3rd August 2025


Call to worship
Downhearted or inspired,
fed-up or joyful,
eager or reluctant,
we come just as we are,
to be with God just as God is.
Let us worship God together.
A gathering prayer
Lord God,
we come with our love seeking your love afresh.
We come with our questions seeking your guidance.
We come with our certainties seeking your challenge.
We come with our sinfulness seeking your forgiveness.
So come, Father, Son and Holy Spirit and be
whatever you need to be to us today. Amen.
A prayer of approach
Living God, we lay down now all that weighs heavily
on our minds and ask to be clothed in hope.
We bring all our mistakes and ask to be
clothed in understanding.
We bring all that limits our vision and diminishes our love
and ask to be clothed with a new focus and a fresh start.
In Jesus’ name.
Amen.
A prayer of adoration
Refrain: All things pass away except you,
and you are enough.
Eternal God, we worship you for your greatness,
your creativity and your vastness. Refrain
Lord Jesus, you are all and in all.
We worship you for calling us to serve you
and for clothing us in your love. Refrain
Holy Spirit, we worship you for your uniqueness,
your energy and your power. Refrain
Holy Trinity, we worship you today and every day,
and you are more than enough.
Amen.
A prayer of confession and an Assurance of forgiveness
A prayer of confession
God of all, forgive us when we put others down
and make them feel small,
acting as if we are great.
Forgive us when we put on airs and graces,
acting as if we are more precious than others.
Forgive us, clothe us in humility, integrity and generosity,
and give us a fresh perspective on ourselves and those we meet.
We ask this in Jesus’ name.
Amen.
 
Assurance of forgiveness
Creator God, though the sky is vast, each star can shine.
Though the ocean is mighty, each wave can dance.
Though the world is noisy, each silent cry is heard.
Though we are so small, your grace lifts us up
and we can trust that we are forgiven, cherished
and forever clothed in your life-giving love.
Amen.
A prayer of praise and thanksgiving
God of all we have been, of all we are and of all we can be,
you give each of us value, a unique identity
and a common purpose.
You give each of us opportunities and call us by name.
We offer you our lives afresh to live as your people in the world,
sharing your perspectives and passion for all you have made.
In Jesus’ name, we praise you.
Amen.

A changed life  E S
Explore identity in Christ
You will need: old white sheets or fabric (with a slot cut in it can be put over someone’s head), fabric or colouring pens, scissors or paper and pens.
· Remind people that Paul tells the Colossians that they have ‘been raised with Christ’ and have ‘stripped off the old self with its practices and have clothed yourselves with the new self’. In the Early Church, it seems to have been the custom that those being baptized would take off an outer garment and, immediately after the baptism, put on a white robe to symbolise their changed life.
· Either have one person at the front or work together in small groups (you will need one sheet per group). Invite one person to put on the sheet. Ask everyone to think about the qualities of a follower of Jesus (you might want to look at Colossians 3:12-15 for inspiration) and to write these on the sheet.
· As an alternative, hand out pieces of paper and pens and invite people to design an outfit for a new Christian, one that displays the characteristics of someone who has been raised with Christ and has stripped off the old self.
 
A simple worship activity  W E S
Create a prayer station
You will need: a lidded biodegradable box; paper and pens; small pieces of gold ribbon and safety pins.
· The reading from Colossians makes a good basis for a simple prayer station. Make a slot in the lid of the biodegradable box (you could shape the box like a coffin). Invite people to write on a small piece of paper any attitude or practice that they know they need to get rid of from their lives. Assure people that no one will look at these things. You could play a song such as ‘Knowing You (All I once held dear)’.
· When this has been done, bury the box in the ground. If this is not possible, explain that this will be done securely and confidentially later. Then give people a golden ribbon to wear (like a red Aids ribbon) to show their identity in Christ.
 
Colossians 3.1-17

In the 2019 film Last Christmas, the lead character Kate (played by Emilia Clarke) is having a rough time[endnoteRef:1]. Her relationships are disastrous, work is a nightmare and because it is a film she gets soaked by passing cars as she tries to make her way home in the rain. Life begins to change for her when she meets Tom (played by Henry Golding), who encourages her to ‘look up’ and to notice both the beauty of her surroundings and instances of kindness, love and respect. Kate finds a new focus.  [1:  https://www.rootsontheweb.com/lectionary/2025/138-july-august-2025-c/proper-13/explore-and-respond
] 

