
False Presumptions and True Promises 
Texts ! 1 Corinthians 1:18-31 & Colossians 2:6-15 

• Introduction 

Thirty years after Jesus died and rose, his followers in Colossae faced 
an imminent danger which, if ignored, underestimated, or 
misunderstood, might threaten their very existence as a young church 
community. Voices from outside the church and from within, some 
with whispers, others with shouts, attempted to persuade the 
Colossian believers to reconsider their undivided devotion to Jesus as 
Lord, the Son of God, the Messiah.  

Writing to the Colossians, the Apostle Paul summarized the danger in 
this way: “See to it that no one takes you captive by philosophy and 
empty deceit, according to human tradition, according to the 
elemental spirits of the world, and not according to Christ.” 
Philosophy, empty deceit, human tradition, elemental spirits of the 
world. Or, as Paul wrote in his first letter to the Corinthians, “the 
wisdom of this world.” The danger facing the earliest Christians was 
not primarily one of physical persecution but of mental lapse.  

Jesus did not misspeak when he told some of the scribes and Pharisees 
that the greatest commandment is to “Love the Lord your God with all 
your heart, soul, strength, and mind.” Nor did Paul exaggerate when 
he called the Corinthians to “take every thought captive” toward the 
obedience of Christ. The spiritual battle we fight daily as Christians is 
in no small part a war of the mind. 

So how can Christians “see to it” that we are not taken captive by 
such things? After all, philosophy, deceit, human tradition, elemental 
spirits – these things have not gone away. Like the Colossians, we face 
a formidable foe in the wisdom of this world, wisdom that seeks an 
audience in our minds so that it might fracture our undivided devotion 
to Jesus. 

How can we remain faithful to the Lord while living in a world whose 
wisdom we find antithetical to the Gospel and yet strangely alluring? 
How can we recognize the folly in the wisdom of this world when it 
sometimes seems so plausible? 

Pastor Tim used an analogy in one of his sermons a while back that I 
think applies nicely here… 



• Big Idea: Refuse to grant false premises by clinging to true promises 
in Christ 

When an agent for the United States Treasury Department learns to 
identify counterfeit currency, their primary task is not what you might 
expect. Instead of committing to memory all of the different ways in 
which money has been counterfeited and what those counterfeits look 
and feel like, the agent memorizes the real currency. If the agent 
knows exactly what a real $100 bill looks, feels, and smells like, then 
any counterfeit will immediately stand out. So it is in our response to 
the wisdom of this world: 

Fix your eyes upon Jesus. Set your minds on him – your crucified, 
risen, and reigning King. Cling to the true promises that God has given 
to you in his Son, Jesus Christ, so that you can begin to reject the 
false premises by which our surrounding culture operates. By false 
premises, I mean the assumptions or presumptions held by popular 
American culture that undergird our basic moral convictions. I have 
three examples of these false premises for our consideration this 
morning… 

 FP #1: The wisdom of the world states that your faith is – and 
should  

remain – a private matter. 
 FP #2: The wisdom of the world states that the pursuit of holiness 
conflicts  

with the pursuit of happiness. 
  FP #3: The wisdom of the world states that you are your own 

master. 

I contend that Christians must rise to the task of challenging these 
false premises in order to expose their folly and introduce the wisdom 
of the cross of Christ as the life-giving alternative, all for the glory of 
God and the expansion of his kingdom.  

• False Premise #1: The wisdom of the world states that your faith is 
– and should remain – a private matter.  

When I was in high school, I participated in an evangelism ministry 
with my youth group. We would drive from my church building in 
Wheaton, Illinois to the west branch of the DuPage River that flowed 
through the nearby town of Naperville. A newly constructed river walk 
followed the DuPage river through the center of the town, and after 
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the sun set this river walk attracted all manner of persons. We 
decided to hang out there and share the Gospel. 

I remember one encounter in which I began a conversation with a 
young man who frequented the river walk at night – gothic attire, 
smelled of cigarettes, a few more piercings than the average person. 
My naïve teenage self was surprised to find that this young man had 
read his bible – in fact, he had memorized it…or at least one 
particular verse of it from Matthew 6, which reads: “When you pray, 
go into your room and shut the door and pray to your Father who is in 
secret. And your Father who sees in secret will reward you.” He 
quoted this verse to me, suggested that I follow it and take my faith 
back home where it belonged, and then he walked away. 

Leaving aside his total disregard for the context of that verse, this 
young man is hardly alone in this sentiment. The wisdom of the world 
states that faith is for private use only and should not interfere with 
or affect a person’s public life. You are free to be religious, in other 
words, but just do it on your time and in your space. But the vision 
that God has for the Christian and for the world demands that 
Christians reject this premise. God has promised that he will bless all 
people groups of the earth through Abraham’s family, of which we are 
all members by faith in Jesus. In other words, if we cling to the true 
promises of God in Jesus Christ, we learn that God is fundamentally 
for the world, not against it. His desire is that all people would come 
to know him. He is bringing all things together under the gracious rule 
of his Son, beginning with our hearts and continuing into our world 
and throughout the cosmos. In Christ, good overcomes evil, beauty 
replaces ashes, and, to borrow a phrase from Pope Francis, life is 
filled with “new splendor and profound joy.”  

