend to substitute religion for the gospel 
and faith in ourselves for faith in Christ.  And as the Colossians discovered, religion cannot impart life, only death.     



That’s why Paul wrote Colossians and why it is a very important letter for us to understand.  It strips away the 
religious barnacles which have attached themselves to Christianity over the years and takes us back to the pure 
essence of our faith; our relationship with Jesus Christ Himself.  We don’t begin with Jesus and graduate to 
religion.   We don’t begin with what Christ has done and graduate to what we do.  We don’t begin with a living 
relationship with Jesus and graduate to do-it-yourself sanctification.  The Christian life is our relationship with 
Christ and we grow by faith in who He is, what He has done for us and what He is doing.  My goal in this series of 
talks is that we will each grow in our relationship with Jesus; that Christ will become more beautiful, more 
appealing, and more powerful both to us and in us – because He is our life. This morning I want to look at the first 
12 verses of Colossians.  Paul doesn’t begin with the counterfeits the Colossians are struggling with; he reminds 
them of what changed their lives initially and of what will continue to change them as they believe.  So this 
morning I want to talk about how we change and I want to make two simple points.  First, we are saved by the 
gospel (1-8).  Second, we grow by the gospel (9-12.) We are saved by faith in Christ and we grow by faith in Christ.   

 

First, we’re saved by the gospel. “Paul, an apostle of Jesus Christ by the will of God” Paul is writing to Christians 
he’s never met and so he wants to establish his credentials; he’s an apostle which means one who is sent and he is 
an apostle by God’s choice, not his own.  The first century apostles were God’s representatives who revealed His 
truth and so Paul reminds the Colossians that what he’s writing to them isn’t opinion but the very word of God. 
“and Timothy our brother, to the saints and faithful brethren in Christ at Colossae: grace to you and peace from 
God our Father.  We give thanks to God, the Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, praying always for you, since we heard 
of your faith in Christ Jesus and the love which you have for all the saints; because of the hope laid up for you in 
heaven, of which you previously heard in the word of truth, the gospel, which has come to you, just as in all the 
world also it is constantly bearing fruit and increasing, even as it has been doing in you also since the day you heard 
and understood the grace of God in truth; just as you learned it from Epaphras, our beloved fellow bond-servant, 
who is a faithful servant of Christ on our behalf, and he also informed us of your love in the Spirit.  Paul starts 
positive.  He has never visited this church but ever since he found out about them from Epaphras, he’s been 
praying for them and thanking God for how their lives have changed since they believed the gospel which Epaphras 
preached to them.  Paul says, “I’ve heard of your faith in Christ and the love you have for all the saints.  By the way, 
when Paul talks about saints here, he’s talking about all Christians.  In the Bible, saints are not special Christians, all 
Christians are saints.  That’s why Paul calls the Colossians saints.  So Paul says, “I’ve heard about your faith, I’ve 
heard about your love and I’ve heard about your hope,” – faith, love and hope which are the three cardinal virtues.  
However, the Colossians are not Christians because they are so virtuous.  They are virtuous because they are 
Christians.  Notice that their faith in Christ, their love for each other and their hope in heaven are the fruit of 
believing the gospel.  Paul says the gospel has come to Colossae, ”just as in all the world also it is constantly 
bearing fruit and increasing, even as it has been doing in you also since the day you heard and understood the 
grace of God in truth;”  It is faith in the gospel which saves us.  The gospel – the good news that Christ has done for 
us what we cannot do for ourselves – is what actually bears fruit in us and changes our lives.  And Paul says that 
same gospel is not spreading throughout the known world, which for the Colossians would have meant the Roman 
Empire and is bearing that same fruit of changed lives everywhere it goes.  If Christ is your Savior today, think back 
to the time when you believed in Him for the first time.  Didn’t your life change?  Didn’t things which used to seem 
natural to you begin to feel unnatural?  And didn’t things that used to feel unnatural begin to feel natural?  You 
found yourself believing things you never dreamed you would believe, trusting in a God you couldn’t see or hear, 
loving other believers simply because they were believers and not because of there was anything particularly 
lovable about them.  And for the first time in your life, you had real hope and certainty about the future.  You knew 
you had eternal life and that death wasn’t something to fear any more.  And the interesting thing was that you 



