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Sermon Series: “Ways to Make Christianity Healthy” 
Sermon Title: “Become a Person of Substance” 
Scripture Text: Colossians 2:6-23 
April 22, 2018 
 
Scripture Reading: Colossians 2:6-23 (NRSV) 

6 As you therefore have received Christ Jesus the Lord, continue to live your lives in 
him, 7 rooted and built up in him and established in the faith, just as you were taught, 
abounding in thanksgiving. 

8 See to it that no one takes you captive through philosophy and empty deceit, 
according to human tradition, according to the elemental spirits of the universe, and 
not according to Christ. 9 For in him the whole fullness of deity dwells bodily, 10 and you 
have come to fullness in him, who is the head of every ruler and authority. 11 In him also 
you were circumcised with a spiritual circumcision, by putting off the body of the flesh 
in the circumcision of Christ; 12 when you were buried with him in baptism, you were 
also raised with him through faith in the power of God, who raised him from the dead. 
13 And when you were dead in trespasses and the uncircumcision of your flesh, God 
made you alive together with him, when he forgave us all our trespasses, 14 erasing the 
record that stood against us with its legal demands. He set this aside, nailing it to the 
cross. 15 He disarmed the rulers and authorities and made a public example of them, 
triumphing over them in it. 

16 Therefore do not let anyone condemn you in matters of food and drink or of 
observing festivals, new moons, or sabbaths. 17 These are only a shadow of what is to 
come, but the substance belongs to Christ. 18 Do not let anyone disqualify you, 
insisting on self-abasement and worship of angels, dwelling on visions, puffed up 
without cause by a human way of thinking, 19 and not holding fast to the head, from 
whom the whole body, nourished and held together by its ligaments and sinews, grows 
with a growth that is from God. 

20 If with Christ you died to the elemental spirits of the universe, why do you live as if 
you still belonged to the world? Why do you submit to regulations, 21 “Do not handle, 
Do not taste, Do not touch”? 22 All these regulations refer to things that perish with use; 
they are simply human commands and teachings. 23 These have indeed an appearance 
of wisdom in promoting self-imposed piety, humility, and severe treatment of the body, 
but they are of no value in checking self-indulgence. 
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Introduction:  
We had this game we used to play in the youth group when I was just a 19 year old, 
wet behind the ears Jr. High director at a church. We called it Bigger and Better. We’d 
give each team an item, and their goal was to go around the neighborhood and see if 
they could exchange their item for something bigger & better than which they began. 
Kids would come back with everything from lawn ornaments to old bicycles, to 
recliners! We pretty much furnished our youth room through Bigger & Better. It was 
what you might call an eclectic space, though some of the parents just called it 
disgusting. Who’s to decide ;) 
 
Well, our scripture text today makes me think that perhaps some in the church in 
Colossae had gotten caught up in a game of spiritual Bigger & Better, taking what they 
had received as the gospel of Christ, and exchanging it for what seemed to be in some 
cases a bigger, more grandiose, even out of body, or in other cases better, like, more 
pure or pious experience of the divine.   
 
I like to call this the X + 1 mentality.  And we’ve seen this before. The Judaizers in the 
Galatian church were chastised by Paul for heaping Jewish cultural and religious 
expectations on top of the newly converted Gentile believers, creating a two-tiered 
hierarchy in their church community. Here in Colossians, whether it is an infiltration by 
ascetic Jewish mystics or perhaps a co-mingling of Greek and Jewish philosophy, Paul 
seems to be concerned that whatever is being taught by some in or around the 
Colossian church is creating an X + 1, or Bigger & Better mentality, by which some are 
puffing themselves up while others are being diminished, and caused to question their 
own faith and witness of the Gospel.   
 
Now, I’m not a mathematician, so I would tend to think that X+1 is always greater than 
X, right?  I mean, If I have an apple, X, and I add 1 more apple, isn’t that better? Now I 
have two apples, and I can give one to you! But wait, I’ve got something even better, 
maybe I can cut the second apple into 8 slices and sell those slices at twice the price 
per ounce of the whole.  Then I can buy two more apples, and I’ll have three!  Within a 
year, I’ll be able to buy my own orchard, hire a scientist to genetically modify my strain 
of apples, apply for a patent, and market them all over the world! Well, I’ll be rich!  Hey, 
give me my apple back, you free-loading worm!   
 
