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Colossians 1:1-14 – The Only Plan That Saves 

James Garfield was elected to be the 20th President of the United States. Most people don’t know much about James 
Garfield, because, after only six months in office, he was shot. The year was 1881, and the practice of medicine was, at best, 
crude. In an effort to find the bullet, the doctor probed the wound with his little finger. It was an excruciating experience for 
the president, who never lost consciousness. Not finding the bullet that way, the doctor continued his digging, using a silver-
tipped probe. After these failed attempts, Garfield was taken back to Washington where they tried to keep him comfortable. 
As he grew weaker, one team of doctors after another was called in. Each team probed away at the wound. The president 
fought for life through the hot summer months of July and August. On September 19, 1881, after a long battle, James Abram 
Garfield died. 

You may be surprised to learn that the cause of death was not the bullet. Garfield died because of an infection caused 
by the repeated handling of the doctors. Contemporary physicians say that if Garfield’s caretakers had just left him alone, 
if they had let the Lord’s healing powers work, the president would probably have survived. These well-intentioned doctors 
caused more problems than they solved. 

Scripture is clear, every time humans try to improve upon God’s plans, they cause more problems than they solve. When 
Eve, in contradiction to God’s order, chomped down on the forbidden fruit, she caused more problems than she solved. 
When the people after the flood built a tower to glorify themselves rather than worshiping the Lord, they caused more 
problems than they solved. When King Saul, against God’s strict mandate, tried to remedy the problem of a tardy prophet, 
he caused more problems than he solved. Open your Bible. Take a look. The Old Testament kings of Israel and Judah tried 
to improve upon God’s plans. What was the result? They failed, the people were punished, and the nations were led into 
captivity. Samson tried to improve upon God’s plans and failed. Jonah rebelled against God’s plan and failed. In the New 
Testament, King Herod tried to override God’s plans by killing Bethlehem’s baby boys but he also failed. Over thirty years 
later, a Pharisee, by the name of Saul tried to improve on God’s plans as he watched a Christian leader, Stephen, be stoned. 
Saul’s attempt to modify the Lord’s will failed, just as had all the others who proceeded him. 

When he was on the road to Damascus, Saul found out just how futile it is to try and override God. There, with blinding 
light and divine power, the Lord Jesus pointed out Saul’s folly. In that vision and in the days which followed, God brought 
Saul into line with His plan. The Lord changed a persecutor into a pastor, a Pharisee into a preacher. God turned Saul into 
Paul and made him a witness to the wonderful plan of salvation which had been brought about by the blood of His Son, 
Jesus. In the years to come, through numerous missionary journeys which took him throughout the Roman world, Paul 
showed himself a trusting and confident witness to God’s plan of salvation. He proclaimed Jesus as the only name that 
saves. He preached that when sinful but saved persons continue in faith, trusting God’s plan, nothing can separate them 
from the Lord’s love. Through shipwreck, starvation, and stoning, through prejudice, persecution, and pain, Paul remained 
confident that you can’t improve on God’s plan of salvation. 

That is why, when one of his students, Pastor Epaphras, came to him and warned that the Colossian church was under 
attack by outsiders, Paul responded quickly. In his letter, Paul encouraged the Colossians to stand firm against these false 
teachers, who said they could improve on God’s plan of salvation. Through his words, Paul urged these Christians to remain 
faithful to God’s plan. In his prayers, he asked that God fill them with the knowledge that He alone can give, and that they 
continue to receive the reward which He alone can promise. Paul reminded them that it was God’s plan to forgive the world 
through the blood of His Son. 

Throughout this entire letter, Paul wants the Colossian Christians and the saints of Grace Lutheran Church to stick to 
God’s plan. You know this plan—God’s plan for our journey to eternity. It is a simple plan. Because of sin we were destined 
to eternal condemnation. But because of the sacrificial death of Jesus on the cross, all who believe in Him will not die. 
Christ is the divinely appointed Savior. This is God’s plan, a total plan for the salvation of the whole world. It cannot be 
corrected, modified, or improved on. God’s plan is so simple that by the Holy Spirit’s power, the smallest of children can 
receive it. It is so brilliant that the smartest person cannot comprehend it. God’s plan is so grand and gracious that the 
greatest among us are humbled by it. His plan is the only plan that saves! 

