
Title: Nose in the Mud

Text: Colossians 2:8-23


If you are just joining us today, you’ll find that we are about halfway through our study 
of the book of Colossians - which is Paul’s letter to a church in the city of Colossae. 
This church had a lot to celebrate as they had received the gospel, but there were also 
some dangers on the horizon due to some false teachings that were threatening to 
creep into the church. 


As I think about the text today that we will read in chapter 2 - I’m reminded of a real 
friend of mine that I met in seminary, we’ll call him “Country Chad.” I met Country Chad 
when I was 22, starting my MDiv in Memphis, TN - and Chad was 18 starting his 
bachelor’s degree. Chad was from a small town in rural Arkansas. Accent so thick, you 
could cut it with a knife. He was a simple man, and a really good man. He hadn’t really 
left his hometown or seen much outside what small-town rural America could offer. He 
had about 5 meals that he would eat in his life, mostly home cooked or McDonalds, or 
maybe some venison if he went hunting. Outside of that, the world was a mystery to 
him. 


I surrounded myself with guys that loved to go out to eat and try different things. I don’t 
know if you know, but Memphis is a food town. Not only are they know for BBQ, but 
there are lots of countries represented there, so there is a lot of different food to be 
eaten. As lunch would come, we used the opportunity to try all the different things in a 
new town. 


Country Chad would always go with us, but he would always find a way to get the 
most plain option possible. He was the kind of guy to go to Chipotle, pay for a chicken 
bowl, and actually get a bowl full of chicken (no other ingredients. Just eating chicken 
with a fork out of a bowl at Chipotle). 


It was actually a lot of fun. Everything that we did with Country Chad was a new 
experience. First Chinese food. First Italian food. First time at the Indian buffet. First 
time eating fruit (seriously). But it wasn’t even food - his view of church was limited to 
his small, traditional, country church. He had never read a translation other than the 
King James. I remember when he told me that if a church was planted in the African 
bush, it should have a piano, an organ, and the pastor should wear a suit & tie. 
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As time passed in the 4 years that Chad and I became friends - it’s like he underwent a 
complete worldview change. His horizons were broadened. He went on mission trips 
and saw what church looked like in different contexts. He grew in his faith 
exponentially. He even ordered Vietnamese and Indian food from the menu and ate it, 
as the restaurant intended. 


The last time I hung out with Chad was before I moved away to Colorado. I went over 
to his apartment and he showed me one of the most intricate tea brewing operations I 
had ever seen in a person’s home. He must have become a Teavana fanatic, because 
he had an ornate tea kettle and shelves full of tea leaves with specialty filters and cups 
to drink from. Last I heard, he was working on a PhD. 


Culturally, Chad grew more in 4 years than I could have imagined when I first met him 
(when he said he had never tried fruit before). He was a new man. 


Now could you imagine if I checked in with Chad today and found that he was back in 
rural Arkansas, eating his 3 meals, thinking Olive Garden was fine Italian dining in the 
big city? Some part of me would be sad that he had gone backward. And I think that all 
of us would agree that it’s saddening to regress in anything. Nobody wants to be the 
person that “used to be.” Nobody thinks we should celebrate when someone 
experiences growth, but then chooses to revert and go backward to what they left 
behind. When you experience something better, naturally you want to step forward. 


Today in our text, we are going to see Paul giving a challenge to the Colossians. They 
had received the gospel, and had taken steps forward in their growth and knowledge of 
God. But there were people in the church that were introducing the idea that the 
gospel, that following Jesus by faith alone, that clinging to Christ - was not sufficient to 
save on its own. Man-made religion, tradition, laws, and philosophies were being 
presented as a necessary supplement to following Jesus - to complete the salvation. In 
other words, they wanted to go backward. And so Paul sounds a clarion call that is still 
valuable to us today….


Christ has freed us from the law and has made us alive in Him. It would be foolish 
to go backward and add rules and traditions as requirements to following Christ. 
Jesus came to make our burden lighter, and we ought not let man add to the load that 
Christ came to remove. 
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Church I am asking you to examine your heart today and ensure that you are holding 
fast to Christ alone, and that your faith is not mixed in with any tradition or law that 
removes your focus from the fact that Christ alone is sufficient. 


As we go to the Word of God in Colossians 2:8, let’s pray. 


Turn to Colossians 2:8. Now I want to tell you on the front-end how this argument is 
laid out in the text. Verse 8 is the introduction of Paul’s general warning against man-
made religion. Then v9-15 is a discussion on Christ and how he is better than man-
made religion. Then in v16-23, Paul lists the specific issues and denounces them. 