Okay, that got weird, sorry, but we’ve all had experiences where X+1 actually seems 
less than X.  How many of us have ever uttered the phrase, “less is more”? 
Sometimes, more is not better, because enough is just right. If we think about this in 
regards to material possession, it goes without saying that to literally not have enough 

© Todd Bratulich, 2018 



3 

is problematic (think poverty or hunger) but so too is it problematic to have enough and 
keep wanting more (which we might call greed).   
 
It’s problematic in the sense that if I already have enough, typically my desire for more 
is being driven by some false sense of scarcity, that what I have might not be enough, 
that it might run out or be taken away, or lose its ability to accomplish what I desire, 
whatever that may be. And so, rather than receiving and enjoying (attending to) what I 
already have  or have been given, I turn my attention toward that which I don’t have, 
thinking that if I can acquire it, it will somehow make me happier or give me the 
security I fear I am lacking.   
 
And who among us is not prone to this? I certainly am! I cannot begin to count how 
much time and energy I’ve spent in my life seeking to add 1 to my X, whatever X may 
be. Only, getting more often times doesn’t actually fulfill or secure anything, in fact, it 
sometimes creates more anxiety, more to keep up with, more to secure, more to pay 
off on the credit card, which brings us right back to more scarcity!  It can be a vicious 
cycle, eroding our capacities to attend to that which is already given, to receive it as a 
gift.   
 
And that capacity to receive the givenness of life as a gift, is what Brother David 
Steindl-Rast, Benedictine Monk and founder of the Network for Grateful Living, 
considers to be paramount on our path to fulfillment.  In his book Gratefulness, the 
Heart of Prayer, he reminds us that; 

“Everything is gratuitous, everything is gift. The degree to which we are awake 
to this truth is the measure of our gratefulness. And gratefulness is the measure 
of our aliveness.”    1

 
So, no, X + 1 is not always greater. Sometimes it actually robs us of X! And that seems 
to be the case in out text for today, where Paul addresses the Colossian church in light 
of the +1 mentality that some among them have been touting. And we’re not even 
exactly sure what the +1 is in the Colossian situation, but Paul clearly sees it as a 
problem, and not merely a distraction, but a threat.  Listen to the language here;  

“See to it that no one takes you captive…” (v.8) 
“Therefore, do not let anyone condemn you…” (v.16) 
“Do not let anyone disqualify you…” (v.18) 

 

1 Brother David Steindl-Rast, Gratefulness, the Heart of Prayer. (New York: Paulist Press, 1984), p.12. 
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This is some serious language, Paul’s concern is substantial, and yet it’s interesting to 
me that he doesn’t even name or argue against any particular “heresy” or problematic 
teaching that is infiltrating the church, rather, he speaks in generalities about various 
empty regulations and philosophies. And so, it seems in the text that the problem is not 
so much any one particular teaching, but rather, the “plus one” aspect of all of them. 
It’s as if Paul is saying that by adding anything, one actually takes away from attending 
to the one who makes us whole, namely Christ! 
 
You see, Christ + 1 is no longer Christ! And not only is it no longer Christ, it’s actually a 
trap!  It only serves to condemn and disqualify!  In fact, as Paul argues, all of the +1’s 
that seem to be confusing the Colossians are “simply human commands and 
teachings” which, “have the appearance of wisdom,” but are actually of “no value. 
And those who proclaim any kind of +1 are merely “puffed up without cause.”   
 
So how does Paul seek to remedy the situation? Do you notice that Paul doesn’t 
respond to X + 1 with another + 1? No, he responds to the Colossian concern with 
nothing but X!  Listen to how he addresses the community not by telling them what is 
wrong with them, nor by telling them what they need to do in order to get back on the 
right track, but by telling them who they already are!   

