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FOREWORD

he Apostle, Paul, wrote letters to seven churches in the Roman

World. He discussed a wide range of issues, including theol-

ogy, personal relations, family relations, being a church, living
the Christian life and recognizing and avoiding heresy. He has made
such a mark on Christianity that it is hard to conceive what Christen-
dom would be without Paul’s writings.

Our loving Father gave us a four dimensional view of Jesus and
His teachings as a foundation for His new revelation in Christ. The
Holy Spirit inspired Matthew, Mark, Luke and John to record the life
and teachings of Jesus. God knew that we needed more than the
Gospels, so the Holy Spirit anointed Peter, James, John, Jude, and
especially Paul to help us build our lives on the foundation of Christ.

Colossians is often neglected, being overshadowed by the theol-
ogy of Romans, the teaching of the body of Christ and the love chap-
ter of Corinthians, the legal controversy in Galatians, the practicality
in Ephesians, the perseverance in Philippians and the expectation of
the Lord’s Coming in Thessalonians. Nevertheless, the Holy Spirit
had things to say to us through Paul’s epistle to the Colossians. Paul
wrote them this letter that in many ways carries the same message as
his letters to the Galatians and Ephesians. He seeks to free the Colos-
sians from the bondage to asceticism (Galatians) and instruct them
in living the Christian life (Ephesians). He expected that the Colos-
sians would share this letter with the Laodiceans, so they too could
benefit from the truths of the Holy Spirit.

Paul did not plant the church, Epaphras, Paul’s disciple did.
Since, in a sense, Paul was their “grandfather” they had come to his
attention. Colossae was situated in a fertile valley. It had an illustri-
ous history as a center of trade, but by the First Century it had
become overshadowed by the growth of Laodicea and Hierapolis. By
the time of Paul’s writing Colossae, while still a fertile area, had



CHRIsTOS SINGULARIS 2

become just a waypoint on the trade route.

Antiochus IV Epiphanes, some three centuries before had ban-
ished thousands of Jews from Israel, transporting them into this
region. In Paul’s day there was a sizable population of ethnic Jews
here. They had the spiritual foundation of the Old Testament Scrip-
tures. It was both an hospitable place for preaching the Gospel of
Christ the Messiah and a place where resistance to the teaching of
the Messiah as a Suffering Servant and a sacrificial lamb could be
anticipated. All in all, this was fertile ground not only for producing
food, but also for the sprouting of the Gospel.

Rev. Ross highlights what Paul and the Holy Spirit wants them
and us to know. Paul wrote to the Colossians, instructing them to
pass the letter on to the Laodiceans. It is obvious that his words
were intended to be shared, spread around. How could he have
conceived that nearly two millennia later Paul’s epistle would not
only benefit the Colossians, the Laodiceans and perhaps other
churches as well, but also believing Christians of this modern
world.

Ross raises the standard of the uniqueness of Jesus the Christ,
the Messiah in this work. He points out that this uniqueness, the
“singularity of Christ,” is enwrapped in the mind-boggling concept
of the Trinity. Ross helps us struggle with this one-in-three and
three-in-one contra human logic concept. Ross tells us, “The word
singularity is defined as a trait marking a thing or person as distinct
from others; a peculiarity.”(pg. 12) Christ is unique in all the world,
in all the cosmos.

Ross guides us through the reality that the Triune God was in
the man, Jesus, “His wholeness became focused or localized in His
humanity.” (pg. 165) The uniqueness of God Himself a member of
the Trinity of God the Father, God the Son and God the Holy Spirit
(as children say) “squinching” Himself down to a human cell and
growing in a virgin’s womb, is beyond human reason. This is a sin-
gular occurrence that causes us to marvel.

This work again and again highlights the “singularity” of the
Trinity. God is not only distinct in His unreasonable three-in-one
person, but also in being fully man, Jesus acts in many ways dis-
tinct from humanity. He stands out as the distinct beacon of what
humans should be—loving, compassionate, merciful, righteous,
immovably standing on principle, declaring sin wherever He finds
it, calling for absolute justice, and having no reluctance to call to
account those in authority. The careful reader is astonished that the
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Person who has compassion on the widow of Nain can courageously
describe the Pharisees as hypocrites. It is strange to us that Jesus
can in one breath commend Peter for acknowledging Him as the
Messiah, but in the next call Peter by the name of Satan. This is the
singularity of Jesus the Son of God.

The Holy Spirit is a one-of-a-kind. He has ministered majesti-
cally throughout human history and yet never points to Himself. He
is fully God, and yet ever pointing away from Himself to the Father
and to the Son. His ministries are unique. He is not the Father. He
is not the Son. He is the Comforter, the Guide, the Teacher, and the
Convincer. He is the power who conceived Jesus in the virgin’s
womb. He is the one who baptized Jesus in Himself at the river Jor-
dan. This is the singularity of the Holy Spirit, the Spirit of God.

The Father is unique. He declares “I am the LORD, and there is
none else, there is no God beside me: (Isaiah 45:5, KJV) He is
unique because He created all things (except Himself) from noth-
ing. He preexisted matter, time and space. He spoke Adam into
being and created Eve. He revealed Himself to Noah and Moses. He
led the Children of Israel out of bondage and through the wilder-
ness. He manifested His shekinah glory in the Tabernacle. This is
the singularity of God the Father.

