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Take Your Bibles and turn to: 
Colossians 2:16-23  16 Therefore no one is to act as your judge in regard to food or drink or in respect to a festival or a new moon or a Sabbath day--  17 things which are a mere shadow of what is to come; but the substance belongs to Christ.  18 Let no one keep defrauding you of your prize by delighting in self-abasement and the worship of the angels, taking his stand on visions he has seen, inflated without cause by his fleshly mind,  19 and not holding fast to the head, from whom the entire body, being supplied and held together by the joints and ligaments, grows with a growth which is from God.  20 If you have died with Christ to the elementary principles of the world, why, as if you were living in the world, do you submit yourself to decrees, such as,  21 "Do not handle, do not taste, do not touch!"  22 (which all refer to things destined to perish with use)-- in accordance with the commandments and teachings of men?  23 These are matters which have, to be sure, the appearance of wisdom in self-made religion and self-abasement and severe treatment of the body, but are of no value against fleshly indulgence.  

Ah….peer dependency.  That is such a problem for children and teens.  It is really good that by the time you become an adult you don’t have to deal with those pressures anymore.  Ok…I am kidding about that.   Other Christians can and do pressure you into behaving a certain way.   Here are some ways they do it: 
“Sure we have freedom, but we are commanded to avoid all appearance of evil.”  But, who gets to define evil?  Is it God, in His Word or is it our peers in the pews. More often than not it is the latter.  Guitars and drums are used to play music that dishonors God.  We will prohibit the use of guitars and drums in worship to avoid all appearance of evil.  
“Yes we have freedom, but we are forbidden to cause another brother to stumble.”  True again, but what does that mean exactly?  The Bible word “stumbling block” describes setting a trap for a brother to walk into.  This is a far cry from a disagreement over food or drink.  This command was given in Romans 14 as part of an instruction to quit judging one another in the body of Christ.  Regardless of your view, you are not to think of yourself as more spiritual. 
Romans 14:3-4   3 The one who eats is not to regard with contempt the one who does not eat, and the one who does not eat is not to judge the one who eats, for God has accepted him.  4 Who are you to judge the servant of another? To his own master he stands or falls; and he will stand, for the Lord is able to make him stand.
Dress, drink, entertainment and the like.  God tells us not to have contempt for one another or try to get one another to go against their conscience.  God even commands us to keep our opinions about gray areas….because that is what they are….to ourselves.  

Romans 14:22   22 The faith which you have, have as your own conviction before God. 
Our convictions become a heart problem, when they set a higher standard than God Himself sets.  The Pharisees were prime examples of this over and over again.  They lived as if their standards and convictions were higher than God’s.  
Matthew 12:10-14   10 And a man was there whose hand was withered. And they questioned Jesus, asking, "Is it lawful to heal on the Sabbath?"-- so that they might accuse Him.  11 And He said to them, "What man is there among you who has a sheep, and if it falls into a pit on the Sabbath, will he not take hold of it and lift it out?  12 "How much more valuable then is a man than a sheep! So then, it is lawful to do good on the Sabbath."  13 Then He said to the man, "Stretch out your hand!" He stretched it out, and it was restored to normal, like the other.  14 But the Pharisees went out and conspired against Him, as to how they might destroy Him.
Not only do believers condemn one another for what they eat or drink or how they dress, but they have this unexplainable belief that they can discern the motives of one another’s hearts.  This condition surfaced early in the church and persists in spite of the fact that God says you cannot know the motives of one another and you are actually forbidden to try. Obedience to this alone would save countless marriages and churches.
1 Corinthians 4:5-6   Therefore do not go on passing judgment before the time, but wait until the Lord comes who will both bring to light the things hidden in the darkness and disclose the motives of men's hearts; and then each man's praise will come to him from God.  6 Now these things, brethren, I have figuratively applied to myself and Apollos for your sakes, so that in us you may learn not to exceed what is written, so that no one of you will become arrogant in behalf of one against the other.

God warns us not to be deluded or taken captive by this false notion:  “Your outward behavior is what makes you righteous.”   

It is not what we do for Christ, but what Christ does for us that makes us righteous.

Colossians 2:2-4 …in a true knowledge of God's mystery, that is, Christ Himself,  3 in whom are hidden all the treasures of wisdom and knowledge.  4 I say this so that no one will delude you with persuasive argument.

