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“Paul’s Supporting Cast”

Colossians 4:2-18
The apostle Paul could certainly be considered the greatest evangelist in the history of the Christian church. If he were to be given an award to that effect, I am certain that, in receiving the award, he would be the first to say, “I cannot accept this on my own.” Paul was not a Lone Ranger; he was a team player. In the concluding verses of this letter to the Colossians, we are introduced to Paul’s supporting cast, who include some of his audience there in Colosse. We see three groups: those who pray, those who promote, and those who partner in the ministry of the gospel.

Those Who Pray

The first group are those who pray. Paul writes in verses 2-4,

Devote yourselves to prayer, being watchful and thankful. And pray for us, too, that God may open a door for our message, so that we may proclaim the mystery of Christ, for which I am in chains. Pray that I may proclaim it clearly, as I should. 
In these verses, Paul addresses the vertical dimension as he writes about words directed to God in prayer. He offers three pieces of sound advice that we can apply to our prayer lives.

First, be devoted in prayer. This is not merely to maintain a habit. There is the note of diligence and persistence, for this is a task from which we are easily deflected.
 Prayer problems aren’t unique in the twenty-first century. Paul had to deal with them in a.d. 62 and that’s why he told the Colossians: “Don’t be weary in prayer; keep at it; watch for God’s answers and remember to be thankful when they come.”

Prayer is to be active, not passive; bold, not weak; specific, not general; attentive, not lazy; continuous, not sporadic. Hebrews 4:16 says, “Let us draw near with confidence to the throne of grace.” We don’t come groveling, pleading, begging, or bargaining. Entering God’s presence boldly but with proper humility, we acknowledge that He has the power to give us what we ask but the right to answer however He pleases. And we can know that however He answers—”Yes,” “No,” “Wait,” or “Here’s something better”—He’s going to work everything out for our good, not for our harm.
 

Men and women of persistent prayer are those who are constantly on the alert, alive to the will of God and the need of the world, and ready to give an account of themselves and their stewardship.
 Effective evangelism—which Paul will address in a moment—begins with persevering prayer.
 Satan does not mind your witnessing, as long as you don’t pray. Because he knows, if you do not, that it is far more important to talk to God about men than to talk to men about God.

Paul also mentions thanksgiving. So with an attitude of thanksgiving—even for prayers God has not yet answered—we’re to exercise diligence and vigilance. We’re to pray with an alert mind and a thankful heart.
 Thanksgiving is almost as much a hallmark of Colossians as is joy for Philippians.

Second, be visionary in prayer. Paul doesn’t hesitate to ask them to pray for him and his fellow workers, giving some specifics unique to his particular circumstances and directly related to his eager desire to fulfill his calling to preach Christ with clarity. I find it interesting that Paul doesn’t ask them to pray for his physical release from prison. He doesn’t ask that they conduct an hour-by-hour prayer vigil until he’s released from his house arrest. Rather, he asks that doors of opportunity might be opened right where he has found himself. Though he was experiencing very limiting circumstances, Paul had massive ministry vision. And as I read the closing lines of the book of Acts, I have every reason to believe the Colossians did pray for this and that God granted it. Acts 28:30-31 says of Paul, “He stayed two full years in his own rented quarters and was welcoming all who came to him, preaching the kingdom of God and teaching concerning the Lord Jesus Christ with all openness, unhindered.” It seems that their prayers were answered!

Third, be specific in prayer. Note how specific Paul was in his request for the Colossians’ prayers. Too often our prayers are vague and general. “Lord, bless the missionaries!” How much better it would be if we would pray for specific needs. By doing so, we would know when God answered and we could praise Him for it. Perhaps it is our lack of faith that causes us to pray generally instead of specifically.
 

These few statements concerning the vertical words that can be expressed on behalf of insiders provide a pattern for us to follow when we pray for others who are engaged in the frontline battle for souls. Name the people for whom you’re praying. Ask for open doors. Pray for their specific situations, challenges, and opportunities. Ask that God would help them make the most of their limited resources and overcome setbacks. We need to pray continually, pray passionately, and pray specifically.

It has well been said that the purpose of prayer is not to get man’s will done in heaven, but to get God’s will done on earth. Prayer is not telling God what to do or what to give. Prayer is asking God for that which He wants to do and give, according to His will.

