(Title Slide)            CONNECTED TO GOD’S GREAT PLAN		12TH AUG. 2018
                                                 (COL. 1:15-23)
A remarkable thing happened to Saul the Pharisee on the road to Damascus – he met Jesus, and from that moment his life was radically changed. Jesus became the magnificent obsession that dominated Paul’s horizon from that point on. The whole heart of Paul’s preaching and of his profound theology, is Jesus. Perhaps more than any other New Testament writer, Paul had a clear perception of the glorious supremacy of Christ and the vast scope of salvation “in Christ”. For Paul Jesus is the Gospel. The Gospel is not something derived from Jesus, or some action plan that includes Jesus – the Gospel is Jesus! That is why one of Paul’s favourite terms is “en Christo” – in Christ. Our redemption, our sanctification, our identity, our eternal destiny – all are completely and only “in Christ”.
Paul begins this majestic passage with a focus on Jesus’ supremacy over all creation. Paul was not in any doubt that he was speaking about Jesus’ of Nazareth, who had walked the dusty paths of Galilee and Judea, yet he makes the stunning assertion that,  (SLIDE 2) “in him all things were created: things in heaven and on earth, visible and invisible, whether thrones or powers or rulers or authorities; all things have been created through him and for him.” 
Our galaxy, the Milky Way is about 100 000 light years in diameter and contains between 200 and 400 billion stars and there are over 100 billion galaxies in the known universe. Paul says all this was created “in Christ” – it comfortably fits in him!
Let’s hear this as the Message version translates it:
He was supreme in the beginning and—leading the resurrection parade—he is supreme in the end. From beginning to end he’s there, towering far above everything, everyone. So spacious is he, so roomy, that everything of God finds its proper place in him without crowding. (vss. 18-20)
Paul had this amazing estimation of Jesus as the source and the purpose of absolutely everything:
 We look at this Son and see the God who cannot be seen. We look at this Son and see God’s original purpose in everything created. For everything, absolutely everything, above and below, visible and invisible, rank after rank after rank of angels—everything got started in him and finds its purpose in him. He was there before any of it came into existence and holds it all together right up to this moment.
In terms of our theme “Connections”, Paul is talking of a profound two-way connection. (SLIDE 3.1)  Firstly, Jesus is essentially connected to Almighty God. Paul writes, “The Son is the image of the invisible God”. The Greek word for image is “eikon” and its meaning is of a representation that somehow partakes in the reality it portrays, it reveals that to which it has a relational connection. Paul wants to make it clear that the invisible God is fully and essentially made visible in the man Jesus. (SLIDE 3.2) Secondly Jesus has an essential connection to all of creation. He is, “the firstborn over all creation”. “Firstborn” doesn’t mean simply the first created being, but carries the notion of superiority over. Paul expands this superiority as he says, “in him all things were created: things in heaven and on earth, visible and invisible.” (SLIDE 4 picture) Jesus connects God and Creation; he connects the visible and the invisible; the spiritual and the material – In his very self he holds all things together; he is the ultimate point of unity. As far as you are able to go in time, space or any spiritual realm, Jesus is there and he is supreme.
This high picture of Jesus reminds us, of course, that his ministry didn’t just start in Galilee some two thousand years ago; he ministers through everything in Creation, from the dawn of time and before. That is why Paul says in Romans 1,
…what may be known about God is plain, because God has made it plain. For since the creation of the world God’s invisible qualities – his eternal power and divine nature – have been clearly seen, being understood from what has been made, so that people are without excuse.
For Paul our understanding of Jesus has to start with this picture of his cosmic eternal majesty as the one who is the source of everything and moment by moment holds everything together in himself. You and your whole life only holds together because of the present ministry of Jesus, and that is just as true for a virulent atheist like Richard Dawkins! 
On that vast foundation Paul goes on to state, (SLIDE 5) “…he is the head of the body, the church; he is the beginning and the firstborn from among the dead, so that in everything he might have the supremacy.”
It might seem strange to go from this vast picture of Jesus as the cosmic Lord over all Creation through all time, to his being head of the Church – surely the Church is just a subset of creation and, in the eyes of many, a not very important subset at that! Yet Paul’s thought is progressive, moving to ever greater affirmations of the supremacy of Christ. Indeed, Paul gets even more specific and brings this whole hymn of praise to the greatness of Jesus to its ultimate climax as he focuses on the Cross. How amazing is that! Paul well knew how ridiculous this seemed, as he wrote to the Corinthians, “…we preach Christ crucified: a stumbling-block to Jews and foolishness to Gentiles” (1 Cor. 1:23). Yet one more insignificant and disgraced enemy of Rome subject to the most degrading and agonizing public execution in a minor province of the empire – how could that ever be the culmination of this vast picture of the preeminent Christ? Jesus’ crucifixion had originally totally discredited him in the eyes of Saul the Pharisee, but, having met the risen Jesus on that road to Damascus, Paul had done some radical revising of his thinking.
