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THE MEANS OF MORTIFICATION
(Colossians 2:16-23)

TEXT:

SUBJECT:  The mortification of sin.
F.C.F.:  Why doesn’t self help really help?
PROPOSITION:  Self-help is sin.  Only the Holy Spirit can 
truly help.
INTRODUCTION:


A.  Several years ago my wife and I attended a two-day marriage seminar in Omaha.  It was billed as a Christian seminar, but all of the speakers were psychologists, which should have been an indication of what was to follow.  The Friday night and Saturday were composed of speaker after speaker giving list upon list of principles to follow in order to have a great marriage.  The sports arena was packed with over 10,000 people paying a premium price to gain all these tips and pointers.  I cannot honestly remember anything of substance from the conference.  And, in all candor, I didn’t do a single thing that any of the psychologists suggested, not one.  Why not?


I suppose it was my own laziness, mostly.  The tips, suggestions, and pointers were overwhelming, and I didn’t really know where to get started.  And many of the steps and principles seemed pretty difficult and time-consuming.  But also I was honestly not convinced that these instructions and guidelines would really work.  How did they know?  Did they really do them?  Yet the other 9,998 participants seemed quite interested.  I wonder how they all fared.     

B.  Americans love this kind of self-help advice.  We seem to be quite optimistically convinced that if we only have the right technique, the know-how, then we can achieve our goals and become whoever we want to be.  The self-help business is booming, raking in billions every year.

But does it really work? Let me take one example from the self-help industry:  weight loss.  Every year new weight-loss, dieting, and exercise products are introduced by the score, and gobbled up (no pun intended) in great quantities.  Yet, at the same time, obesity in America is still a growing problem (no pun intended).  And all the while the technology of weight loss is astonishingly simple:  eat less and move around more.  Yet with all the latest self-help gadgets and machines, potions and pills, the problem is only getting worse.  Why is that?  Is it possible that there is no real help in self-help, and that we need greater help than that?

C.  Well, our subject has not been weight-loss, but the mortification of sin, putting to death the sin principle that seeks to entice us into evil, poison every good work and drag us away from the true source of joy:  fellowship with God.  The typical evangelical counsel on this subject for the past few decades has been a proliferation of Christian self-help:  steps, principles, laws, tips, pointers, and guidelines for successful living.  And yet something has gone wrong.  The countless keys to Christian success don’t seem to be helping.  Professing Christians today largely live lives indistinguishable from their non-Christian counterparts.  Their levels of marital failures, self-centered attitudes, and moral confusion almost mirror the lives of the non-Christians around them, despite the proliferation of good advice from pulpits.  Professing Christians by and large long to be just like the world, instead of the city on a hill Jesus called us to be.  


D.  Let me suggest a radical thought:  perhaps these tips and principles, guidelines and steps to success don’t really work because they were never intended to work.  Perhaps all they have is an appearance of wisdom, but it is only an appearance.  It would seem quite reasonable that if you tell someone what to do, how to do it, and why it is in their best interest to do it, they would naturally do it.  But what if there is something else, another dynamic at work unseen which blocks the way at every turn? That would seem to me to be what St. Paul is describing in our Scripture in Colossians 2.  

I. THE PURVEYORS OF SELF-HELP.
      


A. On the one hand, Paul says, there are the Jewish legalists who give a lot of advice on successful Christian living, steps, keys, and principles which have to do with the old Jewish customs.  So we read in Colossians 2:16-17:  “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.”  “If you would only follow these rules about food, or if you would only order your life according to these Old Testament principles, then you would get your life together.”  But these principles were never intended to be the goal in themselves.  They were only given to point to Christ, the substance behind all of these shadows.  

B.  On the other hand, others are offering new, more up-to-date principles for success.  “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?”  


So some will suggest that if you only deny yourself the luxuries of life by eating coarse foods and wearing coarse clothing, then you will find success.  Or if you will tune in to the vast array of intermediaries in the heavens, the various levels of the hierarchy of the angelic beings, and seek visions and deep mystical experiences, you will make your way.  Or if you will create a set of rigorous principles of behavior (“Do not handle, Do not taste, Do not touch”) then you will tread the path to victory.  

C.  But notice the Apostle Paul’s assessment of all these “human precepts and teachings:”  “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.”

Now note what he says:  all of these “human precepts and teachings,” these self-help tips and principles are of no effect whatsoever.  They do promote “self-made religion and ascetiscism and severity to the body.”  Some unbelievers (and believers, too) can achieve remarkable accomplishments through this human wisdom.  Take the recent Olympics, for example.  Through self-disciplined training including diet and exercise, a person can run or swim faster, lift more weights, do remarkable gymnastic feats, and so forth.  Such accomplishments require long hours of hard labor, and there is much advice that is helpful in achieving these great deeds.  

But none of that has any affect whatsoever in advancing in true holiness and godliness.  In this respect self-help is of no help.  

II. THE SINFULNESS OF SELF-HELP.


A.  Let me take this one step further.  Self-help is not only no help, it is sin.  That’s because self-help would have to be placed in the category of the works of the flesh.  Turn with me in your Bible to Galatians 5.  In Galatians five, Paul says that there are two kinds of works.  On the one hand there are the works of the flesh, that which is done to gratify the desires of the flesh.  On the other hand we have the fruit produced by the Holy Spirit.  These are the only two options in view:  the works of the flesh (sin) and the fruit of the Spirit (holiness).  


