Liturgy:
Reading : Col. 3, 1 – 17

Text       : Col. 3, 14

Ps.     33 :  1,3

Ps.     78 : 3

Ps.   147 : 6
Ps.   134 : 1,3 (after PoF)

Hy.    52 : 1,2,3 (collection + closing song)

Hy.    59 : 1,2,3 (after handing out of books)

Beloved congregation of our Lord Jesus Christ,

Coinciding with this morning’s profession of faith, I would like continue with the series of sermons on the ABC of faith. In this series of sermons, the emphasis is on the fact that we also have to live our faith. For example, we can say “I do” on the day of our profession of faith, the ‘D” for doing, but we also have to live up to this. This not only applies to the 6 young people here in front of the church, but it applies equally to all who have professed their faith and are listening to the sermon this morning, in which we will focus on the letter ‘L’ to which I have allocated the active verb ‘to love’

With respect to living our faith, one could call this verb the most important one: to love. It is the keyword of all God’s commandments. That’s why the apostle Paul can write in his letter to the Romans, Ch. 13, 10, “Love is the fulfilment of the law.” I also think of what we read in the first letter of the apostle John, Ch. 4, 8 of this letter, “He who does not love, does not know God, for God is love.” This clearly shows true love, both towards God as well as towards the neighbour, is at the heart of all God’s commandments. Hence this morning we are dealing with a very important verb: ‘to love’. 
It’s at the heart also of the vow, which these 6 young members here in front of the church will make this morning. To love – not just as a feeling or as an emotion, but as a commitment for life: a commitment we make on the day of our profession of faith and yet from ourselves we cannot keep this commitment. To be able to show true love, first we are in need of tapping into the source of all love; a source, which do not have in ourselves, but which we can find only in God. True love, Br. & Sr., we can only give, when first we turn to God’s gift of love in Jesus Christ as the Redeemer of our life. I could also phrase this as follows, to be able to truly express sincere love, first we have to acknowledge our own inability, admitting, “LORD, I’m totally unable to show this love, but I thank Thee for the gift of the Saviour, in and through whom true love can be rekindled in me.” 
That’s the gospel I may preach to you this morning, the gospel of God’s love for us, which through power from above we may radiate to others, wearing it like a garment visible to everyone who looks at us, the garment of love as the bond of perfection.
THE GOSPEL ABOUT THE GARMENT OF LOVE

WHICH GOD CALLS US TO WEAR

TO SHOW TO WHOM WE BELONG

We will look at

1) The fibre of this garment

2) A fibre so strong that it will never wear out

I
The section, in which the text for this morning’s sermon is found, beloved, starts with speaking about the new life in Christ, about the new man we have to put on, showing that being Christ’s is much more than just wearing a name tag. It is not just a name tag, but being a Christian involves living a lifestyle different to the world around us and this on a daily basis, as we will learn it from the passage of Scripture, on which we will focus this morning.

I like to note that this specific theme of the new life in Christ is at the heart almost of every apostolic letter of the NT, which indicates that it must have been one of the most essential elements of the doctrine formulated by the early Christian church. We can be thankful that it in this way it has been passed on also to us, since it is equally essential for the church today to live this new life in Christ, to be aware how to live our life as children of God in a world which has turned its back upon God.
What is this new life? The apostle Paul describes it in his letter to the Romans as follows, Ch. 6, 3 + 4, “…”  The point, which the apostle Paul wants to make here, is this: since in Christ we have been transferred from the realm of darkness into God’s marvellous light, we now also have to live accordingly in newness of life. Hence, so Paul writes in Romans 6, 12 + 13, “…”

Well, beloved, the same we read in the beginning of the chapter, from which the text for this morning sermon is chosen, Col. 3, 1 + 2, “…” The latter does not mean that we have to withdraw from this world. God allows us to enjoy life, the life He has given us. 
It’s on purpose that I formulate it this way, since life is a gift of God. It is this acknowledgment that makes the difference. As I said before, there is nothing wrong with enjoying life. In fact God wants us to enjoy life, to enjoy it as a gift of Him, which – and that’s the point – gives our life a different focus, different from the way, in which so many the people around us live their life. They live life just as they see fit, only for themselves and earthly fun and pleasure. Contrary to this lifestyle, Scripture teaches that we as God’s children have been raised with Christ to live for Him. In Christ our life has received a new focal point.
Anew focal point – as also the apostle Peter speaks about it in his first letter, when he writes that through the resurrection of Jesus Christ from the dead we have been born anew to living hope.
 Christ’s resurrection from the dead gives new hope to a life that as a result of sin is beset with death. Death –  and yet because of what happened on Easter morning, as God’s children we may look beyond the horizon of this life. In his letter to the Philippians the apostle Paul writes, “For our citizenship is in heaven, from which we also eagerly wait for the Saviour, the Lord Jesus Christ…”

 
Beloved, this eager expectation – knowing that we are on our way to a better home land – if it is sincere, it will also have its effect already on the way we live our life today, knowing that although we are in this world, we are not of this world. We live in this world – where on a daily basis lots of things ask our attention, be it study, work, or leisure. That’s life and as such there is nothing wrong with this. The point, however, is, when busy with all these things does it show up in our life that nevertheless our citizenship is in heaven and that Christ is our King? Hence, in all that we do, first it should always be our desire to do His will, so that our life becomes beautiful in His sight, pleasing to God.  Beloved, is it to see in your life that this is indeed always your highest priority?

