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From Hostile to Holy 
Colossians 1:21-23 

21 July 2019 | Grace Bible Church Corinda | Ben Shannon 

Big Idea:  Being reconciled to God in Christ is our only hope. 

Big Question:  If Jesus is supreme, what does that mean for us? 

Introduction 

Derek despises Joe. 

He thinks he’s a monster who deserves the electric chair. 

And living in the US, that was a very real possibility. 

One night while he was driving drunk, Joe killed a teenage girl named Amy. 

Amy was Derek’s sister – that’s why he dislikes Joe so much. 

 

If your sister was killed by a drunk driver in the prime of her life, how would you feel? 

You’d likely be incredibly sad. 

Angry at the driver and the world, perhaps even God for allowing this to happen? 

Would you only want to see the bloke who killed your sister when justice is being served? 

That’s how Derek felt. 

 

As Derek sits across the table for a few hours, telling Joe what his sister was like, things 

begin to change because clearly Joe is a changed man.   

He’s served his time without complaint. 

He’s given up the drink. 

And he asks Derek for forgiveness. 

"I'm really sorry for what I've done, and I hope that someday you can 

forgive me." 

 

At a meeting soon after, Amy’s father tells Joe that he loves him. 

Then Amy’s mother is reconciled to Joe as well. 

That’s a true story and Joe now works in prison ministry.1 

 

Reconciliation is a wonderful thing – it turns hostility and hatred into hope and healing. 

Through reconciliation, broken relationships are repaired. 
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It’s amazing to see people reconciled. 

One of the reasons it’s so amazing is that is that we all know it’s not easy. 

Our natural inclination often isn’t to reconcile so much as to bear a grudge. 

But through reconciliation, even the most broken relationships can be restored. 

Outline 

The book of Colossians is all about being captivated by Christ. 

There’s two halves to the book. 

The first is about knowing him and the second half is about walking with him. 

 

We’ve reached the point in the letter that Paul unpacks what he said in verse 20: 

Colossians 1:20 (NIV11) 20 and through him to reconcile to himself all things, whether 

things on earth or things in heaven, by making peace through his blood, shed on the 

cross. 

Last week, Jono showed us God’s great champion, Jesus. 

Considering who Christ is should make you gasp – make your jaw drop in awe and wonder. 

Jesus is truly astounding, unlike anyone else. 

 

We’re not just meant to go home saying, “That’s nice.” 

If Jesus really is number one, if he’s El Supremo, then that has implications for you and for 

me. 

How you respond to Jesus matters. 

Either Jesus really is Numero Uno, or he doesn’t really matter at all. 

Life, the universe and everything are about him or he doesn’t matter at all. 

 

Paul sees a link between this truth of who Jesus is and how the Colossian Christians have 

responded in their lives 

There’s a connection between who Jesus is and us living the life that’s worthy of God we 

saw earlier in the chapter. 

If Jesus is reconciling all things to himself, then you need to be reconciled to God too. 

 

Being reconciled to God in Christ is our only hope. 

That’s the big point that we’re going to see in these three verses. 

Being reconciled to God in Christ is our only hope. 
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The passage divides neatly into three different sections: 

 A hostile past 

 A blameless present 

 A gospel future 

A Hostile Past 

As we saw all the way back in verse one, Paul and Timothy are writing to this church in 

Colossae. 

It’s a church that they’ve never met before. 

They know a little bit about them from what they’ve learned from Epaphras, since he was the 

guy who first brought the gospel to town. 

And yet they make this claim that they know about the Colossians’ past. 

 

I’m glad you don’t know all about my past. 

You know some things – like the fact that I’ve been wearing mismatched socks for well over 

20 years. 

But there are all kinds of other things from my past that I’m not proud of at all. 

Without a shadow of a lie, it depresses me to think of them and so I’m glad you don’t know 

the details of all the dumb thoughts I had and the even dumber things I did. 

You don’t need to know the specifics of my past to know that’s true because it’s true of all of 

us. 

We’ve all said and done things that we’re not proud of. 

It’s part of the human condition. 

 

Remember, these words were written to a church, reminding them what they were like. 

Paul doesn’t list off a list of naughty things the Colossians have done when he talks about 

what they were like though. 

He describes what they were like using the categories of relationships. 