“16  But I say, walk by the Spirit, and you will not gratify the desires of the flesh. 17  For the desires of the flesh are against the Spirit, and the desires of the Spirit are against the flesh, for these are opposed to each other, to keep you from doing the things you want to do. 18  But if you are led by the Spirit, you are not under the law. 19  Now the works of the flesh are evident: sexual immorality, impurity, sensuality, 20  idolatry, sorcery, enmity, strife, jealousy, fits of anger, rivalries, dissensions, divisions, 21  envy, drunkenness, orgies, and things like these. I warn you, as I warned you before, that those who do such things will not inherit the kingdom of God. 22  But the fruit of the Spirit is love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, 23  gentleness, self-control; against such things there is no law. 24  And those who belong to Christ Jesus have crucified the flesh with its passions and desires.”

B.  Let me ask you a question.  Is there such a thing as a neutral work?  What I mean is this:  we know that there are the works produced by the flesh—sin.  And we know there are works produced by the Holy Spirit—the fruit of the Spirit.  Is there a third category? Is there a kind of work that is not exactly sin, but is something other than the fruit of the Spirit?  What I’m asking is how we should categorize the self-help that has become so popular among American Christians? What were all those tips, pointers, principles, and guidelines that my wife and I were given by the psychologists on that marriage seminar? I can’t say that they were in the category of the fruit of the Spirit, for two reasons.  First, the psychologists didn’t really mention God or the means of grace, the regular ways that the Holy Spirit applies the work of Christ and causes us to grow in this fruit.  But the other reason is because those tips and principles were offered to Christians and non-Christians alike.  Unbelievers are utterly devoid of the Holy Spirit.  The Holy Spirit produces no true fruit in their lives.  


C.  So the only option is that this self-help is really a work of the flesh, is really sin.  As we said, much can be achieved by the works of the flesh, just nothing of any eternal value.  Consider again the accomplishments of unbelievers in the Olympics.  They could break world records in the strength of the flesh, but they can do nothing to mortify sin, and can do nothing at all to produce the genuine fruit of the Spirit.  


So here’s an unbeliever who has a lousy marriage, and it makes him miserable.  Yet he thinks divorce would make him more miserable.  So this unbeliever goes to the marriage seminar and writes down all the advice.  And, unlike me, he starts to do some of it.  He buys his wife flowers once a week.  He sits down after work and listens to her talk about her day.  He takes her out on a date night every Saturday night.  And as a result of these works of the flesh, his marriage becomes a more enjoyable, less miserable.  Can we say this is the fruit of the Holy Spirit?  No, he is an unbeliever and has no fruit of the Holy Spirit.  So this must be a work of the flesh, i.e. sin.  

What is his motive? His ultimate goal is utterly self-centered.  He was miserable.  So he began to treat his wife in a way that would make her more happy SO THAT HE WOULD BE MORE HAPPY.  And he achieved his goal to a degree.  But none of this is the fruit of the Spirit.  It is sin, all sin, from first to last.        
III. THE TRUE HELP OF THE HOLY SPIRIT.


A.  But now look at what the Holy Spirit produces in the lives of believers.  “22 But the fruit of the Spirit is love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, 23 gentleness, self-control; against such things there is no law.”  

I want you to notice something.  The Spirit first produces the fruit of godly character.  These are all qualities of godly character.  And the mature Christian then acts out of this godly character.  The focus is on who you are rather than what you do and how you do it.  


Let’s suppose that you have a husband and wife both of whom are mature Christians, well-advanced and still growing in love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness, and self-control.  Would it be possible for such a couple to have a bad marriage?  No, it would not.  I cannot see any circumstances in which such a couple could have a bad marriage.  


B.  If Christians were all growing strong in this fruit of the Spirit, there would be no need for “marriage seminars.”  In fact, doesn’t this seem to be the answer to everything, mature Christians of proven character renewed continually and growing stronger in the fruit of the Spirit?  Shouldn’t we throw everything we have into using the means to produce this godly Christian maturity, the fruit of the Spirit? Isn’t it just as simple as that?   

But what has happened is that for the most part American Christians are just too impatient to wait on the Spirit to produce his fruit.  And so instead, they substitute technique:  tips, pointers, principles, keys, steps, laws, and so forth.  And all of these miracle tips and programs are a lot more exciting and glamorous than simply hearing God’s Word and growing in grace.  And there is not a lot of money to be made or books to be sold on that.  And yet all of these self-help programs are works of the flesh—sin, because they are not the fruit of the Spirit.      
CONCLUSION

God wants to make better men and women, we want a better method.  God wants to kill sin in us, we want a better way to cope with the misery sin produces in us.  God wants to make us holy, we only want to be happy.  Self-help is sin, but there is real help in the Holy Spirit.  

The Spirit does not produce fruit in an unmortified heart.  22  But the fruit of the Spirit is love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, 23  gentleness, self-control; against such things there is no law. 24  And those who belong to Christ Jesus have crucified the flesh with its passions and desires.”  The Holy Spirit is the only means of mortifying, putting to death, the sinful nature.  
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