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(COL. 1:1-14)
After years of good intentions and ineffective efforts, I have finally succeeded in losing some significant weight. So how did that happen? I came to a place of much stronger motivation and that moved me to take more drastic action. Motivation is the key to shaping our lives. Motivation moves through a complex of stages: “this is something I am convinced I ought to do”; “this is something I honestly want to do”; “this is something I am now going to do.” When motivation connects with inner determination, change happens.
In this series on Colossians, we are focussing on the theme of “Connections”, seeing in the writing of St Paul that the message and the outworking of the Gospel is all about connections, both vertical and horizontal. The fundamental rationale for this is the commanding summary of Jesus:
“The most important commandment is this: ‘Listen, O Israel! The LORD our God is the one and only LORD. And you must love the LORD your God with all your heart, all your soul, all your mind, and all your strength.’ The second is equally important: ‘Love your neighbour as yourself.’ No other commandment is greater than these.” (Mark 12:29-31)
The Christian faith is all about relational connections and we make and sustain relational connections according to our motivation. I have mentioned on a couple of occasions the huge impact the book “Practicing the Presence of People” had on my life. It opened my heart in new ways to the importance of people and taking greater risks in offering love. That fresh insight sparked conviction and ignited motivation.
As Paul writes to the Colossian Christians, he begins with this issue of motivation.
We always thank God, the Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, when we pray for you, because we have heard of your faith in Christ Jesus and of the love you have for all God’s people – the faith and love that spring from the hope stored up for you in heaven and about which you have already heard in the true message of the gospel that has come to you. In the same way, the gospel is bearing fruit and growing throughout the whole world – just as it has been doing among you since the day you heard it and truly understood God’s grace. (vss. 3-6)
Paul’s joy is to see the gospel bearing fruit and growing throughout the world, and, as he rejoices in the evidence of that among the Colossians. This is not a church which he personally planted, and he is not acquainted with most of its members, but he makes the relational connection with words of encouragement and affirmation. In this he homes in on three key motivational elements: faith, hope and love. In this context he speaks of faith which is directed towards the Lord Jesus, love which is expressed for all God’s people, and hope which is fixed on the inheritance that is secured in the heavenlies.
Faith, hope and love might be qualities that flow from the heart, but they are not just subjective, they connect with objective realities. Faith is much more than some inner fervent feeling, it is faith in Christ Jesus, in who he is and what he has accomplished on our behalf. So, too, love is not some state of subjective warmth and benevolence, but is objectively directed to the people God has placed alongside us. Lastly, hope is not inner wishful thinking, but a firm connection to the future that God has secured for us in the heavenly realm. Of the three, Paul emphasises the place of hope as the prime source of motivation. Listen to how the Message Version translates it: “The lines of purpose in your lives never grow slack, tightly tied as they are to your future in heaven, kept taut by hope.”  
Imagine Paul is writing to us as the Christ Church Christian community. To what extent would he say of us, “We always thank God, the Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, when we pray for you, because we have heard of your faith in Christ Jesus and of the love you have for all God’s people – the faith and love that spring from the hope stored up for you in heaven”? What might it mean for us to place a strong emphasis on faith, hope and love?
Today our focus is on connection with God, and to that we turn in the second part of our text this morning. Paul focusses on three outworkings of authentic connection with God: growth the knowledge of God and his will; living a life worthy of God; and the worship and thanksgiving that flow from having a secure identity in God. Let’s take them one at a time.
Look at Paul’s prayerful purpose for the Colossians: “...since the day we heard about you, we have not stopped praying for you. We continually ask God to fill you with the knowledge of his will through all the wisdom and understanding that the Spirit gives” In the next verse he prays for their “growing in the knowledge of God” 
Paul might not know the Colossians personally, but he prays for them fervently and top of his purpose in prayer is that they would grow in the knowledge of God and of his purposes. Probably the majority of the Colossian Christians were from a Greek background with a love of knowledge and endless philosophising about life and the myths and legends of their pantheon of gods. This is speculative knowledge, but it doesn’t result in connection. The Colossian church, like many of those early churches that grew up with the influence of Greek thinking, had members who had pretensions of leadership on the basis of elitist, superior spiritual “knowledge”. The Greek word is “gnosis”. That is not the word Paul uses here, instead he uses “epignosis”, which denotes not speculative knowledge, but specific knowledge, in other words knowledge that properly connects the knower and the known.