Those Who Promote

The second group Paul mentions are those who promote the gospel. In the previous verses Paul underscores the importance of prayer for “insiders”; in verses 5-6 he mentions the significance of our actions and words toward “outsiders.”
 Paul writes,

Be wise in the way you act toward outsiders; make the most of every opportunity. Let your conversation be always full of grace, seasoned with salt, so that you may know how to answer everyone.
“Be wise in the way you act” is literally “walk in wisdom,” that is, follow Christ as God’s pattern for full and authentic human living.
 Never forget that although those on the outside—that is, unbelievers who are without Christ—are lost, they don’t lack a keen sense of seeing and hearing. They’re very perceptive, discerning, and observant when it comes to how we who claim to know Christ behave and speak. Sometimes the scrutiny with which they examine our lives is a little unfair. Christians typically don’t claim to be completely free from sin, just completely forgiven of it. Nevertheless, our works and our words can either draw a watching world closer to God or drive them farther away.

The next phrase in verse five is, “make the most of every opportunity.” The Greek words of the text are fascinating: ton kairon exagorazomenoi. The verb means “to buy up an opportunity for one’s self, to use everything and see everyone as an advantageous opportunity.” The familiar translation is “redeeming the time.” The word for time is kairos, “the strategic, crucial moment.” We are to make the most of every opportunity.
 One commentator puts it, “every opportunity is to be snapped up like a bargain.”

It is not enough simply to walk wisely and carefully before unbelievers. We must also talk with them and share the Gospel message with them. But we must take care that our speech is controlled by grace, so that it points to Christ and glorifies the Lord. This means we must have grace in our hearts, because it is from the heart that the mouth speaks. With grace in our hearts and on our lips, we will be faithful witnesses and not judges or prosecuting attorneys!

Paul speaks of having our speech being “seasoned with salt.” The metaphor of ‘salty’ speech was a common one in the ancient world. Paul knows that a tedious monologue is worse than useless in evangelism. Christians are to work at making their witness interesting, lively and colorful; and, at the same time, to ensure that they have thoroughly mastered the rudiments of their faith “so that you may know how to answer everyone.”

Brief as Paul’s words on witnessing are, they contain a concise but complete statement of how to get out the Good News—whether it’s the first century or the twentieth: be ready, be wise, be right. Paul wanted the Colossians to always be ready to share their feelings, experience and knowledge of Christ with others. He also wanted them to be wise—to use timing and tact in their witness for Christ. The same holds true for Christians in today’s unchristian world. Admittedly, it isn’t always easy. One person’s idea of what is winsome, winning and witty is somebody else’s idea of gross, gauche and gruesome. Perhaps above all Paul wanted the Colossians and all Christians to be right. He wrote his letter to Colosse to make sure they didn’t get the Good News confused with a lot of pseudo-philosophical drivel. He spent a lot of time telling the Colossians (and us) what we have in Christ and who Christ really is.

We must work on becoming more winsome and friendly. Our words do matter. Think before you speak. Banish cynicism and sarcasm. Don’t be a grump or a prude. Listen to yourself and try to imagine how your manner of speech is coming across to others. Is it bland and boring or zesty and interesting? Is it all about you and your life, or is it all about Christ and the new life? Answer the questions they’re asking, not the issues you’re personally interested in. Be gracious in your words and actions. Learn how to meet and accept people where they are and speak in a language they can understand.

The Christian’s walk and talk must be in harmony with each other. Nothing will silence the lips like a careless life. When character, conduct, and conversation are all working together, it makes for a powerful witness, promoting the gospel.

Those Who Partner

In the remaining verses of the letter Paul speaks of those who partner in the work of the gospel. Paul was not only a soul winner; he was a great friend-maker. There are more than one hundred different Christians (named and unnamed) associated with Paul in the Book of Acts and in his epistles. He named 26 different friends in Romans 16 alone!

It was customary in Paul’s day to close each letter with personal greetings. Friends did not see one another that much, and letter service was very slow and limited. Of course, Paul’s greetings were much more than social; they conveyed his genuine spiritual concern for his friends.
 

A comparison with Paul’s other letters shows that the end of Colossians is unusually rich in personal messages and greetings. Only the conclusion of Romans can be compared with it (which was another church he had never personally met).
 

