
Struggle for encouragement

[SLIDE ] We are in a section of Paul’s letter to the Colossians in which he is presenting
his own life in hopes of inspiring them to follow his example. He described his “joyfully 
suffering for the sake of the Church.” And he described his efforts as a “Servant 
[uncompromisingly aligned with the intentions of the Master] with a Secret [Christ in you the Hope 
of Glory] for Circulation [we proclaim him]. In all of his discussion of himself he is hoping 
to  be an example to his readers, as he told the SLIDE Philippians: 4:9 Whatever you have 
learned or received or heard from me, or seen in me—put it into practice. And the God of peace will be with 
you.

Now we’re in Colossians 2, but Paul is continuing to present his own life as an example
for the Colossians. He’s never met them. The only Colossian he knows personally is 
Epaphras -who likely chose to follow Jesus through Paul’s ministry in Ephesus and 
then was inspired to carry the Good News of “Christ in you: the Hope of Glory” to his home 
town of Colossae.

Paul tells SLIDE them: “I want you to know how great a struggle I have on your behalf…” Paul is 
familiar with the sporting events of his day- the games- from time to time he uses them 
as illustrations of endurance and preparation.  He does it in 1:29 … striving according to His 
power… the word “striving” is agonizomai, [it’s where we get our word “agonize.”] which is 
about the struggle in contending for the prize, the exertion of labor, engaging in 
earnest labor to win the contest. 
I was never interested in organized sports but I was the 8th grade science class arm-wrestling 
champion. SLIDE [And yes, that’s exactly how hard we worked on science.] With nothing requiring 
our attention, we were bored one afternoon, and an arm wrestling competition started up. Fred - 
who was very strong- was taking on all comers and crushing the competition. Somebody said: what 
about Cadorette… everyone stopped, and a hush fell over the room, and from somewhere a whistle 
[Good/bad/ugly] and a tumbleweed blew in front of the desks.  [Everybody knew I was strong 
because of my pull-up prowess and rope climbing]. They expected a desktop clash of Titans and 
they were not disappointed. It was an agonizing struggle between the two biggest arms in the after-
lunch 8th grade science class, but in the end your pastor was victorious [at least that’s how I 
remember it.]  We’ve joked about a re-match for our 40th reunion this Spring. 

The point is: Paul’s agonizing struggle; the pressing hard to win on behalf of the 
Colossians.  Paul references it again in 2:1 with the word translated “Struggle.” The 
Greek is agon  It’s used to refer to “an athletic contest,” or the effort spent by the 
athletes. [Like we might say: Are you going to the “race” to see them “race?” Race is both the event 
and the activity the racers will engage in.]  So Paul wants the Cols to know that, like an 
athlete in competition, he expends great effort, agonizing over their spiritual well
being – Like an arm-wrestler struggling against an opponent, a runner pressing to the finish. 
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Paul, has never been to Colossae in person so I am left to assume his struggle on their
behalf has to be one of prayer. So what is Paul’s example for us in this? SLIDE What is 
he struggling for on their behalf?

1. 2 that their hearts may be encouraged,
SLIDE The truth is, the Roman environment with its many gods and goddesses, and it’s
extensive emperor worship- branded throughout the Kingdom in statues and artwork and 
emperor-glorifying sculptures in every nook and cranny of every city and in every home and market- 
was not an easy place for a fledgling group of Christians to stay focused and faithful on
King Jesus. Your neighbors would think you were weird. 
Whoever heard of a “crucified Jew” being Lord of the world!! That’s nuts! Besides we’ve already got a 
boatload of local gods who take care of us- and, of course, we’ve got the emperor, he’s a god. You 
can’t be serious with this “Jesus thing.” We don’t take kindly to that sort of foreign thinking around 
here- you’re just making trouble for yourselves. Those could be persuasive arguments [2:4] 
that could discourage Christians –new or old-  and delude them into giving up their 
faith. 

Paul is struggling to ENCOURAGE the hearts of our Colossian Congregation. He 
is wrestling in Prayer and teaching against the “powers that be” so that our Colossians 
hearts would be encouraged. In Jewish thought, [like Paul’s] the heart is the source of 
the will, of volition, the “mainspring of action” [Wright]. 
SLIDE Paul tells the Romans: 6:17 But thanks be to God that though you were slaves of sin, you 
became obedient from the heart…  2Cor. 9:7 Each one must do just as he has purposed in his heart,  Gal. 
6:9  Let us not lose heart in doing good, for in due time we will reap if we  do not grow weary.  SLIDE
For Paul the heart is the place where we decide to follow and to keep following Jesus- 
so the Colossian hearts need to be encouraged.  Please note that its “hearts,” plural. 
He wants all the hearts of he Colossian congregation to be encouraged together. 

