True Work

Col 1:24 – 2:5

Preached by Pastor Andrew Ong to Adam Road Presbyterian Centre on 28-29 July 2001.

1: 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.

25 I have become its servant by the commission God gave me to present to you the word of God in its fullness--

26 the mystery that has been kept hidden for ages and generations, but is now disclosed to the saints.

27 To them God has chosen to make known among the Gentiles the glorious riches of this mystery, which is Christ in you, the hope of glory.

28 We proclaim him, admonishing and teaching everyone with all wisdom, so that we may present everyone perfect in Christ.

29 To this end I labor, struggling with all his energy, which so powerfully works in me.

2:1 I want you to know how much I am struggling for you and for those at Laodicea, and for all who have not met me personally.

2 My purpose is that they may be encouraged in heart and united in love, so that they may have the full riches of complete understanding, in order that they may know the mystery of God, namely, Christ,

3 in whom are hidden all the treasures of wisdom and knowledge.

4 I tell you this so that no one may deceive you by fine-sounding arguments.

5 For though I am absent from you in body, I am present with you in spirit and delight to see how orderly you are and how firm your faith in Christ is.

Big Idea:
To know Paul’s suffering and to carry on in Christ.

Subject:      
What do we know of Paul’s suffering?

Complement: 
He rejoices in what was suffered for you, fill up completely what is lacking in the church.

Why? 
Because he is a servant of the church according to commission to fulfil the word of God – mystery – Christ in you, hope of glory.

How? 

Proclaim Christ

Application: 
He wants us to know his struggle so that we can be encouraged in our hearts and united in love and orderly and firm in faith in Christ, not to be deceived.

Purpose:     
People to be encouraged in heart, united in love and not be deceived by false teaching

Introduction: People suffer to get ahead for themselves, our suffering is not hard like Paul’s.

I was reading the newspaper last Friday and I came across a very inspiring story of a man. His name is Mr Ron Sim, he is the Sim in Osim. Well, he is the chairman and chief executive of Osim International. They are most famous for selling Osim chairs – the massage chairs you sit on which massage your back and neck. (Here at ARPC, Pastor Chris and the staff don’t need them – we just sit down and the piling next door massages our back for us.)

How hard Mr Sim suffers, he struggles and labors as part of his work. Mr Sim works 12 hours a day, 6 days a week. How he runs 5 km 3 times a day, rain or shine or fatigue. He also runs the marathon.

Why is he putting himself through this? Because his vision is to make Osim to become as big and successful as Nike, and in the near future to hit $1 billion in sales revenue. He is quoted as saying: “I’ve got to be fit to run the marathon. This business is a long race, not a sprint anymore.”

Why does the Straits Times want us to know of the struggle and suffering of Mr Sim? Because he is rightly held out as a model for us to follow. There is much to admire of Mr Sim: One of 7 children, he was born in a poor family, his father was a taxi-driver, his mother was a cleaner, he is now a successful businessman. He has struggled, he has suffered, he has labored. Now he has tasted the fruits of his labor. He has gotten ahead of the pack in life.

Transition: In today’s passage, we also have someone who relates to us his suffering. We also have someone who relates to us his struggle. We also have someone who relates to us his labor. His name was Paul and he wrote the book of Colossians. In the passage that we are looking at today, the writer Paul wants us to know of his suffering too.

1. Know Paul’s struggle for Christ (1:24-29)

1) Real Suffering: I rejoice in what I suffered… (1:24)

When Paul says “Now” I rejoice in what I suffered for you, he doesn’t mean suffering in tightening his belt because of the recession or working late. He is talking about the fact that he is now in prison for Christ. In Colossians 4:3 and Colossians 4:10 it reads that Paul is writing this while he is in prison. But not just that he is now in prison but because his whole life has been given to suffering.