Paul and Timothy write, verse 21: 

Colossians 1:21 (NIV11)  21 Once you were alienated from God and were enemies in 

your minds because of your evil behaviour. 

 

They were alienated from God. 

What’s an alien? 
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Maybe you have a being with an inverted teardrop-shaped face in mind. 

That’s not what Paul’s thinking of. 

 

An alien is anyone who doesn’t belong, someone who’s different, someone foreign. 

To be alienated from someone means that there’s been relationship breakdown. 

When the Colossians are described as ‘alienated’, it’s the relationship with God that’s in 

mind. 

There’s been a rupture in the universe that has separated people from God. 

 

Sin is what’s caused that rupture. 

Sin isn’t just doing bad things. 

We often think about sin as a list of rules that have to be kept or have been broken. 

Follow these rules and you’ll be a good person. 

 

Or we see sin as just mistakes. 

The Lutheran church up the road here had this written on their sign this week: 

“God’s mercy is bigger than any mistake you make.” 

That so true and an important reminder that no sin is too bad for God. 

But there’s also a danger of reducing sin down to mistakes that we make. 

Sin isn’t just mistakes – sin is something that we actively want to do. 

 

And it has a profound effect because sin has a relational component to it. 

It’s not just breaking rules. 

When my kids have done the wrong thing and know they’ve been busted, they don’t want to 

look me in the eye. 

They’re ashamed of what they’ve done and it affects our relationship until there’s forgiveness 

and reconciliation. 

 

We aren’t really any different as we get older. 

When we’ve wronged someone, there’s a relational cost. 

With social media, it’s easy to feel like we can just unfriend someone and we can walk away 

without it being a problem. 

But with real relationships, we avoid them in the stairwell and in the corridor. 
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And these broken relationships take a toll that can go on for weeks, months, years… even 

centuries. 

To the point that people can no longer even remember what they’re fighting about. 

 

Sin is fundamentally a rebellion against God. 

Sin is dismissing God from his job of being God and instead, placing ourselves in charge. 

Sin is our very attitude and orientation. 

It’s us crossing our arms and turning our backs on God. 

Choosing to do whatever we please and defying God. 

 

And so sin alienates us from him. 

It cuts us off from him relationally because a holy God can’t have anything to do with sin. 

Our sin means we’re cut off from him – the fullness of his goodness and the life that he 

gives. 

 

More than just being alienated from God, Paul goes further by saying that they were 

enemies of God. 

Our rebellion against God makes us his enemies. 

God and you aren’t like that because God’s angry at you. 

There’s tension in the air that kills the relationship. 

 

The God of the Bible isn’t the big, innocuous teddy bear that many people thinks that he is. 

He’s not just a big mushy goof waiting to be invited to help you out. 

He’s angry at your sin and because he’s so good and right and just, he has to do something 

about it. 

That’s a dire position for us to be in. 

 

Ask your average Aussie and they’ll say that they’re not really a bad person. 

Sure, they realise that they’ve done some wrong stuff, but surely God will turn a blind eye to 

that! 

Think of all the good they’ve done as well. 

 

But God’s standard is perfection. 
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He demands perfect obedience because even the tiniest hint of rebellion breaks the 

relationship. 

By nature, we’re all hostile towards God. 

If you can’t think of how you were hostile to God, then you’re probably not really trying. 

 

In our age of outrage, it almost seems almost impossible that someone would even think 

that, let alone write it. 

I know a lot of people who don’t think I should be saying that. 

It’s too negative, too much of a put-down. 

I’m far from being the first one to say it though – the apostle Paul said it first a long time ago. 

 

I do have some sympathy for people who feel that way. 

I totally agree that it’s not the kind of message that you put on a motivational poster. 

It’s more fit for a de-motivational poster. 

This isn’t the kind of message that gets you out of bed in the morning. 

And so I understand why people want to deny it. 

But it’s a fact, a very uncomfortable truth. 

A truth, nevertheless. 

A truth that all Christians believe. 

 

If you’re not yet a Christian, you might read this and think, “That doesn’t describe me!” 

You mightn’t feel like you’re hostile to God at all. 

When you’re alienated from God, you don’t necessarily even feel the hostility you have 

towards him. 