Let’s read Colossians 2:8-10


8 See to it that no one takes you captive by philosophy and empty deceit, according to 
human tradition, according to the elemental spirits of the world, and not according to 
Christ. 9 For in him the whole fullness of deity dwells bodily, 10 and you have been filled 
in him, who is the head of all rule and authority.

So as we look at this text today, I want my outline to mirror Paul’s call to walk away 
from man-made religion. I want to challenge those of you that are burdened by 
following another religion based on works, or by following your own self-righteousness 
- there are three changes that you can expect with you choose Christ over man-made 
religion. 


First, if you choose Christ over man-made religion, you can expect….

1. A CHANGE IN ALLEGIANCE.  

Our country has a Pledge of Allegiance. When you say it, you are essentially coming 
under the authority of what the flag represents - and you are saying - “this is my flag 
and my country and no other country comes first. My first allegiance is here.” 


Jesus Himself said, “No man can serve two masters.” And so Paul begins with this 
attitude in mind when he says in v8 - “See to it that no one takes you captive.” In other 
words, don’t let anyone steal your allegiance to Christ. Don’t let anyone carry you off as 
a trophy of war to their argument. Don’t become captive or captivated…. by what? 


It sounds like 4 things but really it’s 1 thing. “By philosophy and empty deceit 
according to human tradition, according to the elemental spirits of the world.”
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Philosophy and empty deceit, to Paul, are synonymous for empty speech that sounds 
promising and deep - but really aren’t valuable. If you need an example of what this 
sounds like, watch the next presidential debate on TV. Some candidates are speaking 
substance. But (you know it’s true) some are just there to get as much air-time as 
possible or to deliver a one-liner that gets the next day’s press. They are just talking 
and filling space, and people are clapping as if any of it is revolutionary - but 
sometimes people clap for things that make no sense. 


Paul says that this empty philosophical talk is rooted in human tradition - according to 
the elemental spirits of the world. Other translations call these, “basic principles of the 
world.” Anytime Paul uses this phrase elsewhere in the New Testament, it’s usually a 
derogatory way for him to compare the lofty and beautiful gospel of grace through faith 
- with the low, elementary, basic principle of man-made religion and tradition. 


In Paul’s writings, adherence to laws and traditions (when the gospel of grace is 
available) is a massive backward step. Remember, he used to exclusively follow the 
law as a Pharisaic Jew before Christ changed his life. He knows exactly what he is 
saying. Living your Christian life based upon “do this, don’t do that, we do this because 
we’ve always done it” is basic, elementary, low level, regression compared to following 
Christ. 


And so the warning is - don’t be captivated by man-made religion, wrapped in 
persuasive arguments that sound spiritual. Don’t pledge your allegiance to rules and 
laws when Christ has come. 


Do you know that the human heart actually loves rules and laws. We think that we 
don’t… but actually we do. That’s why every other religion in the world beyond 
Protestant Christianity is connected to works, living up to a code, or keeping rules to 
earn favor before God. Catholics have their sacraments that supplement grace through 
faith. Muslims have the 5 Pillars of Islam. Buddhists have their 4 Noble Truths and the 
Eightfold Path. Jehovah’s Witnesses and Mormons both operate on works-based 
salvation of earning their righteousness. We stand alone with grace through faith in 
Christ alone.


But even inside Protestant churches with grace, we battle the constant creep of rules 
and tradition. Preferences can quickly become rules of law. 
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One online poll of Baptist pastors compiled these results of the most fiercely defended 
traditions in their churches…

• Having a physical organ and piano on stage.

• The order of service

• The style of music

• Having or not having a Sunday evening service. 

• Pews vs. Chairs

• Formal dress vs. Casual dress

• What to do with the adjacent church cemetery

• Choirs and choir robes

• Committees

• Frequency and format of business meetings

• Decorations changing in the building, or remodeling the building


All of these things can start as a preference, but be weaponized as an “attack 
tradition.” 


For example - if you prefer to wear formal clothing to church - such as a jacket and tie 
- great. No problem. If you’re comfortable that way, you are welcome here. But what 
you can’t do is to look down on others that didn’t come to that same conclusion. You 
can’t weaponize your preference. And as Paul says, traditions typically come wrapped 
in philosophy… such as…. “I just think we ought to come with reverence into the 
house of God, in His presence, and give Him our best.” It sounds spiritual. It’s actually 
hard to argue with because it’s wrapped in philosophy. 


But the reality is that this is not God’s house. This is a building that meets the needs of 
the church insofar as we gather to worship here. God doesn’t live here under the stage. 
God is omnipresent and His glory fills the earth. You are always in God’s presence. I 
would also argue that a person can properly display reverence apart from their clothing 
choices. Reverence is a position of the heart. And I would also argue that we should be 
“giving God our best” in the way that we live and treat others. Certainly a poor man 
with no fine clothing could come with reverence to worship God without first stopping 
at JC Penney to pick up some clothes on the way to church. 


