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INTRODUCTION: How Does a Christian Grow? 
Our text this morning is Colossians 2:16-23, turn with me there now. 
It is on page 984 of the black pew bibles. 
 
As you turn there, let me ask you this question: How do you become 
a better person? If you wouldn’t consider yourself a Christian, 
perhaps you would phrase the question like this: how do you 
develop to be a person of integrity and character? If you are a 
Christian, you probably normally phrase the question like this: how 
do I become more like Christ? But however, you phrase the question, 
the answer is important: how are you going to be a better person 
this year? At work? At school? At home with your family? On the 
rugby field? How do you grow? 
 
Last July, I was house-sitting for a family from a church in Colorado. 
The family was away visiting family and wanted to sell their Colorado 
house soon to move out there permanently. They gave me one task: 
to keep the grass green. Colorado is a barren place in the summer, so 
this was quite a task.  
 
I went over and watered every morning like I was supposed to. But 
within a week the lawn was beginning to move from green to yellow. 
The weather was up in the 30’s Celsius, so, I decided that on those 
days I would go over and water for 30 minutes in the evening as well. 
On Monday of the next week, little patches of the lawn had begun to 
turn dry and brown.  



 
So, I did what most people would do in my situation I looked up all 
the secrets of getting a lawn green on the internet: 
 
• One guy said you had to water the lawn only for a maximum of 

15mins in each place, so, I used my phone as a timer and did 
that.  

• Another guy said you had to water before 10am in the 
morning, so I made sure I got over before 9am to get all the 
watering done.  

• Another guy said you had to water for 2 hours once a week. So, 
the next Saturday morning, I went over and did that.  

• I found some fertilizer in the shed, so I grabbed a scoop of it 
and went and sprinkled it on all the extra brown patches. But 
no matter what I did, things just seemed to get worse. I was 
trying everything I could and searching out all the secrets to get 
the lawn to grow, but I had only ended up frustrated. 

 
When I mowed the lawn on the next week the lawn looked just as 
brown as it did the week before. But on that Wednesday night there 
was a Thunderstorm and we got an inch of rain. And then the next 
night we got another half inch. By Saturday the lawn was greener 
than it had been when I had started. You see all it needed all along 
was some good fresh rain water, and then it grew just like it was 
supposed to. All my tricks and gimmicks were useless, but a good 
decent shower of rain had the lawn growing in no time.  
 
In our passage this evening, Paul is writing to the Colossians because 
some of them have been trying to grow and be better people by all 
sorts of secret ways. Paul tells them that true spiritual growth only 
comes from union and communion with Christ.  
 
This is what he says in verse 18 and 19: “Let no one disqualify you, 
insisting on asceticism and worship of angels, going on in detail 
about visions, puffed up without reason by his sensuous mind, and 



not holding fast to the Head, from whom the whole body, nourished 
and knit together through its joints and ligaments, grows with a 
growth that is from God.” 
 
The Colossians were being tempted by false teachers to seek out all 
kinds of secret and special ways to grow as a Christian. The false 
teachers were telling the Christians at Colossae that in order to 
continue to experience God favor they needed to avoid eating 
certain foods and keep certain festivals. And if they wanted to 
experience fullness as a Christian they had to starve themselves until 
they see visions. God may have forgiven their sins by simple faith in 
Christ, but in order to be better people Christians needed to 
subscribe to legalistic rules or have supernatural experiences.  
 
The reason that such false teaching is so appealing is that inside we 
are all tempted to grow by get rich quick schemes. Growth comes 
slowly so we want to find a secret shortcut that will give us 
extraordinary results, and people can take advantage of our desire to 
grow up spiritually. Parents know well that the easiest way to get 
preschool kid to eat his vegetables is to tell him that if he eats his 
carrots or broccoli, he will grow big and tall.  
 
If you are in this room right now you subscribe to a theory about 
how to be a good person. You might be conscious of it, but this has 
been the preoccupation of the human imagination for thousands of 
years. Aristotle in his Nicomachean Ethics contemplates the good life 
and says that “the unexamined life is not worth living.” 
Contemporary psychology is still built around helping you realizes 
your potential by tapping into the good life. In the advice section of 
the New York Times Best-Seller list, self-help psychology books still 



consistently our sell cook books and DIY books. Our consciences 
drive us to want to know how to be good people.  
 