didn’t try to develop these things or create these things in yourself – you just discovered they were already there.  
That’s the power of the gospel – or rather, the power of Jesus through the gospel.  When we hear and believe the 
gospel – whether it is the first time we hear it or the 101st time we hear it, Christ comes into our lives and makes us 
new people and gives us a new nature.  And the changes in us – the faith, hope and love - are the fruit of the 
gospel.  That’s why Paul writes in Romans 1:16, “For I am not ashamed of the gospel for it is the power of God for 
salvation, to everyone who believes.”   The gospel is more than a doctrine or a philosophy.  It is the way Christ in all 
His power comes to us when we believe it and Paul reminds the Colossians that they weren’t saved by religion or 
by their own moral efforts or by church attendance or by self-discipline; but by faith in the gospel.  We are saved 
by the gospel and that leads us to Paul’s second point; we grow by the gospel.  The way we begin is the way we 
continue.  Faith in the gospel is the way we begin and faith in the gospel is the way we continue the change that 
the gospel has begun in us. 

 
Let’s continue with vs. 9-12. “For this reason also, since the day we heard, (of the fruit the gospel has borne in the 
lives of the Colossians) we have not ceased to pray for you and to ask that you may be filled with the knowledge of 
His will in all spiritual wisdom and understanding so that you may walk in a manner worthy of the Lord, to please 
Him in all respects, bearing fruit in every good work and increasing in (or growing by) the knowledge of God; 
strengthened with all power according to His glorious might for the attaining of all steadfastness and patience, 
joyously giving thanks to the Father who has qualified us to share in the inheritance of the saints in light.”  This is a 
great prayer and a prayer I have prayed for Creekside ever since we began in 1990.  But it was only this week that I 
really understood what Paul is praying for.  Let me ask you a question.  As you read through that prayer, what is 
the root and what is the fruit?  What is the cause and what is the effect?  What is Paul asking God to do and what 
will be the result of his prayer being answered? Notice the two very important little words, “so that.”  Paul writes 
that he is praying that the Colossians will be filled with the knowledge of God’s will in all spiritual wisdom and 
understanding SO THAT all these other things will become true in their life: so that they will walk or behave in a 
manner worthy of Christ, please Him in everything, bear fruit in every good work, increase in the knowledge of 
God, experience His power in becoming patient and steadfast and experience joy in constantly giving thanks to 
God.  So what’s the root and what’s the fruit?  The fruit is essentially living a Christlike life, becoming like Jesus, 
walking like Jesus, being effective like Jesus, being strong like Jesus, being joyful like Jesus – the kind of stuff every 
Christian wants.   But notice, all those things are the fruit, the effect, and the result of something else.  What is 
Paul actually praying for here?  He is praying that the Colossians be filled with the knowledge of God’s will in all 
spiritual wisdom and understanding SO THAT all these other things will happen; and that little phrase is what I 
want to focus on this morning.  What exactly does Paul mean by being filled with the knowledge of His will in all 
spiritual wisdom and understanding and what makes that so powerful in changing our lives?   
 
First what does Paul mean by the knowledge of the will of God?  I used to think that Paul meant the knowledge of 
God’s personal will for me; where I’m to work, who I’m to marry, what house to buy, stuff like that which isn’t 
found in the Bible.  That obviously isn’t what Paul is talking about here because God’s personal will for our lives is 
generally a mystery that is only solved as we look back on the way He’s guided our steps.  That’s why we walk by 
faith.  When Paul talks about the will of God, he’s talking about God’s revealed will, His plan for creation and 
redeeming that creation from the curse of sin and death through Jesus and making a new creation of which the 
church is the beginning.  The revealed will of God is the gospel, the essential message of Christianity and Paul’s 
point which he makes over and over in this letter is that just as we are saved by the gospel, we grow by the gospel.  
The gospel is the root, a changed life is the fruit.  And that’s why Paul adds the phrase, “in all spiritual wisdom and 
understanding.”  Wisdom and understanding is knowledge applied to life.   I know that Jesus died for my sins.  
That’s knowledge of the will of God.  How does that knowledge affect the way I live today? That’s wisdom and 
understanding.  So Paul is praying that the Colossians will understand the gospel and how it applies to all of life – 
which as we’ll see is what this letter is all about.  Paul’s letter in a way is the answer to his prayer.  One more word 
before we move on to practical application.  Paul prays that the Colossians will be filled with the knowledge of His 
will in all spiritual wisdom and understanding.  Why filled?   I think Paul means that the knowledge of the gospel 



will be the thing that fills their mind and controls their behavior, the lens through which they look at all of life; 
because that is the way that Paul will apply the gospel and what Christ has done throughout the rest of this letter. 
 