How can such a glorious message be kept private, in secret?  

A privatized faith isolates the believer from the world, leaving the 
world to fabricate its own versions of goodness and beauty, splendor 
and joy. One glimpse at the world around us suggests that too many 
Christians are content to live their faith privately, treating earth as a 
waiting room for their eventual departure to heaven. The result of 
this escapism is an imprisonment of the world’s soul to the worship of 
gods made in its own image. The world needs the light of Christ to 
shine into its darkness so that these counterfeit gods might be 
exposed and its soul might be set free. 
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We cannot, therefore, grant the premise that Christian faith ought to 
be a “behind closed doors” experience between me and Jesus, and 
maybe a few of my friends for an hour on Sundays. Paul writes to the 
Galatians, “I have been crucified with Christ – it is no longer I who 
live, but Christ who lives in me.” Friends, we now live by faith in the 
Son of God, and while that faith is always personal in expression, it is 
never private in effect. Because Christ lives in you, you are “the light 
of the world,” the light that you don’t hide under a basket because it 
illumines the whole house. Your faith is for the glory of God and for 
the sake of the world. Do not grant the premise that your faith is a 
private matter. Trust instead in the God who is for the world and calls 
you to be a witness for his Son, who is the light that the darkness 
cannot overcome, the light that exposes evil and brings freedom to 
the oppressed soul. 

• False Premise #2: The wisdom of the world states that the pursuit 
of holiness conflicts with the pursuit of happiness. 

“There is nothing new under the sun,” the writer of Ecclesiastes 
reminds us, and this false premise is a prime example, because it is 
nothing more than a repackaging of the serpent’s lie to Eve about the 
forbidden fruit: “You will not surely die! For God knows that when you 
eat of it, you will be like him, knowing good and evil.” Or, to put it 
differently… God doesn’t know what is best for you! He gave you this 
command because he doesn’t care about your happiness. Defy his 
command, and you can start living the happy life! 

Christians have been far too accommodating of this premise for far 
too long. We reinforce the dichotomy between holiness and happiness 
in our own thinking whenever we roll our eyes at the command to 
“rejoice in the Lord always, pray continually, and give thanks in all 
circumstances,” or when we poke fun at one of our “goody-two-
shoes” peers whose obedience makes us feel uncomfortable or 
convicted. We can often assume that God wants us to be holy but 
doesn’t really care one way or the other if we’re happy. Perhaps 
you’ve tried to make a deal with God before. You’ve said, “Ok, God, 
I’ll give some of my money away this time, but with the rest I’m still 
going to get what’s mine.” Or perhaps you are one of many who have 
at one time prayed, “Come quickly, Lord Jesus, but not until after my 
wedding night.” Do you trust that the Lord’s design and desires for 
you – and for this world – are the surest way to your happiness?  
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Holiness, simply, is just that. It is being for God, no matter what. It is 
to want what God wants; to love what God loves; to commit to God’s 
agenda. It is to fully embrace the truth that you have been crucified 
with Christ. It is to give yourself in service of the One who gave 
himself for you. Borrowing from the Archbishop of San Francisco, 
then, I’d like us to define holiness in this way: holiness is heroic 
virtue.  

To call holiness “heroic” virtue makes it sound more like an adventure 
than a habit (and in reality, holiness is both). But the best part of this 
definition is this: Jesus Christ is the hero of the Gospel and the hero 
of the story of our world. He is the one who endured the cross, 
despising its shame, and then sat down at the right hand of God as the 
author and finisher of our faith. He is the one who did not consider his 
equality with God a thing to be used for his own advantage, but he 
made himself nothing and humbled himself to the point of death…for 
us! He is the one who said “Father, forgive them” – thinking of us! – as 
he was hanging on the cross. The pursuit of holiness, if it is heroic 
virtue, is the pursuit of Christlikeness. It is asking God to fulfill his 
promise to conform us to the likeness of his Son. Holiness says that I 
am for God, and God gave himself for the world, so I will give of 
myself for my neighbor.  

Holiness is therefore all about cultivating God-honoring relationships, 
and this is where the premise of the world’s wisdom falls apart and 
the dichotomy between holiness and happiness collapses… because 
true happiness is only found in deep, honest, lasting relationship. As 
St. Augustine reminds us, our fundamental desire as human beings is 
to love and to be loved, to know and to be known. There is no deeper 
contentment than resting in the knowledge that we are completely 
known and completely loved. In one line from his letter to the 
Romans, the Apostle Paul articulates the grounds our happiness when 
he writes, “While we were yet sinners, Christ died for us.” God knew 
you completely, and he loved you so much that he died for you 
willingly. You are known, and you are loved. Our hearts are indeed 
restless until they come to rest in the Lord. Happiness is found in him. 