Many so-called Christians today try to tell us that if we submit their 
great new rules, give money to their ministry, or have a certain kind 
of experience then we will finally experience all the fulness that 
Christianity has to offer. But we have to be careful who we listen to 
and recognize that communion with Christ only way to grow more 
like Christ. 
 
That I think is the main thing that Paul is trying to say in our text this 
evening. Here is a summary of his main idea: we should be careful 
not to be led astray by legalistic rule keeping or chasing supernatural 
experiences because communion with Christ is the only way to grow 
more like Christ.  
 
Paul builds that main our passage by giving three commands to the 
Colossians. Paul gives three commands in our text: (1) “Let no one 
pass judgement on you,” which he talks about in verses 16 and 17; 
(2) “let no one disqualify you,” which he talks about in verses 18 and 
19; and (3) do not submit to human regulations, which he talks about 
in verses 20-23. Those our three points for today. I will repeat them 
again for those taking notes: (1) Don’t let anyone judge you, (2) 
Don’t let anyone disqualify you, (3) Don’t submit to human 
regulations. 
 
So let’s have a look at Paul’s first command: don’t let anyone judge 
you. That is what he says to the Colossians, in verse 16, “therefore 
let no one pass judgement on you in questions of food and drink, or 
with regard to a festival or a new moon or a Sabbath.” 
 



MAIN POINT ONE: Don’t Let Anyone Judge You 
The false teachers were telling the Colossians “You are not a 
Christian because you are not keeping our special rules.” It seems 
like this group had been reading the Old Testament and had decided 
that Christians needed to keep all the Jewish food laws and festivals 
from the Old Testament. The false teachers were judging the 
Christians at Colossae and accusing them of not being true 
Christians. They were trying to convince them that they needed to 
add to their faith in Christ obedience to obscure ceremonial laws 
from the Old Testament that Christ had done away with. They 
needed to “in questions of food and drink, or with regard to a festival 
or a new moon, or a Sabbath.  
 
That phrase at the end, “festival, or a new moon or a Sabbath” is a 
formula that is used a lot in the Old Testament to represent all the 
religious events in the Jewish calendar. The rituals of the Mosaic law 
including the eating of certain foods and the observance of certain 
days marked out the Jews as God’s special people. The false teachers 
were claiming that the secret of Christian growth was obedience to 
all the Old Testament laws. The Colossians needed Jesus plus the Old 
Testament rules. But Paul is telling the Colossians that Christ, and 
Christ alone, is all they need to grow.  
 
After Christ has come things have changed. Paul makes that 
connection with the word therefore in verse 16. He is linking the 
situation of the law back to the arguments of the previous section. 
Christ in verse 15 is shown as the one who has conquered every 
power in the universe. Because of Christ’s work, he is now 
preeminent. Christ has satisfied the “legal demands” of the law and 
thus the ceremonial and civil aspects of the Old Testament no longer 
apply to the Christian. We still keep the moral elements: it isn’t okay 
for us to worship anything before God, or commit adultery, or steal, 
or break any of the rest of the 10 commandments. But the civil and 
ceremonial elements have been fulfilled in Christ. 
 



You see, the law was given to show everyone their need of Christ and 
all ceremonies and festivals of the Old Testament pointed to him. 
That is what Paul means when he uses the analogy of a shadow in 
verse 17: “these [festivals and food laws] are a shadow of the things 
to come, but the substance belongs to Christ.” 
 
Shadows are meant to point to the thing that they are a picture of. 
At some point during the year, I remember seeing on Facebook that 
the annual mystery creek field-days had cardboard cutouts of 
different all blacks for kids to go and measure themselves against. 
That is impressive and it is great attraction for kids considering that 
the All-Blacks players themselves are probably to busy to be there. 
But if Ben Smith or Sonny Bill Williams did turn up and offer to train 
the kids to play rugby like them. It would be crazy for a kid to turn 
around and say to them, “no thanks, I would rather stay here and 
learn from your card-board cutout.” Picture and shadows represent 
people, but when those people turn up it is absurd to keep holding 
on to their shadow.  
 
