
Colossians 1:21-23a 
 
I am NOT a holy man, in fact, my lifeas I see it, falls rather short of holiness.   I do not want you to have 
the illusion that while I speak on this topic to you today, I’m an expert; I’m not an expert, neither by 
knowledge nor experience.  Rather, in reflecting on the passages, it has led to much self-examination 
that is quite humbling.  So today, I speak as a fellow traveler on the holiness journey.  I have learnt a 
thing or two and I continue to be stumbling and learning and stumbling some more and learning some 
more, all by God’ grace. 
 
So, “holiness” – what is it?  And how do you feel about it?   Let me list a few possibilities.  An honest 
answer:  I don’t know what it means, so I don’t know how to feel about it.  For some of you, holiness is 
equated to purity, being a moral person, avoiding bad thing, subscribing to a set of rules?  For others, 
holiness is too hard, it is not achievable.  Or you may have negative connotations of holiness in mind:  #1 
– it is not fun, because you’re not able do this-and-that; #2, holiness is associated with self-
righteousness, a “holier-than-thou” attitude.   
 
Certainly, it is not easy to define holiness simply, without qualifications,but we can at least say several 
important things: 
1.  It is very important to God; according to one source, it is mentioned over 600 times in Scripture, >700
 times if you count derivative words.  It is mentioned more than any other descriptors in 
 Scripture, even more than “love” 
2.  we have been made holy by the blood of Christ – 1 Jn 1:7 
3.  we’re becoming holy – 2 Cor. 3:18 
4.  we will be thoroughly holy – Eph. 5:27 
5.  “be holy as God is holy” – 1 Pet. 1:16 
6.  we’re to strive for holiness – Heb. 12:14 
 
Commonly, holiness is equated with purity, and certainly holiness at least includes purity, but it is a 
whole lot bigger than that.  At most basic level, “holy” means “set apart”.  In RC Sproul’s classic “The 
Holiness of God”, Sproul describes God’s holiness as His utter other-ness, His transcendence, His 
complete separation from His creation.  There’s a sense of demarcation/boundary/fencing off – where 
one side looks very different from the other.  If you own a property that backs onto the woods, you will 
know what this means:  One side (ie, your property) hopefully has a nicely manicured, mown lawn; the 
other side is filled with weeds and shrubbery.  Likewise, as it relates to us, we’re to be different, not just 
an “it’s cool to be different” kind of different, but a godly-different.  That is the kind of holiness that the 
Scriptures speak of.  The side which Christians are supposed to be on represent the way of God/being 
like God/reflecting God, whereas theother side represents the way ofworld. 
   
This evening, we will look at Col. 1:21-23a.  I want to spend some time exploringTWO key concepts 
relating to the pursuit of holiness (borrowing the title of Jerry Bridges’ excellent title).  My message is 
entitled “With rock-solid confidence of our holiness before God – present and future, fervently labour 
towards holiness.”   CONFIDENCE, in holiness accomplished and RESPONSIBILITY in holiness pursued.   
Confidence in Christ’s work for our holiness (v.21-2), and our necessary response (v. 23). 
 



We have started well:  David helped us to consider Jesus Christ – Jesus is the main character of 
Colossians.  It is essential for Paul to establish this against a background of syncretismthat was creeping 
into the Colossians’ belief system.  This syncretism trivializes and minimizes Christ.  You can think of 
syncretism like a buffet religion – you choose a little from this religion, and pick out a little from another 
religion according to whatever you fancy, which, interestingly, is not too different from what we 
encounter today.  It is important to see Christ clearly, through the cloud of syncretism, since we become 
what/whom we behold (2 Cor. 3:18).  This evening, we move from Col. 1:15-20, from Christ’s cosmic-
redemptive-work, the “big-picture-gospel”, and zoom in on how the gospel relates to us 
personally/individually 
 
21 And you, who once were alienated and hostile in mind, doing evil deeds, 22 he has now reconciled in his 
body of flesh by his death, in order to present you holy and blameless and above reproach before him,23 if 
indeed you continue in the faith, stable and steadfast, not shifting from the hope of the gospel that you 
heard, which has been proclaimed in all creationunder heaven, and of which I, Paul, became a minister. 
 
