The Purpose-Driven Letter
My mother is on the extreme side of sentimental. Before she moved out of her house a few years ago, we found every letter, birthday card, Mother’s Day card, and note that she has ever received. I, on the other hand, do not keep many things from the past. I did find a letter from my son Matt, written from Kanakuk Camp when he was probably 12 or 13 years old. 
Letter

I guess that he signed it Matt Daigle because he wasn’t sure that we would know which Matt sent the letter.

You may have noticed hidden away in the middle of the letter Matt gave his purpose for writing the letter. He said, “I had to write today to eat.” I remember when I received it, how glad I was for that rule. When your child is off to camp for 2 weeks, you want to hear from them!
Just as Matt’s letter had a purpose, to allow him to eat, so our book of Colossians is a purpose-driven letter. It was written for a particular group of people at a particular time in history to deal with a specific purpose for that group of people.

We are basically going to see the book outlined in light of 3 purposes. The first purpose for which this letter was written was for encouragement.

Col. 1:1-2

The letter itself identifies Paul and Timothy as the authors. We know that Paul also wrote 12 other books of the New Testament. His name is on all of them. But here in Colossians as well as in 2 Corinthians, Philippians, and Philemon, Timothy is also listed a co-author. In 1 & 2 Thessalonians not only is Timothy named as an author but also Silus is mentioned in connection with Paul. In 1 Corinthians, Sosthenes is said to be an author. 

No scholar is sure about the part these other men played in authoring these letters. Some feel that when Paul listed someone at the beginning as co-author, he at least played a part in putting Paul’s thoughts together, basically having Paul’s general ideas and editing them. Others feel that Paul was simply graciously including them in the salutation because of the personal relationship between them and the recipients of the letter.

As we study Colossians we will consider Paul to be the primary author. We see him mentioned as the author again in Col. 4:18.

When Paul said that he was writing a greeting in his own hand, he was probably simply saying that he was writing in his own hand that one sentence. He apparently used other men to write out his letters and then just signed a greeting at the end. He specifically mentioned that here and in 3 other letters. 

In the last couple of hundred years some have questioned the validity of the traditional belief about various biblical authors. In the case of this letter to the Colossians, some have questioned Pauline authorship on the basis of language and theological emphases. 
Most of the language unusual to Paul is found in 1:15-20, which was probably a well-known statement of faith at that time quoted by Paul and not authored by him, and in 3:18-4:1, which is a section of the book that may use language from the Colossians’ own code of conduct. The rest of the book has great correspondence in vocabulary and s style with Paul’s other writings.

As far as theological emphasis is concerned, these so-called scholars seem to forget that Paul’s letters were written to deal with specific people in specific situations. Of course, they do not focus on exactly the same things. Also, any teacher may change emphasis over time. That does not mean that it must be another person’s writings. 

The church fathers of the early centuries accepted this letter as written by Paul.  We, too, find no basis for rejecting Paul as the author. 

Now, when did Paul write this letter? You probably noticed the clues as you read. He wrote this when he was in prison.

Col. 4:10, 18
The biblical evidence indicates that Paul was imprisoned on a long-term basis in Rome twice and in Caesarea once. The large majority of conservative scholars place this book during Paul’s first Roman imprisonment, in the early 60’s. They feel that it was written about the same time as the letter to the Ephesians, which dealt with some of the same topics. Also, the letter to Philemon mentioned many of the same people as being with Paul and was probably written at the same time period.
So we had Paul, one of the great church leaders, in prison in Rome. While he was there, he was purpose-driven to write a letter to this group of people. He purposed to encourage them, and the first way that he did that was simply by personal contact. By that I mean a personal letter or visit. In this case Paul was unable to go himself because he was in prison, so he sent a letter by others. He took the time to write this group of believers whom he had never even met. I hope that you felt some of that encouragement as you did your homework. 
I know how encouraging it is to me to hear from someone I know. Maybe a friend is just touching base. Perhaps someone takes the time to write me a note or even an e-mail. I love hearing from a friend who says, “Let’s go to lunch and catch up!” Just having someone contact me personally is a big encouragement. The fact that the person has spent time with me or has taken time writing me is enough to make me feel quite special. 
We saw in 1:2 that this letter was written to believers in the city of Colossae, which was located in the fertile Lycus River valley in the Asian province of Phrygia. In earlier times this city had been more prominent, but at this time it was overshadowed by Laodicea and Hierapolis, which were mentioned later in the letter.

