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THEN AND NOW 

 

Colossians 1:21-23 
 

Last Sunday we looked at what Paul says in Colossians 1:15-20 about Jesus in His deity and 

humanity, His person and work, and His supremacy in and over all things.  As is usually the 

case, there is more that I wanted to say last Sunday, so I want to begin today with two 

postscripts to last week’s message.  
 

First, I want to share with you a passage from John Stott’s book Christian Basics, in which he 

makes the case that Jesus is both fully human and fully God.  Here is what he says:  “The 

Apostles’ Creed refers to Jesus not only as Mary’s son but as God’s, in fact ‘His only Son, our 

Lord.’  The Nicene Creed is fuller and describes Him as ‘the only Son of God, eternally 

begotten of the Father, God from God, Light from Light, true God from true God, begotten, 

not made, of one Being with the Father.’  The Athanasian Creed” (attributed to Athanasius, 

the orthodox champion of the Council of Nicea, but probably not written until some time after 

his death) “clarifies this truth further by affirming that Jesus was ‘not made, or created, but 

begotten.’  These distinctions,” says Stott, “are important.  People ‘make’ things out of 

materials (e.g. wood, metals, or [fabric]), ‘create’ things out of nothing (e.g. an idea, a poem, 

or a tune), but can ‘beget’ children only out of themselves.  So the Son is said to be ‘eternally 

begotten of the Father’ or ‘God from God’, and therefore ‘of one Being with the Father’.  It is 

He who ‘became incarnate of the Virgin Mary, and was made man’ (Nicene Creed), so that 

He was and still is both God and man simultaneously.” 

 

Admittedly, this is difficult – impossible, actually – for us to get our minds around. Which 

leads Stott to ask:  “Is this not a pious myth, the fabrication of [Jesus’] over-credulous 

disciples?  No,” he says.  “The cumulative evidence for the deity of Jesus is much stronger 

than is often realized.  Take the gospels as ordinary historical documents, leaving aside the 

question of their  …  inspiration.  They portray a peasant carpenter from a humble home in an 

obscure village, who advanced such claims for Himself that we are tempted to question His 

sanity.  His teaching was extraordinarily self-centered” – in the sense that it was focused on 

who He was and is.  “He called God ‘the Father’ and Himself ‘the Son’ in absolute terms, 

indicating that there existed between them a unique relationship.  He dared to say that He was 

inaugurating the long-expected kingdom of God, and that people could enter it only by 

responding to Him.  He referred to Himself neither as a prophet, nor as the greatest of the 

prophets, but as being Himself the fulfillment of all prophecy, since the Scriptures (He said) 

bore witness to Him.  He called Himself the light of the world and the only way to the Father.  

He invited people to come to Him, promising that He would refresh the thirsty and give the 

weary rest.  He presumed to forgive people’s sins (which only God can do), and so incurred 

the terrible charge of blasphemy.  And He shocked His hearers by stating that He would 

return at the end of history in order to judge the world. 

 

“How are we to explain these extravagant claims, which He made with such quiet and 

unassuming assurance?  He was only a young man of barely 30.  He had very little formal 
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education.  He had never travelled outside Palestine.  Yet, repeatedly, confidently, 

unostentatiously He advanced His stupendous claims. 

 

“Was He mad?  A megalomaniac?  Was He suffering from a fixed delusion about Himself?  

This suggestion has been occasionally made, but cannot be substantiated.  He showed no 

signs of fanaticism, let alone psychosis.  Besides, deluded people delude nobody but 

themselves, whereas Jesus has convinced millions.  The reason is that there was no 

inconsistency between His claims and His character.  On the contrary, He seemed to be who 

He claimed to be.  Take His modesty.  Deluded people are obsessed with themselves.  If they 

think they are important, they behave like it.  But it is just here that Jesus confounds His 

critics.  Believing Himself to be somebody, He acted as if He was nobody.  Calling Himself 

the Son of God, He yet put on a slave’s apron and washed [His disciples’] feet.  Their Lord 

became their servant.  In addition, He made friends with the outcasts of society, welcomed 

prostitutes and touched untouchables.  He gave Himself in selfless service to others.  And then 

He surrendered to unjust arrest, trial and condemnation.  He made no attempt to resist when 

He was mocked, flogged, spat on and crucified.  He even prayed for the forgiveness of His 

tormentors. 