The first point tonight is this:  Our rock-solid confidence in what Christ has definitively accomplished for 
us in salvation.  In order to grasp the magnitude of what CJ did for us, we must recall why He needs to 
do anything for us at all.  Today, the gravity of sin is tragically lost/minimized, and long with this, the 
cheapening of the greatness of salvation.  We must not merely think of our salvation as God having 
some sentimental feelings towardus, His loveable creatures, who have gotten a little “lost in our ways” 
but who are rather eager to find our way back home; and so, He comes and gives us a pat on the back 
and guides usalong so we may become better people and live more purposefully– NO!!!!!!!!  These are 
enticing half-truths masquerading as full truths.  They’re dangerous ideas because they do not 
ultimately lead us to a true understanding of our real plight and our need for a radical rescue.  Some 
observers call this understanding “moralistic therapeutic deism”, that is, there is a God who watches 
over us, and He is kind of a heavenly teddy bear who wants His delightful creatures to live nice/good 
lives and feel happy and good about themselves.  You can picture Ned Flanders from the Simpsons.  Col. 
1:21 presents some unflattering and jarring realities about ourselves.  We are alienated (cut 
off/separated/barred) from God, because we are His wicked enemies.   We are by nature those who war 
against God, we are like Sauron, Hitler, child abusers.  We are hostile in mind; we want nothing to do 
with Him orwhat He stands for.  We must not think of “mind” as simply the intellect; rather, the “mind” 
here refers to a mind-SET, an entire orientation which faces away and even flees from God.  Rom. 1:21 
speaks of our thinking being futile and our foolish hearts darkened.  One writer says, “our thoughts and 
perspectives rail against His authority, His will, His holiness.”  Instead, we crave our own ways, we assert 
our self-sufficiency – Isa. 53:6 – we all like sheep have gone astray, each having gone His own way.  The 
result is that we do evil deeds.  See the intimate connection between what we believe and what we do – 
sin infects every single part of our being.  John 3:19-20 describes our natural selves well – we love 
darkness and so we do wicked deeds”.  You may be thinking:  that’s not me; I like God, I think nice 
thoughts and do nice things, most of the time, but I want to ask you these questions: 
- do you ever lust/fantasize about things/people that do not belong to you? 
- do you ever envy what others have that you don’t? 
- doever deceive/manipulate situations and circumstances to get your own way? 
- do you ever have hateful/vengeful thoughts (on the road)? 
- have you ever refused to forgive those who wronged you? 



- have you ever withheld love from an “undeserving” person?  
- have you ever been Impatient?    
- do you ever gossip/slander and call it “office talk”? 
THIS was our true self before we met Christ, andin this state, we deserved nothing but judgment and 
wrath and punishment and condemnation.  One writer puts it this way: “if God is holy, he will not 
tolerate willful transgressions, indifference to the moral law, or the abuse of others … God doesn’t just 
‘care about you and will bless you real good’; God will also judge” – a frightening prospect for all of us.  
This isnot fake news,but this is real news, and it isbad news. 
 
Thankfully, because of God’s amazing grace, these descriptors WEREonce us in the natural, 
unregenerate state, but no longer!  See verse 22, He has reconciled, He has now definitively done 
something; something has now been completed, the deal has been sealed – what is it that He has done?  
He has accomplished reconciliation, and what is reconciliation.  You can think of reconciliation as 
bringing two warring parties together at the same table – the war has ended, and now there is truce.   
But more than that, Col. 1:13, which we prayed through yesterday, gives us yet another picture - He has 
transferred us from one domain to another, from the kingdom of sin and darkness to the kingdom of 
holiness and light.   Not only is there now truce, but Christhas effected an immigration for us:  We were 
once living in the old country of sin and darkness, now, we’ve immigrated to the new land of holiness 
and light.  We have a new status, a new citizenship, a new passport.   Once an enemy, God is nowour 
Father; once enemies, we are nowsons and daughters.  
 
And how has He accomplished this? – IN his body BY his death.  There is so much theology packed into 
these six words, and there is not enoughtime to parse it all out.  But essentially, at the cross, Christ 
became as if one who has sinned, taking on the sins of humanity, experiencing God’s just wrath in our 
place, suffering and dying.  In exchange, we may become as if we haven’t sinned, when we clothe 
ourselves, by faith, with Christ’s perfect record& sacrificial death,escapeGod’s wrath, gaining joy and life.   
So, Jesus has secured for us a PRESENT STATUS of holiness/set-apartedness before God. 
 
Yet there is more:   In addition to a PRESENT STATUS of holiness, there is a FINAL STATUSof holiness 
that this reconciliation entails.  It is crucial to understand that our “saving” hasn’t ended – God is 
graciously “saving” us every day until the final day.  God’s work of salvation did not end with our rescue, 
even though justification – our legal pardon – is complete.  Look at verse 22b:  He rescued us so thatwe 
may be presented, finally, actually holy/blameless/above reproach.  There is a purpose for which God 
has rescued us, and that purpose is our actual holiness- Eph. 1:3-4; 2 Tim. 1:8-9.  Douglas Moo, who 
wrote an excellent commentary on Colossians, says this:  “Paul has in mind that we “who are already 
holy in status, should become holy in reality”;we’ve been made holy &we’re becoming holy, and we 
WILL be holy.  The realization/success of thisholiness projectis not in doubt –final holiness has been 
definitively secured (Rom. 8:30).   
- the fact is that one day we will no longer lie but only speak truth 
- the fact is that one day we will no longer lust, but only love those things that are pure 
- the fact is that one day we will no longer but covet/envy, but only be content  
- the fact is that one day we willno longer hate but only love 
- the fact is that one day we willno longer rage, but only show restraint and patience 
- the fact is that one day we willno longer be despondent, but be thoroughly joyful and content 



The fact is that we WILL be holy; it’s beenguaranteed for us, totally, definitively, irrevocably.  So, 
brothers and sisters, have great confidence in your journey towards holiness.  You’ve been made holy, 
and you WILL be actually holy – these areprecious gospel certainties that we must cling on to.  Be 
encouraged, take heart, especially on those days when you’re anything but holy and are  feeling 
overwhelmed by defeat and disappointment.   
 