“For in Christ the whole fullness of deity dwells bodily, and you have come to 
fullness in him, who is the head of every ruler and authority. In him also you were 
circumcised with a spiritual circumcision, by putting off the body of the flesh in 
the circumcision of Christ; when you were buried with him in baptism, you were 
also raised with him through faith in the power of God, who raised him from the 
dead. And when you were dead in trespasses and the uncircumcision of your 
flesh, God made you alive together with him, when he forgave us all our 
trespasses, erasing the record that stood against us with its legal demands. He 
set this aside, nailing it to the cross.”   

Colossians 2:9-14 (NRSV) 
 
You see, the question that seems to be burning within the church in Colossae is “Are 
we enough?” Is our faith in Christ enough? Or do we need Christ +1? Is our experience 
of and witness to the gospel enough, or is there something more? Maybe there’s 
something we’re missing out on!  And if we are missing out, what did we do wrong? Is 
there something wrong with us? Because, there are people all around us telling us that 
we’re NOT ENOUGH.   
 
Sound familiar? Got any voices in your life telling you you’re not enough? Sometimes it 
seems that no matter where you turn, someone or something it trying to get you to add 
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a +1. I mean, church did a pretty good job of driving this Christ +1 version of the 
gospel into me at a fairly young and formative age, which as it turns out is actually not 
very good news. I’d go to camp and hear, “God loves you, and all you need to to open 
your heart to Jesus!”  Oh, “and you might want to burn all of your Metallica CD’s, you 
know, garbage in, garbage out!”  Or, “Jesus loves you unconditionally!” but he doesn’t 
really appreciate that dirty little 12yr. old mind of yours, so you might want to stop 
looking at the 8th grade girls with lust in your heart. Right, good luck with that.  
 
But now that I’m an adult, religion has become soooo much more generous (insert 
sarcastic smile). And yet, religion is not alone in this.  I mean, who’s to say which came 
first, but religion and broader cultural institutions tend to mirror one another in this 
regard. This scarcity mindset, the “not enough” mentality is reflected in our politics, our 
advertising, our business practices, our home values, our health care systems, even in 
things you think would be more “pure” such as humanitarian work or the arts. It’s hard 
to find a sector of our economy or institution in society which does not fall prey to the 
idea that who they are or what they have is not enough. 
 
And when we’re convinced that we’re not enough, the very natural response is to seek 
more, to try to acquire or posess or secure what we think will fulfill us or make us 
whole, substantial, “enough,” if you will. Spiritually speaking, if I don’t feel that I’m 
enough, that I am God’s beloved and that my faith in God’s love can hold me and 
sustain me, if I don’t trust that internally, then it’s not a far stretch to think that I might 
go seek that validation externally.   
 
I’ll just speak for myself here and say, that it can be particularly tempting as someone 
whose employment is bound up in the whole God thing to confuse my vocation or 
calling with my value as a person.  There was a season of my life where my identity 
was so bound up in being successful as a “pastor” or “leader” that my spirituality had 
become more about feeding the “image” I was seeking to build than it was about 
feeding the hunger of my soul. Talk about the tail wagging the dog. It actually took a 
season of failure to begin to bring me back to my soul, to free me from all of the +1’s I 
thought were going to “make me something” or someone. Now I don’t care what you 
all think about me!   
 
I’m kidding of course, this is a journey.  No, I may have found some greater health in 
terms of my vocational identity, but I must admit that lately I’ve been prone to what I 
equate to a spiritual version of Netflix binge-watching. You see, in the past few years 
as I’ve shaken off the shackles of some of the unnecessary trappings of modern 
evangelicalism, I’ve found it much easier to seek out the latest teaching or guru, or 
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seek belonging amongst those with whom I agree, or to find a cause to attach myself 
to as an external validation of my worth, rather than to attend to my own soul.   
 
It’s actually hard work to cultivate a deep sense of attentiveness to the love of God, the 
peace of Christ, and the wrestling of the Holy Spirit that is within.  It’s much easier to 
find the next guru who can blow my mind, or to surround myself of those who will 
affirm what I so wisely know, or to point to how I’m actually making a difference in the 
world when it comes to this issue or that cause.  And there’s an underlying insecurity in 
those tendencies to attach to externals in my quest for substance or wholeness. 
Perhaps that speaks to the terrifying prospect of relinquishing our very whole selves to 
God’s love and trusting that being joined with God in Christ is pure gift, freely given!     
 
