Set Your Mind on Things that are Above!

Sermon from August 1, 2004
1.  Good Morning!  Let’s Pray.  O Lord, may the words of my mouth and the meditations of our hearts be pleasing to You O Lord our Rock and our Redeemer.  Amen.

1. Opening Comments:  This morning’s reflection is wonderful!  You’re going to be told something soon that can literally change your entire life.  It’s something that can add so much more joy and wonder to your life!

Who have seen one or more of “The Lord of the Ring” movies?  They depict a world filled with magic and kings and queens and elves and fairies and innocent little hobbits but also this world is filled with dark, evil, orks and wizards.   It’s a world so very different from ours isn’t it? Or is it really? 

You see, these movies were taken from a Trilogy written by J.R. Tolkien who was himself a Christian and one profoundly convinced that this “fantastic” world he created was in some wonderful sense a more real depiction of the world about us than is the one we think we live in.

You thought you were viewing an adventuresome “fantasy” when, in fact, you were viewing the real world as seen through they eyes of a Christian seer – one gifted in being able to see beyond the illusions of this world to the true realities behind them.

Just such a man was Christ and He came to draw back the veil to reveal the fuller vision of what really is – this “fuller” world is full of wonder and miracles and angles and yes even demons! 

You see, it’s truly only the person of Christian faith who really has the eyes to see the world they way it really is!

Pierre de Caussade knew this when he wrote, “A living faith is nothing else than a steadfast pursuit of God through all that disguises, disfigures, demolishes, and seeks, so to speak, to abolish Him.  God hides Himself in order to raise souls up to that perfect faith which will discover Him under every kind of disguise.”

Tolkien and others are good – very good, at helping us to discover God under every kind of disguise.

What am I saying here?  The world in which we live is much more than what’s simply seen with our physical eyes – much much more than the world of the scientist.  Much more than the world that can be dissected and examined under the microscope!

So this morning God wants to remind us to open our eyes – the eyes of our faith, and discover the fantastic world about us filled with wonder and danger and adventure and romance and demonic deception and seduction and glory and terrible tragedy and glorious rescues and guardian angels and a cheering cloud of witnesses and ultimately a world that is being inexorably won over to the King of Kings and the Lord of Lords – Jesus Christ!  It’s a world that can frighten the stoutest of hearts were it not for our King and Conqueror and constant companion – Jesus Christ!
You see, we’re conquerors in this world because we’re followers of The Great Conqueror!  

The One who defeated the presumptuous angel of light – Lucifer, who ever seeks to regain that which he has lost forever!  He lost the war when Jesus died and rose from the dead but Satan just won’t give us – He’s a fool by his very nature.  Bu† one of his most powerful ploys is to make fools of us to - to convince us that the real world is bounded by the physical and that beyond that nothing exists.

In the middle ages all but a very very few were convinced that the world was flat.  But along came the astrologer Galileo who believed that the world was round and then the great sailor Columbus who proved it by sailing around the world and then discovered the New World!   

Those who would have us believe that this – what we can see – is all there is, are blind to the real world!  They’re the sort of people who would never go and see “The Lord of the Rings” trilogy for it depicts a world beyond what can be perceived beyond the 5 limited senses. 

Ah – this morning, our Lord wants to remind us that His world is so so so much bigger and more glorious than what can only be apprehended only with our senses!

2. Focusing in on Scripture:  This has been a reoccurring theme in my reflections of late hasn’t it?  I’m convinced that God is drawing us of TCC out beyond the veil of only that which can be perceived by the senses and is revealing to us His real world and the sacraments especially the Eucharist are His special graces to us to facilitate this coupled with the stimulating revelations of His word.  

Just such a revelation is this morning’s Epistle reading – Colossians 3:1-5 and 9 – 11.  Let’s read it once again (please bring your Bibles so that you can follow along with me).

Col. 3:1 Since, then, you have been raised with Christ, Paul is referring here to our Baptism.  That’s what our Baptism was all about.  In Baptism we renounced sin and experience the embrace of God Almighty.  So since we have died to sin and have been raised to new life in Christ – how are things different and what are we do do?  Let’s read on for our answer:

2.  set your minds on things above, where Christ is seated at the right hand of God. 

 Now the word “set” in Greek is Phroneo - frone÷w; and it means to keep on giving serious consideration to something — ‘to ponder, to let one’s mind dwell on, to keep thinking about, to fix one’s attention on.’  So Paul is calling you and me to “FIX” our attention on things above – “to keep on thinking about God and His Kingdom.”

But before we go on let’s come to terms with what’s the actual truth about us and obviously about those to whom Paul was writing.  Clearly Paul had observed a worldliness in the Colossian church and he, as their spiritual father, was calling them back to become heavenly minded – heavenly focused and not earthly focused!

And his correction to their worldliness was to call upon them to “set” or “fix” their attention upon things above.

Do you and I have our attentions “set” on things above?  How may of us have a “heavenly bias?”  A heavenly leaning in our very beings!

Let’s focus for a moment on the idea of “things above” as opposed to “earthly things.”

