“Christ in You, the Hope of Glory!”  (Col. 1:27)
- Sermon series on the Book of Colossians –

10/09/11 Sermon #5 :  “Old Testament Shadows of Christ”
(Text:  Colossians 2:16-23)

**********************************************************************

     Have you ever made hand shadows?  I remember when I was a young boy.  Various relatives were visiting our home late one evening.  For some entertainment they decided to have a contest to see who could make the best hand shadows.  

     The adults hung a white sheet from the ceiling and then turned off all the lights – except for a lamp shining behind the sheet.  We all sat in front of the sheet while each person – one at a time – would go behind the sheet and use his or her hands to make various shadow images on the sheet.  I recall that as a young boy I was amazed at how many interesting shadow images you could make with your hands.
     Today’s sermon title is:  “Old Testament Shadows of Christ” – and it’s based the first two verses of today’s reading.  Listen:  “…do not let anyone judge you by what you eat or drink, or with regard to a religious festival, a New Moon celebration or a Sabbath day.  These are a shadow of the things that were to come; the reality, however, is found in Christ.”

     Now, if we want to understand how these words of Scripture apply to us today we must first understand what these words of Scripture meant to the people in Paul’s day.

     As I’ve mentioned in previous sermons, the Christians in Paul’s day were being bombarded with various false teachings that could deceive them and lead them away from faith in Christ.  

     One group of false teachers failed to understand that the Old Testament Scriptures pointed ahead to Jesus and were fulfilled by Him.  Therefore, they wrongly taught that people could not be saved unless they followed all the laws of the Old Testament – including the various ceremonial laws.  Now, please stay with me as I briefly explain how the laws of the Old Testament DO and DO NOT apply to us Christians today.  

     First, some of the laws of the Old Testament DO apply to us today because they were part of God’s universal moral law that applies to all people of all times and places.  For example, the 10 Commandments fall into this category.  God’s laws about obeying parents, murder, sexual behavior, theft, slander and gossip, coveting, etc. – all these laws still apply to us today.  God wants us to do the good things He commands and avoid the evil things He condemns.

     However, I need to stress that we are not saved by keeping God’s moral law.  God never intended His moral law to be a means of salvation.  Instead, God’s moral law reveals His loving plan for how we should live as His people.  

     Sadly, because we rebel against God’s loving plan for our lives we show ourselves to be His enemies who deserve His wrath – and that’s why God sent His Son to be our Savior.  Jesus obeyed God’s will in our place and died in our place of punishment so that we might be forgiven and clothed with Christ’s holiness.  Listen to what Paul writes about this in Colossians chapter 1:  “Once you were alienated from God and were enemies in your minds because of your evil behavior.  But now [God] has reconciled you by Christ’s physical body through death to present you holy in his sight, without blemish and free from accusation.”
     Now that God has saved us through Christ the Holy Spirit moves us to obey God’s moral law because we love God and we trust that His will for our lives is what is best.  As forgiven Christians we want to turn from the sins Jesus died for and live according to God’s loving plan for our lives.  In other words, we don’t strive obey God’s moral law to earn salvation.  Instead, we strive to obey God’s moral law because we have already been saved through faith in Christ.

     Of course, if someone refuses to repent of their sin against God’s moral law they thereby show themselves to be unbelievers because they don’t take God’s condemnation of our sin seriously and so they don’t take their need for Jesus seriously either.  That’s why the Holy Spirit uses God’s moral law to show us our sins and the damnation we deserve.  Only then will we see our need for Jesus and joyfully trust in His saving work for us.

     So, now you know how the Old Testament moral law applies to us Christians today.  But what about all the other laws that we find in the Old Testament?  Well, God gave various ceremonial laws to the people of Israel - these ceremonial laws were given ONLY to the people of Israel and were in force ONLY for a temporary period of time.  In other words, the ceremonial laws DO NOT apply to us Christians today!

     Paul mentions some of these ceremonial laws in our reading today.    First Paul says to the Colossians:  “…do not let anyone judge you by what you eat or drink,…”  What is Paul talking about?  He is referring to the false teachers who insisted that Christians could not be saved unless they obeyed the ceremonial food laws given to Old Testament Israel.

     For example, if you read the Old Testament you will discover that God told Israel not to eat certain “unclean” foods like pork or shrimp.  However, what you need to understand is that pork or shrimp or other foods that God declared “unclean” were not unclean in and of themselves.  The reason God declared those foods “unclean” is that He had forbidden His people to eat them.
     But why did God forbid Old Testament Israel to eat pork, shrimp and other foods?  The reason is that God wanted Israel to stand out as a unique nation in the world.  All the other nations of the world ate shrimp, pork and other foods that God would not allow His people to eat.  This made Israel stand out as a different, unique nation.  

     Now, there are two reasons God wanted Old Testament Israel to stand out as a unique, different nation.  First, God had entrusted His Word to Israel and He wanted all the nations to come to Israel to hear His Word.  Second, God promised that the Savior of all nations would come into the world through Israel and so God wanted all nations to keep their eyes on Israel because their Savior would come from them.

     So, in a nutshell, the purpose of the Old Testament food laws was that they led people to Christ.  Or, as Paul said, “These are a shadow of the things that were to come; the reality, however, is found in Christ.”

     It’s as though Jesus was making hand shadows that formed various images in the Old Testament.  The food laws given to Israel were one of those shadows.  But the false teachers in Paul’s day did not understand this.  They thought the food laws were rules we had to keep to earn our salvation.  They failed to see that these food laws were meant to lead people to Christ – the only One who can save us.

