Colossians Session 6

Colossians 1:24-29

Which person (other than Jesus!) has been the greatest influence on your Christian faith?

In the course of this chapter Paul has given us a breathtaking insight into the good news of Jesus Christ. Paul has reminded his hearers who Jesus is, what Jesus has done on the cross, and what awaits those who believe and trust in that same Jesus. What does all that mean for the life of the church? First of all, our identity comes from our life in Christ. We are not just another religious institution or social club. We are the body of Christ (v.18), the new creation Jesus has brought into being so that we can display Jesus to the world. Secondly we have a hope stored up in heaven (v.6) and that provides the source of all our life and being. It is out of that hope that our faith and our love flows (v.5) and it is in that hope we called to continue and persevere (v.23).

Paul gives us an amazing insight into who we are as a church, and once you understand his teaching, it transforms our understanding of our own local congregation. But he does not want anyone to be under any illusion that life as a church will be easy. If we are the body of Christ, then we are called in this life not only to share in the joy, but also the suffering of Jesus here on earth. Jesus Himself was arrested, flogged and put on trial, and He predicted that His followers would undergo the same kind of experience (Mark 13:9). Jesus was misunderstood even by His closest family and He predicted that we would experience betrayal from our nearest and dearest (Mark 13:12). Rejection, hatred, even physical suffering – that also is part of being the body of Christ.

You have to understand this if you are going to make sense of why Paul suddenly starts talking about suffering in verse 24. Now I rejoice in what was suffered for you, and I fill up in my flesh what is still lacking in regard to Christ's afflictions, for the sake of his body, which is the church. Paul wasn't a masochist who enjoyed pain. Nor did he want to attract attention to himself by a manly display of bravery. But he rejoiced in the fact he had been counted worthy to share in the sufferings of Christ. For him, there was no greater honour and privilege than following in the footsteps of Jesus.

And this starts to explain what on the surface seems a very difficult sentence to understand: I fill up in my flesh what is still lacking in regard to Christ's afflictions. Paul here isn't saying that somehow Christ didn't suffer enough when with us here on earth or His work on the cross was in any way incomplete. But he was willing to fully share in the pain and suffering that the body of Christ, the church, was called to undergo. Indeed he was prepared to go as far as bear that suffering on behalf of the church, and make up any deficiency in the church's suffering. It's a remarkable statement, and one that only makes sense only when you begin to realise how passionate Paul was about Jesus and about the church as the body of Christ. 

Right from the beginning of this letter we have seen how Paul's teaching about the gospel has been matched by his deep love for God's people. Even though he had never met the church at Colossae in person, he prayed constantly and thankfully for them. He would do literally almost anything for them, if that meant the cause of gospel was advanced. That's why he was prepared to undergo hardships of the most extreme kind, and when you read his list of experiences in 2 Corinthians 11:22-33 you begin to see this was no idle talk. And maybe here Paul wants to put distance between himself and the teachers were troubling the church. They sounded impressive and their teaching seemed inspiring, but the evidence of their lives exposed them as false apostles who did not really care for the body of Christ.

Paul's whole ministry, on the other hand, was one of service. It's no coincidence that verse 24 is bracketed by verse 23 where Paul talks about himself as a servant of the gospel and verse 25 where Paul talks about himself as a servant of the church. But being a servant of the church was for Paul a very different concept from what we so often nowadays understand by the term. We think of "servants as the church" as people who have ecclesiastical role, or fulfil a particular religious function, and who almost certainly wear a dog collar. For Paul service of the church could not be separated from proclamation of the gospel. 

Why did Paul do so much for the church? The answer comes in verse 25, where Paul talks about the commission God gave me to present to you the word of God in its fullness – almost certainly a reference to Paul's own conversion experience. For when Jesus met Paul on the Damascus Road, not only did Paul come under the authority of the gospel. He was also given the task of proclaiming the same gospel to people who were not Jews. And that point on the gospel became Paul's passion and joy.

You have to understand the commission Paul was given if you are to fully appreciate his ministry. It is sometimes said that Paul reinterpreted the good news of Jesus Christ or adapted it for his Gentile audience, as if he himself invented what we now call the Christian faith. But that is to ignore all the evidence that Paul gives about his own ministry. Paul had no desire to alter what Jesus said or falsify the gospel message. Why not? Because Paul himself discovered in the gospel the answers to all his longings and desires. 

As a Pharisee, Paul had devoted himself to searching after God and finding ways of pleasing Him. But through the gospel he had discovered Jesus the image of the invisible God (v.15). He had discovered what Jesus had done to put him right with God. He had been included in the people of God, the body of Christ. This was such good news which Jesus had entrusted to him he had no interest in changing it. Rather his one ambition was to present the word of God in all its fullness, no matter what the cost to himself.