Each Person of the Trinity is unique, distinctive, peculiar, and
yet they are not unique to one another—they are One. Jesus was in
the creation as was the Holy Spirit. The Father was in the son of
man as was the Holy Spirit. The Son and the Father participated
when the Holy Spirit communicated His messages and warnings to
the prophets, They were there in the coming of the Holy Spirit at
Pentecost, and are present as He guides people today to surrender
to Christ and receive the blessing of salvation and eternal life.

In this context of the Singularity of the Trinity, Ross digs into
Colossians. He excavates gems in the Greek exposing them to our
minds. He opens up this Epistle, placing the truths Paul taught the
Colossians into our hands. These lessons Ross highlights for us and
shows us how we need to listen to Paul’s instructions to Colossae.
Further, he points out how we need to embrace these teachings and
inculcate them into our own lives.

Ted Bradshaw, B.A., M.Div.
Shoreline, Washington
May 12, 2010



INTRODUCTION

he aloneness of the gospel has been a topic of interest and

confusion for eons. It was Martin Luther (1483-1546) who

coined the term “grace alone” in response to the arguments by
a corrupt church that relied upon non-biblical sources to define the
biblical gospel. Luther’s concern was to return to the original biblical
sources in order to recover the original biblical teachings.

The Reformers proclaimed five Solas: Sola Scriptura (Scripture
Alone), Solus Christus (Christ Alone), Sola Gratia (Grace Alone),
Sola Fide (Faith Alone) and Soli Deo Gloria (God’s Glory Alone). The
enemies of the Gospel have twisted these solas every which way, and
have confused many people. For example, the emphasis upon sola
scriptura does not mean that other books are off limits. And yet
solus Christus (Christ alone) does mean that other mediators
between man and God are not simply off limits, but that no other
mediators actually exist. Each sola must be understood individually
and holistically, within the context of Scripture.

SINGULARITY

Singularities, popularized by Ray Kurzweil' are all the rage. In
mathematics a singularity is defined as “a point at which the deriva-
tive does not exist for a given function but every neighborhood of
which contains points for which the derivative exists.” Got it? It is the
point at which math gets quirky, and normal analysis fails. It is the
point on a graph which must exist mathematically, but cannot itself
be known, defined or computed. It can only be inferred from neigh-
boring points.

If it sounds confusing, it is because it is. But is it important? Yes

1 http://singularity.com; The Singularity Is Near: When Humans Transcend Biol-
ogy, Ken Kurzweil, Viking Adult, 2005.
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and no, depending on what you believe about the creation of the
universe and how important you think creation is for understand-
ing the world today. Another dictionary defines singularity as “a
point of infinite density and infinitesimal volume, at which the
descriptions of space and time become abnormal according to the
theory of General Relativity. According to the big bang theory, a
gravitational singularity existed at the beginning of the universe.”
According to the Theory of Evolution, everything came from a sin-
gularity at the beginning of time, which means that for the Theory
of Evolution a singularity takes the place of God regarding the cre-
ation of the universe in the sense that this singularity is the source
of the universe in the same way that for Christians God is the
source of the universe.

The insight or speculation that a singularity may be Godlike
comes from the doctrine of the Trinity, which posits that God is
One yet Three. God holds unity and particularity together without
damaging or diminishing either. It’s not a hard-and-fast compari-
son, nor a fully-formed theory. It’s just an idea that may be worth
exploring. And that is some of what I will do in these pages.

In this study of Colossians I have taken the doctrine of the Trin-
ity seriously and applied it broadly. This means that I have
assumed it to be true of God, and therefore true of people because
we are created in the image of God (Genesis 1:26). We are not trini-
tarian in the same way that God is, but in a similar way, in the way
that the image of a thing is not identical to the thing, but is recog-
nizably similar. God’s trinitarian character is the “image” in which
He created us because God’s trinitarian character is the way that He
has revealed Himself to us. It is the “image” of Him that we are to
“see” in Scripture. And occasionally, the idea of God as singularity
seems to find expression in Scripture.

The assumption of the immediate reality of the Trinity adds a
depth and texture to the biblical text that is not available apart from
it. Why? Because if God’s character is trinitarian, then the charac-
ters of the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit are also trinitarian.
There is both unity and multiplicity, individuality and corporality,
in the Godhead and in reality because of the divine role that God
plays in reality. The God of Scripture is both one and three at the
same time without losing any meaning or uniqueness. God is also
Son and Spirit. The Son is also Father and Spirit. The Spirit is also
Father and Son. God’s identity is, then, both individual and corpo-
rate at the same time and without any loss of identity regarding the
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integrity of His wholeness or the individuals involved.

Many people find that the idea of the Trinity is impossible to
understand or just a figment of imagination. Yet, many of those
same people readily believe in black holes, even though there is no
actual evidence for their existence. Black holes cannot be seen,
they’re black—dark. They are constructs of calculation or mathe-
matical entities. They exist by implication regarding the surround-
ing space and neighboring objects. And yet scientists and
astronomers swear that they are real.

