Colossians Series 6 - Shadows and Substance

Text: Colossians 2:16-23
16 Therefore do not let anyone judge you by what you eat or drink, or with regard to a religious festival, a New Moon celebration or a Sabbath day. 
17 These are a shadow of the things that were to come; the reality, however, is found in Christ. 
18 Do not let anyone who delights in false humility and the worship of angels disqualify you for the prize. Such a person goes into great detail about what he has seen, and his unspiritual mind puffs him up with idle notions.
19 He has lost connection with the Head, from whom the whole body, supported and held together by its ligaments and sinews, grows as God causes it to grow. 
20 Since you died with Christ to the basic principles of this world, why, as though you still belonged to it, do you submit to its rules: 
21 “Do not handle! Do not taste! Do not touch!”? 
22 These are all destined to perish with use, because they are based on human commands and teachings. 
23 Such regulations indeed have an appearance of wisdom, with their self-imposed worship, their false humility and their harsh treatment of the body, but they lack any value in restraining sensual indulgence.

Introduction
Imagine standing in a darkened room with a single light source.  An object sits between you and the wall, and on that wall you see its outline—a silhouette, a two-dimensional representation of something three-dimensional.  The shadow is real enough; you can see it clearly.  But it’s not the thing itself.  It’s merely what the thing casts.  It points to something more substantial, more real, more solid.
This is the image Paul uses when he addresses a crisis in the Colossian church.  False teachers had convinced believers that certain practices—dietary restrictions, religious festivals, Sabbath observances—were essential to spiritual maturity.  These weren’t minor issues.  These rules carried weight.  They demanded commitment.  They promised spiritual advancement.  But Paul cuts through the confusion with a single, devastating observation: these are shadows of things to come, but the substance is of Christ.  The Colossians were being pressured to cling to shadows when they already possessed the substance.  They were being asked to study the silhouette when they could gaze upon the reality.  And this confusion—mistaking the temporary for the permanent, the preparatory for the complete—threatens every generation of believers.  Understanding the relationship between shadow and substance is essential to spiritual maturity and protection against deception.

I. What Shadows Are: The Nature of Preparation
A shadow is, by its very nature, insubstantial, taking its shape only from the solid object that casts it.  This is more than a poetic observation.  It’s a theological principle.  Shadows exist for a purpose—they point.  They indicate.  They prepare the way for something greater.  But they are never meant to be permanent.
The religious system of Israel prior to the coming of Christ functioned like a shadow—short-lived and transient—and the coming of Jesus meant that the shadow had been replaced by the substance, with that which was only ever meant to be temporary fading away.  Consider what this means.  God himself had ordained the Jewish ceremonial system.  The sacrifices, the festivals, the dietary laws, the Sabbath observances—these weren’t human inventions.  They came from God.  They were holy.  They were important. Yet they were always provisional.  They were always pointing forward.
The “things to come” mentioned in Colossians 2:17 refers to things that lay in the future when the observances were first ordained, and these things have already come with Christ, with the “body” having now come and the prophetic shadows having served their purpose.  This is crucial theology.  The Old Testament sacrificial system wasn’t a mistake or a second-best option.  It was God’s way of preparing his people to understand what Christ would accomplish.  Every sacrifice pointed to the Lamb of God.  Every Day of Atonement foreshadowed Christ’s perfect sacrifice.  Every Passover anticipated his redemptive work.
But here’s what the false teachers at Colossae failed to grasp: once the substance arrived, the shadow had served its purpose.  The shadow had been eclipsed by the brilliant reality that it prefigured.
Think about how this works in everyday life.  A blueprint is essential when you’re constructing a building.  The architect’s drawings guide the workers.  They show where walls go, where plumbing runs, where electrical wiring should be placed.  The blueprint is valuable.  It’s necessary.  But once the building is complete, you don’t hang the blueprint on the wall and live according to it.  You live in the building itself.  The blueprint has served its purpose.
Or consider a map.  When you’re traveling to an unfamiliar destination, a map is invaluable.  It shows you the route.  It helps you navigate.  But once you arrive at your destination, the map becomes less important.  You’re no longer trying to get somewhere; you’re already there.  The map pointed you to the destination, but it’s not the destination itself.
The Jewish ceremonial system functioned the same way.  It was God’s map, pointing believers toward Christ.  It was God’s blueprint, showing how redemption would be accomplished.  But once Christ came, once the substance arrived, continuing to focus on the shadow was like refusing to leave the airport because you were studying the map so intently.
A religious system God himself had founded could now fade away because it was only ever meant to be preparatory.  The Colossians needed to understand this.  The false teachers were making them feel inferior because they weren’t observing Jewish festivals and dietary laws.  These teachers were suggesting that real spirituality required these practices.  But Paul’s response is clear: you’re being judged on shadows.  You’re being condemned for not clinging to what was always meant to be temporary.