The book of 2 Cor 11:24-29 recounts how much he has suffered:

24 Five times I received from the Jews the forty lashes minus one. 25 Three times I was beaten with rods, once I was stoned, three times I was shipwrecked, I spent a night and a day in the open sea, 26 I have been constantly on the move. I have been in danger from rivers, in danger from bandits, in danger from my own countrymen, in danger from Gentiles; in danger in the city, in danger in the country, in danger at sea; and in danger from false brothers. 27 I have labored and toiled and have often gone without sleep; I have known hunger and thirst and have often gone without food; I have been cold and naked. 28 Besides everything else, I face daily the pressure of my concern for all the churches. 29 Who is weak, and I do not feel weak? Who is led into sin, and I do not inwardly burn?

What a life! I have no idea how it even feels like to be in his situation as he writes this letter. Whipped, beaten, stoned, shipwrecked, cold and naked, and now in prison. And he can say that he rejoices to suffer!!!!

To say that Paul suffers and struggles in a very different way from us in Singapore is an understatement. Mr Sim suffers by working 12-hour days 6 days a week. Running marathons. We may suffer at our workplaces especially in today's recession. Don’t get me wrong, it is real suffering, just that compared to Paul’s suffering they pale into insignificance. Comparing our sufferings to Paul's is like comparing our Singapore soccer team to Manchester United. Or comparing our wealth to Bill Gates'.

Transition: And just as our suffering is very different from Paul’s, his motivation for suffering is very different from Mr Sim's--he was suffering for others.

Mr Sim's suffering and labor was for a bigger business empire. We suffer for our own reasons. But Paul suffers not for his own glory, he suffered for the sake of the Colossian Christians and the Church.

Read 1:24, emphasising on "for you, for the sake of his body, the church".

2) Sacrificial Suffering: …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, the church (1:24)

But what does Paul mean when he says that I fill up in my flesh what is still lacking in regard to Christ’s afflictions?

·    We can see that by looking at the context of the Book. (As Chris said last week, a word only makes sense within a phrase, a phrase only makes sense within a sentence, a sentence only makes sense within a chapter, a chapter within a book, the book within the Bible.)

·    After all, he has just spent the whole of chapter 1:15-23 showing how Jesus was the creator, ruler, inheritor, sustainer and God, and how his blood brings peace with God. He is now not going to say that somehow Jesus' blood shed on the cross was insignificant.

·    Also, the word “affliction” (thlipsis) is never used in the New Testament of Christ’s death. It means “distress,” “pressure,” or “trouble”--the sort of things we read that Paul had plenty of 2 Cor. 11:23-29. Ordinarily it refers to trials in life, not the pains of death. Therefore, there is nothing lacking in Christ’s death on the cross. But Paul is saying that there is something still lacking in Christ’s distress or affliction or trouble or suffering.

·    How does Christ suffer? How does Christ continue to suffer affliction?

…Acts 9:3 As he neared Damascus on his journey, suddenly a light from heaven flashed around him. 4 He fell to the ground and heard a voice say to him, “Saul, Saul, why do you persecute me?”

·    Jesus sees the church as his body, he is persecuted when it is persecuted, he is afflicted when it is afflicted.

·    What Paul seems to be saying is that that there is still something lacking in Christ’s affliction, and that he is taking upon himself in his flesh more sufferings.

Transition: Not only is Paul suffering not comparable to ours, his reason for suffering is different from ours – not for himself but others. But more than that unlike Mr Sim or even ourselves us, he did not choose to suffer! Instead suffering was thrust upon him by God! Suffering was forced upon him by God! He had no choice in the matter!

In Acts 9:15-16:

15 But the Lord said to Ananias, “Go! This man is my chosen instrument to carry my name before the Gentiles and their kings and before the people of Israel. 16 I will show him how much he must suffer for my name.”

3) God-given Suffering

Read v25-29. I have become its Servant of the Church by the commission God gave me. 

Paul suffers because God has chosen Paul to be a servant of the church.