 

“All this evidence adds up to an extraordinary paradox.  Jesus was extremely self-centered in 

His words” – that is, His message was about Himself and His identity as the Son of God and 

Savior of sinners – “but absolutely unself-centered in His deeds.  He sounded proud, but He 

was humble.  In His teaching He advanced Himself; in His ministry He forgot Himself in the 

will of His Father and the welfare of people.  This combination of egocentricity and humility 

has no parallel in the history of the world.  The only way to resolve it is to acknowledge that 

Jesus of Nazareth was and is the Son of God. 

 

“So He was [and is] the Son of God, as He was also the son of Mary.  The historical evidence 

for both His humanity and His deity” – not the least of which is His resurrection from the 

dead – “is compelling.  The Creeds wisely affirm these two truths about Him without 

attempting to reconcile them.  ‘Our Lord Jesus Christ, the Son of God,’ says the Athanasian 

Creed, ‘is God and Man; God, of the substance of the Father, begotten before the worlds; and 

Man, of the substance of His mother, born in the world, Perfect God and Perfect man.’” (Stott, 

Christian Basics, 65-67) 

 

A pious myth?  A fabrication by His disciples?  Not on your life. 

 

As it says in the Essentials of Our Faith in the EPC:  “He who is true God became true man 

united in one Person forever.” 

 

The second P. S. points not only to the supremacy of Christ but to the exclusivity of Christ as 

well.  Theologian Dale Bruner, who taught for many years at Fuller Seminary in California, 

tells of speaking at a conference for Lutheran pastors.  He was teaching morning Bible studies 

on John 1, with its emphasis on the exclusivity of Jesus as the Son of God, the Word of God 

who became flesh and made His dwelling among us.  The keynote speaker in the evenings 

taught that while Christ is the way for Christians, a sincere Hindu in India could also go to 

God, and Buddhists could find their way to God, too.  The ordinary way of salvation, 
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according to this speaker, is sincere devotion to one’s own religious tradition; the 

extraordinary way of salvation is Jesus Christ.  As long as people are sincere, according to 

this speaker, they can get to God or to saving truth as they understand it. 

 

As he listened, Bruner realized that he and the other speaker were going in different 

directions.  On the final morning of the conference, he addressed the inclusive-exclusive issue 

in this way.  “In the past,” he says, “when asked what my theological position was, I have 

described myself as a Christo-centrist, but I now realize that that is not an adequate answer.  I 

am a Christo-exclusivist!  [The other speaker] is absolutely Christ-centered (and) loves the 

Lord Jesus Christ – no questions about it.  But I have come to realize this week that, for me, 

Christ is not only the center – He is the circumference.  He is the only way to responsible 

knowledge of, or participation in, saving truth.  Christ is exclusive” (F. Dale Bruner, 

“Theology, News and Notes of Fuller Seminary,” October 1999, 3-4). 

 

The Bible teaches not only the centrality of Jesus Christ.  He is both the center and the 

circumference of salvation.  The Bible teaches both the supremacy of Jesus Christ and the 

exclusivity of Jesus Christ.  There is no other name under heaven by which we can be saved 

(Acts 4:12).  No other name.  No other Savior. 

 

I hope you see Jesus in His supremacy, exclusivity, and sufficiency today. 

 

*  *  *  *  *  *  * 

 

Now, to verses 21-23.  Let me read them again, this time from The Message paraphrase: 

 

Writing to the Colossians and to us, Paul says:  “You yourselves are a case study of what 

[Christ] does.  At one time you all had your backs turned to God, thinking rebellious thoughts 

of Him, giving Him trouble every chance you got.  But now, by giving Himself completely at 

the cross, actually dying for you, Christ brought you over to God’s side and put your lives 

together, whole and holy in His presence.  You don’t walk away from a gift like that!  You 

stay grounded and steady in that bond of trust, constantly tuned in to the (gospel) Message, 

careful not to be distracted or diverted.  There is no other Message – just this one.  Every 

creature under heaven gets this same Message.”  It is for everyone everywhere.  “I, Paul, am a 

messenger of this Message.”  