Many years ago, a young man asked a farmer for a job. When the farmer asked what qualified him for such a job, the 
boy said, “I can sleep when the wind blows.” The farmer didn’t understand the answer, but since he liked the boy, he hired 
him anyway. Less than a month later, the farmer and his wife were jolted awake by a fierce thunderstorm. Jumping to the 
window, they did a check list of the things that needed to be secured from the powerful wind. Were the shutters of the 
farmhouse secured? Yes! Were the farm implements in the storage shed? Yes! Was the barn locked? Yes! That was when 



the farmer understood what the words “I can sleep when the wind blows” meant. The young man had done everything 
necessary to make the farm secure. 

In a similar way, when people ask God, “Why should we believe in You, Your Son, or Your plan of salvation?” the 
Lord replies, “You will be able to sleep when the wind blows.” Death may come blustering; Satan may arrive with howling 
accusations; the world may hurl hurts at us with hurricane force. But those who know Jesus as their Savior are able to be at 
peace. To all of these winds, Jesus says with all authority on heaven and earth, “Peace, be still!” 

All of these things are true, but you may have noticed that even though God grants peace, the world doesn’t seem to 
have it. That is because, many people are not content with God’s plan. They believe that they can improve God’s perfect 
plan which leads to eternity. Marshall Applewhite and 39 of his followers tried to “correct” God’s plan. They took their 
own lives attempting to catch a comet’s spaceship. A few years before that the world was shocked when David Koresh tried 
to correct God’s plan. Because he was wrong, many lives and souls were lost in Waco, Texas. In 1978, People’s Temple 
leader, Jim Jones, wrongly tried to correct God’s plan and ordered hundreds of his followers to swallow a suicide cocktail 
of cyanide and juice. Also in the ‘70s, Reverend Moon promoted himself as the completion of God’s plan which, he said, 
was left unfinished. In the 1800s, Joseph Smith said he would correct God’s incomplete plan by sharing new prophecies 
and a new scripture. Over a thousand years ago, an Arab trader said that he had been selected to be the final prophet and 
finish an incomplete Bible with the writing of a new revelation—the Qur’an. Today tens of millions follow the teachings of 
Islam and, for them, Mohammed is the ultimate authority. 

All of these false religious leaders have one thing in common: they have substituted their plan of salvation for the true 
one given by God. The result is they, and their followers, are on the road that leads to eternal punishment. Without the blood 
of Jesus, they have no hope. Without the intercession of Jesus, there is no one to plead for them before God’s throne of 
justice on Judgment Day. 

How very different it is when you hear the Word of God and keep it. On April 14, 1912, the ocean liner Titanic hit an 
iceberg in the Atlantic Ocean, tearing a 300-foot rip in the ship’s hull. Two hours and forty minutes later the Titanic 
disappeared from sight, leaving hundreds of passengers and crew treading the icy waters waiting for lifeboats to come within 
reach. Those lifeboats never came. Fearful of being swamped by panicky survivors struggling to be rescued, the lifeboats 
continued to row, in circles, out of reach. One by one the voices for help were silenced as those in the water tired and slipped 
beneath the surface. Finally there was only the sound of waves lapping at the sides of the lifeboats. That is the story of the 
Titanic. But there is a “rest of the story.” One lifeboat, lifeboat #14, did come back to the scene, searching for survivors. 
One lifeboat returned and chased those cries in the darkness, seeking and saving a precious few souls. 