     That’s why when Jesus finished His work God then abolished the food laws because they were no longer necessary.  Jews today are now free to eat pork, shrimp or any foods that God once declared “unclean.”  Those food laws were images, pictures, and shadows of Christ.  We no longer need the images, pictures and shadows because we have the reality – Christ Himself!

     Paul makes the same point about other Old Testament ceremonial laws.  For example, Paul mentions “religious festivals.”  He’s talking about things like the Passover.  God told Israel that once a year they had to kill lambs, shed their blood and eat their meat to remind them of how God delivered them from slavery in Egypt in the past and how God would deliver them from sin in the future.  

     You see, the Passover Lamb was a picture of Jesus – the Lamb of God who takes away the sin of the world.  Paul writes about this in 1st Corinthians chapter 5.  Listen:  “…Christ, our Passover Lamb, has been sacrificed.”  So, the Passover was a shadow of Christ.  But now that Christ has come and finished His work we no longer need the shadow because we have the reality – Christ Himself!

     Paul also mentions the Old Testament Sabbath ritual.  Remember, God told Israel that just as He created the world in 6 days and then rested from His work on the 7th day, they were to work for 6 days and then rest from their work on the 7th day – which is Saturday.  

     But why did God ask them to do this?  Ultimately, this was a picture of the rest we would all have in Christ after He finished His work on the cross.  Just as God finished His work of creation at the end of the 6th day, Christ finished His work on the cross at the end of the 6th day – and then He rested in the tomb on the 7th day, and rose from the dead on the 1st day, which is Sunday.

     The Old Testament Sabbath ritual was a shadow of Christ and how He rested from His work of salvation for us.   But now that Christ is risen we no longer need the shadow because we have the reality – Christ Himself.  As Jesus said:  “Come unto Me, all you who are weary and burdened, and I will give you rest – rest for your souls!”

     Now, after explaining how the Old Testament ceremonial laws were shadows of Christ, Paul then goes on to say the following:  “Do not let anyone who delights in false humility and the worship of angels disqualify you for the prize.”  What is Paul saying about these false teachers?

     First, they were guilty of false humility.  The reason their humility was false is that they trusted in themselves and their own works for salvation rather than in Christ.  They pretended to be spiritually humble but their focus on salvation by works proved that they were spiritually arrogant.

     Second, Paul says they worshipped angels.  We’re not sure of all the reasons they did this, but one reason is that polytheism was rampant in Paul’s day.  Polytheism refers to the worship of multiple gods.  These false teachers may have worshipped angels because they believed they were gods whose blessings could be earned by our works and rituals.
     Paul goes on to say that these false teachers would brag about their spiritual accomplishments and experiences because they had lost connection with the “Head” – that is, Christ!
     Paul then says:  “Since you died with Christ to the basic principles of this world, why, as though you still belonged to it, do you submit to its rules.”  Paul then goes on to list all the rules the false teachers expected them to obey in order to earn their salvation.  But all these rules were man-made rules and had no basis in Holy Scripture.  Worse yet, the false teachers taught that we can earn our salvation by obeying these rules.

     Paul then concludes with these words:  “Such regulations have the appearance of wisdom, with their self-imposed worship, their false humility and harsh treatment of the body, but they lack any value in restraining sensual indulgence.”  What is Paul saying here?

     Simply put, all man-made religions have their various rules we have to follow in order to save ourselves from sin.  But Paul says that such false religion can’t save us from sin at all.  In fact, the people who follow these false religions continue to struggle with their sinful desires – but they either refuse to admit it or they think their good deeds will cancel out the guilt of their sin.

     So, Paul warns the Colossian Christians to ignore these false teachers who are insisting that they must obey Old Testament ceremonial laws in order to earn their salvation.  These false teachers fail to see that the Old Testament ceremonial laws were shadows of Christ Who alone is our Savior from sin, death and hell.

     Now, with ALL that understood, how does today’s reading apply to us?  Well, still today there are some people who think that we must obey the Old Testament ceremonial laws.  They will say:  “Christians can’t eat pork!  Christians must not work on Saturday because that’s the Sabbath!”  They are wrong for two reasons.

     First, they fail to see that these laws were given only to the Jews and that these laws have been abolished because they have been fulfilled by Christ.  Second, they fail to see that these ceremonial laws were never meant to be a way to earn salvation.  Instead, these ceremonial laws were shadows of Christ who saves us sinners by His death and resurrection for us.
     Another way today’s reading applies to us is that we are also surrounded by various false religions whose adherents appear very humble, sincere and zealous.  But these false religions teach people to trust in their own works and obedience in order to be saved rather than trusting in Christ alone for salvation and obeying God out of love for Him.

     Right here in Jamestown there are non-Christian religions that teach salvation by works rather than salvation through faith in Christ alone.  These false religions all have different gods and different rules – but the one thing they all have in common is that we must earn God’s mercy and love by our works and obedience.

     In contrast, God has revealed the truth to us.  The entire Old Testament is a shadow of Christ, our Lord and Savior.  He alone rescues us from sin, death and hell.  We obey His will for our lives because we love Him and we know His plan for our life is what is best.

     So, the next time you read the Old Testament, remember Paul’s words:  “These are a shadow of the things that were to come; the reality, however, is found in Christ.”

Amen