Colossians 2:6-8  6 Therefore as you have received Christ Jesus the Lord, so walk in Him,  7 having been firmly rooted and now being built up in Him and established in your faith, just as you were instructed, and overflowing with gratitude.  8 See to it that no one takes you captive through philosophy and empty deception, according to the tradition of men, according to the elementary principles of the world, rather than according to Christ.
When preachers preach about self-righteousness and legalism they are often accused of advocating sin and lowering standards.  It is a sure way to get yourself in trouble with the party of the Pharisees 
We also discover that almost everyone embraces some form of these principles of the world.  It is the default human presumption…that what you do makes you righteous before God and others.  You can almost hear the collective question.  ”well…doesn’t it?”
If we are born into the world, steeped in the world, redeemed while in the world, and are aliens living in the world, is it possible that we might have embraced the basic principles of the world?  
Of course it is!  It’s not only possible, it is probably.  For this reason God spends a whole chapter on it, mentioning the deception and delusion of it three times.  Our text shines the light of God’s Wisdom on Religious Self Righteousness. 
· The Darkness of Religious Self-Righteousness 16-17
· The Deception of Religious Self-Righteousness 18-19
· The Decrees of Religious Self-Righteousness 20-22

· The Delusion of Religious Self-Righteousness 23

The Darkness of Religious Self-Righteousness 16-17

Colossians 2:16-17  16 Therefore no one is to act as your judge in regard to food or drink or in respect to a festival or a new moon or a Sabbath day--  17 things which are a mere shadow of what is to come; but the substance belongs to Christ.

No one is to act as your judge in regard to food or drink or in respect to a festival or a new moon or a Sabbath day:  This is a command.  “Do not allow anyone to judge you regarding what you drink or what you eat or what you celebrate or when you worship.”  I once had to pull this verse on a SDA co-worker who constantly denigrated me for worshiping Christ on Sunday.  I said, “do you know that the Bible forbids you to condemn me for this?  I therefore must insist that you no longer do it because that makes you the one in violation of the Scripture.”  That was “pin drop” time. 

God command you not to allow others to make you peer dependent, but do we do that to others?  What about clothing they wear or how they spend their money?   I once knew someone who was obsessed with the fact that I bought a certain kind of car that he did not think I should have.  He kept asking me why I bought it.  I told Him.  He kept asking me when I was going to sell it and get something more “practical.”   He eventually began to make accusations about the motives of my heart with regard to money.  God insists we do not let anyone judge us with regard to these gray areas, but He also insists we do not do it  to others. 
Things which are a mere shadow of what is to come: Paul was describing religious activities here.  Church people can do a lot of this if they are not careful.  As a missionary I once mentioned our “Friday Night” prayer meeting in a letter.  I received a very curtly worded rebuke, that Friday night was a pretty strange time to be having a prayer meeting.  Another time I was asked by someone after an evening meeting what “perversion” of the Bible I was reading from.  It was not the one they liked.  
Consider the shadow of a man cast upon a wall.  If you were asked what it was you would probably say…”that is a man,”  but you would be wrong.  It would only be the shadow of a man.  What bride would settle for the shadow of her groom on her wedding night?  Paul begs us not to settle for shadows when we may have Christ Jesus Himself. 
The Bible is God’s Word, not God Himself.  If you study the Bible to know the Bible you are playing right into this error.  Study the Bible to know Christ. He is the living Word behind the written.  He is the solid reality behind the shadow of religion. 

The substance belongs to Christ:  It is human nature to settle for the ritual.  Every pastor knows that more people will come to church on communion Sunday than regular Sundays.  Why?  Are people suddenly seized with a desire to come into intimate worship with their very own Savior once a month?  Why does this never strike two weeks into the month?  The substance of Communion is Christ and not the event.  The event is a reminder….it is a shadow. 

Reflect on how people will quibble about the form of the bread.  Should it be unleavened bread?  Should it be in a loaf?  Can it be whole wheat?  What about those little store bought wafers?  Soon there is fixation with the shadow and not the substance which is Christ.  If you are tempted to fixate on the type of bread in the plate do you also desire the Jewish Passover wine to be in the cup?  Communion is not a Passover.  It is about Christ himself and not the shadow of His coming.  
1 Corinthians 11:25  "This cup is the new covenant in My blood; do this, as often as you drink it, in remembrance of Me."