You don’t particularly think that you’re against him. 

He’s, well, just not really very important or relevant. 

 

And you look around and everyone else looks like they’re secure and happy too. 

Life doesn’t seem that bad, that broken. 

Perhaps it doesn’t seem like this rings true in your life. 

 

That’s the point. 

You’re only looking at the surface. 
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Look a little deeper than an Instagram feed and you’ll find that things aren’t as rosy as they 

first seem. 

 

Sin is like cancer. 

You can go about your life, not realising that there’s something profoundly wrong inside. 

There are little glimpses – the odd pain or not feeling as energetic. 

When all the while, while on the inside, the cancer is devouring you away. 

 

You mightn’t always see the danger of sin in big ways, but your behaviour outs you. 

There are small signs. 

We try to cover over our faults with what we think are good deeds. 

We turn to drugs, alcohol, sex, stuff, food, movies, computer games… all these things to try 

to comfort ourselves and forget. 

But they don’t work because we know that we’re not right with God. 

 

There are big ways we know too. 

The way we hate others and care only about ourselves. 

From the way we love only those who love us. 

Dodgy sexual thoughts, hatred towards other, bitterness and jealously. 

All these things show us what we’re really like. 

 

What you think affects how you act. 

That’s why people have education campaigns. 

The government has an education program for just about everything because they’re 

convinced that if we can just get people to think the right way, they’ll act the right way too. 

It’s a good impulse, but education isn’t enough. 

We need something much more. 

 

Without God’s Word shining a light on our souls, without the antidote of the gospel, we are 

profoundly stuck. 

We are all hostile to God – that’s what needs to be changed. 

A Blameless Present 

Fortunately, although this was the Colossians’ past, it doesn’t define their present. 
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Now, things are different for them because they’ve become Christians. 

They’ve been reconciled to God. 

And so they’ve got a blameless present. 

Notice the “but now” at the beginning of verse 22. 

Colossians 1:22 (NIV11)  22 But now he has reconciled you by Christ’s physical body 

through death to present you holy in his sight, without blemish and free from 

accusation— 

God has provided a way for our relationship with him to be bridged and restored. 

He’s provided a way for people like us to reconcile with him. 

 

This isn’t something that they can claim for themselves. 

The Colossians didn’t wake up one day and suddenly decide, “Hey, we want to be friends 

with God now.” 

No.  It was all by God’s initiative. 

It’s only by him taking the first step that we can we be reconciled to God. 

 

Usually reconciliation happens when the person who did the wrong thing admits their fault. 

Here it happened by the one being wronged extending forgiveness first. 

More than that, he even took the blame on himself. 

How has God done it? 

By Christ dying in his physical body. 

 

Jesus hadn’t done anything wrong that meant he deserved death. 

He’d always been obedient, always done what his father required. 

It was for other people’s sin that he died. 

He died for the sin of people like you and me. 

 

Jesus had a real, physical death. 

This wasn’t just a good act, just a demonstration with smoke and mirrors. 

This wasn’t just a good example. 

Something much deeper is going on here. 

According to what we saw last week in verse 20, the only way reconciliation could happen 

was by blood being spilled. 
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Jesus took the penalty of our sin on himself so that we can be forgiven. 

So, if you’re a Christian, there’s no place for us to think of ourselves as being morally 

superior to everyone else. 

One of the greatest accusations against Christians is that we’re hypocrites. 

And many Christians are. 

We’re not better.  We’ve been in exactly that place that everyone else in the world is in. 

We’re fundamentally saying that we’re people who’ve been in exactly that place. 

 

If you’re a Christian, how does that make you respond to others? 

Does this reality fill you with compassion towards them? 

As you have a coffee with your friends, you’re worried that they might think you’re an idiot for 

the things you believe. 

You might be worried that they’ll think less of you for trusting in Jesus. 

 

Imagine that they’re an alien – big, pointy ears on both their heads. 

No.  But an alien who’s lost without God and still hostile towards him. 

Any difference between them and us is not our doing. 

The only difference between a Christian and someone who’s not yet a Christian is Jesus. 

There’s no room to be arrogant or boastful. 

 

But because he died for us, Jesus can present us as holy. 

That doesn’t mean that on the cross, Jesus died and all our sin was instantaneously taken 

away so that we can’t sin anymore. 

