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Pentecost 5th Sunday-A Scale or a Promise?-Colossians 1 1-20 

May the words of my mouth and the meditations of our hearts be pleasing unto You, O 

Lord, our Rock and our Redeemer. Amen! 

Colossians is an unusual work among all of Paul’s letters for several reasons. In the first 

place, Paul never visited the place. Although he also never visited Rome before writing 

to them. But this letter seeks to solve a particular problem in the congregation, whereas 

Romans is a different sort of letter altogether.  

In this letter, Paul is addressing a problem which he has not faced in other places. Paul 

was normally quite open to the culture of the Greeks and the Romans. In this letter, he 

is much more decidedly opposed to the larger culture. In fact, he is filtering it out of the 

hearts and minds of the readers. Colossians reads much more like a filter than a letter of 

an expansive movement which is sweeping through the poor and slave classes of the 

empire.  

This is so different for Paul that some have questioned whether he wrote this letter. Of 

course, it is common these days for scholars to doubt the authorship of most of the 

books of the Bible. If you read commentaries, you will have noticed that this is a hotly 

debated topic. If you want to read someone who thinks Paul wrote Colossians, Luke T. 

Johnson of Emory University is probably the best-known defender of it (as are most 

LCMS scholars). Bart Ehrman, a popular Christian turned agnostic, would be an example 

of someone who doesn’t believe Paul wrote it.  

I think these differences in Paul’s books are overstated. Paul also takes on Roman 

culture in Philippians, urging a humility which was totally absent from the first century 

culture. He also urges the Corinthians to leave much of their old lives behind. Many 

have also noted that Colossians and Ephesians are similar. It would seem that Paul 

wrote both books at the same time, using the same structure and vocabulary.  

In our lives today, we often confuse needs and wants. Christians and non-Christians 

alike have this problem. We need food, water, air, light and exercise. We need shelter, 

clothes, relationships and love. We want to eat out at our favorite restaurant. We want 

chocolate or diet Coke. We want a bigger house, designer clothes, and gym 

memberships. 
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In our Christian life we want our favorite hymns or style of music. We want people to be 

friendly, to like us, and to be like us. We want to feel good about ourselves. We want to 

know why things happen and what God is thinking and doing amid all the trials and 

tribulations in our lives and in the world. 

But what is it we really need? We really need someone to deliver us from evil, all the 

evil of the world: pain, injury, disease, loneliness, heartache, betrayal, and death. We 

need to be rescued. We need someone to do for us, what we cannot do for ourselves! 

Our text states: 

“We have heard of your faith in Christ Jesus and of the love you have for all of the saints 

because of the hope laid up for you in heaven.” What does this mean, good Lutherans 

would ask? 

In Ephesians 2:8-9 St. Paul states, “For by grace you have been saved through faith. And 

this is not your own doing; it is the gift of God, not a result of works, so that no one may 

boast.” So, the faith of the Colossians was a gift of God. The love they exhibited was its 

fruit, based upon their receipt of this God-given gift that guarantees them eternal life in 

heaven. 

In today’s text, we see Paul giving a number of back-handed compliments in his prayer. 

This is masterfully done. Paul thanks God for their faith and love which have been 

present among them since the day they first heard and understood the message.  

In the prayer, he prays that they may attain to knowledge and wisdom and strength. In 

other words, Paul congratulates them on what they have, namely faith and love, and 

prays that they may get what they don’t have: knowledge and wisdom. But these people 

are disdainful of the Christian who simply believes and loves, and they are sure of their 

superiority based on knowledge. Paul congratulates them for the things they disdain 

and prays that they get some of the very things they believe they have in abundance! 

Ouch!  

We should pay close attention to the words of this text as to what are “yes/no” 

questions and what questions are really dealing with a scale which is measurable. This is 

as important as recognizing the difference between needs and wants. The yes and no 

questions revolve around the relationship we have with God. Am I beloved, yes or no? 

Did Jesus die for me, yes or no? It is a little like pregnancy. One cannot be more or less 

pregnant; a woman either is or is not pregnant.  
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Neither does faith really have a measure. One is either in the God-created relationship 

in which He forgives, loves, and saves you, or not. You cannot be more a child of God 

nor less a child of God. He has no grandchildren.  

But there are areas in which we can grow. We can intellectually learn, we can grow in 

strength, we can grow in wisdom. Those virtues of knowledge, strength, and wisdom, 

while they are not essential for anyone’s relationship with God, are also very good 

things and they manifest themselves differently in every human being. It has been my 

experience that those whom I once thought of as “handicapped” e.g., the 

developmentally disabled person who is trapped, perhaps for a lifetime, behind a façade 

of disability, might in fact teach me quite a bit about the very essence of my Christianity. 

I have also observed that status, education, certifications and titles are not necessarily 

good predictors of how much one can learn from a person. 

Paul would have us remember that the divine value system is not based on the scalable 

virtues, but on the “yes/no” sorts of things. The developmentally disabled girl who 

appears not to be paying attention during my sermons but is listening and processing all 

that I say is just as much a precious child of God as the learned professor or the 

chairman of the congregation. She is also just as much a witness to God’s kingdom and 

as valuable a servant of that King as this preacher is. It is simply inappropriate to talk 

about which one is ‘better’ or ‘more significant’ than the other. 

On the other hand, Paul does say that the virtues of wisdom, knowledge, and strength 

are important and have a place as well. We should celebrate with each other the gifts of 

the mind, the body, and the rest of our created being in the here and now.  

But frankly, for all her value and amazing faith, I would not recommend electing 

someone with a profound developmental disability to the role of congregational 

president. It won’t be kind to the person elected or to the people who are members of 

the parish. A person can be a wonderful witness to the love of Christ, but that does not 

mean they have the capacity to chair a meeting.  

So you see, God-given faith, and God’s love in Christ Jesus given us while we were still 

sinners, are the defining characteristics of our worth in God’s eyes. Those things, not 

what we do, define our identity as Children of our Heavenly Father. “He has delivered us 

from the domain of darkness and transferred us to the kingdom of his beloved Son, in 

whom we have redemption, the forgiveness of sins.” 
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God’s grace is constantly reinforced in us through Word, and the water of Baptism, and 

the bread and wine of Holy Communion, Christ’s very body and blood given for the 

forgiveness of sin. And we celebrate the promise that where there is forgiveness of sin 

there is eternal life. From the gift of salvation flow the fruit of love for our neighbor. 

As the words of this old Latin hymn express: 

“Where Charity and Love Prevail” 

Where charity and love prevail 

There God is ever found 

Brought here together by Christ’s love 

By love we are thus bound. 

Forgive we now each other’s faults 

As we our faults confess, 

And let us love each other well 

In Christian holiness. 

Let us recall that in our midst 

Dwells Christ, His only Son; 

As members of His body joined 

We are in Him made one. 

For love excludes no race or clan 

That names the Savior’s name: 

His family embraces all 

Whose Father is the same. 

(A Latin hymn translated by Omer Westendorf, 1960, World Library Publications)  

Dear brothers and sisters, confess your sins to God your Father and praise Him for the 

unconditional love shown in the death and resurrection of Jesus Christ for you. Because 

the promise is, that if you confess your sinful nature, God is faithful and just to forgive 

your sin and cleanse you from all unrighteousness! 

May the love of God and the grace of our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ and the power of 

the Holy Spirit abide in you to life everlasting. Amen! 