Religion and self-righteousness will lead you right back into the shadows.  It darkens your soul and mind and obscures Christ.  There are always those who make religion an end in itself.  Make sure you are not one of them.  

The Deception of Religious Self-Righteousness 18-19

Colossians 2:18-19  18 Let no one keep defrauding you of your prize by delighting in self-abasement and the worship of the angels, taking his stand on visions he has seen, inflated without cause by his fleshly mind,  19 and not holding fast to the head, from whom the entire body, being supplied and held together by the joints and ligaments, grows with a growth which is from God.

Let no one keep defrauding you of your prize:  “Defrauding” speaks of being robbed. When we are pressured to conform to outward dress, diet and duty, we are robbed of our prize.  We get the booby prize.  I remember a particularly dark time in my life when  I was busy being busy for God.  I was used to going along to get along in the church.  One little misstep like in my letter about prayer meeting could create a firestorm. 
I remember asking Christ, “Lord, is this all there is to my life with you?  Is just being outwardly OK all there is?  My heart is cold and lonely Lord.  I want to love you like in the beginning. God began then to show me that outward conformity can never transform the heart.  It actually keeps you from the prize.  I don’t know about you but I like to get the prize.  AND…the Prize is the Treasure and Treasure is Christ Himself. Why settle for religion when you can possess the reality of God through intimacy and union with Christ. 

Colossians 2:2-3  all the wealth that comes from the full assurance of understanding, resulting in a true knowledge of God's mystery, that is, Christ Himself,  3 in whom are hidden all the treasures of wisdom and knowledge.

Philippians 3:14   14 I press on toward the goal for the prize of the upward call of God in Christ Jesus.

The Wealth of creation, the prize of life and the treasure of eternity are all,  Christ.  They are never given on the basis of what you do or you would never have been saved.  God warns you about religion,  ritual and morality as your duty.  He offer you Christ.  If you seek anything other than Him, you will lose the prize.

2 Corinthians 4:5-7   For we do not preach ourselves but Christ Jesus as Lord, and ourselves as your bond-servants for Jesus' sake.  6 For God, who said, "Light shall shine out of darkness," is the One who has shone in our hearts to give the Light of the knowledge of the glory of God in the face of Christ.  7 But we have this treasure in earthen vessels, so that the surpassing greatness of the power will be of God and not from ourselves; 

Delighting in self-abasement:  The kind of person that will steal your prize delights or revels in their own humility.  Humility is essential to your life, but God is speaking of manmade humility.   Let me illustrate.  I once knew a pastor who tried to teach me how to be humble.  I told me how he would go to people and ask advise of them even when he had no respect for them and their opinions.  This way they saw his humility.  On another occasion he explained that looking down at your feet or having a downcast expression when people were talking against you made you humble.  Brothers and sisters….this is self-abasement.  Just holding your tongue or not revealing the pride of your heart is not humility.  Do not delight in any such religious hypocrisy.  We need true humility. Humility is learned at the foot of the Cross.  The heart that is bowed low before our Christ and God in complete dependency is humble.  
James 4:6, 10  6 But He gives a greater grace. Therefore it says, "GOD IS OPPOSED TO THE PROUD, BUT GIVES GRACE TO THE HUMBLE…. 10 Humble yourselves in the presence of the Lord, and He will exalt you.
Is your heart submitted to God?  Men…are you willing to love your wives sacrificially and to cherish them as your own body?  Wives, can you say in your heart that you honor your husband with the kind of devotion that Christ deserves?  These are extreme tests of the heart.  Do not say….DO NOT SAY!!  “I need to do better.”  Say, “Jesus, you have loved me in my brokenness and sin. What wondrous grace is this?  Transform my heart and draw me nearer to the Cross.  I cannot be godly until you change me my heart.”

The worship of the angels:  This was a specific occult issue that was common in Colossi.  It continued there for centuries.  In 363 AD a church council in neighboring Laodicea declared, “It is not right for Christians to abandon the church of God and go away to invoke angels.”   They were ruinously sidetracked from Christ. 
Taking his stand on visions he has seen: This goes right along with the previous prohibition.  The church today is rife with visions of angels and other things which delight the human mind and pride.   