He has come to recognise that it is not just some ragged pretender to Jewish messiahship that died on the Cross, but the Creator of the world – God incarnate. The resurrection attests to the significance of the Cross, for in Jesus all creation went to the Cross and was put to death, pending the first fruits of a whole new creation on Easter morning. 
(SLIDE 6) For God was pleased to have all his fullness dwell in him, 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.
Viewed in that light, the Cross is the single most destructive, as well as the most creative, force in the universe. Absolutely everything – everything! – is reconciled to God and reconnected through the Cross of Jesus. There is no other means of reconciliation bar the Cross. As huge and total as the first work of universal creation is, so huge and total is the work of the Cross – huger, in fact! 
Here again we see the profound connection between the spiritual and the material. By the Cross everything receives redemption; everything is restored to shalom – peace with God. For this reason, we as gospel people are called to be engaged in all of life as heralds of this redemption which has been accomplished by the Cross and will yet be revealed in its fullness on the Day of the Lord.
The empty tomb becomes the womb of a whole new earth and new heavens. In 1 Corinthians 15 Paul states that our resurrection bodies will be to our current bodies as a grown plant is to a seed. Extrapolating this, the new creation as a whole will be to this present creation as a grown plant to a seed. We cannot even conceive its fullness and glory. That is why the Cross is the culmination of Paul’s outpouring of wonder. 
There is a wonderful old Easter hymn that captures the essence of the insight Paul came to regarding the Cross:
In the cross of Christ I glory, tow’ring o’er the wrecks of time;
All the light of sacred story gathers round its head sublime.
So, if we go back a step, this is why he makes so much of the Church. Howsoever appearances may point to the contrary, the Church is not a small subset of the old creation, but the firstfruits of the new creation. Jesus is the firstborn of the dead and he is the head of the Church, which is his body. The Church is exalted to unimaginable heights of honour by its organic connection with Jesus. We find ourselves at the centre of God’s breathtaking eternal plan of redemption and new creation. (SLIDE 7)  All the streams of connection in Christ flow through the Cross to the Church which is the embodiment of the age to come.
Paul moves from this vast outlining of the glorious purposes of God to the present implications for the Colossian believers. There are practical implications to saying “Amen” to Paul’s high theology. The Colossian community was still a fledgling church. They were assailed by those who said they were somehow incomplete. They feared that they lacked sufficient spiritual knowledge and religious credentials. They were not secure in their identity in Christ. In short they needed to apply to their context the full and complete work of Christ the Redeemer of the world.
Listen to Paul’s words of application in the Message translation,
This includes you who were once far away from God. You were his enemies, separated from him by your evil thoughts and actions. Yet now he has reconciled you to himself through the death of Christ in his physical body. As a result, he has brought you into his own presence, and you are holy and blameless as you stand before him without a single fault.
It was so important for them, just as it is so important for us, to grasp the completeness of their salvation and their standing in Christ. This motley crew made up largely of newly converted Gentiles had been “brought you into his own presence”, and were now “holy and blameless as you stand before him without a single fault.” (SLIDE 8) Like them, in Jesus, we are connected to the great plan of God and stand secure in its magnificent completeness.
But this wonderful news of all-sufficient grace comes with a warning:
(SLIDE 9) But you must continue to believe this truth and stand firmly in it. Don’t drift away from the assurance you received when you heard the Good News.
(SLIDE 10) What happens when a church community stops standing firmly in this truth and drifts away from the assurance that is ours in Christ? We replace Gospel with religious distinctions, we invent new legalisms and obligations, we start to impose human qualifications on one another and judge each other’s religious performance. We create false dualisms that distinguish between sacred and secular; between what we see as spiritual and what we disparage as merely natural.  What Jesus brings together we start to separate. We become prey to anxiety and doubt and let go of the assurance of Christ’s salvation. We lose sight of the glory of the Jesus who calls us to himself and with that we lose awe and wonder and the energy of the adventure of a faith which calls us into the new creation of God. We scale everything down from its majestic divine dimensions to petty and paltry human dimensions. In short we lose connection with the great, glorious, sufficient and complete plan of God that is the wonderful Good News for us and for the whole world.
(SLIDE 11) We are reminded afresh, then, of the huge importance of the lines of connection that constitute the Church – connections to God the Trinity, connections to one another, connections to our purpose and mission in the world, connections to the Cross and connections to future glory. What we are about here is not something unimportant; just one of a bagful of competing commitments that make up our lives. The Church carries us into the centre of God’s vast eternal plan.
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