The first mentioned is Tychicus in verses 7-8, “Tychicus will tell you all the news about me. He is a dear brother, a faithful minister and fellow servant in the Lord. I am sending him to you for the express purpose that you may know about our circumstances and that he may encourage your hearts.” Tychicus is mentioned in the Bible only five times (here, Acts 20:4, Ephesians 6:21, 2 Timothy 4:12, and Titus 3:12), but we can draw some distinct conclusions about his experience and place in life. Tychicus popped up at the end of Paul’s missionary work in Ephesus, and since he was a native of the province of Asia, of which Ephesus was the major city, we think he was probably a convert of Paul’s long ministry in Ephesus. Very likely he had been born in that city, lived there, and found new life under Paul’s ministry. Thus, he probably witnessed the great Ephesian silversmiths’ riot against Paul, which prompted the apostle to leave Ephesus for Macedonia. As such Tychicus experienced danger himself and shared Paul’s immense bravery. A short time later when Paul decided to return to Jerusalem, where he would ultimately be arrested, Tychicus was one of the seven who accompanied him as a traveling companion. Very likely he carried with him the Ephesians’ offering for the poor in Jerusalem. When Paul was arrested in Jerusalem, Tychicus, along with Luke and others, stayed with Paul through the thick and thin of his arrest and imprisonment in Caesarea, his dramatic appearances before kings and governors, his miserable voyage and shipwreck en route to Rome, and his residence in Rome awaiting trial. Thus we see that Tychicus was a man of intense devotion to God and Paul.

In verse nine we read, “He is coming with Onesimus, our faithful and dear brother, who is one of you. They will tell you everything that is happening here.” As seen in the brief letter to Philemon, Onesimus was a runaway slave from Colosse who had come to know Christ when he had encountered Paul in Rome. He had fled from his owner, Philemon, who was the recipient of the letter now bearing his name. When he escaped from his service to Philemon, Onesimus traveled west, all the way to Italy, ending up by God’s providence in Paul’s rented home in Rome. This encounter led to his conversion to Christ, resulting in a desire to make things right with his owner, Philemon. Paul describes Onesimus as a “faithful and beloved brother.”

I find it interesting that Onesimus, who was legally a slave, was called a “brother” in Christ, while Tychicus, who was free, was called a “fellow servant” (literally, “slave”) in the Lord. Surely Paul recognized the irony. Perhaps he was intentionally trying to put things in perspective. Though the unity believers have in Christ as brothers and sisters doesn’t cancel out social distinctions, we must regard those distinctions as secondary to our primary identity as members of the same family, regardless of our ethnicity, social status, or gender.

In any case, at the end of Colossians 4:9 we’re told that both these men— Colossians the veteran minister Tychicus and the new convert Onesimus—would represent Paul to the church in Colosse. They would give an oral report about what was happening to him in Rome. Paul depended on them as his hands, feet, and mouth while he was stuck in Rome under house arrest.

Next, Paul mentions six people who were partners with him: three were Jewish (Aristarchus, Mark, and Jesus Justus) and three were Gentile (Epaphras, Luke, and Demas).
 Language, differences in religion and culture had divided the world of that day into hostile camps that could only be held together by the sword. Here under Paul’s aegis both camps were meeting together willingly and lovingly—an amazing unity!

Aristarchus is mentioned in Acts 20:4 as one who, along with others, traveled with Paul during his ministry in Greece, Macedonia, and Asia Minor. Aristarchus was originally from Thessalonica. Paul calls him his “fellow prisoner”—literally, his “fellow-prisoner-of-war.”
 We can’t be sure whether Aristarchus had been placed under house arrest with Paul or whether he was a “fellow prisoner” elsewhere.

Paul refers to John Mark as “Barnabas’s cousin” (or possibly his nephew). It’s likely that the Colossians had heard of Barnabas, but they may not have been as familiar with the young man who had earlier abandoned Paul and Barnabas midway through the first missionary journey, and whose departure had later caused a break in the relationship between Paul and Barnabas. Now, some years later, Mark had been reconciled with Paul and was serving alongside him in Rome. Toward the end of his life, Paul would request in 2 Timothy 4:11 for Mark’s presence, for he was “useful to me for service.” Though the friendship between the young John Mark and Paul had been strained early on, both of them grew through their struggles —Mark grew in maturity and fortitude, and Paul grew in patience and forgiveness.

The third of the three Jewish believers in Christ mentioned here happened to share the same name as the Lord, the Hebrew name Joshua. His Latin name was Justus, a name shared by two other men in the book of Acts. We know nothing about this Justus except that he, Aristarchus, and Mark were “fellow workers for the kingdom of God” and were an encouragement to Paul.