So Paul is struggling to encourage the hearts of our Colossian Congregation. SLIDE
What are the ingredients of that encouragement?
2. 2 that their hearts may be encouraged, having been united [knit together] in love, and attaining to all 
the wealth that comes from the full assurance of understanding…

While a bit unclear in this NASB translation the encouragement Paul is struggling for, 
for the Colossians requires SLIDE two ingredients: 
A. Hearts that have been “united” in love, and…
B. Hearts that have been “united” to all the wealth that comes from the full assurance of 
understanding…
This is another one of those places where, in trying to assist our understanding, our 
NASB translators have inserted an extra word - “attaining”- that interferes more than 
helps.    Take it out and see how it reads: 
SLIDE 2 that their hearts may be encouraged, having been united in love, and (attaining) to all the wealth  that 
comes from the full assurance of understanding… [read again without]
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Wright says of the Greek sentence structure that the Greek for “united” [sumbibazo, knit 
together] modifies, or governs or is descriptive of both “in love” and the entire next 
phrase. The congregation’s hearts are to be “united” in love AND united in a “proper 
full understanding of the Gospel.” Both are necessary for the encouragement Paul 
is struggling for.  I’ll say it again… The encouragement Paul is struggling for flows 
from hearts united in love   AND   hearts united in an understanding of the Gospel. Let’s 
start with…
SLIDE
A. Hearts …united [knit together] in love…
For a church to be encouraged in its life there has to be love shared between its 
members. The great Packers football coach   Vince Lombardi   was asked what it takes 
to make a winning team.  "There are a lot of coaches with good ball clubs who know the 
fundamentals and have plenty of discipline but still don't win the game. Then you come to the third 
ingredient: if you're going to play together as a team, you've got to care for one another. You've 
got to love each other. 
Jesus says: 34  "A new commandment I give to you, that you love one another; as I have loved you, that 
you also love one another. 35  "By this all will know that you are My disciples, if you have love for one 
another.

As a gathering of people who claim Jesus as our Lord, our King [far above all rule and 
authority and power and dominion] we have to be obedient to his command and submit 
ourselves to love one another. If there is to be any encouragement we must be 
unified in the LOVE of Christ.
NT SLIDE scholar Marianne Meye Thompson says: “The mutual interdependence of believers 
who belong to the one body of Christ encourages and empowers them to live within a culture whose 
values, morality, and religious practices regularly run counter to or undermine the commitments called
for in the gospel. 
Our world situation is not unlike that of the Colossians. And we need the loving 
support of one another so that we are able to –even against a cultural hurricane- walk in a 
manner worthy of the Lord, to him in all respects 1:10. 

The Greek- sumbibazo- basically means “united” or “joined together.” A more 
evocative definition is NASB’s “knit together.”  SLIDE  As the husband of a fiber artist 
that word choice is very compelling. Right now at the pinnacle of her production season
every loom in the studio is stretched with warp and weft- fibers “knit together” tightly for
the sole purpose: that they will not unravel and ruin the beauty and usefulness of the 
garment or cloth.   We need to be similarly KNIT TOGETHER IN LOVE- for the sake of
encouragement. 
Do you ever become depressed in looking at the world and maybe begin to wonder a bit about this 
Jesus thing- questioning the point of it all? If your answer is yes, it’s okay. 
One of the things I do when these thoughts overtake me is to stop and list the great saints I know who
have also decided Jesus is Lord: Darwen Henning, Patti Federighi, Kent Murahashi, Carl Hanson, 
Mary Rose, Phyllis Main, Connie Hillger and Dave Johnson. Having my heart knit together 
with these [and all of you] is a strong encouragement to continue. “I’ll have what they’re 
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having.” If they’re following Jesus, my heart is encouraged to keep going too because 
we are knit together in love. 

Our 2nd ingredient for encouraged hearts is  SLIDE
B. Hearts “united” to all the wealth that comes from the full assurance of understanding…
Love alone is not enough to accomplish the encouragement Paul has in mind for the 
Colossians.  They- the whole of the church- in order to receive the encouragement 
necessary need to share a full and complete understanding of the Gospel of Jesus 
Christ.  Wright says this: SLIDE
“…while the process of knitting together the church into a united body clearly includes the growth of 
love, it also includes the growth, on the part of the whole community, of that proper understanding of 
the gospel which leads to the rich blessings of a settled conviction and assurance.”
SLIDE
When I came back to SPU in the Fall of 1981 I had three women on my mind- three potential targets 
for my affection. By the time we crossed into 1982 that field had been narrowed down to Rebekah- 
and yet we had not yet kissed. Remember we’d been good friends for the previous two years. And 
while I thought things were going well- I didn’t want to blow it. I didn’t have the   assurance  , the   clear 
understanding   that that next incredibly important step was okay. The truth is, I was just scared. We 
were in her room, having an intimate moment of conversation- talking about how we felt about each 
other and she said: “Well, are you going to do anything about it!? Suddenly I had a CLEAR 
UNDERSTANDING, and a confident conviction that my next action was fully acceptable and 
warranted- our hearts were knit together in love for each other and a clear understanding of that 
love And so I was ENCOURAGED to proceed as directed. 

