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Transformation 
(Col. 3:1-11) 

Today I want to talk about transformation because that’s really the goal of the New Testament church: 
transformed lives, people becoming more and more like Jesus.  However we often oversimplify the process of 
transformation.  Some Christians give the impression that once Jesus came into their lives, everything changed.  
They say things like, “How can you struggle with that if you’re a Christian?” They seem to sin rarely if ever, are 
seldom depressed or confused, and think that every day with Jesus is better than the day before.  Those Christians 
fail to recognize the depths of human sinfulness; that the Bible says we are far worse than we would ever dream 
and that transformation is a long, long road.  Other Christians give the impression that improvement is impossible, 
that we are such sinners that the Christian life is really sin, repent, and then repeat; that true obedience to God will 
never happen in this life.  What the Bible teaches is that while transformation is a long road and that perfection in 
this life is impossible, substantial improvement is not only possible but expected. Today as we look at Col. 3:1-11 
and at how that transformation happens, I want to look at three things.  1. What Christ has accomplished for us. 2. 
How to see yourself in light of what Christ has accomplished.  3. How to live in light of what Christ has 
accomplished.  I really hope you’ll see that transformation is not becoming something different than we are.  It is 
becoming who we really are because Christ is now in us. 
 
Let’s begin with what Christ has accomplished for us.  I want to focus on the first phrase of vs. 1, “Therefore if you 
have been raised up with Christ, keep seeking the things above.”   Because vs. 1 begins with “Therefore,” we need 
to go back to the preceding verses from chapter 2 which we looked at last week.  Paul is warning the Colossians 
about doing something Christians have been prone to do for centuries: substituting religious moralizing and man-
made rules for what Christ has already done.  In Col. 2:20-23, Paul writes, “If you have died with Christ to the 
elementary principles of the world, why, as if you were living in the world, do you submit yourself to decrees, such 
as, "Do not handle, do not taste, do not touch!" (which all {refer} {to} things destined to perish with use)--in 
accordance with the commandments and teachings of men? These are matters which have, to be sure, the 
appearance of wisdom in self-made religion and self-abasement and severe treatment of the body, {but are} of no 
value against fleshly indulgence.”  Last week we saw that religious moralizing is based on man-made commands, 
commands that aren’t in the Bible but which religious people add as if God hasn’t told us everything we need to 
know in the Scriptures.  And these man-made commands only deal with the externals; “Don’t touch, don’t taste, 
don’t get close” as if our problem with sin was contamination from the outside rather than from the inside. The 
Colossians were heavily influenced by Greek philosophy and the Greeks believed that the material world was evil 
and therefore, the less contact you had with the world, the holier you would be. So some of the Colossians were 
making transformation simply a matter of depriving yourself of physical needs and pleasures, as if the 
contamination of sin came from outside of you rather than from inside. Paul’s point is not only that these rules are 
of no value in our battle with sin because they don’t change our heart, they are unnecessary for the Christian 
because of what has already happened to us.  Paul says, “If you have died with Christ, why do you even mess with 
those rules?”  And now in vs. 1 of chapter 3, he continues, “Therefore if you have been raised up with Christ, keep 
seeking the things above.”   In vs. 20 of chapter 2, Paul tells the Colossians they died with Christ and in vs. 1 of 
chapter 3 he tells them they have been raised with Christ and because we have, we don’t need rules to free us 
from sin because Jesus has already freed us.  Death and resurrection are not things we look forward to; death and 
resurrection are things we look back on; things that have already happened and because they happened, we have 
an entirely new relationship with sin.   
 
You see, when Jesus died on the cross in our place, He not only died so that our sins could be forgiven but so that 
we could be freed from the power of those sins. And when He comes into our lives and we are born again, all that 
is true of Him becomes true of us.  First of all, we died.  Death isn’t something a Christian looks forward to, but 
something we look back upon.  That’s why Paul writes, “If you have died with Christ…” in vs. 20 of chapter 2.  If you 
have born again, you are no longer the person you were before Christ came into your life.  When I came to Christ, I 