The character of Kate in the 2019 film Last Christmas would certainly have been able to identify with our reading today from Ecclesiastes. Life for her was rubbish. The earthly things listed in Colossians 3 were pretty much all part of her experience and disaffection, and she really did hate her toil as one of Santa’s helpers in an all-year-round Christmas shop.
And then came Tom, who encouraged and helped her to ‘look up’ and get a new focus on life. There is something very Christ-like about the character of Tom. He is kind and, just like Jesus in the Gospels, he does not exploit a vulnerable woman but restores in her a sense of dignity and worth. He helps Kate to look beyond herself, introducing her to a homeless charity where she learns to love volunteering. Tom helps Kate be reconciled to herself, which enables her to be reconciled to her family. 
And why does this all happen? Spoiler alert! Because just as in the Wham! song Last Christmas, it transpires that Tom had given Kate his heart – literally – as Tom had died in a road accident and his heart has been transplanted into Kate and thereby saved her life. 
In Colossians chapter 3, Paul encourages us, indeed urges us to change our focus, to look up and ‘seek the things that are above’ (Colossians 3:1). There is a particular value in doing this when life feels like Ecclesiastes 1. When Christ becomes ‘all and in all’, then all things are possible.  
I shared with you that on my sabbatical I visited The Church on the Street in the deprived northern town of Burnley is reaching out to the homeless, hungry and the seemingly hopeless.
It was founded by Pastor Mick Fleming, who was transformed from a dangerous drug dealer to man of the cloth through a Damascus Road encounter with Jesus.
Teaming up with Father Alex Frost, he now offers food, clothing and hope to many afflicted by poverty, abuse, drug and alcohol addiction, and more.
Mick’s amazing story is told in full in his book Blown Away: From Drug Dealer to Life Bringer (SPCK), which recounts the many miracles he has witnessed.
His life spiralled into serious crime after his beloved big sister died suddenly of a heart attack, aged 20, only a day after he’d been raped, aged 11, in a park. He had no time to share his personal trauma before the whole family was engulfed by sorrow.
Covering up his painful childhood memories, Mick lived in a violent underworld for nearly three decades until one day, with his gun loaded, his intended victim emerged with two young children – blonde girls of about five years old.
As he reached for his weapon, he was struck by the faces of the innocent kids, and a blinding light came from one of the children’s hands.
“It was white – brilliant white. For 15 seconds I couldn’t see,” he told Ed Thomas of the BBC. “It was like looking into the sun and I was paralysed by it.”
As he collapsed and suffered a complete breakdown, he pleaded with God to help him. He even tried to shoot himself, but the gun failed to fire. And when a policeman caught up with him at traffic lights and shot at him three times from close range, none of the bullets touched him.
He endured 30 years of hell, during which he was twice arrested for murder, and three times for armed robbery.
All the time, his mum was praying for him.
Following the blinding light experience, comparable to the Apostle Paul’s dramatic conversion on the road to Damascus, Mick was initially sectioned under the Mental Health Act and admitted to the Burnley psychiatric unit, where he was treated with love and care and met ‘Pastor Tony’, who brought new hope to his life.
Though it was a slow process, his life was completely turned around as he built a close relationship with his new friend, Jesus, eventually graduating in theology and sharing the love he has found with others struggling to survive.
He began by sharing sandwiches and coffee with the homeless outside McDonald’s but, as his story became more widely known thanks to the BBC, he was inundated with donations, enabling him to invest in a building from which to base his growing ministry. 
It was some years ago that he befriended a homeless alcoholic – listened to him, cared for him, helped him to get sober and be reunited with his family. The man died two years later, but his family were thankful they’d all been together. It was the man who raped him. He had been able not only to forgive him, but also care for him.
From New Life Newspaper issue 348
What is noteworthy in both the fictitious Kate and the real-life Pastor Mick is how their change of focus resulted in the desire and drive to help others to leave places of despair and find wholeness and freedom. May it be so for us too. 
 