Remember, at the end of ch1 Paul says: “We proclaim Him,” Christ- Jesus. It’s what 
Paul works for. It’s the centerpiece of his life: teaching and admonishing in order to 
give EVERYONE a clear and complete understanding of The Lord Jesus Christ. SLIDE 
A clear understanding of Christ- who he is, what He’s done- is, as Paul says here, a 
source of assurance, a guarantee, a confident conviction that we have not made a 
mistake in embracing King Jesus.

This is why an in-depth teaching of the scriptures will ALWAYS be a priority for me so 
long as this calling remains on my life. I will never be the guy who will give you a 
“happy-thought homily” on Sunday morning. Because for our hearts to be 
encouraged we need the “full assurance of understanding … resulting in a TRUE 
knowledge of Christ himself.” 
SLIDE
Both ingredients are necessary for the sake of encouraged hearts. We need to be 
united both in love and in a rich, deep understanding of Jesus Christ. 
Encouraged hearts come from the interplay of these two critical ingredients. 
Living and worshipping in a community where there is LOVE and FORGIVENESS will 
truly help you understand the Gospel better. And A full grasp of the Gospel Story –of 
Jesus’ life, death, resurrection and ascension- should empower you to be better at loving and 
forgiving. 
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SLIDE
WE NEED BOTH for fortified, comforted, encouraged Christian hearts

SLIDE  And the result is that the encouraged body shares together:
3. … Christ  3 in whom are hidden all  the treasures of wisdom and knowledge.
The heart intersection of Agape love and Gospel understanding is the singular 
place for a true knowledge of Christ. 
With a full understanding of God’s work to redeem the world -through the life, death, 
resurrection and ascension of Jesus- and with God’s agape love flowing between us we are 
well-prepared to discover together all the treasures of wisdom and knowledge hidden 
for us within our Lord.   

Jesus is the image of the invisible God -1:15. In Christ all the fullness of Deity dwells in 
bodily form  - 2:9. And He is the singular example of a truly human life lived as God 
intended it to be lived.

In Him lies the knowledge of God’s will in all spiritual wisdom and understanding- 
which, when accessed empowers us to 10 …walk in a manner worthy of the Lord,  to please Him in 
all respects,  bearing fruit in every good work and  increasing in the  knowledge of God; The answers to 
any and every question you have about your life and the world around you are 
treasures hidden within Him. SLIDE “Everything we might want to ask about God and His 
purposes can and must now be answered …with reference to the crucified and risen Jesus, the 
Messiah.” –NT Wright 

There’s an old slogan some of you might remember SLIDE: Christianity is Christ. 
Paul’s example for us is: We proclaim Him. He is the focus. He is the centerpiece. He 
is not just another clue, or key, or signpost or mark on the map pointing us to the 
treasure. He, Himself, in his person, contains all the treasures of wisdom and 
knowledge anyone could wish for. A lifetime will not be long enough to unpack them all. 

So the self-portrait Paul has painted is a picture of one in prayer, pressing back 
against spiritual entities that would see us discouraged and weakened. 
He wrestles on so that our hearts would be united in love and in the assurance of a full,
rich understanding of the Gospel. His goal for us all is a true knowledge of Christ – 
and all the treasure within him. But, as good as he is, Paul cannot do this alone.  

For the sake of us all, Paul describes his own struggle to us because he intends 
for us to imitate that struggle on behalf of one another. SLIDE He intends for you to
work and pray that love will fill the hearts of those around you. He intends for you to 
work and pray toward a full understanding of the gospel for everyone in this place. 
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He intends you to struggle- in prayer and in work- so that those around you will have a 
true knowledge of Christ himself and access to all the knowledge and wisdom in Him 
and so be encouraged to follow Christ and Proclaim Him.

So I invite you to imitate Paul’s struggle on behalf of FBC. I ask you to pray that 
our hearts would be united in agape-love and I ask you to press forward in service that 
will establish and fortify that love.  [What’s that mean?] 
I ask you to pray that all of us would be knit together in a rich, deep, understanding of 
the Gospel of Jesus Christ. 
I want you to expend the effort in prayer and action on one another’s behalf- agonizing,
if you will- for this body so that we are ultimately ENCOURAGED to love and serve 
because of our love-bound hearts and our treasure-laden understanding of King Jesus.

This is Paul’s example to us. 

I close with some familiar words from Hebrews SLIDE: Heb. 3:13 But encourage one another 
daily, as long as it is called Today, so that none of you may be hardened by sin’s deceitfulness. 14 We have 
come to share in Christ if we hold firmly till the end the confidence we had at first.
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