was too far gone to be rehabilitated.  I was totaled, thoroughly corrupted and enslaved to sin.  And rather than 
trying to do some body work, God just killed the old me.  Why?  Because every resurrection must be preceded by a 
death and God put me to death with Jesus so that He could raise me from the dead with Jesus.  He killed the old 
me so that He could make a new me.  That’s why Paul writes in Col. 3;1, “If you have been raised with Christ…” not 
“If you will be raised with Christ.”  We have been raised from the dead. You see, I could not become a new creation 
until the old creation was gotten rid of.  I could not be born again unless the old me died.  When we are born 
again, the old me dies and a new me is born.  Of course, we aren’t immediately aware of all that happened.  We 
just thought we were asking Jesus to come into our life and be our Savior and Lord.  But according to the Bible, one 
moment I’m a son of the devil, the next I’m a son of God; one moment I’m a member of Adam’s rebellious family 
and the next I’m part of a new human race; one moment, I’m dead to God and alive to sin, the next I’m alive to 
God and dead to sin.  One moment I’m controlled by sin and hostile toward God, the next I’m clothed in Christ’s 
righteousness, a member of God’s family and at peace with my Creator.  Becoming a Christian is not simply adding 
a little religion to your resume.  It involves the most dramatic transformation possible; dying and being born again.  
The person we used to be is killed, dead, buried and forever gone.  Jesus has made us brand new resurrected 
people, holy, righteous, blameless and in union with Christ, with all that is true of Him as a human now true of us 
as well.  You look the same on the outside, but you are brand new on the inside; and because Jesus has made us 
new people, we have a new relationship with God and a new relationship with sin.   So when Paul begins chapter 3 
with, “If you have been raised with Christ…” everything he’s going to say is based on us understanding all that 
Christ has accomplished for us.  We don’t need to be transformed, we need to learn how to live as people who 
have already been transformed; which brings us to our second point.   
 
How to see ourselves in light of what Christ has accomplished. Author David Needham, in his great book Birthright, 
gives this illustration of why we need to first see ourselves for who we really are before we can live that way.  
Imagine a baby eagle who falls out of its nest into a gopher hole and grows up believing that he is a gopher.  He 
spends his days crawling through dark tunnels underground with his gopher brothers and sisters (although he is 
not nearly as good at it as they are since he only has two legs and claws.) But he sincerely believes that he’s a 
gopher until one day, he sticks his little head up out of the hole and looks up and far away, he sees an eagle gliding 
on the breeze and something stirs inside the little eagle. He climbs out of the hole, shakes the dirt of his wings and 
spreads them, copying what he sees the other eagle doing.  And all at once he also is soaring and he feels for the 
first time in his life, “This is who I am.  This is what I was made to do.” Needham makes the point that most 
Christians are like eagles trying to live like gophers because we don’t know there is an alternative.  You see, the 
New Testament never says, “Do this so you can become this.”  That’s religion – what we must do.  The New 
Testament says, “You have become this by God’s grace – just live like it now.”  I can’t live the way God calls me to 
live until I see myself the way God see’s me.   That’s why Paul writes, “Therefore if you have been raised up with 
Christ, keep seeking the things above where Christ is, seated at the right hand of God. Set your mind on the things 
above, not on the things that are on earth. For you have died and your life is hidden with Christ in God. When 
Christ, who is our life, is revealed, then you also will be revealed with Him in glory.”  What does Paul mean when he 
tells us to keep seeking the things above and to set our minds on the things above, not on the things that are on 
earth?  What he doesn’t mean is to think about heaven all the time.  He’s talking about the way we see ourselves; 
our essential identity and seeing ourselves from heaven’s perspective rather than from earth’s.   That’s why he 
writes, “For you have died and your life is hidden with Christ in God. When Christ, who is our life, is revealed, then 
you also will be revealed with Him in glory.”  Who am I?  I am a man who has died and been raised in union with 
Jesus who is my life.  I’m no longer a citizen of this world but of the next and when Christ returns in glory, I will 
share that glory because I am permanently cemented to Him.  Setting our minds on things above just means living 
in light of the gospel, in light of what Christ has done for us – because until I see myself as the person God tells me 
I am, I won’t be able to live the way God tells me to live.   
 