What are the higher things in life for you? We often use ‘higher’ as a metaphor for better, more refined or more advanced.
Paul suggests that we should set our minds on things that are higher (above us). It is curious how readily we think of ‘up’ as being better than ‘down’. Although, when we do look up, the sight can indeed be glorious – a beautiful blue sky; sunrise and sunset; and especially the stars at night (those living in remote areas will have a better idea than those in light-polluted towns and cities of just how spectacular this can be). To set our minds on higher things implies that we are aiming for the spectacular glory of God – and Paul says that the way to do this is to leave behind the things below. 
Karl Marx famously viewed religion as the opium of the people and an instrument of oppression. The rulers would use religion to get the masses to think about higher things and look forward to a heavenly reward so they wouldn’t agitate for a chance in their earthly circumstances and want a better life in the here and now. For many people on the left of politics they have been influenced by this view and hold the church being responsible for so much injustice and discrimination.
Marx argued that if you believe in a life after this one you won’t be concerned about making this world a better place. You can argue the opposite of course. If this world is all there is, and if the goods of this world are the only love, comfort and wealth you will ever have, why should you sacrifice them for others? Christianity offers you resources to give up everything for the sake of others.  Christianity offers a hope and joy to make possible sacrifice for a difference. 
The Bible gives us tools for analysis and critique of religiously supported injustice from within the faith. Just read the prophets – or look at Jesus versus the Pharisees. Self-righteous religion is always marked by insensitivity to issues of social justice. Look at me, I have pulled myself up by my bootstraps why can’t the feckless poor etc etc. But true faith looks to God – to higher things – rather than to our subjective and biased opinions. God, the scriptures tell us, has a great concern for the poor and marginalized. 
We should not abandon the Christian faith but move to a fuller and deeper grasp of what Christianity is.  Look above! Look for a higher value, ideal, principle. The Bible has taught us to expect abuses of religion and what to do about them.  Christian history has remarkable examples of self-correction e.g. slave trade and the abolitionists, Martin Luther King and the Civil Rights Movement. They called Christians to be truer to their beliefs and realize what the bible really teaches even if it meant giving up power and bearing the cost of all that.

The section at the end of this passage emphasizes Christian freedom from the need to worship God in law-based ways. Instead, Paul invites his hearers to centre their lives on an orientation to God (v.2). He reminds them of their real priority: their focus on the renewed life they share with Christ in God. This life, though hidden now, will one day be revealed. Paul has used the language of ‘the hope of glory’ consistently through this letter (e.g. 1.27), perhaps in part as a riposte to the mystery religions with their promise of stage-by-stage revelation.
But then Paul comes back to questions of ethics, with a list (v.5) of the sort that features elsewhere in his writing, and links back ultimately to the holiness code of Leviticus 18. Is this inconsistent with the earlier stress on freedom from legalism? Rather it flows from the Christian’s new identity in Christ, whose life is perfectly oriented towards God. In this life, there is no room at all for greed and idolatry, or anger and abuse and sexual immorality. Lying is particularly alien to the one who is the God of all truth, and who gives all knowledge to those made in God’s image. These new ethical habits are expressed in the language of clothing – the new Christians have stripped off their old lives and been clothed anew. How are they to make these new clothes their own, rather than being like children dressing up in clothes that don’t belong to them? Once again, this would have reminded Paul’s hearers of their baptism, where they would literally have left behind their old clothes and received new ones as they came up from the water.
 
In this reading, Paul gives us a list of the things that we shouldn’t be doing, and who wouldn’t want to get rid of these things? But it can be hard to put these things into practice. It takes constant effort. Through the daily practice of prayer and meditation on Scripture, we can build the spiritual, emotional and mental resilience to get better, bit by bit, at not giving in.

Getting dressed should be a relatively simple process for most of us. In reality, at least for some, it isn’t always that easy. What is the dress code? Have I worn this before? Do these colours match? Our clothes project an image of who we are to others; and we judge others by their clothing almost as instinctively as we breathe. So why does Paul say that we need to clothe ourselves with our new self? Surely our values and behaviours are more significant than external appearance – they should come from what is inside us. But Paul knows that our natural instinctive behaviour isn’t always the healthy or positive one. We have actively to choose the new self rather than the old one. Over time, the new behaviours will become more and more natural, but it can be difficult and require a conscious effort to get right.
Many people have been put of the Christian faith by so called Christians: those who have been either too self-righteous and judgemental, or whose lifestyles, lies, gossip, anger, lusts, greed – all the stuff named here- have put people off. Not good adverts for Christianity people will conclude. 
There is a mistaken belief concerning what Christianity actually teaches about itself. Common grace (James 1.17) is given to all – no matter who performs it, every act of goodness, wisdom, justice beauty is empowered by God. It is a mistaken belief that you need to clean up your life in order to merit God’s presence. Church is filled with immature and broken people! It is a hospital for sinners not a museum for saints. 
A person’s good character is largely attributable to their early life chances of being brought up in loving safe stable family and social environment -conditions for which we are not responsible – blame your parents!  Yet it depends on how far you have come in your maturity in Christ. It is often the case that those whose lives have been harder, who are ‘low on the character scale of things’, are more likely to know their need for God are more likely to respond to his call. So, we shouldn’t expect Christians to compare well to those of the non-religious.  To go back to a previous analogy, it would be like comparing the health of those in hospital to the health of those visiting museums.
But that is not to excuse behaviour, nor to say we haven’t an ideal to aim for. That’s why we keep our eyes on higher things….
This is the acid test about whether Paul is talking sense or not. Read again the list of sexual and speech related mis behaviour in verses 5-9. 
Put to death, therefore, whatever belongs to your earthly nature: sexual immorality, impurity, lust, evil desires and greed, which is idolatry. 6 Because of these, the wrath of God is coming] 7 You used to walk in these ways, in the life you once lived. 8 But now you must also rid yourselves of all such things as these: anger, rage, malice, slander, and filthy language from your lips. 9 Do not lie to each other, since you have taken off your old self with its practices
Then read through verses 12-17. 