Is it such a stretch to compare the reality and existence of God
to the reality and existence of a singularity or black hole? Obvi-
ously, I don’t think so. There are some interesting similarities,
though the idea of such similarities does not suggest a plurality of
Gods apart from the Trinity. No, the Trinity is absolutely unique
and is probably related to the three dimensionality of space (length,
width, height) and time (past, present future). Nor can it be denied
or ignored that the Trinity is a unity of Persons, not forces, condi-
tions or entities.

The central characteristic of a singularity that is Godlike is its
simultaneous oneness and manyness, its simplicity as a single
entity and its complexity as the locus of several entities. Like the
Godhead, a singularity is both simple and complex, both one and
many. I am not going beyond this most basic comparison. It is sim-
ply a thought, not a full-blown thesis. But it’s interesting, and it
may be useful for the reconsideration of the reality of God by math-
ematicians and scientists.

This book, however, is not about black holes or singularities. It
is about Colossians. It is about God the Father, God the Son and
God the Spirit. It doesn’t hijack Colossians to justify the idea of God
as a singularity. Rather, it suggests the complexity of God’s singu-
larity, the Solas Christos Singularis of God, as a way to understand
the depth and texture of Paul’s letter. This book is theology, not sci-
ence. And yet, Scripture does suggest that theology and science are
intimately related in that God is central to the world and everything
in it.

PRESUPPOSITIONAL TRINITARIANISM

The Trinity is a difficult concept. I am applying the perspective
that I believe the Bible teaches, which I am calling presuppositional
trinitarianism, to all reality. So, while God's ultimate being as the
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Trinity is absolutely unique, all of reality shares the characteristics
of God's trinitarian being—not perfectly, but through a glass darkly.
That means that we are trinitarian, and that everything in this
world is trinitarian because everything issues out of God. The fam-
ily relationship in the Trinity provides a kind of common DNA
structure to everything that God has created.

The Trinity is absolutely unique to Christianity, and is why
Christianity is the only true religion. The Trinity hasn't gotten much
attention since the early church fathers mangled it in the press of
Greek philosophy. The truth is that the Bible stands in opposition
to Greek (and all other man-made) philosophies or categories of
thought. This work is an effort to express what the Bible teaches in
a way that stands apart from the categories of Greek thought, while
being faithful to the trinitarian categories of Scripture. The Trinity
is everywhere in Scripture.

Presuppositional trinitarianism is simply a matter of presup-
posing the reality and veracity of the Trinity as the foundation of all
reality as a matter of faith. I am trying to read the book of nature
and the Bible faithfully, by assuming the reality of the Trinity. I'm
trying to read Scripture with the eyes of faithfulness to the Trinity.

This is not a novel approach, but is a very ancient approach
that has been obscured by the overlays of Greek philosophy by the
early church fathers. I have used this approach in my treatment of
Corinthians, as well, and am assuming some familiarity with that
work.> A few other writers are working in the same vein—Peter Lei-
thart, Ralph Smith and R.J. Rushdoony's work, The One And The
Many: Studies In The Philosophy Of Order And Ultimacy (Ross
House Books, second edition, 2009).

CompLETED EDITION

The publication of this book began early in the Twenty-First
Century when Dr. Douglas Vickers® suggested that I publish my
work with Wipf & Stock, one of the early publish-on-demand pub-
lishers that he had used. I was surprised and encouraged by his
suggestion, but skeptical. So, I decided to print a small book to see
how it went. That book was a study of Colossians titled Nothing But

2 Arsy Varsy—Reclaiming the Gospel in First Corinthians and Varsy Arsy—Pro-
claiming the Gospel in Second Corinthians, by Phillip A. Ross, Pilgrim Platform,
Marietta, Ohio, 2008.

3 Professor Emeritus of Economics, University of Massachusetts, Amherst
(1990s), has held positions with universities in the United States and Australia
and has served with the National Bank of Australasia and Vauxhall Motors Ltd.
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Christ—Another Look at Colossians (Wipf & Stock, Eugene, Ore-
gon, 2001). My intention was only to see if they would actually pub-
lish me, and evaluate the quality of the product. They did, and it
was fine. So, I began preparing other manuscripts for them. I have
since moved on. The present volume is a reworking of that manu-
script and the completion of the study of Colossians.

Though some scholars doubt that Paul wrote this letter, I don't.
Some scholars doubt everything. That’s what they are paid to do.
Christians need to be very careful with scholarship. Too many peo-
ple trust the scholars over the Bible, and that’s a serious mistake.
It’s not that scholarship is bad, only that too much of it is godless.

Paul was combating error—again. People forget that Paul was
always correcting people—Christians! If it weren’t for people get-
ting things wrong, Paul may not have written any letters. But as it
was, the enemies of the gospel were hard at work in the early
churches, twisting God’s Word every which way they could. They
still are. So, Paul wrote to straighten them out. Thank God he did.

My intention here has not been to read everything written on
Colossians and then try to add something new or to make some
unique point. This is not a scholarly book. It’s an expanded sermon
series that is intended to make the issues, concerns and truths of
Paul’s letter to the Colossians come to life, God willing.

Special thanks to those who have provided their comments,
questions, perspectives and edits to this work: Paul Williams, Eric
Brown, Elizabeth Johnson and Ted Bradshaw.