In the early church, when people were baptized, they put on brand new white clothing to symbolize the complete 
change that had occurred in them when Christ came into them.  As a result of their relationship with Him, they 
would never be the same again.  Death and resurrection are not things a Christian looks forward to but back upon.  
We already died and have already been raised and this changes everything.  Look at what Paul writes in Romans 
6:6, “…knowing this, that our old self was crucified with Him, in order that our body of sin might be done away 
with, so that we would no longer be slaves to sin; for he who has died is freed from sin.  Paul answers three 



questions here.  First, who died?  Paul says our old self was crucified with Christ.  Who’s that?  The person I used to 
be, the slave to sin, the guy who hated God.  That guy was crucified with Christ.  Second question, why did I have 
to die?  Paul says “in order that our body of sin might be done away with, so that we would no longer be slaves to 
sin; for he who has died is freed from sin.  Why did I have to die?  To be freed from sin.  When Paul wrote this, 1/3 
of the population of the Roman Empire were slaves and for many, freedom would only come when they died. Once 
a slave died, his master had no power over him.  And Paul says that God puts us to death with Christ when we 
become Christians so that the power of sin in our body over us will be broken...”in order that our body of sin might 
be made powerless so that we would no longer be slaves of sin, because he who has died is freed from sin.”  Who 
died?  The old me.  Why did I have to die? It was the only way to be freed from sin.  Third question, what does Paul 
mean by our body of sin?  He means our physical body.  In Romans 6:12, Paul writes, “Therefore do not let sin reign 
in your mortal body so that you obey its lusts,”   Where is sin trying to reign?  In our physical body.  Our body is 
where sin lives and where sin is still trying to reign.  My body was the salt mines where my old master ruled and 
the old me was the slave who worked there.  Now when I become a Christian, my body hasn’t changed and the old 
slave master hasn’t changed.  But because I’m a new person living in that old body, I’ve changed.  I’m no longer a 
slave but a free man.  I’m a new creation living in an old body.  I look the same on the outside but I’m totally new 
on the inside and because I’m a new person, I have a new relationship with sin.  I still have the same body and sin 
is still trying to reign in my body. I have all these old habits I picked up during my years as a slave that are still 
there.  The difference is that a slave no longer lives in my body.  A free man lives there now, a man who now has 
the power to say no to sin.  Now it is important that we understand that it was the slave who died and not the 
slave master. Vs. 12 says sin is still trying to reign.  Sin is still producing lusts in my body.  Sin is still issuing 
commands.  Every day sin in our body makes suggestions.  “Go ahead and eat that.  It will make you feel better.  
Can you believe what he said about you?  Never forgive him for that.  You don’t know what the future holds but 
you can sure worry about it.” So what’s changed? - the person hearing those commands.  I’m no longer the slave 
who must obey; I’m free, holy and righteous, a new creation resurrected with Christ with Christ’s heart and a child 
of God.  The old master is powerless.  He can no longer compel me to obey him.  I had a friend who was a 
cameraman in a TV studio until he was promoted to be an assistant director.  One day, his director sent him on an 
errand and as he walked through his old studio, his old director shouted, “John, get on camera 3.”  My friend 
dutifully went to the camera and the broadcast continued.  When he hadn’t returned, his new director went 
looking for him and when he saw him operating a camera, he asked him what he was doing.  My friend explained 
that his old director had told him to take over camera 3.  His new director said, “John, Phil is not your boss any 
more.  I’m your boss and you need to do what I ask you to do.  Just ignore Phil.”  That’s why we sin.  We either 
don’t know that we don’t have to because sin is no longer our master, or we just respond to habit.  John had 
always done what Phil asked him to do and this time was no different. That’s why transformation won’t occur until 
we see ourselves in the light of what Christ has already accomplished for us.   For years I was controlled by a 
particular sin.  I could only go for short periods of time before I would fall into it again.  I begged God to free me 
but my prayers seemed to go unanswered.  I just couldn’t control this area of my life.  Then I studied the sixth 
chapter of Romans and it finally hit me.  I was asking God for something He had already done.  So the next time I 
was tempted, instead of pleading with God for help, I said NO.  And it worked.  The temptation left.  The next time, 
I was a little more confident.  NO!  And the temptation left.  And I realized that I had been asking God for power 
which He had already given to me.  I just needed to use it.  Simply understanding and believing what the Bible said 
about me changed my life more than anything I had ever done.   
 