 
Here’s what I want you to see from this passage.  The way we begin the journey is the way we continue on the 
journey.  We begin our relationship with God by putting our faith in Christ and in the gospel and we grow in our 
relationship with God by putting our faith in Christ and in the gospel.  That’s what Paul means when he writes in 
Col. 2:6-7, “As you therefore have received Christ Jesus the Lord, so walk in Him.”   You see, behavior is simply the 
fruit of belief. I will always behave consistently with what I really believe to be true.  Therefore, every sin is based 
upon a lie about God I believe and on loving something more than I love God.  But if I only focus on the fruit of 
behavior and never on the root which is producing the fruit, I won’t change.  I’ve been battling the wild berry 
plants in our back yard for 30 years.  They’re ugly, they have thorns and they take over everything.  About once a 
month, I take an hour or so to cut them to the ground and clean out the garden.  I’m ruthless.  I don’t leave even a 
twig.  But they always come back - because I’m too lazy to dig out the roots.  I settle for the appearance of a berry-
free garden rather than the reality.  That’s moralism – just dealing with the fruit of behavior without tearing out 
the root.  Real, substantial change won’t occur until we attack sin at its roots and replace the unbelief of our mind 
and the idolatry of our heart with the truth of the gospel.  
 
Let me give you an example. When you drive, do other drivers ever irritate you?  Do you ever hear yourself saying 
things in your car which you would never say in public?  Do you ever find yourself genuinely disliking people you’ve 
never met simply because of the way they drive?  Well, sure – who doesn’t? I know that Jesus told His disciples to 
turn the other cheek, to love our enemies and to pray for those who persecute us, but I figure those commands 
are temporarily suspended whenever I’m behind the wheel.  Once I cool down, I confess my anger to God and 
promise that the next time somebody cuts me off or tailgates or honks, I’ll respond differently.  But I’ve been 
getting irritated on the road and asking God to forgive me for years and nothing has changed.  Why? I’m trying to 
deal with the fruit rather than with the root.   How does filling ourselves with the knowledge of the will of God in 
all spiritual wisdom and understanding change the way we deal with irritating drivers?  Here are six questions to 
ask in applying the gospel to any area of life. (By the way, these questions are included in the discussion questions 
in your sermon notes, so you don’t need to write them down.) 1. What is one sin you consistently struggle with?  
In this case, we’ve chosen our secret (or perhaps, not so secret) road rage.  2. What lie about God is behind this 
sin?  If the way I behave is a result of what I believe, then I need to identify the lie about God I believe that’s 
producing this behavior.  It’s not that we don’t believe in God, it’s that we don’t believe in the God of the gospel: 
the God who is great and in control of everything, so I don’t need to be: the God who is good and is the only one 
who can fully satisfy us; the God who is gracious and merciful and forgiving, so I don’t need to prove myself or earn 
His approval; the God is glorious and worthy of all honor and glory so I don’t need to be afraid of people or 
anything besides God.  So in light of what the gospel tells us about God, what lie is fueling my anger with other 
drivers?  For me, I forget that God is gracious, that He does not treat me as our sins deserve but with compassion.  
He lays all our sins on Christ so that He can pour His grace on us. But because I forget the grace God has shown me, 
I think, “That driver shouldn’t be allowed on the road.  She is driving so slowly she’s a hazard to everybody else.  
She doesn’t deserve to have a license.”  Is my attitude like God’s?  If God gave me what I deserve, I’d have been in 
hell long before this. Every sin is fueled by a lie about God – and so to be filled with the knowledge of His will in all 
spiritual wisdom and understanding, to apply the gospel to every situation in life, when you become aware of a sin 
that just keeps reappearing, ask yourself, “What lie about God is behind this sin?” because the sin which lives in us 
always distorts our view of God. 3. What idols are leading you into this sin?  Sin distorts our view of God and then it 
replaces God with a false god.  Paul writes in Romans 1 that we exchange the truth of God for a lie and worship 
and serve the creation rather than the Creator.  Once I believe a lie about God, I create my own god to worship and 
depend on for what I need.  So I need to ask, what idol is behind my road rage? What do I love more than God?  
What do I trust more than God to give me what only God can give me?   For me, driving is all about control.  I want 
to drive the speed I choose, no faster, no slower.  I want to arrive at my destination when I planned to arrive there.  
I hate delays, surprises or people getting into my lane and slowing me down.  The idol I worship is me.  I want to be 
God.  I want to be in control.  And anything that reminds me that I’m not God irritates me.  Sin not only distorts our 
understanding of God, sin steals our heart and our affections from Him so that our heart becomes smaller and 
smaller until it is only big enough for us; and that’s idolatry – loving anything or anyone more than we love Him.  4. 