And that is what Paul is lifting up here. You are already in Christ, and therefore, you are 
already enough!  You don’t need anything else!  No +1 will make you more than what 
you already are in the love of Christ!   
 
I love how Paul uses all of this body language to speak to what is both an internal 
reality, and an embodied reality.  I mean, I think we sometimes hear Paul’s use of the 
language of “flesh” or the “world” as some kind of doubling down on dualism, as if 
there is a realm of the spirit that is “good” and the realm of the material is “bad” or less 
than.  Well, not so here!   
 
Here, Paul obliterates the dualities saying, “In (Christ) the whole fullness of deity dwells 
bodily”.  What?!  “You’ve been circumcised,” he says, “by putting off the body of the 
flesh in the circumcision of Christ.”  Doesn’t circumcision very particularly have to do 
with flesh?  “You were buried with him” uhhh, that’s what you do with a dead body, “in 
baptism” okay, that’s a physical thing but some kind of spiritual meaning, and, “you 
were also raised with him through faith in the power of God, who raised him from the 
dead.” Okay resurrection, well that’s a whole physical/spiritual mash-up that I can’t 
even begin to comprehend.   
 
Paul’s language here is full of body references intertwined with profound spiritual 
realities! Meanwhile, it seems that the +1’s of those who were confusing the Colossians 
were all about separating the two, requiring abstention from certain foods, or even 
self-abasement of the body to control it, or detachment from the physical realm into 
out-of-body kinds of visions. I mean, if Paul were trying to relegate the body, or the 
material to some lesser realm, he certainly wouldn’t lift up the language and 
sacraments of the body as primary reference points to speak of “greater” or “higher” 
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spiritual realities. Instead, Paul integrates these rather overtly, and inso doing, paints a 
holistic portrait of what constitutes the Colossians “enoughness” in Christ.  
 
It is decidedly NOT their ability to deny their body through self-imposed piety that 
makes them enough, nor to detach themselves from their body into ecstatic visions or 
encounters with angels that constitutes their “enoughness”.  Rather, it is by simple fact 
that they belong to Christ! That is the substance of their faith!  It is by relinquishing their 
whole selves, heart, mind and body to the love and mercy of God that they have “come 
to fullness in Christ”.   
 
To this little known congregation in a relatively insignificant town (which is kind of 
poetic if you think about it), Paul lays out the very basis of what constitutes our 
“enoughness”. Christ is enough. And in Christ, you are enough. That is Paul’s message 
to the Colossians.  It is really that simple.  
 
And I have to wonder, if Paul were still writing letters today, how might he address us? 
What might be Paul’s encouragement to us, in the midst of all that we are facing 
individually on our journeys, or together as a relatively insignificant (albeit scrappy) 
congregation? What +1’s or externals would Paul see and call out among us that we 
run the risk of attaching ourselves in an effort to validate our worth?  Where might he 
encourage us to keep the faith? How might he remind us of our enoughness?   
 
Let’s take a moment with that. How are you reminded of who you truly are? What are 
the things that ground you and cut through all of the insecurities, reminding you that 
you are Christ’s beloved, that you are enough?   

“As you therefore have received Christ Jesus the Lord, continue to live your lives 
in him, rooted and built up in him and established in the faith, just as you were 
taught, abounding in thanksgiving.”  

  
I think if there’s an invitation for us in Paul’s words here, it is to attend to that which is 
already true, be grounded in who you already are, and receive it all as a gift, and as you 
do, you will find yourself not only having enough, but overflowing, abounding if you will, 
in gratitude and thanksgiving! 
 
Pray 
 
Benediction: Now may the God in whom we have enough and are enough strengthen 
you with courage to live in your enoughness, and fill you with the joy and awaken you 
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with gratitude as you attend to the love of Christ within you, and let it overflow through 

you. Go in peace. Amen.     
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