So, what about you; what is your holiness? Does it only consist of 
shadows or is there substance to it? Are you playing around with 
gimmicks and shadows or are you learning from the master, from 
Christ himself? Religion and the rules of self-help psychological 
without Christ is nothing more than cardboard cutouts. These can 
point to your need of Christ, but they can’t teach you anything. And 
the reason they can’t teach you anything is that they cannot change 
your heart. Paul says later that they actually indulge the flesh. Have 
you ever noticed that some of the proudest people in the universe 
are the incredibly efficient business types who have juiced 
themselves up on self-help psychology? Their rule-keeping made 
them worse not better. Now they are even harder to be around than 
they used to be.   
 



These people lack Christ, so although they might not term 
themselves religious, their rule-keeping is in effect nothing but 
pharisaic legalism.  
 
We are rule-oreintated people. Ever since the garden of Eden, when 
Adam and Eve broke God’s commands. We have been inventing 
systems of rules as a substitute for righteousness.  
 
The big one today is recycling. I love recycling. I love reusing things 
and the conservation of our environment. I think God calls us as 
individual Christians to care for and steward the resources that he 
has given us. But, in our culture, it is easy to substitute recycling for 
righteousness. To think that you are right with God because you 
shop at the right places and put your food in the right bag and eat 
wholefood stuff that tastes bad, which you buy from a hippy that 
doesn’t use deodorant. I love all this kind of stuff. Sign me up, but 
don’t call it righteousness.  
 
We are still no better than the Pharisees of old to whom Jesus said, 
““Woe to you, scribes and Pharisees, hypocrites! For you clean the 
outside of the cup and the plate, but inside they are full of greed and 
self-indulgence” (Matt 23:25). We need to be careful that we don’t 
judge ourselves by any extra-biblical standards of morality.  
 
That is Paul’s first command: Don’t let anyone judge you. But let’s 
look at his second command to the Colossians.  
 
 
MAIN POINT TWO: Don’t Let Anyone Disqualify You 
The false teachers weren’t just trying to convince the Colossians to 
obey all of their Jewish rules. They were also arguing that they 
needed to have supernatural experiences. Look at what Paul says in 
verse 18 and 19: “Let no one disqualify you insisting on asceticism 
and the worship of angels, going on in detail about visions, puffed up 
without reason by his sensuous mind, and not holding fast to the 



Head from whom the whole body, nourished and knit together 
through its joints and ligaments, grows with a growth that is from 
God.”  
 
Remember I said in two weeks ago that the false teachers were 
claiming to have access to God via supernatural revelation. They 
thought that they had secret knowledge communicated to them 
through dreams and visions. They didn’t need a bible-based 
Christocentric Christianity because God could tell them in a dream 
how to live. They didn’t need to worship God according to the bible 
because they could have supernatural visions and worship God with 
the angels. The false teachers were telling the Colossians that 
dreams and visions where a normal part of the Christian life. It seems 
that in order to induce these dreams the Colossians were meant to 
fast for prolonged periods of time. 
 
That word “asceticism” means be severe to your own body—most 
obviously by starving and beating oneself. People in all kinds of 
religions starve and whip themselves so that they can experience 
hallucinations. Buddhist monks do this. The extremist parts of Islam 
frequently do this. And today sadly even some Christians, believing 
that dreams and visions should be a normal part of the Christian life, 
starve and beat themselves in order to experience visions. I looked 
this up online and some of the very extreme parts of the charismatic 
movement are doing it today, as we speak.  
 
Now fasting from food deliberately to train oneself for holiness and 
focus on prayer is something that the bible encourages us to do. In 
western countries we probably need to do it more. But it is one thing 
to fast so that you can talk to God more clearly and deliberately in 
prayer, and it is another thing to starve yourself until you think God 
is talking to you.  
 