II. What Substance Is: The Reality of Christ
If shadows point, substance is what they point to.  The substance—the body—casts the shadow and belongs to Christ.  This isn’t abstract theology.  This is the foundation of Christian faith.
Christ is the substance.  Everything in the Old Testament system pointed to him.  The sacrifices pointed to his sacrifice.  The priesthood pointed to his priestly work.  The festivals pointed to his redemptive events.  The laws pointed to his perfect obedience.  He is the reality that all the shadows anticipated.
The sacrificial system and priesthood were the shadow cast back in time by the Christ who had yet to come, and once he came, all the paraphernalia of the old system was redundant.  This is extraordinary.  God’s own system, which he had established for centuries, became obsolete—not because it was wrong, but because it had accomplished its purpose.  It had prepared God’s people to recognize and receive the Messiah.
What does it mean that Christ is the substance?  It means he is the reality.  He is what everything was pointing toward.  He is complete.  He is sufficient.  He is the fullness of God in bodily form.  In him all the treasures of wisdom and knowledge are hidden.  He is not a partial answer.  He is not one option among many.  He is the answer.
The false teachers at Colossae were essentially saying: Christ is good, but you need more.  You need these practices.  You need this knowledge.  You need these observances.  You need to supplement Christ with something else.  Paul’s response is devastating: why would you add shadows to substance?  Why would you supplement what is complete?  Why would you return to what was always meant to be temporary?
Consider what this means for the Colossians’ spiritual security.  If their maturity depended on observing festivals, following dietary laws, and maintaining ritual purity, then their standing before God was always uncertain.  Did they observe the festivals correctly?  Were they strict enough with their diet?  Had they maintained proper ritual purity?  The burden would be endless.  The anxiety would be constant.
But if their maturity depends on Christ—on his finished work, his perfect sacrifice, his complete redemption—then their standing is secure.  They don’t have to wonder if they’ve done enough.  Christ has done everything. They don’t have to fear that they’ve missed some essential practice.  Christ is essential.  They don’t have to worry that they lack something necessary.  Christ is sufficient.
This is why the main thing should be the main thing, with believers concentrating not on flimsy externals but on the beauty, glory and sufficiency of Jesus Christ, priest and sacrifice for the people of God.

III. The Danger of Confusing Shadow and Substance
Here’s where the false teachers’ error becomes clear.  The new teachers were making an enormous fuss about mere shadows, confusing the fleeting with the solid and substantial, a transient and passing system with something permanent and enduring.  This wasn’t innocent confusion.  It was spiritually dangerous.
There was someone among the Colossians, perhaps the leader of a team, who was openly disapproving of the Colossian Christians, giving as his considered opinion that the church at Colosse lacked solid reality in its spiritual life, with the result that the visitors were confirmed in their sense of confident superiority while the little Colossian church blushed for shame at its supposed inferiority.  This is the psychological dynamic of false teaching.  The false teachers created shame.  They created a sense of inferiority.  They suggested that the Colossians were spiritually deficient because they weren’t observing certain practices.
But Paul exposes the deception.  The Colossians weren’t deficient.  They were complete in Christ.  They weren’t lacking something essential.  They already possessed the substance.  The false teachers were trying to make them feel ashamed for not clinging to shadows.
This pattern repeats throughout history.  False teachers always operate the same way.  They identify something that sounds spiritual—a practice, a discipline, a piece of knowledge, an experience—and they suggest that it’s essential.  They create shame in those who don’t have it. They offer to provide it, usually for a price (literal or figurative).  And gradually, believers shift their focus from the substance to the shadow.

Think about how this works in contemporary Christianity.  Some false teachers suggest that real spirituality requires certain spiritual experiences—speaking in tongues, prophetic words, visions.  Others suggest that it requires certain practices—specific prayer disciplines, fasting regimens, meditation techniques.  Still others suggest that it requires certain knowledge—secret biblical interpretations, hidden truths unavailable to ordinary believers.  The pattern is always the same: Christ plus something else equals spiritual maturity.

But Paul’s response cuts through all of it: the substance is Christ.  Not Christ plus experiences.  Not Christ plus practices.  Not Christ plus knowledge.  Just Christ.  He is enough.  He is complete.  He is the reality that everything else points toward.
The shadow already points to a reality, namely, that of the body, for as there is no body without a shadow, so there is no shadow without a body.  This is important.  Paul isn’t saying that the Old Testament system was worthless.  He’s not saying that the shadows were deceptive.  Shadows serve a purpose.  They point.  They prepare.  They guide.  But they are not the destination.  They are not the goal.  They are not what we should be clinging to.
The danger comes when believers become so focused on the shadow that they lose sight of the substance.  When they become so preoccupied with practices that they forget the person those practices were meant to point toward.  When they become so invested in rules that they lose the freedom that comes from knowing Christ.