So in discussing how we’re transformed, Paul says that first we need to think like a person whom Jesus has freed 
from the rule of sin, recognizing what Jesus has accomplished for us and believing it.  Then in verses 5-11, he tells 
the Colossians how to live as people who have been freed from the rule of sin.  Here’s what’s true of you; live like 
it.  Notice three things these verses tell us about the process of transformation.  First, transformation depends 
upon my participation which is the point of vs. 5-11. Even though Jesus has done everything necessary to free me 
from the rule of sin and even though I see myself as He sees me, there are still actions I need to take in order to 
cooperate with this process of transformation.  Many Christians think that spiritual growth is automatic; that if I go 
to church, read my Bible, and pray, my life will automatically change; and yet our lives won’t change until we act 



on what we know; and the second thing Paul tells us about the process of transformation explains why.  
Transformation is replacing old habits with new. Paul writes, “Put to death therefore what is earthly in you: sexual 
immorality, impurity, passion, evil desire, and covetousness, which is idolatry. For it is because of these things that 
the wrath of God will come upon the sons of disobedience, and in them you also once walked, when you were living 
in them.  But now you also, put them all aside: anger, wrath, malice, slander, and abusive speech from your mouth.  
Do not lie to one another, since you laid aside the old self with its evil practices, and have put on the new self who is 
being renewed to a true knowledge according to the image of the One who created him- a renewal in which there is 
no distinction between Greek and Jew, circumcised and uncircumcised, barbarian, Scythian, slave and freeman, but 
Christ is all, and in all.”    Notice that even though we are citizens of heaven in union with Jesus, we still have 
earthly bodies.  We’re new people living in the same old bodies which are still infected with sin.  Our old master is 
still running around giving orders, tempting and deceiving.  Sin is still trying to rule.  So what’s changed?  You have. 
There’s no longer a slave for him to rule.  You are now free which means you have the ability to choose whom you 
will obey. Look at how Paul describes us in Romans 8:10.  “If Christ is in you, though the body is dead because of 
sin, yet the spirit is alive because of righteousness.”  Who are you?  A righteous spirit living in a sinful body; and 
transformation is bringing your body into consistency with who you really are.  My body is ruled by habits and after 
living under the rule of sin for years, a lot of those habits are sinful.  We’ve all developed habits of reacting certain 
ways in certain situations when we were under the rule of sin and those habits are still with us. Somebody cuts you 
off on the freeway and almost without thinking, you honk your horn.  Your spouse begins raising her voice and you 
automatically begin raising yours.  You’re feeling down and bored so you automatically turn on the TV. A stranger 
approaches you and you automatically are suspicious and guarded.  It’s like my friend John.  He was in the habit of 
obeying his old director at the television studio and he continued to follow his directions even after John was no 
longer working for him.  That’s why transformation is not automatic.  Paul tells the Colossians to put immorality, 
impurity, passion, evil desire, and greed to death; and to put aside anger, wrath, malice, slander, and abusive 
speech.  Transformation involves putting off and putting on; putting old habits to death and replacing them with 
new habits. “No, I’m not going to lust; I’m going to look away.  No, I’m not going raise my voice.  I’m going to 
control myself.  No, I’m leaving the TV off. No, I’m going to welcome the stranger and treat him like I would Jesus.”  
In doing so, I begin to create new habits so that those old habits begin to plague me with less and less frequency 
and power.  Transformation involves our body and our mind and because our body and mind is ruled by habits, for 
us to change, we must change those habits; and that can only happen with practice. We wouldn’t expect anyone 
to be a virtuoso musician the first time they picked up an instrument.  We wouldn’t expect anyone to be an all-star 
baseball player the first time they put on a glove.  Whether it’s music or sports or art or any field of human 
achievement, excellence is only attained by practice.  It takes hours and hours of practice to train our body to do 
the right thing at the right time in the right way without even thinking about it - and the same thing is true of our 
spiritual life. We are creatures of habit and habits can either be our best servants or our worst masters.  That is 
why the road to transformation seems so long.  You’re living in somebody else’s body and you’ve inherited all of 
that person’s bad habits. That’s why the first time we try to obey God in an area we’ve never obeyed in before, it 
feels awkward and unnatural; just like the first time somebody gets into a swimming pool or tries to ride a horse. 
But the more we do it, the more natural it becomes until that new habit because something we do almost without 
thinking.  I’ve seen Christians with a real mouth on them; quick to react with sarcasm and cutting remarks, but who 
really want to please God.  And you watch them go through this process of biting their tongue and trying not to 
react and not knowing what else to say.  But over time as they practice being slow to speak and slow to anger, they 
become so sweet spirited and gracious that if you didn’t know them before, you’d never believe that wasn’t their 
natural temperament. Transformation involves putting to death our old habits, laying aside the old self with its evil 
practices.  God doesn’t do that for us although He gives us the strength to do it.  But we have to choose to put 
those things to death and we’re going to see this pattern of put off and put on through the rest of this letter.  