I am thankful for my wife, Stephanie, who undergirds my work,
and my children, young men now, who have found their legs in
Christ. All of my work is for them. I pray that they will find it
increasingly helpful as they mature in Christ. And, as I have said
before, I'm not asking them or anyone else to agree with me. Lord
knows, I have my shortcomings and foibles. But what I am asking is
that people engage my work. My hope is not to get everything right,
though I value the effort. Rather, my hope is that people will think
deeply about the gospel and engage it seriously.

My intention is to model ordinary faithfulness and to demon-
strate how Scripture provides various corrections for ordinary
Christians in the midst of our fallen world, and how faithfulness to
the only, real, trinitarian God in Jesus Christ through the Holy
Spirit impacts the faithful reading of Scripture. If Christians do not
bring faithfulness in the trinitarian God to their reading of Scrip-
ture, they will miss the message of the trinitarian God, “for we walk
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by faith, not by sight” (2 Corinthians 5:7).

Christians are broken and renewed people. The acknowledg-
ment and confession of our brokenness is essential to the process of
renewal. And renewal is not possible apart from faith in Christ.
Christians are people who have learned from their mistakes. I'm
simply trying to help with that learning process by showing how

relevant Scripture is to our contemporary situation.
Phillip A. Ross

Marietta, Ohio
April 2010



HeaveN’s Hore

Paul, an apostle of Christ Jesus by the will of God, and
Timothy our brother, To the saints and faithful brothers in
Christ at Colossae: Grace to you and peace from God our
Father. We always thank God, the Father of our Lord Jesus
Christ, when we pray for you, since we heard of your faith
in Christ Jesus and of the love that you have for all the
saints, because of the hope laid up for you in heaven. Of this
you have heard before in the word of the truth, the gospel,
which has come to you, as indeed in the whole world it is
bearing fruit and growing—as it also does among you,
since the day you heard it and understood the grace of God
in truth, just as you learned it from Epaphras our beloved
fellow servant. He is a faithful minister of Christ on your
behalf and has made known to us your love in the Spirit.
—Colossians 1:1-8 (ESV)

aught between Greek culture and Jewish philosophy, the

church at Colossae was being pulled away from Christ by the

false teaching that spirits required veneration through asceti-
cism and rituals involving food and special celebrations. Paul wrote
to teach them that salvation is found only in Christ. The Colossian
church had been started by Epaphras, who had ministered to Paul
while he was in prison at Rome. There Epaphras told Paul about a
strange teaching that threatened the health of the churches in the
Lycus Valley (Colossae).

We can benefit from Paul’s teaching today because the church in
our day is also being pulled off course in many directions by many
forces, including asceticism, ritualism, and various errors of contem-
porary worship that have turned worship into performance and spec-
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tacle aimed, not at God, but at attracting unbelievers by appealing
to a false spirituality, much as it was in Paul’s day. In fact, the
church today is in a state of utter disarray and gospel confusion.
Too many Christians and their churches have drifted away from the
historic teachings of Christianity in a quest for novelty and an
unbiblical spirituality. Unfortunately, this is not anything new, it
has been going on for a very long time.

The contemporary problem is the almost complete disregard of
theology by too many Christians and the failure to study the Bible,
much less the historic Christian literature, and the lessons that are
available to us. Christians have struggled with similar concerns
from the very beginning of the church and we can learn from them.
George Santayana has correctly observed that as long as people fail
to learn from history, they are doomed to repeat it. But of all peo-
ple, Christians should know better because God has provided Scrip-
ture to correct this particular error.

Apart from Christ, people can only run in the same ruts, and
that is precisely the problem—people have abandoned God. People
disregard God and His Bible. This is a problem that has always
plagued God’s people, Old Testament to New. The Old Testament
prophets railed about it, but were unsuccessful at turning people
back to the Lord apart from God Himself acting in history. And
God’s action usually brought painful lessons taught through various
calamities, as evidenced in the various destructions of Jerusalem.*

Paul began by identifying himself as the author of this letter,
and as an apostle of the Lord “by the will of God” (v. 1), according
to his own testimony. Paul was converted and led, not by his own
decision or will, but by the will of God. In fact, Paul had been con-
verted against his own rebellious will. Prior to his Damascus Road
conversion Paul had no desire to be a Christian. He had been
adamantly opposed to Christ and at that time was fully committed
to working against Christ. Yet the Lord converted him in a most
dramatic way—contrary to Paul’s own best judgment at the time.
Indeed, Paul was an apostle by the will of God. This was a very

4 The Temple was built in 970 — 930 B.C. Israel (the Ten Tribes) was crushed by
the Assyrians in 722 — 720 B.C. during Isiah’s time. Judah was destroyed by the
Babylonians in 586 B.C. when they sacked the city, during Jeremiah’s time. Con-
struction of a new temple began in 537 B.C. After a hiatus, work resumed 520
B.C., with completion occurring in 516 B.C. and dedication in 515 B.C. Five cen-
turies later, this Second Temple was renovated by Herod the Great in about 20
B.C., and was known as Herod’s Temple. It was destroyed by the Romans in 70
A.D.
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poignant phrase for him to use.

Paul mentioned Timothy as his brother in the faith. Though
Paul had written the letter, it was sent (signed) by both Paul and
Timothy. No doubt, Timothy must have had a role at Colossae. Oth-
erwise Paul would not have mentioned him. Timothy’s mention was
a kind of endorsement. The point was that Paul and Timothy were
working for the same cause or purpose.

