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The necessary death of the Church 
 
Let’s pray… 

 Let me begin by reading for us our text for today.  It’s a single verse – 

though with much to say…  It’s one of the many great 3:16’s of the Bible.   

Not John 3:16 or 2 Timothy 3:16, but Colossians 3:16.  

If you have a bible with you, turn there with me. 

And listen with me to this simple, yet powerful verse – Colossians 

3:16.  Speaking to the Christians in Colossae (and to us), Paul writes: 

“Let the message of Christ dwell among you richly as you teach 
and admonish one another with all wisdom through psalms, hymns, 
and songs from the Spirit, singing to God with gratitude in your 
hearts.” 

 
 Let me read that again – and as we listen to what Paul is describing, I 

want to invite you to think about your relationships with other Christians, 

your experience of community in the body of Christ, and your contribution to 

the body of Christ – past and present… 

Colossians 3:16… 

“Let the message of Christ dwell among you richly  
as you teach and admonish one another with all wisdom 
through psalms, hymns, and songs from the Spirit,  
singing to God with gratitude in your hearts.” 
 
For years now, this verse, almost more than any other, has captured 

me – as God’s vision of the church as a community where the message of 

Christ dwells among us richly. 

Have you ever experienced that?   
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Have you ever been a part of a church – a community – a huddle of 

friends – a band of brothers or sisters – maybe even a small group – a bible 

study – where the message of Christ dwelt among you richly? 

A community where the gospel of Jesus took on flesh…  where the 

message of Christ was alive among you… in your words and life together – 

and not as a rarity, but as the norm…? 

Have you ever been a part of a community where your fellowship 

together actually meant fellowship with Christ…? 

And in Paul’s description here, it’s not just Jesus who is evident in this 

community – it’s the whole of God – the whole of the Trinity – Father, Son 

and Holy Spirit…  In Col 3:16, Paul describes a community alive with the 

message of Christ, by the inspiration of the Holy Spirit, for the glory of the 

Father…   

What a beautiful vision of the church – a community alive with 

God.   

And not just in an encouraging “yay, God is with us” way – but in a 

redemptive and transforming way…  In a way that fuels change, and 

repentance, and growth – “as you teach and admonish one another with 

all wisdom…” 

Which could sound lofty – even impossible for us.   

“as you teach and admonish one another with all wisdom…” 

Who among us possesses “all wisdom”?  Anyone? 
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None of us do!  And Paul knows this!   

But with this, what Paul wants us, even more so, to know and 

believe that there IS Someone who possesses all knowledge – Jesus – and 

He is present with us by the Spirit – desiring to impart His wisdom to us – 

through one another…   

If we were to read back in this letter (Paul’s letter to the Colossians), 

Paul clarifies this early on – in his opening prayer – Colossians 1:9f – “We 

continually ask God to fill you with the knowledge of his will through all the 

wisdom and understanding that the Spirit gives…” 

“That the Spirit gives…” 

What an incredible hope and grace!  And what a beautiful vision – 

of the church – a community alive with God’s life-restoring wisdom – 

for the building up of one another – by the Spirit… 

And specifically, “through psalms, hymns and songs from the Spirit…” 

Oh, this could be a throwaway line for us – just Paul being poetic. A 

line we just fly past and don’t learn from – but we need to.  Because there 

is something beautiful, affirming and instructive in this for us… 

Although I’m sure there are different ways of interpreting the import 

or meaning of these three vehicles of the Spirit’s ministry – at the most 

basic level, this reference to “psalms, hymns and songs from the Spirit” – 

invites us, first of all, to honor and celebrate the formative role of “psalms” – 
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and by this, Paul seems to be referring to inspired scripture – as the 

foundational means of revealing God’s wisdom for us today… 

If we are to be formed and restored by God’s wisdom – we need the 

psalms – God’s inspired Word – to shape our hearts and minds and 

thoughts…   and to be what we share with one another… 

But Paul doesn’t stop there.  Note that he also refers to hymns – and 

not as much as a musical style or genre – but as a reference to the wisdom 

of the Spirit passed down to us from those who’ve gone before us…   

According to the apostle Paul, we need to learn from the Spirit – 

through those who gone before us in Christ…   

But before we limit God’s grace to ancient texts & the Spirit’s ministry 

in the past – Paul, lastly, he invites to honor and celebrate “songs from the 

Spirit”.  In other words, what the Spirit is saying today through His people 

right now...  Fresh expressions, new articulations of God’s wisdom and 

will… 

All of these are the means of the Spirit’s ministry today – ways 

that we build up one another – ways that we teach and admonish one 

another with all wisdom from the Spirit… 

And not just for our own sake, but ultimately in a way that leads back 

to the praise and glory of God – “singing to God with gratitude in your 

hearts” – Paul says… 
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Not that Paul meant that this community where God dwells richly 

would always be singing, but that the life of this community – alive with 

God – would truly BE a song of worship to God…  A lived expression of 

gratitude to the God who, in grace, dwells among us richly… 

“Let the message of Christ dwell among you richly  
as you teach and admonish one another with all wisdom 

through psalms, hymns, and songs from the Spirit,  
singing to God with gratitude in your hearts.” 
 