Picture: The understanding of servant is not so much a servant as our domestic servant. Our idea of a domestic servant is someone who washes the dishes, mops the floor and wipes windows – hopefully from the inside. Usually they are not entrusted with tasks of great responsibility.

Picture: In the ancient world, servants were given a lot more responsibility. These slaves were given great responsibility, obligation and authority – the slave of a great house might be entrusted by his master with the responsibility of looking after the running of the household or the mentoring of his son or even the running of a business. And Paul here is not a servant commissioned to look after a household or mentor a son or run his business. He is a servant commissioned to present a message. He is a servant entrusted to preach the word. He is a servant called to proclaim news. And part of being a servant entrusted with the word was to suffer.

Another of his roles as a servant was to proclaim the message is the word of God. This message is not his own word.

Not something that Paul makes up. Paul does not write the message which he then proclaims to others.

Whose words are they? Read 1:25. He continues to fulfil his role as servant. The word is God’s and God’s alone. The message entrusted to him by his master. Therefore Paul does not add or subtract from it. As a servant he must proclaim it in its fullness (1:25) His task that he has been given is to present to you the word of God in its fullness. The Greek word for carries the idea of “carried to completion”, “done fully”, “finished”.

2 possible meanings of this:

a) That could mean that when Paul preaches the word of God, there is nothing left to be proclaimed. No one can come and say that there is something he left out that needs to be added to later. Paul preaches the fullest gospel – the whole Christian message.

Illustration: Just like a cup filled to the brim cannot take another drop, so Paul is a servant who preaches the complete or full or finished message so that no other word of God can be added. 

b) Another possible way of understanding this: the word of God is fulfilled when it is proclaimed in the world with the power of the Holy Spirit and accepted by faith by people. It is completed because that is the task or purpose for which it was sent forth.

I think that both have a lot to commend. I think the verse could have had in mind both meanings.

This word of God that Paul is entrusted with as a servant speaks of a mystery hidden, now disclosed by God (1:26-27). Now this word of God preached to its fullness revealed the mystery of God. Not the popular idea of mystery on TV or the bookshop. The idea of mystery here is not like a mystery novel where we can find out the ending. The idea of mystery here is the idea of what is undiscoverable by man but can only be found out if it is revealed by God. A mystery in this sense is something not discoverable by man by revealed by God.

Illustration: Let me give you an illustration of what the mystery mean in this passage. I had a dream last night. Is anyone here able to tell me what I dreamed last night? Who wants to have a shot? You can’t, right? You can hire a private investigator. You might try to ask me but unless I tell you, you won’t know, will you? That is the idea of mystery--I have to reveal it to you. God has kept a mystery hidden for ages and generations. Now he finally revealed his mystery through his word. And how is this mystery described? It is described as the glorious riches. The Greek word here is used to describe the “wealth” or “treasures” or “glory”.

Why? Why is this mystery so glorious? Why does this mystery represent treasures or glory? And that mystery is described as the glorious riches of this mystery - Christ in you, hope of Glory (1:27).

Previously, we learnt from last week--the Gentiles were those “without hope and without God”. The Gentiles were alienated from God. They were enemies in their minds. 

Now this mystery shows that they have been given a glorious hope, which is Christ in you. This does not mean that Christ was among them walking around but that he was indwelling them as Jesus people. He was actually and really present within them because they believed in him. Believers indwelt by Christ had the hope of glory. As members of Christ’s body, they had his life in them. Therefore, they had a sure hope that they would share in the fullness of His glory yet to be displayed. Because of Christ, believers look forward to sharing His glory.

It is described as the glorious riches. The Greek word here is used to described the “wealth” or “treasures” or “glory”. He is willing to suffer because he has been entrusted with such a great message. 

Transition: Therefore, he struggles to proclaim Christ – admonishing and teaching – to present everyone perfect in Christ. Read 1:28-29.

Illustration: How many of you know what a marathon is? It's a long-distance road race of 26 miles. Do you know what it is in memory of? It's in memory of what happened in Greece in 490 BC. 2500 years ago, a desperate last-ditch battle was won by the Greeks. If they had lost this battle, their country would have fallen to the invaders.