A final thought on this premise, then, is that because our happiness is 
secure in Christ – God knows us and God loves us, so we can rejoice 
and be content in all circumstances – we can more readily offer 
Christ-like, self-sacrificial love to our neighbor. Holiness, in other 
words, flows out of our happiness in God. But that’s not all! Because 
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when we share the love of Christ with others and begin to build those 
deep, honest, and life-giving relationships, we find that those 
relationships add to our happiness and to the happiness of others!  

So do not grant the premise that holiness and happiness are 
conflicting pursuits, but trust that God asks you to be holy because it 
flows out of your happiness in Christ, and as heroic virtue it also 
produces happiness in you and in your neighbors as you grow in Christ-
like relationship together.  

• Premise #3: The wisdom of the world states that you are your own 
master. 

When I first viewed the trailer for the movie, Invictus, I got chills. In 
it, as the camera pans over scenes from the era of apartheid to the 
rugby fields of South Africa, the voice of Morgan Freeman, playing the 
great South African president Nelson Mandela, recites two lines from 
the poem “Invictus” by William Ernst Henley: “I thank whatever gods 
may be for my unconquerable soul… I am the master of my fate; I am 
the captain of my soul.” 

This premise that “I am my own master” is oh-so-attractive to us. We 
all have within us a holdover from the ancient days of Babel, when the 
world was united in one language with one purpose – to give a tower-
sized middle finger to God and assert our rank as captain of our own 
souls.  

This idea of autonomous freedom characterizes the spirit of our age, 
or as Paul says to the Ephesians, the “spirit that is at work in those 
who are disobedient.” It is at the heart of the philosophy, empty 
deceit, and human traditions that attempt to break our undivided 
devotion to Jesus Christ. The great 19th century Scottish writer George 
MacDonald sums our predicament well when he writes: “The one 
principle of hell is this: ‘I am my own.’” 

We are, all of us, deceived, if we believe that our souls are 
unconquerable. The Norse god Loki from the Marvel comic book series 
thinks he understands the truth about humans when he declares that 
things are in their proper order when humans bow to him. Though 
maniacal, he does get one thing right: Humans will bow. We all 
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worship something or someone. But we were designed to bow to One, 
and only One. 

Pastor and author Tim Keller writes in a devotional on idolatry that 
every person has been designed to have an “over-mastering positive 
passion” – something for which we are willing to give up everything. 
Dietrich Bonhoeffer, a well-known German pastor and martyr during 
World War II, adds that “our hearts have room only for one all-
encompassing devotion.” We were made to be satisfied by something 
greater than ourselves. 

But when we do not have God as this over-mastering positive passion, 
when God is not our all-encompassing devotion, when we offer 
ourselves in the service of something lesser like ourselves – that is 
when we build our own shoddy versions of Babel and we stand proud, 
only to violently confront our finitude and fallibility when they come 
crashing down.  

As with the previous premises, God’s promises for the world and for 
our souls offer us clarity. He has begun making all things new through 
the death and resurrection of his Son, so let’s fix our eyes on Jesus 
and set our minds on Him. What we find is a King worth bowing to 
because he bowed his head, mocked and beaten for us. We find a Lord 
worth serving because he came to serve and to give his life as a 
ransom for many. We find a Savior worth trusting, because though he 
had many opportunities to choose not to die, he willingly hung on the 
cross and did not come down, bearing the wrath of God for us all. In 
the power of the Holy Spirit, let’s memorize the real thing so that we 
can identify counterfeit gods before they conquer us and make us 
bow. 

So do not grant the premise that you are your own master. Trust 
instead that Christ has died, Christ is risen, and Christ will come 
again. Trust in the glorious truth that you belong to Christ because 
Christ has given himself for you. Trust in the God who, when you were 
dead in your sins, made you alive with Christ and raised you up and 
seated you with him in the heavenly places in Christ Jesus. Trust in 
the God who has given you his very presence, the Holy Spirit, to 
transform your heart and renew your mind so that you will want what 
he wants, love what he loves, and commit to his agenda of making all 
things new.  

• Conclusion 
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To conclude, then, be on guard, friends, so that these false premises 
do not take up residence in your minds or hearts. You will be tempted 
to accept each of these by our surrounding culture. The wisdom of 
this world is trying to fracture your undivided devotion to Christ. Fix 
your eyes on Jesus, the genuine article, the one true God, the author 
and finisher of your faith, the crucified, risen, and reigning King. Do 
not keep your faith private, but allow your faith to inspire compassion 
for the world God so dearly loves. Pursue the heroic virtue of holiness 
with all your might, because therein lies your happiness and the 
happiness of others. And remember at all times, in all places, that you 
are not your own – you were bought with a price. You belong to Christ, 
the King of kings and Lord of lords who loves you and gave himself for 
you. Amen. 
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