So Paul encouraged this church by personal contact with a letter. He also expected those whom he sent with the letter to encourage them through personal contact.

Col. 4:7-9

Tychicus and Onesimus took this letter from Paul to the Colossians. The letter of Ephesians also says that Tychicus was delivering that letter, apparently on the same trip. These two would have been Paul’s personal encouragers to the Colossians. 
How else did Paul encourage besides personal contact?

The second way that he encouraged this group was through praise. 

Col. 1:2-8

This is not the kind of praise that I normally hear. We tend to tell each other what a great job we did or how good we look instead of encouraging our faith. But consider what Paul tells them. 

v. 2 you are faithful

v. 3-5 we have heard reports of your faith & love, based on the hope you have in heaven

v.6 the gospel has been bearing fruit and growing among you

v. 8 Epaphras told us about your love

These people had shown themselves faithful to the gospel; they were loving one another and believing in God. Faith, hope, and love are hallmarks of the truth that comes into the heart when we believe in Jesus.

Paul says similar things about the Thessalonians: 1 Thess. 1:2-3

How encouraging to a believer to be told that someone has seen the faith, love, and hope that she has in Jesus by her actions. Why don’t we encourage one another in similar ways? When did you last tell someone how much you have seen her spiritual growth? Some of your groups have been together for a while now. How have you seen one another grow? Wouldn’t it be encouraging to hear such a report from someone who has known you a while?

Do you ever feel that you are studying and praying and being built into by a community of believers but you aren’t sure that you have made any progress? I feel that way often. I pray each year that God will so work in me that I will not be the same at the end of this year as I was at the beginning. I pray that for us all each time we begin a new study. I pray that we will all be changed by the powerful word of God at work through the Spirit of God. It is greatly encouraging to me if someone says she has actually seen signs that God is at work changing me or if one of you shares how God is changing you!
We should encourage others through personal contact and through praise, and by that we mean telling other how we see God working in their lives. The third way that I see Paul encourage here is by prayer. 


Colossians 1:9-14

Notice that Paul says that he and Timothy have been praying for them since they first heard the news that the Colossians had become followers of Jesus. There was a disciplined persistent kind of praying in their lives. How encouraging to these believers to know that Paul and Timothy were lifting them up before God on a consistent basis!
Just Sunday I had a conversation outside of the worship center with one of the women in our church who mentioned that she prayed for me last week as I did my lecture. She isn’t even able to come on Tuesdays right now because of a family situation; however, she is investing in me and in all of us by praying for us. That was so encouraging to me! She told me to let her know if I had any particular prayer requests for her because she wants to pray for me. I was so blessed by her words and her prayers. I am sure that these Colossians felt similarly when they heard that Paul and Timothy had them on their prayer lists. 

What exactly was Paul praying for them? He was praying for spiritual things, not temporal things. 

Although Paul just said that the Colossians had been showing the fruit of the gospel in their lives, he then prayed that they would show fruit. He prayed that they would live worthily of the Lord to please Him in all respects. At that time this was a common prayer of pagans. They prayed that they would please their gods and live worthily of them. How much more important to pray for believers who bear the name Christian to live lives that are worthy of Jesus! How many Christians have brought disgrace to His name?