Those days, they didn’t have mobile phones or SMS or fibre optic cables. Someone had to run back to Athens (the capital) to tell them the good news. The fastest and fittest man was picked, this messenger ran back without stopping. He got to the city, told the good news, immediately collapsed and died.

This man had been entrusted with the good news of victory. He was faithful to his trust. He suffered. He struggled. He labored because he had good news to tell.

In the same way, Paul too has been entrusted with the good news. And the word that Paul is entrusted with is something more important than the winning of a battle, it is that of salvation of the Gentiles. He has been entrusted with the glorious riches of the mystery, the fact of Christ in them, and the reality of the hope of glory.

Illustration: Mr Sim labors to build a business empire. He runs a marathon to build a business empire. The marathon runner struggles to bring back the good news of victory.

Paul labors and struggles and suffers for Christ. He is like a marathon runner bearing good news to the Gentiles. He is beaten, stoned, imprisoned to bring the full and complete and glorious news of Christ. He labors and struggles, proclaims, admonishes and teaches to present everyone perfect in Christ.

2. Apply Paul’s struggle for Christ (2:1-5)

Purpose of knowing Paul’s struggle for Christ is in 1:29-2:1.

Why does he want us to know that? I want to suggest 3 things we might learn.

1.   First thing we can learn from Paul is that we should all learn to really suffer, maybe not all will go to jail for our faith. What we can learn from Paul is that we should suffer more for being Christians – I look at ARPC and see that we are not suffering like Paul, and therefore we need to ask ourselves if we are really Christians.

2.   Second thing we can learn is that we are not suffering enough for other Christians – we are not suffering for them and filling up in our flesh for them. The passage is asking: Are you suffering for others?

3.   Third thing we can learn from Paul is that we should all learn to put our suffering in perspective and see that our suffering in the recession is not real suffering.

Do you agree with what I just said? How many of you agree? Don’t put up your hands. How many of you disagree? Don’t put up your hands. Do you think that the original hearers of this letter at the church in Colosse 2000 years ago would have understood it that way? Do you think the writer of the letter Paul wrote it to be understood that way?

Illustration: How many of you have read the book “The Singapore Story” written by Senior Minister Lee Kuan Yew? Even if you've not read it, you know about it, right? When we read this story as the original readers now, do we think that LKY is asking us to be Prime Minister like him, aspire to be a politician, all study law like he did? No we don’t. 

So how are we to understand the purpose of his book? How do we find out? Why don’t we ask him?

Read quote. He wrote it so that we would not take Singapore for granted, and would appreciate how hard it was to be prosperous as we are.

Same thing with this passage. The original readers would not see it as suffering or suffering for others or getting the right perspective of suffering. How would they have understood it? Just like we ask LKY why he wrote, why don’t we ask Paul?

Read 2:1-5: Paul does not want us to suffer like him--we are not servants by commission like him, not to be an apostle like him. It is totally wrong to think that Paul wrote this passage so that we would follow his example of suffering.

He wants us to know of his suffering for Christ so that we will carry on in Christ.

He wants us to know of his suffering for Christ so that we will carry on in Christ by being encouraged in heart and united in love.

He wants us to know of his suffering for Christ so that we will carry on in Christ by having a complete understanding in Christ.

He wants us to know of his suffering for Christ so that we will carry on in Christ by not being deceived by fine-sounding arguments.

He wants us to know of his suffering for Christ so that we will carry on in Christ by being orderly and firm in our faith in Christ.

What I am trying to do is teach us how to read the Bible properly. The first rule of reading the Bible is to ask ourselves the purpose of why the writer wrote to his original audience in the first place.

All of us have a tendency. What tendency is that? We tend to take our own life experiences and our own thoughts and apply them directly to the passage.

Yes, it is true that Christians do suffer. Indeed, the Bible does say that Christians must suffer.