The gospel spelt the end of Paul's searching. It's therefore no accident that in verse 26 Paul describes it as the mystery that has been kept hidden for ages and generations, but is now disclosed to the saints. Now, yes, of course, there is something mysterious and wonderful about God we will never ever know in this life or maybe even in the next. Yes, there is something mystical about our faith. But whenever the New Testament talks about a mystery, it talks about something being revealed. 

In the Old Testament there are all kinds of prophecies that look forward to the day of the Lord, and to the coming of a Saviour. We have pictures of a future king, and predictions of a suffering servant. But how all these different prophecies fit together is never explained. In Greek culture there were the mystery religions which centred around secrets only known to people who had gone through some kind of initiation ceremony. Even today there are plenty of people who think that to know God you have to possess some kind of special knowledge, or undergo some kind of experience.

But in the gospel we find our questions about God answered – not of course, completely and exhaustively, but enough to warrant faith and trust in Him. This doesn't mean however when we present the case for the gospel, people will automatically accept it. Paul is clear this mystery is only revealed to the saints, that is, people who have already been willing to make a step of faith. Faith leads to understanding, not the other way round. Otherwise we would be judged as Christians on how much we know, not on whether we believe. 

So what exactly is this mystery that is revealed in the gospel? Paul gives a stunning answer in verse 27: Christ in you, the hope of glory. Take a moment to absorb what he is saying here. God is no longer a distant object of puzzlement or fear. In Jesus Christ He is a living presence with whom we can have a relationship. 

That is true, of course, for each individual as believers. But in keeping with his teaching all the way through Paul here is talking about "you" in the plural. When we are built up into the body of Christ, we become a temple where God dwells by His Holy Spirit. This is the wonderful fulfilment of all the Old Testament prophecies such as, for example, Ezekiel 37:27 where God promises: My dwelling-place will be with them; I will be their God, and they will be my people. Together gathered in worship and fellowship we have direct, immediate access to the very throne-room of God through the cross of Christ in the power of the Holy Spirit.

But there's even more. For religions which stress the mystical nature of God and His otherness, hope is something only fleetingly glimpsed. But as we have seen already, the good news of Jesus Christ secures for us the hope of glory. We'll come back to this theme of glory when we look at chapter 3, verse 4. For now let us note that glory is something assured, and something that shape and mould all our lives. We should never grow weary or bored of talking about it. For as Paul himself says in verse 27 Christ in you, the hope of glory represent the riches of the gospel, the greatest treasure we can ever possess.

So we can understand why Paul says in verse 28: We proclaim him, admonishing and teaching everyone with all wisdom, so that we may present everyone perfect in Christ. At whatever time Jesus returns, Paul wants to be there with the fruits of his labours, that all who have heard and accepted the gospel stand complete in Christ. Not so that he can boast of his labours, or receive special favour, but so that no-one is lost, that no-one can say they heard but never really understood. 

And to this end Paul proclaims the gospel, not only to win people to faith, but also to help people grow and mature in that faith. After all, Christian maturity comes as the gospel over time is applied to every part of our life, as the Holy Spirit opens our eyes to the connection between what we believe and how we live out each moment of each day. So Paul proclaims the gospel by teaching, systemically and patiently expounding the word of God so that his hearers can understand what God wants of them. He proclaims the gospel by admonishing, and calling those who have drifted away from the faith to repentance and a new love for Jesus. And he proclaims not according to his own agenda or his own priorities but in accordance with the wisdom that God alone gives him.

Not that Paul finds this task easy. To this end I labour, struggling with all his energy, which so powerfully works in me. Paul here is using the words of toil and agony. We know from 2 Corinthians 11:28 how each day Paul faced the pressure of his concern for all the churches. Paul was affected when people moved away from the gospel, or started to take on board false teaching, or disobeyed God's commands. How did he keep going? Only through the energy of the Holy Spirit, the resurrection power of Jesus he had first experienced on the Damascus Road and on which he relied daily to fulfil the commission God gave him.

Paul suffered on behalf of the body of Christ. He served the gospel by proclaiming it in all its fullness. And he struggled with the purpose of presenting everyone perfect in Christ. That was what made Paul such a great Christian leader, and we could do worse than learn from his example. In a moment we will pray for our leaders, but first some questions…

1. What kind of suffering do we face as a church? How do we know when this suffering is as a result of our identity as the body of Christ and when it is because of our own disobedience?

2. Why do so many people still attempt to find God through their own efforts and experience? How can we help them understand the relevance of the gospel?

3. How much is the gospel treasure to you?

4. Why do some believers seem content not to grow in their faith? How can we effectively challenge them? 

5. What can you take away and apply from Paul's example of ministry in this passage? 