The assertion of elitism on the basis of superior spiritual knowledge is still a danger for the church, and one which St. Paul would counsel us to be wary of. We are also the most information and knowledge-laden generation in history. Our age pitches us right into the middle of the vast “information highway”. We have a great concern to “get connected” and to have “a faster connection” to the internet and all the expressions of social media. The irony is that all this information actually gets in the way of authentic connection. Even the seemingly personal information on Facebook, Instagram and Twitter doesn’t forge much in the way of connection. Paul doesn’t want us to know about God, or even to check in on his Facebook page, he fervently wants us to know God.
The truly amazing thing is that the God of Creation makes himself known and desires relationship with us, his creatures. Paul captures some of the wonder and the hugeness of this in the doxology at the end of Romans 11,
Oh, the depth of the riches of the wisdom and knowledge of God!
    How unsearchable his judgments, and his paths beyond tracing out!
 ‘Who has known the mind of the Lord? Or who has been his counsellor?’
‘Who has ever given to God, that God should repay them?’
For from him and through him and for him are all things.
    To him be the glory for ever! Amen.
In a world where so much clamours for our attention and claims the allegiance of our hearts, surely nothing compares with the importance of knowing God. To be invited to grow in the knowledge of Him who is the source of life makes everything else pale in comparison. Jesus makes this awesome offer:
‘Anyone who loves me will obey my teaching. My Father will love them, and we will come to them and make our home with them.’ (John 14:23)
Connection with God and growing in the knowledge of his will has to have first call in each of our lives and we need to revisit our patterns of personal devotion to ensure we really do give God priority.
Whereas Greek notions of knowledge were theoretical, the Hebrew understanding of knowledge was always about practical wisdom for life. Paul refers to the difference between theoretical knowledge and godly knowledge in 1 Corinthians 8, where he writes,
…knowledge puffs up while love builds up. Those who think they know something do not yet know as they ought to know. (Vss. 1,2)
This crucial distinction is affirmed in the second outworking of authentic connection with God is living a life worthy of him. So Paul prays,
We continually ask God to fill you with the knowledge of his will through all the wisdom and understanding that the Spirit gives, so that you may live a life worthy of the Lord and please him in every way: bearing fruit in every good work, growing in the knowledge of God. (vss. 9-10)
The evidence of true connection with God will be the fruit of godly character in our lives and actions. I have on rare occasions been in the presence of someone where their deep connection with God is almost tangible. You feel blessed by the Lord when you are in their presence. There is no ego, no self-importance, just a humble embodiment of the fruit of the Spirit. Would that we saw that more in evidence in the church. Would that it were more in evidence in me!
Finally, authentic connection with God enables us to find our true identity and value. The world, even in its religious guise within the church, says that we gain our identity by our knowledge, our expertise and our performance. We look to these things for our self-worth and significance. The emphasis we put on them often results in various forms of subtle self-assertion that prevents authentic relationship and connection forming. When we find our true God-given identity we realize that it is all about grace. We cannot earn it or deserve it; it comes to us as sheer gift. The evidence of that authentic identity will, therefore, be resilient faith linked to heartfelt thankfulness and worship. So Paul prays for the Colossians that they would be…
… strengthened with all power according to his glorious might so that you may have great endurance and patience, and giving joyful thanks to the Father, who has qualified you to share in the inheritance of his holy people in the kingdom of light. For he has rescued us from the dominion of darkness and brought us into the kingdom of the Son he loves, in whom we have redemption, the forgiveness of sins. (vss. 11-14)
This connects us, within this exposition of Paul’s thought, back to the grace of hope which powers its twin fellow graces of faith and love. Firstly, hope rests on the sovereign power of God. Through our living connection with God we are “strengthened with all power according to his glorious might”. We are not dependent on our own faltering subjective powers of personality. Secondly hope rests on the assurance that we who are Gentiles and excluded from the covenant with Israel, are now, through Christ, “qualified” to share in the inheritance of God’s holy people – not geographically in the promised land, but, much more gloriously, in the “kingdom of light”. Thirdly, drawing from the victorious power of God and the qualification which Jesus has secured for us, hope rests in the assurance that we stand, by sheer grace, in the place of “redemption and the forgiveness of sins”. We are no longer subject to the tyranny of sin and death in the kingdom of darkness.
How can we not “joyfully give thanks”? Surely the richness of our connection with this amazing God, whom we have come to know as Father, has to overflow in gratitude and worship.