Paul listed in his prayer some qualities that are worthy of the Lord: patience, steadfastness, and joyful thanksgiving to God. Patience and steadfastness are related but different. Patience is the word hupomeno, meaning to persevere or to remain under. It means a bearing up under a situation, endurance as to things or circumstances. This is in contrast to the word for steadfastness, which means endurance toward people rather than circumstances. The word is makrothumia, which is a compound word from the words for long and anger.  It emphasizes the forbearance and self-restraint before proceeding to action, perhaps revenge. All of these qualities—patience, steadfastness, and joyful thanksgiving—relate to times of hardship and suffering. When those times come, to live worthily of Christ means that we show forth patience and remain under the circumstances waiting for God; we are steadfast rather than seeking revenge or holding grudges against those who wrong us; and that we thank God with joy in the midst of the situation.
This prayer is a great one to pray for those who are living in the midst of difficult circumstances or who are dealing with difficult people.
So Paul encouraged by personal contact, by praise for the work God was doing in their lives, and by praying for them consistently. 
However, Paul’s purpose-driven letter was much more than simply a letter of encouragement. Its primary purpose was to combat heresy with truth. Just as I found that my son had hidden his primary purpose for writing in the middle of other information, Paul specified his primary purpose for writing in 2:1-5.
Col. 2:1-5, 8, 16
Chapter 2 continuously deals with the false teaching and its effects on those who believe it. The reports of this heresy must have precipitated Paul’s concern to the point of taking the time to write them about it. 

The antidote to the false teaching was truth about Jesus. All that Paul said about Him focused on His superiority and sufficiency for us beginning in 1:12. That is how I would describe the main theme of the book. But in the context of the heresy, we realize that these truths are somehow involved in offsetting the false teaching. Paul combated the false with the true.

As we consider the themes of the book, we have already said that Colossians has some topics in common with Ephesians. But there are differences. Here is a chart that Irving Jensen put together laying out the differences in emphasis in the two books. 

	Colossians
	Ephesians

	Christ and the Cosmos
	Christ and the Church

	Emphasis on Christ

Head of the Church
	Emphasis on the Church

Body of Christ

	More personal; local
	Less personal; lofty

	Combats error directly
	Combats error indirectly

	TONE: intensity and tumult

of a battlefield
	TONE: calmness of surveying 

The field after victory


In a couple of weeks we will look more closely at the false teaching involved in Colossae. Right now just realize that Paul was dealing with it throughout the first 2 chapters of the book.

His goal was to ground these believers so that they would not fall for the false teaching that they were hearing. When we have children, we often encourage by teaching them things that will prevent heartache or hurt later. We tell them not to talk to strangers, knowing that one of them may not be good and kind. We tell them not to cross the street alone because they may not notice a car heading toward them. We help prevent future issues by teaching them the issues that come from drugs and smoking. 

Paul set out truth about Jesus and encouraged them to avoid these other teachers and the bad effects of their beliefs. 

Some scholars feel the Colossians were already entrapped by the error being taught while others feel this was a preventative measure. I don’t know. I do know that because it was being propagated, it was necessary to deal with it even if they had not totally bought it. 
This letter was purpose-driven to encourage and to combat heresy with truth. It was also purposed to call these believers to live worthily of Christ.
Chapters 3 and 4 emphasize the practicalities of Christian life. They give specifics of Paul’s prayer for them to live worthily in 1:10. When we get to the last lessons, we will be dealing with these issues of daily life and relationships. 
This week we all need to consider how we can follow the model of Paul by encouraging other believers as he did, by personal contact, by praise for what we see God doing in their lives, and by letting them know that we are praying for them specifically for spiritual fruit and growth.

Why don’t you consider writing your own purpose-driven letter this week? 

Here is my letter of encouragement to you: 
Dear women of the Colossians study,
I am so honored to study this great book alongside you. I see and hear your excitement and commitment to know God more by digging into His word. I realize that this is a stretch for some of you who are dealing with over-commitment, trials, and hard relationships. But I have watched so many of you overcome such struggles as you have looked to God instead of at your circumstances. I have heard your stories of how God is working in your lives to make you more like Jesus as you relate to those at home, in your community, and at work. I am praying for you to grow in faith, love, and hope. I pray God will so work in you that He makes you a light in the darkness. I pray He builds us all into a community of women who love, encourage, and challenge each other to trust in Him in all that we experience! May He increase the fruit that I see in your lives and fill you with His peace. May each of you be richly blessed as we grow together and build God’s kingdom on earth. 
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