Colossae was only ten miles from Laodicea and much of its his-
tory can be associated with Laodicea. Whether Colossae was
affected by the lukewarm faith of the Laodiceans is unclear. But
because the theology that Paul countered at Colossae was so aber-
rant, it is difficult to think that it wasn’t caught up in the same or a
similar spiritual disease that had plagued Laodicea. This kind of
contagion is quite understandable. We observe in our own time that
churches that have drastically changed their theological perspective
today end up being lukewarm at best. Consider the Unitarian Con-
troversy of the 1800s in New England or the decimation of Calvin-
ism in most of the early American denominations.®

Paul wrote “to the saints and faithful brothers in Christ at
Colossae” (v. 2). So, he must have believed that there were faithful
Christians there. And of course, the Lord had not given up on
neighboring Laodicea either. Even at the height of the Laodicean
apostasy the Lord warned them, “As many as I love, I rebuke and
chasten; therefore be zealous and repent” (Revelation 3:19). The
church at Colossae was surely redeemable in spite of the problems
that troubled the church there. Paul’s mention of their faith (Colos-
sians 1:4, 2:5) doesn’t mean that they were all faithful. Many of
them were faithful, but some weren’t. Regardless, he wrote to
address their problems.

Today Laodicea represents the epitome of faithlessness because
of the Lord’s threat to spit them out. Nonetheless, we should not
neglect God’s hope for repentance among such people. If God could
so hope, then our hope should follow suit.® The Lord’s purpose is
always to redeem His people, and He will not fail to do so. Thus, it

5 See, for instance, The Democratization of American Christianity, Nathan
Hatch, Yale University Press, 1989. Also see the various essays on Christian his-
tory at www.pilgrim-platform.org/history.htm.

6 Does God hope? Yes, but not like we usually do. God’s hope is not tentative, but
certain. He knows what will happen, and fully expects and anticipates it. This is
how the hope of faithfulness works. God is faithful, and expects the fulfillment of
His will without doubt about whether it will come to fruition. God’s hope is cer-
tain, as ours should be.


http://www.pilgrim-platform.org/history.htm
http://www.pilgrim-platform.org/history.htm
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would behoove us to hope for the power of redemption in Christ.
Indeed, that hope is the engine of redemption because it fills God’s
people with the certainty and trustfulness of His promises.

Paul’s usual greeting was then given in the name of God the
Father and Christ the Son, with an emphasis that he and Timothy
and the wider church as well were engaged in prayer and service for
them. Paul’s endorsement of Timothy was intended to solidify the
fact that he and Timothy were on the same team. Notice that he
told them that he was praying for them. He will go on to tell them
exactly what he was praying for. That way, when it happened, they
would rightly conclude that his prayers had been answered.

ENncouraGING THE SAINTS

Paul wrote in order to address the problems in the church that
had been reported to him. Paul never visited Colossae, but wrote to
them on the basis of what he knew to be true among God’s people
elsewhere. Many churches faced similar problems because the Jews
were adamant about putting an end to Christianity. Because Paul
knew about the problems in the Colossian church, it is significant
that he began his letter with encouragement. Those who had been
holding the line against the apostasy were undoubtedly weary of the
struggle. So, Paul bolstered them with encouragement, hoping that
others who read his letter would also lend their encouragement to
the embattled saints at Colossae.

We can all learn from Paul’s method of encouragement. The
way he went about encouraging the Colossians may surprise us. He
didn’t prop up their self-esteem by telling them how great they
were. Rather, by telling them that he had boasted of their faithful-
ness to others he challenged them to meet and maintain the honor
and quality of his boast. Paul used this method elsewhere (2
Corinthians 1:14) and must have found it useful.

Paul did not encourage the saints to bask in their accomplish-
ments, or to hold on to any positions they had taken up against
those who held to false doctrines. He simply bypassed their accom-
plishments, their struggles and any positions they held in opposi-
tion to the false apostles in their midst. Rather, Paul challenged
them to live up to his boast, his expectations. Paul was aware that
there had been false teaching in their midst, yet he didn’t begin by
chastising them for it. Rather, he encouraged them to rise above it
by announcing his pleasure in the testimony of their faithfulness.
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He knew that the saints would rise above it because Christ would
complete in them what He had begun. Here is a model for positive
encouragement that we would be well served to learn.

Contrary to popular teaching in our schools and universities
today, the difficulty with rewarding people’s behavior by stroking
their self-esteem is that the encouragement of self-esteem teaches
people to be pleased with what they have already accomplished.
Satisfaction with what had already been done is encouraged, and
the challenge to drive for greater success is discouraged because the
reward (a sense of self-satisfaction) is given for what has already
been accomplished. Stroking self-esteem fuels the fires of pride and
self-confidence. Not only does it blunt the challenge of ongoing self-
improvement, but it easily leads to idolatry.

That was not Paul’'s method. Paul did not stroke their self-
esteem. Rather, he encouraged the aspirations of his readers to excel
by revealing his personal pleasure in the progress of their character
development, not in their achievement. He attributed to them an
excellence that they had yet to attain, and showed them his confi-
dence that they would indeed accomplish everything he expected.
Paul’s encouragement did not allow them to rest on their laurels,
but drew them forward to further achievement. When people you
admire praise you on the development of your character and confi-
dently boast that you will continue to meet their highest expecta-
tions, your admiration of them encourages you to live up to their
expectations. The expectations that people we admire have for us
fuel our own hope, and hope draws us forward into a better future.