Now that we have spoken of confidence, we must speak of its twin reality:responsibility.  I speak to you 
who may think that your faith is just a “free ticket to heaven”, and so, now that you have that ticket, you 
can live however you want to, or, slack off in your holiness pursuit, because you have a free pass.  See 
verse 23 - you will be presented holy and blameless, IF INDEED you continue in the faith.  You need to 
do something about it, you need to be responsible for it.   You will finally be presented holy, blameless 
and above reproach IF ONLY you do something about it; you’ll finally be saved if you exert effort in your 
faith.  WHAT?!?!??  What false teaching is this? Doesn’t our salvation depend solely on believing the 
gospel?  I seem to be suggesting otherwise Christ + my efforts.  Before I get excommunicated from 
the church, I want to say, “by grace alone, in Christ alone, through faith alone”– YES YES YES; AMEN 
AMEN AMEN.  Yet, we can’t ignore theIF INDEEDhere, in fact, we must notbrush asidethose things in 
Scripture that seem inconvenient to our present theological understandings.  Rather, by digging deeper 
into these seemingly problematic passages, our understanding of Scripture is enriched.   What could 
Paul mean by this conditionality, without chuckingaside “faith alone”?  First, we know what Paul doesn’t 
mean - Eph. 2:8-9 –we are not saved by our works, NEVER!  Second, we know that Eph. 2:10 is true- 
we’ve been saved FORgood works.  We have been reconciled IN ORDER TO live out a reconciled life.  
And what we’re called to do/saved for/reconciled to do, WE MUST DO.  Likewise, Paul reminds us here 
that you who have been redeemed, by no merit of your own, must nevertheless demonstrate the reality 
of your redemption as proof that you are in fact saved.  When you see good fruit on a tree, it’s probably 
because the tree is good.  When you see rotten fruit on a tree, it’s highly unlikely that someone came 
around and taped rotten fruit on an otherwise good tree; rather, rotten fruits probably indicate a rotten 
tree.  Here’s another example, if you say you’re a soccer fan, but you don’t watch soccer, you don’t talk 
about soccer,  you don’t go to soccer games, your room is filled with basketball posters, it calls into 
question whether you are who you claim to be, that is, a soccer fan.  You know that you do not do these 
things in order to become a soccer fan; but you do them because you ARE already a soccer fan.  Kevin 
DeYoung, in his book called “The Hole in Your Holiness”, says this, “On the last day, God will not acquit 
us because our good works were good enough, but he will look for evidence that our good confession 
was not phony.”  So we MUST, v.23 - “continue in our faith” - what does this mean?  On one hand, we 
must continue believing the correct truths of the gospel.  But we must also remember – just as sin had 
infected us thoroughly – mind and body (recall v.21, we were hostile in mind AND doing evil deeds), 
 the healing power of the gospel cures us thoroughly.  Now that we have new mindset, new 
heart, new motivations, new wants/desires, we must continuously and relentlessly express our new 
mindset in godly living; we must persevere in Christian conduct.  True belief always equals obedience.  
We do not speak of a will-power-driven, grind-your-teeth type of obedience, but rather, we’re actively 
and willingly pursuing holiness, while the Holy Spirit is actively enabling us to do so.  Brothers and sisters, 
you MUST continue in your faith.  You must make every effort to live in a way consistent with your 
beliefs.  You must strive for holiness without which no one will see God (Heb. 12:14).  Douglas Moo says 
this:  “God does, indeed, by his grace and through his Spirit, work to preserve his people so that they will 
be vindicated in the judgment; butat the same time, God’s people are responsible to persevere in their 



faith if they expect to see that vindication.”  Another commentator, Moule, puts it this way, “Christ does 
for us what we could not do for ourselves, but we must do, for our part, what he will not do for us.  He 
offers us to God, but it is nonetheless our own offering.”  There is a real warning here – “if indeed”  – 
God uses these warnings, not to frighten us into thinking that we might lose our salvation; rather, He 
uses these as gracious rebukes/reminders so that those who are truly saved will respond and be kept on 
the narrow path of salvation. 
 
So I ask you – are you even trying?   Are you exerting every effort towards holiness?  Are you “continuing 
in your faith”, or are you just “coasting in your faith”?  Today is the day for self-examination, 
remembering that in all our trying. we remain stable/steadfast/unshifting from the hope of the gospel, 
firmly planted in our present status of holiness, solidly confident of the final outcome.  With rock-solid 
confidence of our holiness before God – present and future, fervently labour towards holiness. 