Through the resurrection of Jesus Christ from the dead we have been born anew to a living hope. This means, only when we live our life with Christ in all that we do – which means as Paul writes it in in concluding verse of the section we read this morning, vs. 17, ‘…” – beloved, only when we live life this way, it will really flourish, even though many people around us may think that the way in which we live our life is rather burdensome, no fun at all! 
However, beloved, do not let yourself be deceived by this kind of talk. Don’t let yourself be deceived by what you watch on TV or see advertised in shops and elsewhere. We have something better to live for. Well, this should also be visible, which brings us to the verses 9 + 10 of Col. 3, where Paul writes, “Put off the old man… and put on the new man…” 
In using this image Paul is saying, because we belong to Christ, through whom we have been transferred from the realm of darkness into God’s marvelous light, we now also have to wear different clothes, to show to whom we belong and in whose service we stand.
To show what this means in actual terms, I just like to use a very simple example. Say for a long time you have been a Coles’ employee, wearing the Coles uniform every day. Yet recently you got a new job offer with a much better perspective at Woolies. Just imagine that tomorrow morning you would show up at Woolies still in your Coles uniform. This simply makes no sense and if they took it serious it could well cost you your job.

I hope you all get the drift of this example. The fact that we belong to Christ is something that should be visible, also in the clothes we wear – surely also in the actual clothes we wear, especially in this day and age, but above all in the clothes woven from spiritual fiber, the clothes we have received from Christ through the powerful working of the Holy Spirit within us. 
We are born anew or saying it differently being Christ’s we have been clothed with new clothes, like that employee, who changed company. Well, so we changed company, so to speak. We are no longer in Satan’s camp wearing his trademark.  Instead we have been transferred from the realm of darkness into the realm of light, which also means change of company clothes, clothes with a different trademark. From now on we have to wear clothes befitting the elect of God, vs. 12. 
Elect of God – that’s what we are in Christ. Elect – this word should be a motivation to be eager to wear these new clothes, which God has given us in Christ. Though totally undeserving of this, we have been elected by God. You and I, beloved, as well as you young people sitting here in front of the church – sinners from ourselves, yet who have been given a new opportunity in Christ. 
Considering this as a clear miracle, being rescued, no longer kept captive in Satan’s camp, but free again, free in Christ – beloved,  who would not wear in humble gratitude those new clothes given to him. In humble gratitude – knowing it’s mere grace that I may wear these beautiful clothes, woven of spiritual fiber: the new man in Christ!

It’s where this aspect of marveling is gone, beloved, that living in obedience to God, living a holy life, becomes more a chore than a joy. Where this is the case – considering serving God being rather a chore than a joy – the result often is that slowly bits by bits the enthusiasm to serve the LORD with joy is fading, whilst what’s out there in the world becomes more and more interesting. Forgetting at times that we are not of this world, we start compromising. Our eyes grow dim in discerning clearly what it means that in Christ we have been redeemed from the slavery of sin.  Indeed slavery – for, beloved, no matter how much the world speaks about freedom, ultimately it is nothing else but being enslaved to a certain lifestyle, which in the end never satisfies, since you always want more or something different. A great night out, but the next morning you suffer from a hangover and feel empty again, it did not really give that lasting kick so to speak. It only lasted for an evening. After a great weekend – what the world calls great – on Monday you hate going back to work: Monday-ites! 

As I said – only when you see what it means to have been redeemed from that enslavement, being set apart by God – elect and holy, says Paul – only then you will truly rejoice and make sure that this beautiful garment given to you will not get stained. We are God’s bride. Well, the heart’s desire of every bride is to please her bridegroom, to live in harmony together, to make sure nothing will bring that relationship in jeopardy. Then the heart beats with love every day: the L of to love.
Having looked at the wider context, in which the apostle Paul speaks about these clothes of the new man, it is clear when he starts speaking in more detail about these clothes woven of spiritual fiber, that the point is not that by putting on these clothes we try to please God. Then so easily it can become a chore again, something we have to! Instead, beloved, these clothes are evidence of God’s pleasure at work in us, in which we may rejoice. Only when seeing it this way, it becomes a joy to live for the LORD, since in faith we know these clothes make us beautiful as bride before the bridegroom. Hence, we become eager to wear them.