What’s Paul getting at here?  

Let’s come at it from the negative side first.  What are “earthly things?”  Jobs, bills, anger at someone who has hurt our feelings, personal ambition, greed, gluttony, our constant obsessive need to be entertained, our constant and even obsessive need for pleasure, for approval, for sexual satisfaction – and so the list goes on and on and on.  So much so that it’s all too easy to be trapped in the world of “earthly things” and completely oblivious to “things above.”

You see, if there is another world all about us that Paul calls “things above” then to remain exclusively focused on things below is to miss out on the world full of such joy and wonder that we’re like starving people in the middle of a luscious market and not knowing it!   

Now let’s ask ourselves the question:  “What does Paul mean by “”Things above?”

Let’s remember that “sacraments” are God’s way of reaching out to us through the veil of the physical world to touch us physically and spiritually.  It’s sacraments and sacramentals that remind us and even fill us with the “things above.”

So one certain way of keeping our attention on things above is to regularly receive the sacrament of the Eucharist.  The sacraments are God’s wonderful way of drawing our attention to things above.

How else does God seek to draw our attention to “things above?”

Yes, through our daily reading of his Holy Word – these words come directly from heaven to us!  Meditation upon God’s Holy Word is a primary way for us to set our hearts on things above!

Listen to how Eugene Peterson paraphrased verse 2 in his translation of the Bible called “The Message:”

2 Don’t shuffle along, eyes to the ground, absorbed with the things right in front of you. Look up, and be alert to what is going on around Christ—that’s where the action is. See things from his perspective. 

Peterson makes the wonderful point that the real action is what’s going on around Christ!   That’s where our attention must be focused if we are to become all that we were saved to be as Christians! 

And finally God sends us His Holy Spirit to comfort us and to renew us and to refresh us and to call us to look upwards – to the things above!

Ah!  The intuitions of the Holy Spirit – how much we miss out on them!  How easily they’re drowned out by the staccato shrills of our commercialized world!

So Paul is calling you and me to take our eyes away from the things of this world and to lift our stare up to look at things above.

OK – let’s read on:

2 Set your minds on things above, not on earthly things.  3 For you died, and your life is now hidden with Christ in God.  4 When Christ, who is your life, appears, then you also will appear with him in glory. 

Col. 3:5 Put to death, therefore, whatever belongs to your earthly nature: sexual immorality, impurity, lust, evil desires and greed, which is idolatry.  Why should you put these things that belong to your earthly nature?  Because they keep our minds on the things below!

Sexual immorality, impurity, lust, evil desires and greed – these are the things that keep our minds on things below and keep us incarcerated in the world below!

And now Paul closes with a very practical don’t:  Verse 9

Col. 3:9 Don’t lie to each other, since you have taken off your old self with its practices 10 and have put on the new self, which is being renewed in knowledge in the image of its Creator.  11 Here – in God’s Kingdom - there is no Greek or Jew, circumcised or uncircumcised, barbarian, Scythian, slave or free, but Christ is all, and is in all.

Did you hear that, “But Christ is all, and is in all!”  - that’s reminiscent of that other massive statement by Luke in Acts 17:28  ‘For in him we live and move and have our being.’ 

4.  Focusing on the Psalm reading:  Now turn with me to our Psalm reading for today for its theme is quite similar: 

Psa. 90:3 You turn men back to dust, saying, “Return to dust, O sons of men.”  4 For a thousand years in your sight are like a day that has just gone by, or like a watch in the night.  5 You sweep men away in the sleep of death; they are like the new grass of the morning — 6 though in the morning it springs up new, by evening it is dry and withered. 

Psa. 90:12 Teach us to number our days aright, that we may gain a heart of wisdom.  13 Relent, O LORD! How long will it be? Have compassion on your servants.  14 Satisfy us in the morning with your unfailing love, that we may sing for joy and be glad all our day.  17 May the favor of the Lord our God rest upon us; establish the work of our hands for us — yes, establish the work of our hands.
Go back to verse 12:  Psa. 90:12 Teach us to number our days aright, that we may gain a heart of wisdom.
This is such good advice isn’t it?  How much time we waste by not fully realizing that our days on earth are numbered and to make all that we possibly can with those limited number of days for what we do on earth most certainly echo throughout eternity.

5.  Concluding remarks:  God is reminding you and me today to fix our minds on things above so that we will be able to live the limited number of our days here on earth well to the end that we will be ready for eternity!  

OK – now how do we do this?  How do you gain a “heavenly bias?”  How do we begin to look beyond the veil of this earthly world to the greater world above?

Recognize one single fact and believe it – that God Himself is reaching through the veil of this earth bound world we live in and is calling us heavenward – calling us to look up to Him!

When we fully grasp that we then open ourselves to His wooings!  And then we can leave the rest up to Him!  Our job is to “set our minds on things above” and God Almighty will do the rest!

To set our minds on things above is to reach our for God’s grasp – to take a hold of Him and never let go!  Never stop believing that He’s reaching out to us!  Amen and Amen!

Let’s pray!

