WORDS OF ENCOURAGEMENT

(Colossians 1:1-2)
One of the hardest parts about leaving Virginia and returning to California was leaving the Chapel.  I really miss all of you.  Often, I imagine that I am looking out at you on a Sunday morning, and in my mind’s eye I see each one of you sitting in your usual seats.  And, as I look at each of your faces, I have so many memories of the things we did, said, and experienced together – especially watching God at work in each of your lives.  If I were not a South African (no tears allowed), I’d get downright emotional!  Tina and I have so appreciated and enjoyed your friendship, encouragement, and fellowship in Jesus Christ.  To try to keep this connection, I am planning to periodically send you “devotionals,” which I am going to call “Words of Encouragement,” to hopefully encourage and strengthen you in your faith.

Since I studied Paul’s letter to the Colossians in my Quiet Time in January, I will share from that letter, beginning with the greeting.


Colossians 1:1-2 says (using the outline form I taught you):



“Paul, an apostle of Christ Jesus




  
by the will of God,



and



Timothy our brother,



To



the holy and faithful brothers







in Christ







at Colosse.”    

First, some background.  Paul and Timothy, the authors of this letter, are in prison, probably in Rome, and they write to the relatively new “church” in Colosse, which was founded by Epaphras in what is today southwestern Turkey.  The church at Colosse, which probably also included folks from the neighboring towns of Heirapolis and Laodicea, consisted of 2 or 3 house churches for a total of perhaps 40-60 people.  Remember, the church is people, not a building!

Paul addresses these “church members” as “the holy and faithful brothers in Christ at Colosse”.

The word “holy” means set apart from everyday usage, dedicated to God and His purposes.  Some versions translate this word as “saints.”  So, Paul, right off the bat, reminds these young Christian readers (and by application us) that when they put their faith in Jesus Christ at conversion, they were at that time “set apart by God for His purposes.”  They, and we, became “saints.”  That’s how God sees us and how we should view ourselves.

Not only were these young believers “holy,” but they are also described as “faithful brothers (in the original Greek “brothers” was understood to mean brothers and sisters) in Christ”.  The concept of Christians being brothers (and sisters) reminds us that we are now part of a new family.  We have been born again into the family of God, together with all other people who are “in Christ” – especially those in our church.  We’re family. 

“In Christ” is one of the apostle Paul’s favorite ways of describing those who are Christians.  At its root “in Christ” speaks of an intimate (very close) and existential (here and now) relationship with the resurrected and exalted Christ in whom we are personally and socially identified.  This is, in fact, who we are as believers.  Being “in Christ” not only gives us encouragement, assurance, and strength in this life, but it also guarantees that we will spend eternity with Him because we are eternally and forever “in Christ!”  Pretty awesome reality!  This phrase, and similar phrases such as “in Him,” “in Christ Jesus,” etc., are used over and over again in this letter to the Colossians (and the entire New Testament) as a shorthand for describing what it means to be a Christian.

So, what does this mean to you and me in the year 2005?  First, God wants us to have a healthy Biblical self-image.  When you look at yourself in the mirror in the morning, remember who you really are by God’s magnificent grace.  As you shave, or put on your make-up, or whatever (!), say to yourself (out loud if no one is listening!): 

“I have been set apart by God for His purposes, I am part of God’s 

family, and I am related to and identified with the resurrected and 

exalted Lord Jesus Christ”. 

What grace! Powerful grace that can make a sinner like me into a saint like that! What an undeserved blessing! What a privilege! We may not always feel like it, but this is who we really are because of God’s incredible grace. My only logical response to this transforming grace is go out and live a life that pleases Him.

Second, if I have been set apart for God’s purposes, I need to find out what God’s particular purpose is for my life and start doing it.  He does have a special purpose for each of us, that is unique to us, and that is important to God’s will and work here on earth.  As we look at the gifts, abilities, experiences, and personality God has given us, what does He want us to do for Him – here, right now, in this church, in this neighborhood?  God will lead you.  Then, “just do it!”  

Third, as a member of God’s family, we need to get to know our other family members – spend time with them, encourage them, share their burdens, rejoice when they rejoice, weep when they weep.  The church is our spiritual family, so jump in and participate!  Both of these points are particularly apropos at this time as the chapel goes though this exciting transition. 

Finally, as those who are personally and closely related to the living Christ, we need to cultivate that relationship.  This means spending time with Him, in His Word, in prayer, in worship – on our own, in private, and with our fellow believers as a church.  Paul’s heart-felt desire in Philippians 3 to know Christ better is our goal, too.  

Being “in Christ” also means that we are personally (in my heart) and socially (in my daily life) identified with Christ.  God will give us the strength as we courageously and publicly identify with Christ and His will and way in our everyday lives.  We act not as “holier than thou” critics, but as humble servants who want to share God’s love and grace and be “sleeves rolled up” involved in meeting the real needs of real people that God brings into our lives.

Our prayer of response: 

Dear Lord, thank You so much for what You by Your grace have 

done in my life.  You have set me apart for Your special purposes; 

You have made me part of Your family;  and You have somehow 

placed me “in Christ”.  Help me to respond in faith and with 

appropriate action. 