When having a closer look at the various qualities – I could also say, when looking at the variety of clothes mentioned, I like to note that this list is not some kind of grocery list of pleasant virtues, from which one can take his pick, so to speak. Instead, since all these qualities point to Christ and what He has done for us, we are called to reflect them in our life as a total package. I could also say we have to wear them as a set of clothes kept together by the garment of love as the bond of perfection.
Now before we come to the word ‘love’ let us just quickly look at the other qualities mentioned here first. Paul writes, vs. 12, 
· “Put on tender mercies…”  As God has shown mercy to us, we too have to show mercy to one another, reflecting God’s compassion by a living faith.

· Kindness – this is mercy translated in deeds; the willingness to be there for the other.

· Humility – i.e. you never seek your own rights first, but you count the other better than yourself.

· Meekness – this is a quality closely related to humility. It’s the opposite of a harshness that seeks one’s own way above all others.

· Longsuffering, a more modern word is patience – it’s the ability not to fly straightaway of the handle when things go wrong, but to have a long breath, so to speak, before you say something, or before becoming angry.

· Bearing with one another and forgiving one another. As kindness was mercy in deeds, this is patience in deeds.

In a nutshell, you can say the clothing we are to wear sets aside one’s natural reaction, instead we want to reflect the example Christ gave us, being renewed by the Holy Spirit. These are the clothes – says Paul – we are to wear as members of the congregation in our attitude towards each other. We are called to be kind, patient, bearing with one another and then finally, vs. 14, “…”
Love as the bond of perfection! In the beginning of the sermon I already mentioned, with respect to living our faith ‘love’ is the keyword; love not as a feeling or an emotion, but as a commitment; love as Psalm 116 speaks about it: to love the LORD as the fount of life and grace and reflecting this also by loving our neighbor as ourselves, in true love always seeking his interest first, denying yourself, willing to sacrifice and this unconditionally.

It can be clear, beloved, that from ourselves we can never give this love. We can only give it, we can only show it, when first we tap into the source of all love. This source we find in God the Father, who manifested this love by sending His only Son into this world to die for our sins. It is this unselfish love, God wants to be reflected also in the life of His children in their dealings with one another, love as the bond of perfection.

With respect to Colossians 3, where Paul uses the image of wearing clothes, when he speaks about love as the bond of perfection, we must give thought – as I mentioned it already before – to something that holds all the other clothes together, something like a clasp or an overcoat. This overcoat, this garment of love is woven of the most precious fiber, even more precious than the fiber from which the other garments were woven. Why is this? The answer is:  where there is no love, all these other characteristics mentioned before become empty, hollow. The apostle Paul shows this clearly in that wonderful chapter about love, Ch. 13 of his first letter to the Corinthians. I point you to the beginning verses of this chapter, vss. 1 – 3, “…” Well, that’s how in our text love is called the bond of perfection. It gives the true dimension to all the other virtues mentioned before.

Wearing this garment of love shows to whom we belong, as the apostle John writes it in his first letter, Ch. 4, 7b + 8, “Everyone who loves is born of God and knows God. He who does not love does not know God, for God is love.”

Hence, the final question is, beloved, what clothes are we wearing. Is it visible in our life that we are wearing these clothes woven not of natural fibre, but of spiritual fibre? Woven from spiritual fibre – hence you can’t buy these clothes in the shop; they need to be given to us by God Himself. God does so by the regenerating power of the Holy Spirit within us. Where God has woven these clothes for us – the new man – we are now called to wear them and not to dump them. 

The calling to wear these clothes comes to us every time the gospel is preached to us with the command to repent and believe; the gospel of God’s love for sinners, for sinners like you and I. Beloved, are we truly appreciative of this gospel each time anew and out of thankfulness do we wear the garment of love, as well as all the clothes mentioned – do we wear them with much appreciation, or can’t we bothered, because we like our old clothes better. Today the new clothing has been handed out to you again, are you going to wear them tomorrow, showing in whose service you stand. The new clothes of tender mercy, kindness, humility, meekness, longsuffering, bearing with one another and forgiving one another, all being held together with the clasp of love as the bond of perfection. Beloved, these qualities never come naturally. They are gifts of God, for which we daily have to pray and on which we daily have to work through power from above. In own strength we will achieve nothing here.
II
In the first point of the sermon we looked at the fibre of which the garment of love is woven. It’s woven of spiritual fibre, and this is also the reason why the fibre of this garment, when worn in faith, will never wear thin, as we will see in the second point of the sermon.