IV. The Call to Maturity: Releasing the Shadow for the Substance
So what does Paul call the Colossians to do?  He calls them to maturity.  He calls them to release their grip on the shadow and embrace the substance.  He calls them to stop being judged by people who are majoring on minor issues.
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. (Col 2:16)  This isn’t a casual suggestion.  This is a command.  Don’t let anyone judge you. Don’t accept their condemnation.  Don’t feel inferior because you’re not observing their practices.  You are complete in Christ.  That is enough.
Paul wanted to provide ammunition for intimidated Christians, wanting them to understand that those who wanted them to observe the traditional rituals of the Jewish year were majoring on minor issues.  The Colossians were being pressured.  They were being made to feel inadequate.  They needed courage to resist.  They needed confidence in what they already possessed.
This is what spiritual maturity looks like.  It’s not the accumulation of more practices, more knowledge, more experiences.  It’s the deepening conviction that Christ is sufficient.  It’s the freedom to release what was always meant to be temporary.  It’s the courage to say no to those who would burden you with shadows when you already possess the substance.
Think about what this means practically.  A mature believer doesn’t ask, “What else do I need to do to be spiritual?”  A mature believer asks, “How do I deepen my relationship with Christ?”  A mature believer doesn’t wonder, “Am I observing the right practices?”  A mature believer asks, “Am I becoming more like Christ?”  A mature believer doesn’t seek validation through external observances.  A mature believer finds security in Christ’s finished work.

Illustrations
The Photograph and the Person
Imagine a young man who has never met his father.  All he has is a photograph—a black-and-white image showing his father’s face, his build, his posture.  The photograph is precious.  It’s all he has.  He studies it constantly.  He memorizes every detail.  He shows it to friends.  He carries it with him everywhere.
Then one day, his father comes to visit.  The young man finally meets him in person.  The father embraces him.  They talk.  They laugh.  They spend time together.  The photograph has served its purpose.  It pointed to this moment.  But now that the reality is here, the photograph becomes less important.  The young man doesn’t stop looking at it entirely—it’s still meaningful—but he no longer needs to study it constantly.  He has the person himself.
This is what happened with the Jewish ceremonial system.  For centuries, it was all God’s people had—the shadow, the photograph, the pointer.  But when Christ came, the substance arrived.  The shadow had served its purpose.  To continue clinging to it after Christ’s arrival would be like the young man refusing to embrace his father because he was too busy studying the photograph.

Conclusion: The Freedom of Substance
Paul’s message to the Colossians—and to us—is liberating.  You don’t need to accumulate more practices.  You don’t need to discover hidden knowledge.  You don’t need to observe additional rituals.  You already have what you need.  You have Christ.  You have the substance.  You have the reality that everything else points toward.
This is why Paul can command the Colossians not to let anyone judge them.  Not because judgment is always wrong, but because judgment based on shadows is irrelevant when you possess the substance.  The false teachers’ criticism loses its power when you understand what you actually have.
Spiritual maturity isn’t about adding more.  It’s about understanding what you already possess.  It’s about releasing your grip on the temporary so you can embrace the permanent.  It’s about moving from the shadow into the light, from the pointer to the reality, from the preparation to the fulfillment.
That’s the freedom Christ offers.  Not the burden of endless practices.  Not the anxiety of wondering if you’ve done enough.  Not the shame of being judged by those who major on minors.  But the security of knowing that in Christ, you have everything you need.  The substance has come.  The shadow has served its purpose, and you are complete.  Romans 14:17 says, “The kingdom of God is not a matter of eating and drinking, but of righteousness, peace and joy in the Holy Spirit.” (Rom 14:17)

In closing I want to read this passage from The Message, a contemporary paraphrase of Scripture:
16-17 So don’t put up with anyone pressuring you in details of diet, worship services, or holy days. All those things are mere shadows cast before what was to come; the substance is Christ.
18–19 Don’t tolerate people who try to run your life, ordering you to bow and scrape, insisting that you join their obsession with angels and that you seek out visions. They’re a lot of hot air, that’s all they are. They’re completely out of touch with the source of life, Christ, who puts us together in one piece, whose very breath and blood flow through us. He is the Head and we are the body. We can grow up healthy in God only as he nourishes us.
20–23 So, then, if with Christ you’ve put all that pretentious and infantile religion behind you, why do you let yourselves be bullied by it? “Don’t touch this! Don’t taste that! Don’t go near this!” Do you think things that are here today and gone tomorrow are worth that kind of attention? Such things sound impressive if said in a deep enough voice. They even give the illusion of being pious and humble and ascetic. But they’re just another way of showing off, making yourselves look important.


Communion Meditation – Colossians 2:16–23
In Colossians 2:16–23, Paul reminds believers not to let anyone judge them by religious rules, traditions, or outward appearances. These things may look wise, but they cannot change the heart. Only Christ can.
As we come to the Lord's Table today, we are reminded that our acceptance before God is not based on our performance but on Christ's finished work. The bread reminds us that His body was given for us. The cup reminds us that His blood was shed for the forgiveness of our sins.
Communion is not a celebration of what we have done for God—it is a celebration of what Jesus has done for us. At this table, we don't come because we have earned a place. We come because Jesus has made a place for us through His sacrifice.
As we eat the bread and drink the cup, let us thank God that our hope rests in Christ alone, who is sufficient for every need and who has given us complete forgiveness and new life.
Take the elements

Benediction
May the grace of our Lord Jesus Christ strengthen your faith, the love of God fill your heart, and the fellowship of the Holy Spirit guide your steps. Go in peace, walking in the fullness of Christ, knowing that He is sufficient for every need. Amen.
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