Otherwise people like us would be sinless. 

What it means is that the penalty has been paid and now he can present us as blameless. 

 

In the Old Testament, a perfect sacrifice was required for people to enter God’s presence. 

Their sin needed to be paid for first. 

And then the sin offering would be presented to God. 

Jesus is the sin offering who presents us to God perfect, spotless and blameless. 

 

The Old Testament sacrifices needed to be perfect on the outside, but God’s not really 

interested in the external. 

A physical disability doesn’t keep you from the kingdom. 
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It’s morally and spiritually pure people on the inside he cares about. 

We needed to be cleaned up on the inside. 

And so Jesus needed make us blameless to present us blameless. 

Who’s the “him” Jesus presents us to?  It’s God himself. 

 

So that now, the Colossians can be called “holy”. 

That’s no small thing. 

God is holy and that means that nothing clean can come near him. 

For the Colossians to be called holy is an astounding thing. 

 

They’re seen as being without blemish and free from accusation. 

When you go to the fruit shop, you rummage through to find all the fruit without blemish. 

Nothing’s more annoying than to get home and find that you’ve paid for a piece of fruit that’s 

half dead. 

But there’s no finding that any Christian is half-dead. 

 

If you get your fruit and veg from Coles and Woolies, they’ve already quality checked most of 

it and thrown the imperfect stuff away. 

But even then, there can still be some blemishes. 

If you’re in Christ, then you’re free from any blemishes. 

There is absolutely no accusation that can stand against you. 

Jesus makes us all the ultimate telfon people – the consequences of sin won’t stick. 

He’s already taken the penalty for us. 

 

World War I wasn’t originally called, World War I, was it? 

It was the Great War. 

The war to end all wars. 

After the devastation of the battles, no one could believe that there would ever be another 

war, certainly not a greater one. 

And then less than 21 years later… 

 

World War I wasn’t the Great War. 

The Great War is the war between humanity and God. 
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And Jesus has won, even though the battle rages on. 

The outcome is assured. 

 

There is this great contrast that shows just how much things have changed for the 

Colossians. 

All because of Jesus. 

It’s the effects of bringing all things back into submission to Christ. 

They’ve gone from hostile to holy. 

 

I reckon this whole idea of being holy and blameless – without a single blemish – is quite a 

strange idea in our time and place. 

Fifty, sixty, seventy years ago, people cared about their reputation. 

They didn’t want to be seen as anything other than perfect. 

What mattered was that you appeared to have it all together, even if that wasn’t true. 

People covered up all the dodgy things they did.  

 

But times have changed and now there’s been a complete flip. 

We live at a time when authenticity is what matters. 

We live in the age of “at least I’m being honest”. 

That’s what people say when what they’re saying is that they know that they’re not squeaky 

clean. 

And they’re not really embarrassed by that at all. 

It’s good to be honest, but not being ashamed of our badness won’t do either. 

 

So, being holy and blames actually might seem like a bit of a drag to you. 

You don’t want to be a goody two-shoes. 

I think that most people we interact with don’t want to be “bad people” but we want to be just 

a little big naughty – getting drunk on a Friday night or using a naughty word here or there. 

Mostly good is enough. 

 

You can only think that if you don’t take sin seriously. 

Sin demands a punishment and that punishment is death. 

That’s why on Jesus’ real, physical death was enough to overcome it. 

The son of God dying – that’s what it took. 
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Being a Christian isn’t like being the same as everyone else with a bit of Jesus or religious 

ceremony tacked on. 

Being a Christian is a radical change of life. 

It profoundly changes the way you view the world. 

 

It’s a Copernican revolution. 

Just as many people thought that the earth is at the centre and the earth goes around. 

When the earth goes around the sun. 

Instead of us being at the centre, it means that Jesus is at the centre of everything. 

 

That radical change in life can only happen when you’re reconciled to God through his son, 

Jesus Christ. 

We all need to be reconciled to Jesus. 

Reconciliation isn’t optional, it’s necessary if we’re going to have a future. 

A Gospel Future 

Being reconciled to God means that there’s hope for the future. 

But this hope is conditional. 