 

The main idea in these verses is the difference that knowing Jesus makes.  Paul highlights the 

contrast between what we once were and what we are now through the reconciling work of 

Jesus, the contrast between then and now. 

 

TV commercials for weight-loss programs or eating plans constantly trumpet the difference 

between then and now for people who use their programs.  You’ve seen them:  “I lost 50 

pounds  …  or 40 pounds  …  or 25 pounds on the South Beach diet  …  or Nutrisystem … or 

Jenny Craig”  …  or whichever program it may be.  “I lost 12 pounds in 7 weeks on such-and-

such a plan.”  When you look at the before and after pictures, you can see a dramatic 

difference between then and now for those who have successfully used these plans.  I never 

used any of these programs, but I can tell you that for the first 12 years of my life, I was a 
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pudgy, chubby kid – until, one summer, with the help of my Mom, who was a great cook (!), I 

cut down on portions and exercised regularly, and when I went back to school that September, 

I had lost 25 pounds and grown 3 inches.  It was like I was a different person – on the outside 

at least!  The difference between before and after was obvious to everyone who knew me. 

 

The contrast between then and now in a person’s life may go way beyond your physical 

appearance or how much you weigh.  Harriet Tubman, who as a devout follower of the Lord 

Jesus, was a 19-century slave in Maryland who escaped and became the most famous 

conductor of the Underground Railroad.  Nelson Mandela spent 26 years in prison as a result 

of his efforts to end racial apartheid in South Africa, before becoming South Africa’s first 

post-apartheid President.  Tom Tarrants was an avowed racist and domestic terrorist as a 

member of the KKK who, by the grace of God, was transformed by the power of the gospel.  

He became a pastor and has served in leadership roles for many years with the C. S. Lewis 

Institute in our area.  The jury is still out on Kanye West, and we should be careful not to 

judge him too severely as a newly-professing follower of Christ, but there are encouraging 

signs that his new-found faith is not just a phase or a marketing scheme.  We should hope, and 

we should pray, that his profession of faith in Jesus and his witness that Jesus is King are the 

real thing. 

 

This contrast between then and now, between what we once were and what God does in a 

person’s life, is evident throughout the Bible as well.  Moses, a murderer, was chosen by God 

to lead the people of Israel out of their slavery in Egypt.  David, a shepherd boy, the youngest 

son of his father Jesse, became Israel’s greatest king, with a legacy, as an ancestor of Jesus, 

that will last forever.  Paul, an avowed enemy of Jesus and His followers, a merciless 

persecutor of the church, became, by the grace of God the greatest missionary and theologian 

in the entire history of the Christian faith.  The difference between before and after, between 

then and now, is dramatic. 

 

The difference in your life may not seem so dramatic.  But if you have been apprehended by 

God’s grace, it is every bit as real.  What Paul says of the Colossians is true of every person 

who has embraced the gospel message in faith.  Including you and me.  Once, we were 

alienated from God.  We were estranged from Him.  We were cut off from relationship with 

God because of our sin.  We were hostile to God, determined to live life our way instead of 

His way.  We were part of the resistance.  Not a political resistance movement but a spiritual 

resistance, a resistance to God and His sovereign authority over all of life.  We had turned our 

backs on God. 

 

This was the “then” for every one of us.  It is the same diagnosis Paul gives in Ephesians 2:1-

3, where he says:  “As for you, you were dead in your transgressions and sins, in which you 

used to live when you followed the ways of this world and of the ruler of the kingdom of the 

air, the spirit who is now at work in those who are disobedient.  All of us also lived among 

them at one time, gratifying the cravings of our sinful nature and following its desires and 

thoughts.  Like the rest” – like everyone else – “we were by nature objects of wrath.” 

 

 

 



 5 

“But now  …”  says Paul in Colossians 1:22, God has changed everything.  He has changed 

us.  He has reconciled us to Himself through the suffering and death of Jesus our Savior.  So 

we are no longer what we once were.  We are no longer “objects of wrath” (Ephesians 2:3).  