What truth about God and the gospel do you need to trust in when you struggle?  How does viewing this situation 
through the knowledge of His will change me?  What has He done for me in Christ?  God is GREAT and is in control 
even though I’m not and I can trust Him in the way He orders my circumstances, even when it means delays, near 
misses, and thoughtless drivers because He is GOOD and always wills my ultimate best and if I knew what He 
knows, I would choose exactly the path He has chosen for me.  God is GRACIOUS and treats me with compassion, 
kindness and undeserved mercy and then calls me to treat others as He treats me, so I can forgive and forebear 
and be patient as He is patient with me. He is GLORIOUS and worthy of all glory and honor and my joy comes from 
giving Him that glory and not worrying about these insignificant events on the freeway.  And God is ALL-WISE, and 
my best interests are served by obeying His word instead of my own wisdom.   I hope you can see that once I turn 
my mind to the truths about God, my perspective on my circumstances changes completely and I see everything in 
a far different and far healthier light.  5. How does Jesus exemplify the way God would want you to live in this 
area?”  Jesus is the perfect human and our example of how God wants us to live so we can thrive and so I need to 
look at His example in this particular area.  Jesus didn’t drive but He had to deal with obnoxious, frustrating people 
all the time. How did He deal with them?  Peter writes in 1 Peter 2:21-23, “For you have been called for this 
purpose, since Christ also suffered for you, leaving you an example for you to follow in His steps, WHO COMMITTED 
NO SIN, NOR WAS ANY DECEIT FOUND IN HIS MOUTH; and while being reviled, He did not revile in return; while 
suffering, He uttered no threats, but kept entrusting Himself to Him who judges righteously;”   Jesus was the only 
truly innocent man and yet when He suffered abuse and insults in His life and particularly as He went to the cross, 
He didn’t react or threaten or treat His enemies like they treated Him, but remained silent because He trusted that 
God was the final judge and we’re to follow His example.  If we only see Christian behavior in the negative – what 
we’re not to do – it’s hard to understand what God wants us to do and that’s why we need to look at Jesus and see 
what He did.  6. How will you trust Jesus to reproduce His life in you?”  The Christian life isn’t simply imitating 
Jesus, it is trusting Jesus to live His life through us.  Christ in us is the big theme of Colossians because that is the 
essence of Christianity; not me doing my best of Christ but Christ doing His best in me as I trust Him to reproduce 
the life He lived 2000 years ago in me today.  When I cooperate with Him and do what He would do, I feel His joy 
and His power as He gives me the ability to live as He lived; and I am at peace because I’m living the way I was 
originally created to live.  That’s how we change – not by focusing on behavior but by focusing on Christ and on the 
gospel and how to live in its light. 
 

Did you ever see the film, A Beautiful Mind? Russell Crowe plays John Nash, a Nobel Laureate in Economics who 
also suffers from schizophrenia  - a fact the audience is unaware of for most of the movie because much of what 
happens in the story is actually Nash’s delusions including his roommate, Charles, Charles’ young niece, Marcee 
and an agent of the government named Parcher – all major characters in the story who turn out to be figments of 
Nash’s imagination.   Nash lives in a fantasy world until one day he realizes that the little girl, Marcee – whom by 
this time Nash has known for years – has never aged a day.   It is at that point that John Nash begins to recover his 
sanity, and the transforming power of applying the gospel to every area of our life is seen in the final scene in the 
film when Nash receives the Nobel Prize for Economics.  He is asked if he ever sees Charles, Marcee or Parcher any 
longer?  Of course, the audience knows he does because Charles, Marcee and Parcher are all sitting in the front 
row of the awards ceremony.  Nash replies, “Yes, but I don’t listen to them any longer.”  That’s what remembering 
the gospel does for us in our struggles with sin.  It reminds us of what’s real and what’s not: of who God is and 
what He has done for us in Christ and who we really are as a result – and our behavior changes as a result.  That’s 
how we change.  Don’t worry about remembering all the steps because applying the gospel is what Colossians is 
about.  We will revisit this so many times that seeing our life through the lens of the gospel will become a habit.  
We are saved by faith in Christ and we grow by faith in Christ.  And the more we look at Jesus, the better we get to 
know Him and the more we believe in what He has done and what He is doing, the more we change.  If you are not 
a Christian, I just want you to know how you can become one if you would ever choose to be.  Christianity isn’t a 
religion, it is a relationship with Jesus and Jesus said that whoever comes to Him will not be turned away.  You can 
come to Him this morning. 
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