12 Therefore, as God’s chosen people, holy and dearly loved, clothe yourselves with compassion, kindness, humility, gentleness and patience. 13 Bear with each other and forgive one another if any of you has a grievance against someone. Forgive as the Lord forgave you. 14 And over all these virtues put on love, which binds them all together in perfect unity.
15 Let the peace of Christ rule in your hearts, since as members of one body you were called to peace. And be thankful. 16 Let the message of Christ dwell among you richly as you teach and admonish one another with all wisdom through psalms, hymns, and songs from the Spirit, singing to God with gratitude in your hearts. 1
Ask yourself this: supposing there was a town in which everybody behaved in the way described in verses 5-9. And supposing a few miles down the road, there was a town where everybody behaved in the way described in verses 12-17. Which town would you rather live in.?
There will always be some cynics who say they would prefer the first. People are free there, they’ll say. People are having a good time. It’s like Love Island – all fun and frolics. All right, they may lose friends now and again. Some people who can’t look after themselves may get hurt. But they’ll be doing their own thing, living cheerful and robust lives. Whereas the other lot (the same people will say) look like a bunch of wimps. Goody goodies who can’t stand up for themselves. Always saying ‘sorry’ and singing hymns. That is a common reaction you get in the world out there.
But a moment’s thought will show how shallow such an approach would be. The practices that Paul outlines in the earlier section result in communities - families, villages, whole towns – tearing themselves apart. Unbridled sexual license and untamed angry speech result in the breakdown of relationships at every level. It is some of the major concerns of the breakdown in our society at the moment: The normalization of pornography and the change in attitudes to sex and sexual morality; and the anger, blame and cancel culture encouraged by social media and immature people who can’t cope with difference of opinion.
Some people may fool themselves that they’re having a good time in that atmosphere. But again, and again, in moments of truth, they will admit they are lost, confused, lonely and bitter. 
Nor are the people Paul describes in the latter section a bunch of weak-willed wimpish people without much to say for themselves. Anyone who thinks that simply doesn’t know what they are talking about. Have you ever seriously tried to forgive someone who has wronged you? Have you ever seriously tried to be compassionate and patient? If you have – you know its not easy.  It takes serious prayer and effort. And people who engage in that effort tend to be people who are also capable of taking difficult decisions and engaging in challenging activities in other spheres as well. Christian behaviour, becoming the new creation in Christ, in other words makes you more human, not less. 
Whatever you do, whether in word or deed, do it all in the name of the lord Jesus. Settle that in your hearts and minds and a great deal else will fall into place.[endnoteRef:2] [2:  T Wright, Paul for Everyone, the Prison Letters, SPCK, 2002] 


Finally, Paul draws on an idea that he also expresses elsewhere. In Christ, all that separates us is destroyed – ethnic or faith-based distinction, even the distinction between slave and free that split the Roman Empire down the middle. (Galatians 3.28 refers to the male/female divide in this context, but Paul does not include this here.) All human distinctions are secondary to our new identity in Christ. After explaining what must be ruled out and why, Paul goes on to describe the lifestyle that is appropriate to those whose life is hidden with Christ in God: compassion and forbearance, forgiveness, and above all love.
This week I led the funeral of Brian Oosthuysen at Rodborough Tabernacle. The church was packed out. Some of you watched it online. Brian was much loved. He had been a teacher at Archway secondary school in Stroud for over twenty years. He had been a Parish and County Councillor. He had been an active member of Amnesty international, Chair of the Friends Fundraising Group for the Women’s Refuge in Stroud, a founding trustee of the Stroud District Foodbank, and had been an elder and lay preacher in the United Reformed Church.