Now we are trophies of grace.  We are no longer outcasts, estranged from God and hostile to 

Him.  Now we are children of God, forgiven, accepted, and loved by our Heavenly Father.  It 

is the difference between night and day, the difference between darkness and light, the 

difference between death and life, the difference between being at war with God and being at 

peace with Him. 

 

And God is the One who has done it.  He is the One who has done it all.  Remember what 

Paul says in Romans 8?  “There is now no condemnation for those who are in Christ Jesus, 

because through [Him] the law of the Spirit of life has set (us) free from the law of sin and 

death.  For what the law was powerless to do in that it was weakened by the sinful nature” – 

in other words, none of us could ever keep the law or obey it perfectly – “God did by sending 

His own Son in the likeness of sinful man to be a sin offering (for us).” 

 

What we could not do to make ourselves right with God, God did for us.  “God made Him 

who had no sin to be a sin offering for us, so that in Him we might become the righteousness 

of God” (2 Corinthians 5:21) – clothed in His righteousness, restored to a right relationship to 

Him. 

 

Once we were separated from God because of our sin.  Now, in Christ and only through 

Christ, we have been reconciled to God.  Now we are the beloved children of God and 

members of His family forever.  Adopted.  Accepted.  Secure in our Father’s love. 

 

But.  There is a “but.”  Actually, in this case, it is an “if.”  Notice what Paul says in verse 23:  

“If you continue in your faith.”  If you are grounded in the truth of the gospel.  If you remain 

steadfast in your reliance on the Lord Jesus Christ.  If you do not allow yourself to be moved 

from the hope of the gospel, that your salvation is assured and secure in Christ, and in Him 

alone. 

 

Change happens in life.  It happens all the time.  Circumstances change.  Feelings change.  

People will let you down.  Disappointments will come.  Always keep your eyes on Jesus.  

Always.  Hold on for dear life to the hope you have in Christ, for He who promised is faithful 

(Hebrews 10:23).  Do not be tempted by the allure of false doctrine, as some of the Colossians 

were.  Do not deviate from the essentials of the Christian faith.  It will only lead to trouble.  

Do not let anyone lead you astray.  “Test the spirits,” as it says in 1 John 4:1, “to see if they 

are from God.”  Test every teaching, every doctrine, to see if it agrees with the teaching of 

God’s Word, which is the final and only infallible rule for what we are to believe and how we 

are to live. 

 

This warning in verse 23 about continuing in the faith reminds me of what Jesus says to the 

church in Ephesus in Revelation 2:1-7.  We could spend an entire sermon on it.  (Maybe we 

will.)  I urge you to read it, to think about it, to pray over it.  Jesus laments that the Ephesian 

believers have “forsaken your first love” (2:4).  The ESV translation says:  “You have 

abandoned the love you had at first.”  Is Jesus talking about their love for Him, saying it is no 
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longer as fervent, as passionate as it once was?  Is He saying they are not as close to Him as 

they once were?  Is He talking perhaps about their love for one another?  About the depth and 

expression of their love for one another in the fellowship?  Is He concerned that they have 

neglected to cultivate healthy relationships with one another in the church?  Or that they have 

allowed their relationships to grow stale? 

 

It may be all of the above.  Not one or the other but both-and. 

 

When we think about who and what we once were apart from Christ, and who and what we 

are now by the grace of God, it is an amazing thing.  As John Newton testifies: 

 

I once was lost but now am found, 

was blind but now I see. 

 

But, as Paul reminds us, we must continue on.  Relationships take work.  It is true in marriage.  

It is true in families.  It is true of your relationship with God.  It is true of our relationships 

with one another. 

 

You have to be intentional about nurturing your relationship with God.  You know the old 

saying:  “If you’re not as close to God as you once were, who moved?” 

 

We also need to be intentional about nurturing our relationships with one another.  When we 

don’t, we drift apart and allow rifts to develop.  No one wants that to happen.  We all need to 

do our part to see that it doesn’t.  Or to rectify it when it does. 

 

I pray that your life and mine and our life together as sinners saved by grace and adopted into 

God’s family may increasingly reflect our passionate love for God, our great gratitude to God 

for His grace, and our commitment to “love one another deeply,” as it says in 1 Peter 1:22, 

“from the heart.” 

 

Lord, let it be so in us.  Amen. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