Obviously, if their boast about you is too far fetched or too
much out of character it will backfire. They have to know you well.
And if their assessment of you is realistic, you will be more likely to
trust their expectations for you.

The art of providing such encouragement is to allow your boast
to lead your friend’s character development but not be out of reach.
To give the encouragement maximum effectiveness your boasting
should center upon character qualities, not mere accomplishments.
The danger of boasting about accomplishments is that the encour-
agement ends with its accomplishment. For instance, if I boast that
you can high-jump six feet, once you jump it that encouragement is
finished. But if I boast that you are a disciplined high jumper, my
encouragement can serve for a lifetime.

Pray FOrR THEM
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Paul spoke not only of the faithfulness of the Colossians, he told
them that he had been praying for them. Prayer is an awesome
weapon in God’s arsenal. But to be properly used we must tell the
people we are praying for that we are praying for them, and specifi-
cally what we are praying for. We need to tell people that we are
praying for them in order to encourage them to look for the results
of the prayer, in order to show them how it works.

By letting people know of your prayers for them you are testify-
ing both to your own faithfulness and to the power of prayer. By
encouraging them to look for the results of your prayers, you are
inviting them to find proof of the reality of Christianity in their own
experience. The proof of Christianity is really only found in one’s
own life. Such proof is the incontestable experience of God’s work
in one’s own personal conversion. It is difficult to deny the Lord
when you experience Him working in your own life.

Paul was very specific in both his prayers and his boast. The
boast, he said, was not simply his own, but he added his voice to the
reports of their faithfulness that he heard about. The boast was not
simply one man’s opinion, but was common knowledge in the com-
munity of faith, in part because of Paul’s boasting. The Colossians
were not simply encouraged to live up to Paul’s expectations, but to
the expectations of the greater faith community as well. By boasting
about them Paul was holding them up to the faithful expectations of
the larger faith community.

Alot of people are uncomfortable with the idea that others have
expectations about them, but it’s quite normal. Everyone has expec-
tations about all kinds of things. It’s not only not a bad thing, but
it’s unavoidable. Paul was employing the proper use of peer pres-
sure by using it in the service of Jesus Christ. The goads of social
conformity are powerful social forces that cannot be eliminated,
denied or escaped. Americans tend to disavow the forces of social
conformity by embracing the doctrine of rugged individualism. We
are Americans and don’t have to conform to anyone’s standards, or
so we think.

And yet, historically Americans are among the most socially
conforming people in the world. We are the dupes of mass advertis-
ing, believing that we are unaffected by it, when in reality we are
obsessed by the socially conformed appetites that are dictated by
the covetous trends and profiteering of fashion and style. Ameri-
cans, and the majority of the world at this point in history, are
obsessed with fashion, style and novelty. Why? Because people
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don’t know who they really are so they turn to these things to forge
their identities. We live in the midst of an identity crisis evidenced
by the current passion for personal authenticity and identity among
the young.

Again Paul’s method was not to honor social expectations by
limiting his appeal to simple outward conformity. Rather, Paul first
gave due honor and thanks to Jesus Christ because the expectations
of faithfulness belong to Him. Paul did not encourage faithfulness
for the sake of fitting into some kind of religious society, but for the
sake of pleasing Jesus Christ. Jesus Christ expects the faithfulness
of His people, and is pleased by it.

It is important to understand that in today’s world Christ’s
expectations are not the same as those of the church. Churches
should have the same expectations as the Lord, but too often don’t.
Unfortunately, the church’s expectations often run counter to those
of Christ! Paul did not simply call people to be like their Christian
peers. Unfortunately, other Christians provide poor role models.
Again, it shouldn’t be that way, but too often it is. It was then and it
is now. So, Paul called them to satisfy the expectations of Christ’s
faithfulness, biblical faithfulness, to stand apart and alone when
necessary, apart even from those who claim Jesus Christ when their
claims are not in line with His teaching.

Because Paul was mature in the faith, he also called Christians
to use him as a role model, to imitate his behavior. “I urge you,
then, be imitators of me” (1 Corinthians 4:16). “Be imitators of me,
as I am of Christ” (1 Corinthians 11:1). Faithfulness involves the
imitation of the real thing. “Therefore be imitators of God, as
beloved children” (Ephesians 5:1). “Brothers, join in imitating me,
and keep your eyes on those who walk according to the example
you have in us” (Philippians 3:17).

One of the best ways that people learn is by imitation. Whether
in music, sports or math, there is nothing more helpful than watch-
ing an expert do it right. If a picture is worth a thousand words, a
video is worth a million. So, having an expert who can show you the
right way and work with you to learn it is simply priceless.

CONFORMITY

Social expectations and conformity are weapons of spiritual
and cultural development. And where Christ does not dominate
them Satan reeks havoc with them. Paul suggests that the faith that
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is already in the Colossians, the faith that he had heard about and
encouraged, had its origin, not in social conformity, but in Heaven,
in God’s decree, in Christ. Paul harnessed the forces of social psy-
chology to serve the purposes of Christ. He was not opposed to the
power of peer pressure, social conformity, or the encouragement
and imposition of personal and social expectations on others, but
insisted that they must serve God, not man.