He was born in South Africa but at the age of 17 he attended a church youth group and discovered his faith. A faith that told him that all were equal in the sight of God. He consequently became opposed to the apartheid regime of his own country. He came to England in 1961 where he studied Divinity at Kings College London alongside Desmond Tutu, who became a close personal friend.
One of his daughters, Janet, shared this story about Brian:
When Dad was in South Africa, there was conscription. He found out if you volunteered you got to choose your regiment, so the lifelong pacifist volunteered for the tank division so he wouldn’t have to walk. Once, driving though Soweto in an open truck with his regiment, the sergeant said, “Look at all those people cheering! Show them force and they like it!”, not knowing that they were all cheering my dad, making the black power salute out the back of the truck. 
I’m also proud to say that on his army discharge papers it said “Not to be promoted above the rank of private for gross insubordination”. 
Brian rebelled against the ways of this world, in particular the apartheid regime, because he had his eyes fixed on Jesus, on higher things.
 Set your minds on things above, not on earthly things. 3 For you died, and your life is now hidden with Christ in God.

Prayers of intercession
Lord, help us to see beyond the earthly things
To where you are at work in our world.
Lord, we come to you in the stillness now, aware that we are so small in a world full of problems and pain. We feel helpless when we watch the news, but we come to you knowing that you are much greater than anything we can ask or imagine. We know that you are a God of compassion and mercy. We come, therefore, seeking your heart as we open our hearts to you.
Lord, help us to see beyond the earthly things
To where you are at work in our world.
Lord, we pray for the Middle East. Our news bulletins are full of the Gaza crisis. We cry out to you, asking for you to have mercy on all the people in Gaza who are starving. We pray that humanitarian agencies will have the freedom to distribute aid where it is most needed. We remember, too, the hostages and those awaiting their return. Lord, the whole situation seems impossible to fix. We cannot see the answer, but you know the bigger picture. So we pray that you will speak into the hearts and minds of world leaders, enabling them to bring this conflict and suffering to an end. We pray that peace will reign in the land where you walked. And in amongst all the suffering, help us to see where you are working: the kindness of those who care for the sick and wounded, the determination of those who are working for a peaceful solution, the love that is shared between families and friends.
Lord, help us to see beyond the earthly things
To where you are at work in our world.
Lord, we remember other parts of the world that do not have peace: Ukraine, Syria, Cambodia and Thailand. We continue to pray for negotiations for a ceasefire. We ask that you help those in power to see that peace and love are always the better way.
Lord, we pray for all those affected by the earthquake and tsunami. Lord, you are the God of creation. Yet we know that sometimes even the earth does not behave as you ordered. We long for when your reign of order and peace will be restored.
Lord, help us to see beyond the earthly things
To where you are at work in our world.
Lord, we pray for our nation. We pray for places where there have been industrial disputes, strikes or civil unrest. We ask that negotiators be people of wisdom, looking to the common good.
We pray for our schools, many of which are now closed for the holidays. We pray for rest for teachers and pupils. Thank you for the gift of education. We pray for those places in the world where it is denied, particularly to girls. Help them find ways of learning…
Lord, help us to see beyond the earthly things
To where you are at work in our world.
Lord, we pray for those we know who are sick, troubled, or sad. Help us to bring them your deep comfort and consolation. Be closer to them than we can imagine. Hold them in your loving arms. Help them to glimpse something of you through their tears. Thank you that you are not a God who stands aloof but who sought to live amongst us and share our pains and joys.

Lord, help us to see beyond the earthly things
To where you are at work in our world.
Lord, help us to see beyond the earthly things
To where you are at work in our world.
Lord, help us to go from this place transformed by your love today. May we have the eyes to see where you are leading us and the wisdom to follow. Even when we can’t clearly see the road ahead, give us the courage to step out in faith, knowing that you want the best for us, even if we don’t always understand. Help us to see the needs of others with a new vision. Teach us to love our friends, colleagues and neighbours with the deep, challenging love that stems from your heart. Take us forwards as a congregation to share your love more widely in our local community. And when we are flagging, raise our eyes to look to you for inspiration and strength, knowing that you go before us and will walk alongside.
Lord, help us to see beyond the earthly things
To where you are at work in our world.
Help us walk in step with you and return rejoicing next week to share in the wonders of your love.
Amen.
A prayer for all ages together
Dear Lord,
please help us always and everywhere
to seek you,
to get rid of the things that upset you
and hurt us and others,
and every day to clothe ourselves in your compassion,
kindness, humility, gentleness and patience.
Amen.
A sending out prayer
As we go, Lord, please help us to look up,
seeking the things that honour and please you,
letting go of the things that damage us and others,
clothed with Christ-likeness,
to live and work to your praise and glory.
Amen.