But conversely, those that choose a more casual approach to dress should not think 
that they are somehow more enlightened and free than those that choose formal dress. 
You can weaponize any tradition, it works both ways. 
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You can’t look down on people that prefer hymns and read the King James Bible just 
like people in ties can’t look down on those that wear jeans or t-shirts. There are 
biblical commands, then there is wisdom, and then there are preferences. We are to be 
about the mission of Christ and winning lost souls to Jesus - not about preserving our 
preferences - whether they are modern preferences or ancient preferences - this is not 
a cultural preservation club - it’s an outpost for the mission of God. 


But let me tell you why I think that the human heart loves to add additional ways to 
follow Christ in the form of rules and traditions….

	 1. It’s completely controllable by us and we love control. 

	 2. We get to create the standards to live by. 

	 3. We get to be our own God. 

	 4. We get to lord authority over others and feel superior to them. 


At the end of v10, Paul says that Christ is the head of all rule and authority. In the body, 
the allegiance is to the head. Christ is to be the source of our allegiance. We are to look 
to Him rather than ourselves, rather than traditions or the philosophies of men.


When you choose Christ, you will experience a change of allegiance. 


Next I want to show you that when you walk away from man-made religion and cling to 
Christ, you will experience…


2. A CHANGE IN AFFLICTION.  

The definition of affliction is “a cause of persistent pain or distress.” This is what man-
made religion seeks to do. It seeks to make knowing God more difficult rather than 
easier. Like the Pharisees, it adds rules but never takes any away. The burden grows 
heavier and heavier, either crushing its followers under the weight of failure, or creating 
a sense of self-righteousness in succeeding in the following of the rules. 


Let’s read the text in Colossians to see exactly what was poisoning them, as Paul 
engages the specific issues. Read with me starting in v16. 


16 Therefore let no one pass judgment on you in questions of food and drink, or with 
regard to a festival or a new moon or a Sabbath. 17 These are a shadow of the things to 
come, but the substance belongs to Christ. 
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18 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, 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. 

20 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?

Ok so there is a lot loaded in there. Apparently there is a wide range of issues in 
Colossae - some of them sound very Jewish (like what you hear in Galatians) and some 
sound more pagan. But what ties all these things together is that they are all being 
used as something that must be added to the gospel. 


We have food and drink mentioned in v16. Paul wanted it to be clear that the dietary 
restrictions of the Old Testament are not to be used as binding law under the New 
Covenant. Eat your bacon in freedom. Enjoy the shrimp scampi. When the gospel went 
out to the Gentiles, the consensus opinion among the Apostles was NOT to make 
Gentile converts come back under Jewish law of the Old Covenant - but to follow 
Christ and live a Spirit-controlled life. 


He mentioned festivals and new moons and Sabbaths. The Jewish people had lots of 
yearly celebrations (Passover, Yom Kippur, Purim, Feast of Booths, Feast of Weeks), 
and there is nothing wrong with them - but Paul’s point is that they all existed to point 
to Christ. And since Christ had come and fulfilled all of the things the festivals served 
to memorialize - let’s just memorialize Christ. You never see the Apostles continuing in 
these feasts, rather their feast was The Lord’s Supper and their festival was Baptism. 
Their Sabbath was moved from Saturday to worshipping on Sunday (the day of 
resurrection) and the obsession with work and rest was much more relaxed. 


Paul goes on to mention asceticism. Asceticism describes the view that pain and the 
absence of pleasure will make you more spiritual. Asceticism has crept into almost all 
major religions in some form. Sometimes people would wear uncomfortable sharp 
clothing or sleep on the concrete or even beat themselves to show their spiritual 
devotion. Even Martin Luther, when he was a Catholic monk, was told by the priest to 
crawl up the cathedral steps on his hands and knees as penance for his sins (it was 
here that the words “the just shall live by faith” sparked his reformation). 
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Paul was warning not to listen to those that add these burdens that you must harm 
yourself or inflict punishment upon yourself - because Christ endured punishment on 
our behalf and there is nothing we could add to that. 


Also there was angel worship occurring. We know that angels are real and that they 
serve purposes of God - but certainly there is no value in worshipping them. In fact, the 
Scriptures forbid it. You can understand how the fallen mind can search for a mediator 
to help get to God - this is why we hear of those worshipping Mary or other saints 
throughout church history. But whether it’s Mary, or a saint, or an angel of God - the 
Scripture is not silent about this….  1 Tim. 2:5 says there is one God, and there is one 
mediator between God and men, the man Christ Jesus. Jesus doesn’t need any 
assistance. 