Yes, it is true that Christians do suffer for others. The Bible also says that Christians must suffer for others.

Yes, it is true that Christians should put their struggles in perspective. The Bible also says that Christians should put their suffering in light of eternity.

As we read of Paul and we read of his suffering we immediately jump to the conclusion--follow his suffering, suffer for others, put our own suffering in context. That's the wrong way of reading the Bible. We must ask ourselves why the writer wrote to his original audience in the first place. Paul does not want us to suffer like him--we are not servants by commission like him, not to be an apostle like him.

He wants us to know of his suffering for Christ so that we will carry on in Christ.

He wants us to know of his suffering for Christ so that we will carry on in Christ by being encouraged in heart and united in love.

He wants us to know of his suffering for Christ so that we will carry on in Christ by having a complete understanding in Christ.

He wants us to know of his suffering for Christ so that we will carry on in Christ by not being deceived by fine-sounding arguments.

He wants us to know of his suffering for Christ so that we will carry on in Christ by being orderly and firm in our faith in Christ.

But how exactly does this work? How are we to carry on in Christ? Well I thought of a diagram that could help:

a. Cycle of carrying on in Christ

1. Orderly and firm in faith in Christ (2:5)

How does knowing Paul’s struggle help them be encouraged in heart and united in love? What is the Colossian Christians' present situation? We can learn that in 2:5. Though Paul is not with them, he hears of their faith in Christ. And what is their faith like? Orderly and firm in their faith in Christ.

What does orderly mean? Picture Roman soldiers in an orderly array, ready for battle, each soldier in his right place with perfect organization.

What does firm mean? The idea of firmness is to present a solid front. The idea of a phalanx is when the soldiers form a single line of shields so that nothing can get through. You know--when you see the riot police when they face the protestors, what do they do? Form a line and put up their shields.

In the same way, the Colossian church is orderly and firm in their faith but their enemy is not an invading army but false teaching.

2. Know Paul’s suffering to proclaim Christ (1:24-29)

Now Paul wants to them to know of his suffering to proclaim Christ. He wants them to know that his message is from God. He wants them to know that it is the complete and full message. He wants them to know that it is a glorious message of Christ. He wants them to know that in Christ is the hope of glory. He wants them to know that he seeks to present everyone perfect in Christ.

3. Encouraged in heart and unity in love (2:2)

How are they encouraged in heart? Because they know and have full assurance in what they are believing in and holding on to. Paul suffers for them. Paul suffers as a steward of God’s word. Word of God--mystery revealed. In Christ, we have hope of glory--salvation.

How are they united in love? Because they all believe in Christ, there is no reason for division. They recognize that they are all equal in Christ--equally sinners, alienated and enemies, equally saved through Christ's blood.

4. Full riches of complete understanding of Christ (2:2-3)

Since they have this assurance of Paul suffering in Christ, they will carry on in Christ. They will continue to learn from their teacher Epaphras who will proclaim the word to them, admonishing them and teaching them.

He struggles in his proclamation of Christ. And not just he himself but he gets others to struggle with him.

5. No one deceive you with fine sounding arguments (2:4)

And because they are orderly and firm and encouraged in heart and united in love and growing in the knowledge of Christ they will not be deceived by fine sounding arguments.

I feel this diagram is the best way to understand what Paul is saying.

Read the passage with me one more time. Read 2:1-5.

Application: Spiral of losing Christ. But is that what is happening in churches today? Are people remembering Paul’s suffering for Christ and carrying on in Christ? Are people carrying on in Christ by being encouraged in heart and united in love, by having a complete understanding in Christ, by not being deceived by fine-sounding arguments, by being orderly and firm in our faith in Christ? I don’t think so. What is happening in a lot of churches today is not a cycle of growing in Christ but a spiral of losing Christ.