In days gone by churches used social conformity to help their
members bond to the church community. We can see remnants of
this practice in the clothing styles of Roman Catholic priests and
nuns, and in Mennonite and Amish communities. It fact, this kind
of conformity is still in use today, but it is not led by faithful
churches. People, particularly children and youth, even young
adults, continue to be driven to find personal identity through
clothing styles. But today the church isn’t dictating the styles, Wall
Street is. The world of fashion is dominated by the most worldly
people imaginable—and worse!

But Paul was not simply talking about clothes, style or fashion,
but about character and morality, about belief and behavior. Social
expectations about character and morality are real forces. Unfortu-
nately, the “ins” and the “outs” have reversed places over the past
hundred years or so. No area demonstrates this better than sexual
mores. A hundred years ago sex was a taboo topic. We can argue
the merits of our Elizabethan sexual heritage, but if marriage and
families are a measure of value in this area, all measurements point
to the social degradation of marriage and families. Where sexual
activity outside of marriage used to be forbidden and socially dis-
couraged, it is now acceptable, even popular, to be sexually active
outside of marriage. Today, virginity and prudence will earn a scar-
let letter. And the floozies will get a spot on Oprah.

Indeed, the forces of social conformity and expectation produce
real effects in the world. And if they do not serve Christ, they will
serve Satan. No one can escape the social pressures of conformity
and expectation. They are part of our trinitarian character as
human beings. Jesus called people sheep because these characteris-
tics of conformity are common to everyone. We cannot escape
them.

Consequently, if we do not dedicate them to Christ, if we do not
use the forces of social conformity and expectation intentionally in
service to Jesus Christ, they will destroy us. They will tear the
church apart. And they will tear society apart, as they are presently
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doing.

But the issue is not whether or not to use them. They are in use
already. As human beings, we cannot do otherwise than use them.
We are always affected by what other people think, say and do
because we are social beings. The social aspects of our being reflect
the fact that we are created in God’s trinitarian image. Our individ-
ual identities are intrinsically caught up in the identities of other
people (social groups like families, friends, churches, neighbor-
hoods, etc.) because we are created in the trinitarian image of God.

This is only to say that we are influenced by and adaptable to
our environment, to our social conditions. The fact of this influence
and adaptability is both our strength and our weakness as a species.
When we are rightly influenced and adapted, we are strong, and
when we are wrongly influenced and adapted, we are weak. The
issue not whether to use the forces of social conformity and imita-
tion, but how to best use them to Christ’s advantage.

Paul was harnessing the forces of influence, encouragement
and social conformity for Christ. We must see our peers as saints in
the Lord, as people who are sanctified, set apart, for the Lord. We
must be conformed to Christ’s expectations, and expect other
Christians to do the same—not to meet our standards, but to meet
God’s standards in Scripture in the light of Jesus Christ. We must
impose the expectations of maturity and sanctification in Christ
upon other Christians, and shame the world out of its childish and
adolescent morality, its foolish attraction to Satan’s novelties
(Jeremiah 13:26, 17:13; Titus 2:8; Colossians 2:15; 1 Peter 3:16;
ete).

The effort to inoculate ourselves and our children against the
effectiveness of the forces of social conformity is futile. They are
effective forces precisely because they produce an effect, because
they work! The momentum of worldly conformity in the Twenty-
First Century threatens to sweep away everything in its wake. Such
forces play upon human nature itself, and they cannot be stripped
of their effectiveness without changing human nature. And only
God can change human nature!

So, we must commit ourselves to the dedicated use of social
conformity to God’s purposes. We must not abandon the forces of
encouragement and discouragement, of peer pressure and social
conformity to the values and aesthetics of Scripture, but engage
them in the service of the gospel. We must not allow the world to
use them to tear Christ’s church apart by contaminating us and our
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churches with the corrosive acids of worldliness.

Hore

Hope is the key to spiritual encouragement. Hope is not only
the expectation of something good, but hope requires that the
expectation be realistic. If what you hope for is impossible to
achieve or to receive, your hope is not hope at all but a mere pipe
dream, a figment of your imagination. To be real hope, the object of
hope must be realizable, it must be possible. Hope for the impossi-
ble is not hope at all, but an idle dream, an imaginary phantasm.

Hope is the engine of faithfulness throughout the Scriptures.
Peter said that Christians must always be ready to explain their
hope to anyone who asks about it. Christian hope opposes the dis-
tress that people have about the end times. Christian hope is not
the desire to escape the pain and difficulties of the tribulation.
Christians are not to hope for the destruction of the world, nor to
hope to escape the destruction of the world. Christianity is not
about the destruction of the world. It’s about redemption and
renewal, not destruction. Our hope is that God’s will for Christ will
someday be a common human hope. Christian hope is always opti-
mistic. Christianity is not a tragedy but a comedy,” not depressing
but uplifting.

The ideas of truth, trust, faith and hope are practically inter-
changeable in the New Testament. They all involve a confident
expectation of a positive and beneficial outcome. Hope is an atti-
tude. Hope is a position to hold, and a posture to assume, especially
in the face of difficulties. It’s easy to hope when the sun is shinning,
but it is essential to hope when the rain comes down and the waters
come up. We are to practice in the sun so we can perform in the
rain.