These three Jewish partners of Paul are followed by three Gentile believers. Epaphras was originally a member of the Colossian church and, in fact, the one who had brought the gospel to them as well as to the neighboring communities of Laodicea and Hierapolis. Like Aristarchus, Luke had been with Paul through many ups and downs in ministry over a long period of time. Here we’re told that Luke had been trained as a physician. How great is that! Not only could he attend to the spiritual and practical needs of those with whom and to whom he was called to minister, but he could also address medical needs. It may be that Luke served as Paul’s personal physician, helping him cope with the lingering condition he referred to as a “thorn in the flesh” (2 Cor. 12:7). We also know that Luke was a gifted researcher and writer, being personally responsible for the Gospel of Luke and the book of Acts. Then there is Demas, of whom we know little. In Philemon, we are merely told that he was a “fellow worker” with Paul. However, he is also mentioned in 2 Timothy 4:10: “Demas, having loved this present world, has deserted me and gone to Thessalonica.” All of us have known friends whose camaraderie cooled and whose faithfulness waned. They began to drift, ultimately becoming absent.

In verse 15 Paul writes, “Give my greetings to the brothers at Laodicea, and to Nympha and the church in her house.” In the early centuries, Christians met in private homes rather than in church buildings. Usually the owners of these homes were wealthy members of the congregation who had large enough houses to host a sizable group. The message to the church in Laodicea recorded in Revelation 3 indicates that Laodicea was a wealthy church. Nympha may have been a wealthy matron of the church in Laodicea who opened her doors and served the entire congregation.

Paul goes on in verse 16, “After this letter has been read to you, see that it is also read in the church of the Laodiceans and that you in turn read the letter from Laodicea.” Paul expected and desired his epistles not only to be read out loud to the churches to which they were sent but also to be copied and passed around to neighboring churches. In fact, this is why we have a collection of New Testament writings. Already by the mid-60s, the apostle Peter could refer to “all [Paul’s] letters” in 2 Peter 3:15-16.

At first glance, this verse may suggest that a letter to the Laodiceans had been written by Paul, sent to that church, read by the Colossians, but then subsequently lost. Some scholars believe this to be the case. Others, meanwhile, believe Paul could be referring to his letter to the Ephesians, which he may have sent along with Tychicus when he sent the letters of Colossians and Philemon. If this is the case, we may envision a scenario like the following:

Paul sent Tychicus, together with Onesimus, to deliver three of the so-called Prison Epistles—Ephesians, Colossians, and Philemon—to their destinations. When they first arrived at the port city of Ephesus, they delivered the letter addressed to the Ephesians and shared news of Paul as well as additional instructions (see Eph. 6:21). Before the carriers departed for Colosse, the church in Ephesus was instructed to send copies of their letter to other churches with which they had relationships. Those churches, in turn, were to send copies to other churches.

The church at Laodicea was undoubtedly the largest among the three sister churches mentioned by Paul in Colossians—Laodicea, Hierapolis, and Colosse. Thus Paul would have known that eventually the letter to the Ephesians would make its way through the network of churches to the small church of Colosse. Note that Paul didn’t instruct the Colossians to send their letter to Hierapolis. He knew that the church in Laodicea—likely the larger, more central church—would have sent this letter to Hierapolis, since they would have been responsible to make sure the smaller churches in the vicinity received copies of all the apostolic writings they had.

As intriguing as the idea may be of someday finding a lost epistle to the Laodiceans, it’s likely that no such letter from Paul ever existed and that the letter mentioned in Colossians 4:16 has been in our Bibles from the very beginning—as the letter to the Ephesians!

Paul wraps up his letter to the Colossians with a touching, handwritten farewell. As was his custom, he took the stylus from his secretary—in this case probably Timothy, who assisted him in writing—and provided his own personal signature: “I, Paul, write this greeting with my own hand. Remember my imprisonment. Grace be with you.”

As we come to the close of our study of this remarkable letter, we must remind ourselves that we are complete in Jesus Christ. We should beware of any teaching that claims to give us “something more” than we already have in Christ. All of God’s fullness is in Him, and He has perfectly equipped us for the life that God wants us to live. We do not live and grow by addition, but by appropriation. All we need is simply Christ in this syncretistic culture. May the Lord help us to live as those who are complete in Christ.
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