When it come to new clothes woven of natural fibre, often it does not last long before they are out of fashion again. What is hot today, sometimes it is only a little while and it is already old-fashioned again. Nothing seems to be more changeable than the fashion of the day. However, beloved, this does not apply to the clothing of the new man, even though some modern Christians may think so, which is basically a result of a human way of interpreting Scripture. Yes then even the description of the new man as we find it in Scripture, after while becomes old-fashioned, not really, but because man thinks it’s old fashioned to live this way. Yet for those who hold on to the inerrancy of Scripture these clothes stay in fashion always.

The next question is: though new after a while will not also these clothes get dirty and wear thin? If so, how do they get as new again? To stay with the image of clothing – which washing detergent is good and strong enough to do so?
Many a washing detergent of normal clothing is advertised as being so good that it will penetrate the fibre so deeply that all the dirt will get out, no matter how stained a dress might be. Some of these detergents indeed seem to be able to live up to this, simply because all natural fibre gets dirty from the outside in. Hence as long as it is treated deeply enough from the outside in, it might get clean again.

Yet with the clothes mentioned by the apostle Paul, the clothes of the new man, this is different, since they don’t get dirty by what comes from outside, but instead by what comes from within. I think here of what the Lord Jesus in Mark 7, 18 – 23, “…” These verses clearly show that the clothes of the new man get dirty from what comes from within. Hence, we also need a detergent that works from within. Well, to stay with the image – this detergent is mentioned by the apostle Paul in Col. 3, 16. It’s the word of Christ that cleanses us. Therefore, only when we let this word richly dwell in us, i.e. only when we let ourselves be guided by what Word of God teaches us, only then the garment of the new man, including the garment of love, will stay clean and also will never wear out. 
To let the word of Christ dwell in you richly – this means we are to open Bible on a daily basis, not only within the circle of the family during meal times, but also personally making time for this. To let the word of Christ dwell in you richly means having a desire to live close to God, making God’s Word the guide for all our living.
We should also ask the Lord to help us in this. This prayer is indeed of crucial importance, as we confess it in the Heidelberg Catechism, “God will give His grace and the Holy Spirit only to those who constantly and with heartfelt longing ask Him for these gifts and thank Him for them.”
  Most of us may know this sentence of the HC almost off by heart. Yet, beloved, do you ever in actual terms pray for the Holy Spirit, pray for the guidance of the Spirit to help you to live holy, to live a Spirit-filled life to the glory of God and the well-being of every one who crosses our path.

That’s how we have to wear the new clothes about which our text speaks. That’s how we have to wear also the garment of love, making sure also that this garments stays clean, by letting the word of Christ dwell in us richly. The word cleanses us from within. I think here of what the apostle Paul writes in Eph. 5, “Christ so loved the church and gave Himself for her that He might sanctify and cleanse her with the washing of water by the Word, that He might present her to Himself a glorious church, not having spot or wrinkle or any such thing, but that she should be holy and without blemish.” That’s the new man, you and I rejoicing in Christ and in what He has given us. Whoever sees this as privilege will wear with humble gratitude the garment of love, full of appreciation and never go back to his old clothes. Then as Paul writes it in vs. 17, in whatever we do in word and deed, we will do all in the name of the Lord Jesus, giving thanks to God the Father through Him.

In the series of sermons on the ABC of faith, this morning we dealt with the letter L to which was allocated the active verb ‘to love’, love as a commitment; a commitment like you young people will make today, when later on in this service out of deep love for all what the LORD has promised you in your baptism, you will promise in response that you want to commit your whole life to the Lord’s service as a living member of His church. This vow could be described as a commitment of love, as couples vow each other love on the day of their marriage, love as the bond of perfection. When they vow this love they promise to show this love always in good days and bad, in riches and poverty, in health and in sickness, for as long as they both shall live. 
Well that’s how as God’s children we have to wear the garment of love each day, not only when things are rosy, but also when God puts difficulties on our path, also when trials face us, or hardship, also when we meet with enmity, gossip, lying and deceit. How are we able to do so, able to make sure that also in those difficult times we wear this garment unstained to the glory of God? We are only able to do so, when we indeed let the Word of Christ dwell in us richly each day.
Each day – I like to emphasis this. After all, as far as normal clothes are concerned, generally on Sunday we put on some better clothes as throughout the week. Yet with respect to the clothes woven of spiritual fiber there is no difference between Sunday clothes and work clothes. Each day we are to wear the garment of kindness, humility, meekness and longsuffering clasped together by the clasp of love as the bond of perfection. By wearing these clothes we show to whom we belong. God is love, and so He wants us His children to walk in love.

Beloved, may that love always be found among us in all sincerity and truth: love towards God and towards the neighbor always, each day, as a garment we wear, the garment of love as a reflection of God’s love for us. May the LORD also help you young people in this way, to stay committed to the LORD, to show true love to the LORD, always, love from an undivided heart in thankfulness for the love God showed us first.
Amen.
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