And lastly in v18, Paul mentions people going on and on about visions. Well this is 
everywhere today. Every time you turn around some kid has been to heaven with a 
story to tell and a book to sell. Or there is also the issue with people saying, “The Lord 
told me,” or “The Spirit revealed this to me….” followed by something that has no 
founding in the Bible. The problem with going on and on about visions that you’ve seen 
is that there’s no way to verify whether it was The Spirit of The Lord or the spirit of a 
bad burrito that gave you nightmares. When we have the complete Word of God from 
Genesis to Revelation - why would we elevate someone’s vision as if it’s comparable? 
Paul’s concern was that it would be a breeding ground for false teaching to multiply as 
everyone claims that God told them everything. 


Now, v20 is really where I want to hit home today. If you have received Christ, you have 
died to these man-made laws, and it would be foolish to go back and live under the 
yoke of the law. 


In Galatians 5:1 Paul says It is For freedom Christ has set us free; stand firm therefore, 
and do not submit again to a yoke of slavery 

Do not go backward from grace back to Law. And look, this is not just a preference…In 
v18, Paul says, “Let no one disqualify you.” That means that salvation is at stake here. 
This isn’t harmless. If you say that you follow Christ but you practically live under the 
Law or the traditions of men - you lost the gospel. 
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The gospel cannot coexist beside anything. The very nature of the gospel is that 
salvation by grace alone through faith alone in Christ alone … must stand alone… and 
there can be no hint of human effort involved or else it ceases to be grace. 


Here’s a math equation for you….

Gospel + anything = nothing…. But…. Gospel + nothing  = everything. 


Jesus came to change our affliction. He came to lift our burden. He came to loosen the 
bonds and shackles of impossible law-keeping. He came to break the yoke of slavery 
to sin and to give us freedom in Him. 


This is why He came to earth and stood among the law-keepers and said - “Come unto 
me all who are weary and heavy laden, and I will give you rest.” I will give you rest from 
striving and laboring for the law.


Is anybody here today trying to earn it, and failing? Is anybody here today feeling the 
weight of being good enough and measuring up? Anybody here thinking about giving 
up and walking away because you keep trying to be perfect, and you just can’t? That’s 
exactly what you’re supposed to feel because that’s what living under the law was 
designed to do. The purpose of the law was to reveal the inability to keep it, and to call 
out on the one who did keep it in your place. 


Jesus came to lift your burdens, and lighten your afflictions. Lastly today, when you 
walk away from man-made religion and law-keeping, you will experience …


3. A CHANGE IN ABILITY.  

Look at the final verse of our text today in v23.


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. 

Paul is saying, “all these things may look spiritual on the outside, it may look like you’re 
really close to God - but none of it will actually deal with your problem. None of it can 
deal with your sin.” 
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That’s the essence of man-made religion. It looks really hard and so other sinners think 
you’re really pious and devoted - but the God you seem to follow is actually not pleased 
with your vain efforts. It’s for other people to say “ooh and ahh.” It looks very spiritual, 
but it can’t help you stop sinning at all. 

Man-made religion is powerless to help you deal with the reason that you tried religion 
in the first place. We are powerless to stop the forces of sin apart from Christ, no matter 
how pious we appear.

If you are struggling with your sin and with how to stop - you need to know that 
everything you try apart from Christ will fail you, and leave you feeling defeated. You 
cannot say enough hail mary’s or visit the priest enough. You cannot make a pilgrimage 
to a holy site or crawl a staircase on your knees. You cannot memorize the entire Bible 
backward and forward. You cannot attend church every time the doors open. You 
cannot keep the Jewish dietary laws or civil laws or ceremonial laws. You cannot punish 
yourself enough. 

But here’s what you can do…. 
You can cling, by faith, to the only one that ever did live a perfect life free from sin. You 
can trust that Jesus’ death on the cross was sufficient for the removal of you sins and 
the cancellation of your debt. You can believe that Jesus rose from the dead and that 
death has no power over Him, and that because of this, death will one day have no 
power over you. And you can know that He will give you His Spirit to conform you into 
His image… and in this way… you will receive power to deal with your sin. But only in 
this way. 

Apart from Christ alone, there is no hope and there is no ability to deal with sin. Man-
made religion and works just looks good for the benefit of other people, but it can’t 
actually help you. 

Church, Christ has free us from the law and has made us alive in Him. The height of 
foolishness would be to crawl back to the chains and stocks of the Law, to crawl back to 
the bonds of traditions and man-made rules. 

Examine your heart today. Ensure that you are holding fast to Christ alone. Lift up your 
eyes from the mud of the elementary, basic principles …. and fix your gaze on Christ. 

(pray)
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