Illustration: A few weeks ago, a friend told me that her pastor’s sermon was on the year of Jubilee. There was going to be a time of great blessing for their church because it was now 50 years old. Does that mean that churches in Singapore must wait 50 years to be blessed? In ARPC, we will have to wait for another 45 years?

The other week, my son was invited to a birthday party. Every child was given a gift pack and inside every gift pack was a cassette with a sermon inside. The sermon was about how every first born child will receive double blessings. Where is Christ? Where is the glorious riches of God’s mystery that has been hidden for ages and generations? Where is the hope of glory? Where is the word of God which Paul suffered for?

You lose Christ as the centre of the church – perhaps you replace it with something like tradition or fellowship or growth or good works. Instead of preaching Christ you preach religious rituals – how often you pray, how often you do your QT, how much you give.

Or maybe you preach the presence of the Holy Spirit in your life– you preach that you only have the Holy Spirit if you have a particular gift – let's say, speaking in tongues or holy laughter.

Or maybe you preach on the experience of God’s blessing in your life – how you should have many blessings particularly in money and health and healing.

When you proclaim Christ, we can be encouraged in heart and united in love. Because we are all equal in sin, we are all equal in salvation, we have the fullness of God’s word.

In losing focus on Christ, we are discouraged in heart and disunited in love. If we're preaching religious ritual instead of Christ, then how holy I am depends on what I do. How can I be encouraged if I do not know if I am doing enough? How can we be united in love if there is a hierarchy of holiness--you seem to be more holy than I am? 

If the presence of the Holy Spirit is based on spiritual giftedness instead of Christ, how can I be encouraged if the presence of the Holy Spirit in my life depends on whether I can speaking in tongues or have holy laughter? How can we be united in love, if you have more gifts of the Spirit and I have less?

If the focus is on the experience of God’s blessing in my life, then it stands to reason that if my faith is reflected by my material blessings and my health, there will always be more material blessings and better health to seek. How can we be united in love if some have more faith because they have more blessings and some have less faith because they have less blessings.

Full riches of complete understanding of Christ (2:2-3).

And if the preaching is continually on religious ritual, spiritual giftedness, the experience of God’s blessing in your life –

How will you know the mystery of God which is Christ?

How will you have the hope of glory?

How will you have God’s word in its fullness?

Then, instead of being firm - presenting a united front of shields to protect their faith and having order – every person in their right place, the church will become more and more disorderly and less and less firm in their faith in Christ. People will slowly become deceived by fine-sounding arguments. People will become more discouraged and disunited, know less of Christ whom Paul suffered for and preached. And ultimately the church will be destroyed.

Conclusion:

Illustration: My father-in-law had liver cancer. He was operated upon and he is in remission. He also has diabetes. He knows it and we know it--his health is not good and there is not much time left. Last weekend he was at Mt Elizabeth hospital for his 3-monthly check-up. He knew that his health was not quite right because his feet were swollen and he felt unwell. He had a blood test and his cancer marker was 3 times the normal level. And then he had something called an angiogram which gave a questionable reading.

My friends, there will be no signs that will alert us when our spiritual health is failing. There are no blood tests to show that Christ is no longer at the centre of ARPC. There are no angiograms to show that we have lost our hope of glory. Our feet will not swell up. We will not feel unwell. In fact, we will probably feel very healthy. The sermons will feel like they meet our needs. The fellowship will feel warm. The church will be growing. But we would have lost Christ, we would have lost our hope of glory, we would have lost our faith.

Let us know of Paul’s suffering and carrying on in Christ. 

He wants us to know of his suffering for Christ so that we will carry on in Christ. 

He wants us to know of his suffering for Christ so that we will carry on in Christ by being encouraged in heart and united in love.

He wants us to know of his suffering for Christ so that we will carry on in Christ by having a complete understanding in Christ.

He wants us to know of his suffering for Christ so that we will carry on in Christ by not being deceived by fine-sounding arguments.

He wants us to know of his suffering for Christ so that we will carry on in Christ by being orderly and firm in our faith in Christ.
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