How vivid a picture this is of humanity and its lost condition. Because of sin we are sinking. These men who come out 
with a new plan for eternity are like the majority of the Titanic’s lifeboats. They promise that they will save us. But, when 
they are needed most, are nowhere to be found. When souls are dying, they row out of reach. When souls are sinking, they 
do no good. Only Jesus, freely and lovingly, comes to us, searches for us, reaches out to us, and pulls us in from Satan’s 
evil design. Only Jesus, obedient to His Father’s will, is the Lifeboat that rescues us from the icy waters of death. Only 
Jesus, who walked the way to Calvary’s cross, saves us from the sin that “so easily entangles.” 

St. Paul knew this great truth when he wrote to the church in Colossae. It is the great truth that we at Grace know as 
well. We are saved by God’s plan. And by His grace we are commissioned by our Lord Jesus to share that plan with the rest 
of the world. It is an awesome task that God has entrusted to us. As a church and as individuals, we are by the Spirit’s power 
to be God’s oarsmen, rowing back and trying to save as many drowning souls as we can. In this world there are countless 
souls who have never heard the Good News of Jesus. In our community there are many souls who have a twisted or 
incomplete understanding of God’s plan to save them. So that we might learn how to row together, we come to worship, to 
hear God’s Word and receive His gift in the Word and sacraments. So that we might learn how to row together, Grace has 
Bible classes, opportunities for fellowship and service, and special mission projects. 

St. Paul prayed for the Colossians that God “fill you with the knowledge of his will through all spiritual wisdom 
and understanding … that you may live a life worthy of the Lord and may please him in every way: bearing fruit in 
every good work, growing in the knowledge of God, being strengthened with all power … and joyfully giving thanks 
to the Father”. These things we will do, not to earn salvation, but to share it. These things we will do, in thanksgiving, 
because we are saved. These things we will do so that the Holy Spirit may pull doomed souls into the only hope of salvation, 
the name of Jesus.  

In Washington, D.C., stands a stark, highly polished granite wall. Finished in 1982, this memorial to those veterans who 
died in the Vietnam War has become a site of pilgrimage. Some of you have been there. Almost all of you have seen pictures 
of it. You have seen people walk the wall with their medals, mementos and memories. You have seen people come to that 



wall because on it is recorded the name of a comrade, a husband or father, a child. To be precise, 58,156 American names 
are cut into the stone—58,156 men and women who died in a far-off land, in a long-ago war. 

If you were to ask the citizens of our country, “What would you give, how much would you be willing to pay, to bring 
these 58,000 men and women back to life?” what would they say? Is there any amount that our country would not spend? 
What would we pay to heal the wounds, to restore the families, to make mourning hearts glad once more? Would we stop 
at millions? Hardly! How about billions? It would be a trifle. To bring those 58,000 people back, no price would be too 
high. 

Now, I ask you to look at the people of our country. See not 58,000 dead, not 580,000 or 5 million dead. Our country is 
filled with people who are dead—spiritually dead. They do not know the Lord and Savior, they do not follow God’s plan of 
forgiveness and salvation. How much are we willing to spend to help bring these dead back to life? We are witnesses of the 
truth, are we not? Will our offerings for this great purpose be small or even nonexistent? Will our verbal witness be weak? 
God grant that is not the case. Join with Paul in praying, that God would fill us with the knowledge of His will and 
understanding. 

The plan which has saved us, can save the dead, too. God can make dead bones come alive. If you doubt me, then talk 
to Robert Bedker, Willard Craig, and Darrall Lausch. Each of these men has been to the black granite memorial wall that 
we’ve been talking about. That’s not unusual, since each man is a Vietnam veteran. Like other veterans, when they look at 
the wall emotions are strong. Like other veterans, when they look at the wall they see the names of individuals they knew 
well. But, unlike the others, each of these men sees his own name carved into the granite. Once listed among the dead, their 
names were struck from the ranks of the living. But Robert, Willard, and Darrall are not dead. They are alive. 

Just like you and I are alive. Once, before God’s plan, we and all of humanity were listed as spiritually dead and 
condemned. Now, because of what God has done, we see things differently. We are alive. If God can do this for us, He can 
do the same for others. By the blood of His Son, He has done the same for others. 