The third thing to notice about transformation is that our transformation is fueled by a growing knowledge of 
Jesus.  Remember the story of the eagle.  He didn’t know who he was until he saw the other eagle soaring on the 
breeze and we don’t know who we’re supposed to be until we look at Christ.  Let’s look at vs. 9-11. “Do not lie to 
one another, since you laid aside the old self with its evil practices, (or habits.  Who is the old self?  The person we 
used to be, the person who died and has been left behind.  Only his habits remain) and have put on the new self 
(who is that?  The new creation, the real us, the righteous person who lives in the old body) who is being renewed 
to a true knowledge according to the image of the One who created him- a renewal in which there is no distinction 
between Greek and Jew, circumcised and uncircumcised, barbarian, Scythian, slave and freeman, but Christ is all, 
and in all.”   When have you grown the most as a follower of Jesus?  Hasn’t it been through pain?  Some sin 
catches up with us.  It might be lust or anger or fear but it makes us so miserable that we finally decide that we’ll 
do whatever is necessary to get this thing under control.  But once the pain is gone, often the motivation to grow 
vanishes.  God definitely uses pain to change us but the primary way we grow is by getting to know Christ and 
imitating Him.  That’s what Paul means when he says that our new self is renewed according to the image of the 
One who created him and that process of renewal is going on in every Christian, regardless of race, gender or 
nationality; God is making us all like Jesus.   I can’t separate my transformation from Jesus and here’s why.  For 
years, I thought that spiritual growth was the development of virtues; becoming more patient, more kind, more 
courageous, more pure.  But I put my own spin on those virtues and they always came out crooked and selfish.  
Gentleness was often the result of being afraid of offending someone.  Wisdom was something to impress others 
with. Peace of mind was often the result of really not caring what happened. I find that it is not until I look at Jesus 
that I see clearly what God wants me to become.  For example, Laurie and I have always tried to be generous and 
go beyond tithing in our giving to the church and to its mission.  But for me, it has been motivated largely by my 
desire for God to bless our finances.  “Give and it will be given to you.”  And I was fine with that.  But lately, I’ve 
been seeing how generous Christ has been to me; that He gave up everything, impoverishing Himself to make me 
rich; that I was a greater treasure to Him than all the treasures of heaven, which He left in order to save me.  And 
the more I see how selfless He is with all He had, the more selfless and generous I find myself wanting to be – 
because I want to be just like Him.  The more we look at Jesus, the more transformed we’ll be.  That’s what Paul 
means when he writes in 2 Cor. 3:18, “But we all with unveiled face beholding in a mirror (and that mirror is the 
Scriptures) the glory of the Lord are transformed into the same image from glory to glory just as from the Lord, the 
Spirit.”   I’ve been a follower of Jesus for now for almost 46 years but right now I feel like I getting to know Him so 
much better as I slowly study my way through the gospels and I realize how little I still know about Him, let alone 
am like Him. 

Notice our motivation to put these sins to death. “For it is because of these things that the wrath of God will come 
upon the sons of disobedience, and in them you also once walked, when you were living in them.”    Paul is not 
saying you better put these things to death or the wrath of God will fall on you.  The sons of disobedience are 
those for whom these things are natural and who never ask Jesus to deliver them from their slavery to 
disobedience; which is why they face the just wrath of God.   But these sins are no longer natural for us because 
Christ has changed us.  That’s why Paul adds, “and in them you also once walked, when you were living in them.”  
You’re not living in them any longer because you have died and have been raised from the dead.  You weren’t 
made to live in the dirt but in the heavens and Jesus has ruined us for sin.  Paul’s argument for putting these things 
to death is that these things are no longer natural for you and will leave you as unfulfilled and empty as an eagle 
trying to live as a gopher. Jesus took God’s just wrath for sin upon Himself, enduring the pains of hell so I wouldn’t 
have to. So how can I go back to the things which literally tore Him apart who loves me most?   The more we 
understand the price that Jesus paid to rescue us from hell and the profound change that has made in us, the more 
we will hate the things that were sending us there.  You know, many of the ethics of Christianity are similar to the 
ethics of other religions.  Most world religions teach that we should not be immoral or greedy or bitter.  But the 



sons of disobedience can’t obey those commands even if they wanted to.  That’s the difference Christ makes.  He 
becomes like us so that we can become like Him.  He frees us from sin and gives us the power to put off our old 
behavior and put on our new. 
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