Inflated without cause by his fleshly mind:  A few minutes on Christian Television will confirm the ongoing existence of these things.  They lead to darkness because they do not lead to Christ Himself.   Visions, dreams, words of wisdom and prophecy, power over other believers.  Such men have seen and know, that you have not seen and do not know.  Why are these things so bad?
Because they are NOT holding fast to the head, from whom the entire body, being supplied and held together by the joints and ligaments, grows with a growth which is from God:. 

Colossians 1:18-19   18 He is also head of the body, the church; and He is the beginning, the firstborn from the dead, so that He Himself will come to have first place in everything.  19 For it was the Father's good pleasure for all the fullness to dwell in Him,  
To have self-humility or obsession with angels and visions disconnects you from the head.  And that is like asking your liver or kidney to cause your heart to beat or your legs to walk. You are the body and if your are to live and thrive you must connected to your head.  

1 Corinthians 12:27  7 Now you are Christ's body, and individually members of it.

God has created the church for you to grow in.  The church is to exalt and proclaim Christ and build itself up in the love of Christ. 

Ephesians 4:15-16  we are to grow up in all aspects into Him who is the head, even Christ,  16 from whom the whole body, being fitted and held together by what every joint supplies, according to the proper working of each individual part, causes the growth of the body for the building up of itself in love. 

So how are we to be Christlike children and not succumb to the darkness and deception of outward religiosity?   The first thing is found in verse 20.  You are united to and justified only in The Man, Christ Jesus.
The Decrees of Religious Self-Righteousness 20-22

Colossians 2:20-22   20 If you have died with Christ to the elementary principles of the world, why, as if you were living in the world, do you submit yourself to decrees, such as,  21 "Do not handle, do not taste, do not touch!"  22 (which all refer to things destined to perish with use)-- in accordance with the commandments and teachings of men?
If you have died with Christ to the elementary principles of the world:  How are you planning on getting to heaven?  Do you hope that you can be good enough?  Do you imagine that God is keeping track of your sins and your good deeds and will weigh them in a balance?   Do you hope that faith in Christ, praying a prayer or going to church will be another good thing that God will see you do, hopefully tipping the balance on that final day.  Are you hoping in yourself and the good that you can do in this world or are you dead to it?  I will let the Scripture explain this.  

Titus 3:3-7  3 For we also once were foolish ourselves, disobedient, deceived, enslaved to various lusts and pleasures, spending our life in malice and envy, hateful, hating one another.  4 But when the kindness of God our Savior and His love for mankind appeared,  5 He saved us, not on the basis of deeds which we have done in righteousness, but according to His mercy, by the washing of regeneration and renewing by the Holy Spirit,  6 whom He poured out upon us richly through Jesus Christ our Savior,  7 so that being justified by His grace we would be made heirs according to the hope of eternal life.

Notice that we were wicked sinners.  If you cannot bring yourself to embrace that truth you are not dead to this world.  In this world there is always someone else to blame, someone else who is worse or something we can do to justify ourselves.  This is the elementary principle of the world. Rationalization without justification. Religion without reality. Christianity without Christ.  

We die to the elementary principles when we put ourselves in Titus 3:3. Once there, Christ can save us in verse five.  Through trust alone, in Christ alone, by grace alone, revealed in the Scripture alone and to the Glory of our God and Savior alone.  
Why, as if you were living in the world, do you submit yourself to decrees:  Paul asked this question to the Galatians in another form. 
Galatians 3:1-3  You foolish Galatians, who has bewitched you, before whose eyes Jesus Christ was publicly portrayed as crucified?  2 This is the only thing I want to find out from you: did you receive the Spirit by the works of the Law, or by hearing with faith?  3 Are you so foolish? Having begun by the Spirit, are you now being perfected by the flesh?

If there is anything at all that we can do to justify or sanctify ourselves, then why did Jesus have to die at all? 

Galatians 2:21   21 "I do not nullify the grace of God, for if righteousness comes through the Law, then Christ died needlessly."