It isn’t clear what Peter means when he talks about the worship of 
angels. But here are two options:  



1. Either the false teachers were telling the Colossians to make 
images of angels and worship them: to sing songs, to them to 
pray to them alongside of Christ.  

2. The false teachers were encouraging the Colossians to have 
visions of angels worshipping God so that they could copy the 
way the angels worshipped God. I think it is probably the 
second one. But either way you take it, Paul is worried because 
the worship of angels along with dreams and visions were 
distracting the Colossians from Christ and his words. 

 
When the New Testament church was young, before we had all of 
the bible written down for us, God sometimes spoke to the apostles 
directly through dreams and visions. He told Peter in a vision to 
share the gospel with the gentiles in Acts 10. He told Paul in a vision 
to go to Macedonia with the gospel in Acts 16. And many 
conservative scholars like Paul Washer, Tom Schriner, and Kevin 
Deyoung believe that God is potentially using dreams and visions in 
order to lead people to hear the gospel preached in a missions 
context today.  
 
But these false teachers were obscure things like visions and angels 
were meant to be part of your normal everyday Christian life. If you 
weren’t experiencing dreams from God telling you where to go for 
breakfast on a Saturday morning you weren’t a first-rate Christian. If 
you didn’t have visions of angels worshipping God once a week, you 
were living a C+ version of Christianity. Real Christians, really spiritual 
Christians had tons of dreams and visions. What is Paul’s test for this 
kind of experience of dreams and visions? Why does Paul dismiss 
dreams and visions the way that he does? 
 
The litmus test that Paul uses is does it lead you to love Christ more? 
A fascination with dreams and visions, like the one that the false 
teachers in Colossae have, or like Charismatic Christians today have 
actually distracts from Christ. It doesn’t help serve Christ and the 



spread of the gospel like it helped Paul and Peter. It causes people to 
neglect Christ and His word in a frenzy for more experiences.  
 
That needs to be the litmus test for your spiritual life. You need to 
ask that about every spiritual practice that you do. Does this practice 
distract you from Christ? If anything, you do, as a Christian, leads you 
away from trusting and growing in your knowledge of Christ that 
thing is an idol. So, Charismatic friend visiting with us here today. We 
agree that Christ is central, that the bible is important. Ask yourself 
does your obsession with dreams and visions lead you to think about 
Christ more or to think about experiences? Does your fascination 
with dreams and vision lead you to read the bible more or less than 
your non-charismatic friends or sisters? If it doesn’t lead you to 
Christ and the scriptures it is not consistent New Testament 
Christianity and you need to stop and repent and hold fast to Christ. 
 
These false teachers were so caught up in dreams that they ignored 
Christ. Look at what Paul says about the false teachers in verse 19: 
“and not holding fast to the head, from whom the whole body, 
nourished and knit together through its joints and ligaments, grows 
with a growth that is from God.”  
 
To understand what Paul means in this passage I think we need to be 
equipped with two theological terms: union and communion.  

1. Union with Christ is the relationship that exists between us and 
Christ when we are born again. It is described here as the 
relationship of a head and a body. When we are born again, we 
are mystically united with Christ. We are attached and become 
a member of Christ’s body. The different organs in a body all 
receive their life from the head. The bible says that Christ is 
now in us by his Holy Spirit. That is what union with Christ is it 
is a relationship with Christ through his Holy Spirit such that 
everything that belongs to Christ is now available to us.  

2. But union with Christ is meant to equip us for communion with 
Christ. Communion with Christ is how we actively draw on the 



resources of Christ to live the Christian life. In order to grow in 
Christ our passage says that the believer must hold fast to 
Christ. In John 14, Jesus says that we must abide in him. What 
he means is that we must seek to have a daily and constant 
relationship or friendship with Christ.  

 
Communion with Christ is like daily exercise for your body. Are you 
following me here? You don’t grow healthy strong muscles but 
sitting in your lazy boy and reading the paper or watching Shortland 
street (or whatever it is that you watch). You need to get off the 
couch and exercise. Your legs and arms already have all they need to 
grow. I looked this up on the internet yesterday. Every muscle in 
your body is wired up to a bunch of motor neurons that connect 
each muscle through your spinal cord to your brain. There are 
billions of these things in your body. But in order for your muscles to 
grow you need to use those motor neurons to trigger muscle 
movement. You need to go for daily walks around the neighborhood 
or do frequent workouts at the gym. Communion with Christ 
functions like spiritual exercise.  
 