Paul told the Colossians that their hope had already been laid
up in Heaven. The hope that they needed, the hope that Christ pro-
vides is a treasure that was already theirs. It was not a distant
dream, but was theirs at that very moment by the power of Christ.
Hope in Christ is a sure thing because God has guaranteed it.

So, how do we get hope? While Heaven is the ultimate source of
genuine hope, its proximate source is “the word of the truth, the
gospel” (v. 5). The power of the hope of Christ is the Word of God,

7 See: Deep Comedy: Trinity, Tragedy, & Hope In Western Literature, by Peter J.
Leithart, Canon Press, Moscow, Idaho 2006.
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the truth of God’s Word, the truth of the gospel of Jesus Christ. We
get it through exposure to it. We “catch” it. Paul also said that “faith
comes by hearing, and hearing by the word of God” (Romans
10:17). The power and effectiveness of the Holy Spirit is a function
of God’s Word. The gospel is not contained in the words of Scrip-
ture like a bug in a box. Rather, God’s Word is the gospel, like a bug
with a bite. To “get it” at all is to get bitten, to get infected by the
Holy Spirit, with the hope of Jesus Christ.

Paul went on to describe the dimensions of Christ’s power and
effectiveness. He said that faith is assured because Christ’s pres-
ence and power are already working in the world to change hearts
and minds. God’s purpose is not merely to proclaim the gospel of
Christ to the whole world, but to actually bring forth the fruit of
repentance among believers, and to ultimately convert the whole
earth.®

Paul testified to the power of the gospel because he had seen
God’s fruit. Paul had seen many people converted, himself
included. He knew the power of God’s will because he had been
broken by it. He was himself the fruit of conversion and repen-
tance. Not only would the Holy Roman Empire crumble before the
forces of Jesus Christ, but the Old Testament system of sacrifices
and priestly atonement would give way to Christ. What had stood
for thousands of years would crumble to dust at the feet of Christ.

In essence Paul said, This thing is big! Bigger than your hopes
and dreams! Bigger than Rome! Bigger than Jerusalem! God will
have His way. People will either be part of God’s salvation in
Christ, or they will be crushed beneath it. God is on the move and
is already present in your lives!

In addition, Paul said that Epaphras had been God’s true repre-
sentative among them. Paul described him as a “dear fellow servant
and a faithful minister of Christ” (v. 3). Paul endorsed Epaphras in
order to differentiate between the true and the false teaching that
had plagued Colossae.

The Colossian church had been infected with a Greek-influ-
enced form of Jewish philosophy that taught that Christians were
still vulnerable to various Pagan forces. Some people thought that

8 “God’s history is universal history. He is growing all humanity into a Bride for
His Son. (Of course, sad to say, some individuals within humanity—those who
won’t repent—are pruned away from this glorious destiny.)” Crisis, Opportunity
and the Christian Future, James B. Jordan, Anathasius Press, Monore,
Louisianna, 1994, 1998. 2004.
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those spirits needed to be placated through the practice of devotion,
austerity or holiday celebrations (Colossians 2:16). The Jewish
influence kept them tied to Old Testament traditions that had been
fulfilled or changed by Christ. Paul endeavored to help them under-
stand that Christ had done it all, that they needed nothing but
Christ alone, that their acceptance of Christ was a function of their
union with Christ.

It was not enough that Epaphras was God’s representative who
spoke the truth of the gospel. The false teachers had made the same
claim. Saying that you speak on behalf of God is too easy. Counter-
feit prophets had already gained a foothold in Colossae. No doubt,
there were people in Colossae who said that God was speaking
through them. What made the difference in Epaphras’ case was the
love of Christ.

It wasn’t simply that Epaphras claimed to love the people of
Colossae. Rather, Epaphras shared with Paul, not his love for them
(though he surely loved them), but their love for the Lord. It wasn’t
their love for one another that held them together. It was Christ’s
love for them all, and their love for Christ that held them in com-
munion. What motivated Epaphras was the love of the faithful
Colossians for the Spirit of the Lord. In this testimony Paul saw that
Epaphras was concerned for and motivated by their love of Christ.
That couldn’t be counterfeited! He wasn’t motivated simply by his
own love for Christ, but by the love of the saints for Christ. His
motivation was the love of Christ that they held in common. He
loved them because they loved Christ and he loved Christ. Christ
was the common object of their love.

The love of Christ, the love and concern for God’s Word and for
God’s people is the uncounterfeitable evidence of God’s existence.
And the primary place to see this evidence is in one’s own self. Once
you see it in yourself you can recognize it in others. But if you don’t
see it in yourself, you won’t recognize it in others either. Faithful
saints love Christ above all.

O

Falling in love with God is a response to the absolute singular-
ity of God, to His one-of-a-kindness. Real love always involves a
passion for a particular person, a single, unique individual. For
Christians that Person is Jesus Christ. The word singularity is
defined as a trait marking a thing or person as distinct from others;
a peculiarity. Christians are peculiarly related to God (Exodus 19:5,
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1 Peter 2:9). Christians treasure God (Matthew 131:44). Christians
love God alone in Christ alone through the Holy Spirit alone
because God loves Christians alone in Christ alone through the
Holy Spirit alone. Christos Singularis!
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