Verse 23 stands out like a bit of a sore thumb: 

Colossians 1:23 (NIV11)  23 if you continue in your faith, established and firm, and do 

not move from the hope held out in the gospel. 

 

What’s this “if” business? 

Isn’t our salvation based on what Christ has done and not on what we do? 

The answer is “yes”. 

But we still need to be faithful. 

This is a call to be faithful to the gospel. 

You’ve got to stick with the gospel. 

You’ve got to stand firm in the gospel. 

If you move on from the gospel, then you lose hope. 

 

The reason for this is that Jesus is the only way. 
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Many of you will be familiar with Jesus saying: 

John 14:6 (NIV11)  6 Jesus answered, “I am the way and the truth and the life. No 

one comes to the Father except through me. 

Pretty much the same thing’s being said here. 

Jesus is the only saviour. 

Only he can reconcile us to God. 

So moving on from the gospel is moving on from the only rescue option you have. 

 

One Jesus.  One gospel.  One way to be reconciled to God. 

The claim of the gospel is universal. 

It’s the gospel that the Colossians heard from Epaphras. 

This is the gospel that saves. 

It’s the gospel that brings people from darkness into light. 

It’s the gospel that makes enemies friends and the unholy, holy. 

 

The NIV translates this verse in a totally legit way. 

It makes it sound like the gospel has been spoken to every single creature under heaven. 

There’s not a person who hasn’t heard the gospel. 

That certainly didn’t happen in Paul’s time. 

It’s still not the case today. 

There are still lots of people groups that the gospel hasn’t penetrated. 

 

 

But the Greek can be understood in two ways, and I prefer the alternative translation, like the 

CSB uses: 

Colossians 1:23 (CSB17) This gospel has been proclaimed in all creation under 

heaven, and I, Paul, have become a servant of it. 

In fact, that’s how the same words are translated in verse 15 in the NIV. 

There’s only one gospel that everything needs to hear. 

Even the creation itself. 

As Paul says in Romans 8: 

Romans 8:19–21 (NIV11)  19 For the creation waits in eager expectation for the 

children of God to be revealed. 20 For the creation was subjected to frustration, not by 

its own choice, but by the will of the one who subjected it, in hope 21 that the creation 
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itself will be liberated from its bondage to decay and brought into the freedom and 

glory of the children of God. 

The gospel demands submission from everyone and everything in creation. 

It doesn’t matter if  you grew up in Brisvegas or Lithgow or Timbucktoo. 

 

So, if you’re already a Christian… keep being one. 

There’s only one gospel, don’t shift from it 

The gospel is the only solution to our biggest need. 

Don’t abandon the gospel 

Our only hope is found in the cross of Christ 

 

If you’re not reconciled to God, then you need to be. 

If you grew up in church that’s not enough. 

If you’re relying on good deeds, that’s not enough. 

You need the relationship to be restored. 

 

It’s by trusting the gospel that we have hope. 

Only by trusting the one true gospel we have hope. 

Conclusion 

We started with a story of reconciliation. 

Joe’s story is tied to Jesus’ story. 

The thing that changed for him was that he met Jesus. 

You might be sceptical.  The judge was. 

So sceptical that he still sentenced Joe to the maximum sentence for second degree murder. 

 

But that didn’t matter. 

Joe saw himself as a servant of the gospel and shared the good news with others. 

And the gospel profoundly changed his life so that he no longer needed to find solace in a 

bottle because he could find it in his Saviour. 

That kind of profound change can happen to us too, if we trust in Christ.

1 ‘Joe And Amy: A Story of Reconciliation’, Prison Fellowship (blog), 23 November 2016, 
https://www.prisonfellowship.org/2016/11/joe-amy-story-reconciliation/. 
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Discussion Questions 

1. Before you became a Christian, did you feel hostile and alienated from God? 

2. What’s the connection between who Jesus is and who we are as Christians? 

3. How would you describe sin and its effects? 

4. What does our behaviour tell us about what we’re like? 

5. How can you be holy and blameless? 

6. What’s the difference between a Christian and someone who’s not yet a Christian? 

7. What does this passage say to someone who thinks that Jesus only appeared to die? 

8. Do you think that most people in our time and place want to be blameless and holy?  

Why or why not?  How does this affect how we share Christ? 

9. Why is the gospel unique, but universal? 