So how do you commune with Christ? How do you grow spiritually? 
The fundamental thing that you must do is that you must focus on 
him. Here are three practical ways that you can do that: 
 

1) Pray to him constantly: When something happens that is really 
discouraging—you lose your soccer game at the last minute or 
you forget your friend’s birthday for the third year in a row—
bring that to the Lord. And when something great happens—
your mum takes you to get peach milkshakes on the way home 
from school—whatever happens in your day, make a habit of 
bringing it to the Lord and asking for a good attitude.  

2) Find ways to spend more time meditating and thinking about 
scripture. Listen to sermons or hymns in the car on the way to 
work. Read the bible a chapter of the bible on your phone 
when you get a few minutes free.  



3) Find ways to spend more time with other Christians. If you look 
at verse 19, it says that by “holding fast to the Head… the 
whole body… grows with a growth that is from God.” The 
Christian life cannot be lived on your own. The Christian life 
needs community. You need to get Christian friends. Maybe if 
you are junior or senior who has a car, you can set up times to 
meet with a younger girl for coffee. Maybe as a guy you can 
deliberately invite some middle school guys to go hiking or 
hammocking next time you are getting a group together for 
that.  

 
These are three ways that I try to deliberately focus on Christ in my 
daily life. I am sure you guys can think of many more. But the main 
thing is that Christians grow more mature as they know Christ better. 
The closer and deeper your relationship with Christ is the more you 
will grow. 
 
That is why we shouldn’t let anyone disqualify us. We have in Christ 
everything that we need to train and run the Christian race. So, we 
have seen now Paul’s first two commands to the Colossians let’s 
consider Paul’s third command. The third and final thing that Paul 
tells the Colossians is that they shouldn’t submit to manmade rules. 
That is point number three: Don’t submit to Manmade Rules 
 
MAIN POINT THREE: Don’t Submit to Manmade Rules 
The false teachers at Colossae wanted the Colossians to do anything 
as long as they weren’t focusing on Christ. They had a messiah 
complex. They got power over other people by distracting them from 
Christ. They didn’t care whether they convinced people to leave 
Christ to focus on the Old Testament law or to leave Christ to focus 
on dreams and visions. They would do anything to distract a 
Christian from Christ. They actually got inventive. They also made up 
a series of rules that they had asked the Colossians to submit to. 
Read verses 20-23 with me: 
 



“If with Christ you died to the elemental spirits of the world, why, as 
if you were still alive in the world, do you submit to regulations— 
21 “Do not handle, Do not taste, Do not touch” 22 (referring to 
things that all perish as they are used)—according to human 
precepts and teachings? 23  
 
These have indeed an appearance of wisdom in promoting self-made 
religion and asceticism and severity to the body, but they are of no 
value in stopping the indulgence of the flesh.” 
What kind of rules is Paul talking about? I think it is important for us 
to notice three things about their rules. Paul says that these types of 
rules don’t actually help us grow. Here is a list of three things:  

1) These rules were all negative they are all about things that 
Christians are not allowed to do. See what it says in verse 21. 
“Do not handle, do not taste, do not touch.” They focused on 
things that a Christian shouldn’t do. A Christian doesn’t wear 
this or that, Christian doesn’t drink this or that, a Christian 
doesn’t eat a pub, a Christian doesn’t smoke this or that, a 
Christian doesn’t listen to this or that music. But when Jesus 
summarizes the law he focuses on what a Christian should do: 
“You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart and with 
all your soul and with all your mind. This is the great and first 
commandment. And a second is like it: You shall love your 
neighbor as yourself. On these two commandments depend all 
the Law and the Prophets.”  