What a beautiful vision of the church – a community alive with the 

restoring, sanctifying, joy-giving life of the Father, Son and Spirit. 

A community alive in the gospel – by the Spirit – for the glory of 

the Father… 

It’s beautiful! 

And rare.   

Why?  à Because it’s costly. 

Hence, my title this morning, “The necessary death of the Church”. 

Because this kind of community – that our hearts ache for and that 

God is seeking for us – where the message of Christ dwells among us richly 

– doesn’t just happen.   

It requires a death – a dying.   

And not just the dying of Jesus – though that is the Fountain from 

which this kind of community flows.   
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But, with this, in this, it requires us – those who are in Christ – to die 

with Christ to ourselves – for the sake of one another…   

To die to our desire to just show up and have someone else minister to 

us…   

To die to our desire and perceived need for someone else to do the 

heavy lifting and reach across the room to make us feel welcome and loved…   

To die to our desire to just sign up today and plug in to Christian 

community… 

Right?  That’s the explicit challenge and tension of today – and what 

we are invite you to do following the service.   

Because the kind of community that we need – and that we are 

called to be – isn’t something that we just sign up for and plug into today 

No, it’s something we are called to lay down our lives for – for one 

another – just as Jesus has laid down His life for us…   

As odd as it may sound, the invitation of today isn’t simply, “Come get 

plugged in, sign up, and use your gifts.” 

No, the invitation is: Come die with us – that we might 

experience and embody the Life of Christ together… 

Not your typical Kick-off Sunday message, is this?  

Come die with us!   

But it needs to be – because this is why the church and Christian 

community – our experience of it and our participation in it – often isn’t truly 
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redemptive – transforming – sanctifying – life-giving – because no one is 

willing to follow Christ and die…  

But this is the call of Christ! 

And if this is the call of Christ, then this is the call and way of 

Christ’s church…  

As Dietrich Bonhoeffer, the late German pastor, theologian and martyr 

famous said – “When Christ calls some, He bids them, ‘Come and die.’”  

Which makes this our call as a community…   

That the message of Christ would dwell among us richly, as you 
teach and admonish one another with all wisdom through psalms, 
hymns and songs from the Spirit, singing to God with gratitude in 
our hearts. 

 
 
 
And don’t be fooled by the thought, “Oh sure Scott, that’s a 

beautiful ideal, but aren’t we honestly getting a bit big?  I don’t 

think this can happen in a church of our size!  It’s just not possible.”   

Right?!  I wonder how many of us have had that thought – as our 

numbers have grown again from 250 when I arrived – to over 400 last 

Sunday (and who knows what we are today).   

It’s a common thought in many churches and among many 

Christians…  That the bigger we get the less we can truly be the church…  

And there are some unique challenges to growing in numbers.  

But let it be said, there is no church size where living Colossians 

3:16 is natural or easy. 
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Having been a part of larger and smaller churches myself, I know 

that living Colossians 3:16 is no easier in a smaller church.  I mean, yes, it 

may be easier to know everyone, but that’s not what this is about.  

That’s not what Paul is calling us to.  That’s not what God is most concerned 

about. 

What He cares about – what He’s after – is that the message of Christ 

would dwell among us richly…  That we would be a community where the 

gospel of Jesus takes on flesh…  where the message of Christ is alive among 

us… as we learn to love one another enough to teach and admonish one 

another – by the leading of the Spirit, for the glory of God. 

And this has nothing to do with size of the church. 

The issue is never size. 

The issue is the cross.   

The issue is whether or not you and I – we, the church – will follow 

the Crucified One – our Crucified Lord – and lay down our lives for one 

another – by the gracious power of the Spirit, for the glory of God… 

 

What a call.  And yet in the grace of God, this isn’t just some 

beautiful ideal…  It’s not just what we are called to…   

But, in the grace of God, it happens.  

It happens right here…    
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This church exists today – and has through many seasons – beautiful 

seasons and hard seasons – because Colossians 3:16 isn’t just an ideal 

to strive for, but it is a gift of grace that God Himself is continually 

seeking – in and through humble women and men, today and over 

decades, who have not simply shown up again and again to receive, but 

who have shown up again and again to give and receive… to serve and 

be served…  to pray and be prayed for… to bless – even when no one 

blessed back…  and to encourage – with all the wisdom that the Spirit 

gives… 

We are here today because, in the grace of God, Colossians 3:16 isn’t 

just possible, but it happens… 

 

Which becomes the question – the invitation – for us today and in 

the coming days and year and year:  

Will we come and die this year together?  

Will you – will I – for the sake of one another…?   

For the sake of God’s glory and ministry and life among us? 
  
For the sake of those sitting around you?   
 
For the sake of those who will step in our doors next Sunday and the 

week after?   
 
For the sake of what God wants to do among us all? 
 
Which includes you, right? 
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Because this death means life – in Christ – not just for others, but 

for us too…  For this is where we too will encounter and experience Christ 

ourselves… 

As we lay down our lives with Christ – and for Christ – together… 

Let’s pray… 

 

 

Invitation to the table  

The One who calls us – is the One who has died for us…   