Do not handle, do not taste, do not touch!":  The basic principle of the world is this…You are justified by what you do and not what Christ has done for you.  In worldly religion says “you become spiritual by what you do not handle, what you do not taste and what you do not touch.”  

Which all refer to things destined to perish with use:  That usually includes, but is not limited to the proverbial list of do’s and don’ts.  It describes things that God has not prohibited, but that men in their pride have forbidden thus setting a higher standard than God Himself.   

In accordance with the commandments and teachings of men?: Jesus addressed this with the Pharisees. It permeated the church in less than 3 decades.  Why?  Because it is the default human way of thinking about righteousness. It is the teachings of men.
Mark 7:18-23  18 And He said to them, "Are you so lacking in understanding also? Do you not understand that whatever goes into the man from outside cannot defile him,  19 because it does not go into his heart, but into his stomach, and is eliminated?" (Thus He declared all foods clean.)  20 And He was saying, "That which proceeds out of the man, that is what defiles the man.  21 "For from within, out of the heart of men, proceed the evil thoughts, fornications, thefts, murders, adulteries,  22 deeds of coveting and wickedness, as well as deceit, sensuality, envy, slander, pride and foolishness.  23 "All these evil things proceed from within and defile the man."
CONCLUSION -  The Delusion of Religious Self-Righteousness  [23]
Colossians 2:23  23 These are matters which have, to be sure, the appearance of wisdom in self-made religion and self-abasement and severe treatment of the body, but are of no value against fleshly indulgence.
These are matters which have, to be sure, the appearance of wisdom in self-made religion and self-abasement and severe treatment of the body:   This is the deception. Starting in grace but going forward with self effort.  The Glory for unmerited salvation goes entirely to Christ.  But who gets the glory for self-humility and sever treatment of the body?  It is so much easier to appear holy then to have a heart that beats for Christ.  
But are of no value against fleshly indulgence: Transformation in the inner man is a miracle of God.  It appears in a newly created heart upon which Christ writes and images His blessed holy life.  It requires biblical humility which is dependence and constant repentance.  Outward appearance will not change your heart anymore than it did for the Pharisees.  
Luke 11:37-41  37 Now when He had spoken, a Pharisee asked Him to have lunch with him; and He went in, and reclined at the table.  38 When the Pharisee saw it, he was surprised that He had not first ceremonially washed before the meal.  39 But the Lord said to him, "Now you Pharisees clean the outside of the cup and of the platter; but inside of you, you are full of robbery and wickedness.  40 "You foolish ones, did not He who made the outside make the inside also?  41 "But give that which is within as charity, and then all things are clean for you.
Most of us cannot say honestly that we love Christ with all our heart.  We probably love our salvation.  We love being delivered from hell, but we lack love and affection for the one who gave Himself for us.  This is like being loved for what you have to give and never ever for who you are. 
How do we forsake the world for Christ?  By staying within viewing distance of the Gospel.  Do not allow yourselves to forget how Christ justified you when you were dead in your sins, making you His workmanship. 
Determine today not to be robbed of the prize of intimacy with Jesus. Do not let the delight of being unconditionally loved be replaced with the duty conditional peer acceptance.  We are His Workmanship, He is not ours.  He will complete His work not we ourselves. His commitment to you is still unconditional.  Therefore, cease reforming yourself and be transformed instead by the renewing of your mind. Paul gives an delightful summary of these closing points to the Corinthians when he said, 
2 Corinthians 3:2-18 …..you are a letter of Christ, cared for by us, written not with ink but with the Spirit of the living God, not on tablets of stone but on tablets of human hearts.  4 Such confidence we have through Christ toward God.  5 Not that we are adequate in ourselves to consider anything as coming from ourselves, but our adequacy is from God,  6 who also made us adequate as servants of a new covenant, not of the letter but of the Spirit; for the letter kills, but the Spirit gives life.  AND HOW DOES THE SPIRIT GIVE LIFE?  BY GRANTING YOU FREEDOM TO BEHOLD CHRIST AS THE SOLE SOURCE OF YOUR TRANSFORMATION…NOT JUST YOUR SALVATION. 
…..where the Spirit of the Lord is, there is liberty.  18 But we all, with unveiled face, beholding as in a mirror the glory of the Lord, are being transformed into the same image from glory to glory, just as from the Lord, the Spirit.  
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