2) These rules all focus on external and earthly things. It is about 
things that you eat, things that you touch, things that you 
handle. They are all things outside your body and nothing to do 
with your heart. Look at what the first half of verse 22 says, 
these rules “refer to things that all perish as they are used.” 
Material things can’t help you grow spiritually. Temporal things 
can’t get you ready for eternity. If it goes off when you leave it 
in your fridge too long it isn’t able to help you get ready to live 
with Jesus forever. Christ says the same thing in Mark 7:15, 



“There is nothing outside a person that by going in to him can 
defile him.”  

3) These rules were all based on human teachings. They were 
manmade rules. Look at what the last half of verse 22 says, 
these regulations are “according to human precepts and 
teachings.” They had no warrant in scripture, they are extra 
biblical. And by putting their rules alongside scripture they are 
actually distracting people from Christ.  
 

The simple test for any rule that you might make is the same simple 
test for dreams and visions. Promoting dreams and visions is wrong 
according to Paul because it distracts people from Christ. And rules 
are wrong when they distract us from Christ. They might make us 
look good outwardly because we have this great list of things we 
don’t do. But they don’t actually help us grow and fight sin. That is 
what Paul says in verse 23: “these have indeed and appearance of 
wisdom in promoting self-made religion and asceticism and severity 
to the body, but they are of no value in stopping the indulgence of 
the flesh.” They don’t help you fight your sinful desires. If you rely on 
rule-keeping to help you grow as a Christian you will end up angry, 
and tired, and frustrated. You do not grow as a Christian by keeping 
rules you grow by spending more time with Christ. Peter says “But 
grow in the grace and the knowledge of our Lord and Savior Jesus 
Christ. To him be the glory both now and to the day of eternity. 
Amen.” 
 
We need to be particularly careful on this point in our congregation. 
There are is so much diversity here. There is a myriad of different 
church backgrounds. There is only a few of us that were brought up 
in this church context, most of us came from a different 
denominational tradition of some sort, a some of us did not grow up 
in Christian homes. But not only that there is also a huge range of 
ethnic and cultural differences at play. Even within one culture there 
are so many variations, not all South Africans, or native kiwis have 
the same approach to different issues. We need to be so careful 



here: because we are in danger. We are in danger of fabricating a 
false and man-made righteousness. We are in danger of distracting 
people from Christ in every way that verses 20-23 talks about We are 
in danger of creating extra-biblical rules. We are in danger of 
focusing on earthly. We are in danger of creating human traditions, 
which we judge other Christians in our church by. 
 
Christian growth and Christian holiness does not start in earthly, 
manmade rules, but by us having fellowship in Christ himself. The 
church does not grow by legislation but by growing in our knowledge 
of Christ together. That is what verse 19 says: “[hold] fast to the 
head, from whom the whole body, nourished and knit together 
through its joints and ligaments, grows with a growth that is from 
God.” 
 
CONCLUSION: How Does a Christian Grow? 
So perhaps, it would be good for you to ask yourself here. Do you 
actually know Christ? What has your experience of Christianity been? 
Has it given you another set of rules to add for you to add to your 
life—the way that a painter adds a new colour to his pallete? Have 
you traded one set of rules for another: one communities’ rules for 
another? Are you trying to use Christianity like a self-help book or do 
you have a relationship with Christ?  
 
You can’t grow in Christ unless you know him, unless you have been 
united to him by faith. You don’t need new rules, or new resolutions. 
You need a new heart. You need to be born again. 
 
Dirt can’t produce any fruit unless a seed is planted in it. That is your 
heart though if you don’t have Christ, it is a barren wasteland 
nothing will grow but thorns and thistles. There is no hope, it cannot 
produce fruit. You can cultivate it. You can irrigate it. You can put all 
kind of rules and fences around it. But nothing will grow because 
nothing has been planted. Go home today, and as you sit over your 
lunch, ask yourself this afternoon, do you know Christ? Have you 



been united to him? Have you been born again? Have you died and 
been raised to walk in newness of life? All your attempts to be a 
better person are useless if you do not actually know Christ? 
 
Let’s end with that verse from 2 Peter 3; “But grow in the grace and 
the knowledge of our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ. To him be the 
glory both now and to the day of eternity. Amen.” 


