“Christ in You, the Hope of Glory!”  (Col. 1:27)
- Sermon series on the Book of Colossians –

11/20/11 Sermon #11 :  “Make the Most of Every Opportunity!”
(Text:  Colossians 4:2-18)
**********************************************************************

     Today I conclude my sermon series on the Book of Colossians.  We have learned many wonderful and important teachings from this book of Holy Scripture.  These teachings of God from Colossians show us not only what we are to believe – especially WHO Jesus is and WHAT He has done for us – but these teachings of God from Colossians also show us how we are to live as God’s dearly loved children.  

     After today’s sermon I encourage you to find some time today or tomorrow to read through the Book of Colossians in one sitting in order to refresh your mind and heart with the teachings of God that we’ve heard during this sermon series.
     Today’s sermon is going to focus on verses 2-6 of Colossians chapter 4 – with special emphasis on the words “make the most of every opportunity.”  However, before we dive into those verses, allow me to sum up briefly the remaining verses of Colossians chapter 4 – verses 7-18.
     In verses 7-9 Paul informs the Colossian Christians that he is planning to send a man named Tychicus to them.  Tychicus is going to give a detailed report to the Colossians about Paul’s circumstances.  Simply put, Paul was still in prison when he wrote his letter to the Colossians, and the Colossian Christians were concerned about Paul.

     Tychicus will also be accompanied by a man named Onesimus – the same Onesimus that Paul mentions in his letter to Philemon, who was a member of the Colossian congregation.  Onesimus was Philemon’s runaway slave.  

     However, Onesimus did not run away because he was mistreated.  His master, Philemon, was a Christian, and so he would have submitted to God’s command that masters should love and respect their slaves.  So, why did Onesimus run away if he had it good living with Philemon?

     Well, in Paul’s letter to Philemon we discover that Onesimus had stolen from Philemon and then ran away to avoid being caught.  However, God had plans for Onesimus.

     You see, at that point in his life Onesimus was an unbeliever.  But after he ran away he eventually met up with Paul.  Paul witnessed to Onesimus, and Onesimus was converted to faith in Christ.  Paul then convinced Onesimus that the proper thing for him to do would be to return to Philemon and give back what he had stolen.  Onesimus agreed.

     Paul then wrote a letter to Philemon explaining how Onesimus was now a repentant Christian who agreed to return and give back what he had stolen.  Paul then urged Philemon to forgive Onesimus and welcome him back as a brother in Christ.  Therefore, that is why Onesimus is returning to Colosse along with Tychicus. 

     Next, let’s look at verses 10-15.  Paul mentions several individuals – and allow me to comment on two of them.  

     First, Paul mentions Epaphras – a member of the Colossian congregation who was helping Paul with his mission work.  Paul mentions that Epaphras prayed for his fellow Colossians every day – especially that they might stand firm in all the will of God.  That should be our prayer for each other and other Christians.  We should encourage each other to become mature in our knowledge of God’s Word and, by His grace, live accordingly.

     Second, Paul mentions a man named Luke whom he calls “the doctor.”  Apparently, Luke was some sort of physician.  But even more, Luke was a “spiritual doctor” because God used Luke to write the Gospel of Luke as well as the Book of Acts.  Luke also traveled with Paul on some of his missionary journeys.

     Having said that, please look at verse 16.  Here we see that after the Colossian Christians read the letter Paul is sending to them, they are to pass on this letter to the Christian congregation in Laodicea and, in turn, the Colossians are to read the letter that Paul sent to Laodicea.  Now, what do we learn from this?

     First, even though Paul wrote his letters to individual congregations in places like Colosse and Laodicea, these letters contained universal and timeless truths that apply to all Christians of all times and places.  That is why I am preaching on this almost 2000 year old letter that Paul wrote to the Colossians.

     Second, note that Paul mentions a letter he wrote to Laodicea.  Why don’t I preach a sermon series on that letter?  The answer is:  We don’t have that letter.  For whatever reason, God did not allow Paul’s letter to Laodicea to survive.  However, the letters of Paul that we DO have are the ones God wanted all Christians to know about – which is why the early Christians quickly recognized these letters of Paul as inspired Holy Scripture.  That is why they are part of our Bible today.
     Finally, Paul ends his letter with these words:  “I, Paul, write this greeting in my own hand.  Remember my chains.  Grace be with you.”  Why did Paul go out of his way to tell the Colossians that he wrote the greeting part of this letter with his own hand?

     First of all, it was common practice in Paul’s day to hire professional scribes to write letters while you dictated to them.  The reason for this is that writing material was very scarce and very expensive, and so people who were trained to write very carefully and very accurately were the ones who usually wrote down the words that someone else was dictating.

     However, in Paul’s case he wanted the Colossians to know that he wrote the last part of this letter in his own hand.  Why did he have to tell them this?  Well, most of the people would not actually see the letter itself.  They would merely have it read to them.  Therefore, Paul wanted them to know that he penned the final part of the letter himself.  But why did he want them to know this?  Simply put, this was Paul’s way of giving a personal touch to his letters.  It was also his way to authenticate that he was truly the author of the letter.

     Paul then asks them to remember his chains.  You see, as I said before, Paul was in prison when he wrote this letter.  He was in prison because of his witness for Jesus.  Paul wanted his fellow Christians to pray for him so that he would have the strength to be faithful – even if it meant suffering and death for the sake of Christ.

     Now, with all that said, let’s examine verses 2-6 of today’s reading.  Paul says:  “Devote yourselves to prayer, being watchful and thankful.”  Here we see that prayer is a very important part of the Christian life.  We should begin our day with prayer and end our day with prayer – and also try to make time for prayer throughout the day.  We can pray out loud with others or in the silence of our hearts when we’re alone.  Prayer helps us keep our focus on God, and when we pray according to His will God thereby shapes our hearts and minds for His purposes.
     Paul adds that we should be watchful and thankful.  To be watchful means that we should live in such a way as though we could stand before Jesus at any moment.  Now, this does not mean we should live in fear.  Instead, this means we should live in joyful anticipation.  We should live every day to the glory of God and look forward to Christ’s glorious return.  That is also why we should be thankful.  Not only should we take time to thank God for all our physical blessings.  Even more, we should take time to thank God for the fact that our sins are forgiven and that we have the hope of eternal life in His love.
     Paul then goes on to ask the Colossians to pray that God may open doors for him to proclaim to the Gospel of Christ in a clear manner.  We should do the same for each other.  We should always pray for each other – that God would give us opportunities to proclaim Christ and His teachings given to us in Holy Scripture.

     With that said, listen again to these words of Paul:  “Be wise in the way you act toward outsiders; make the most of every opportunity.”  The title for today’s sermon is:  “Make the most of every opportunity.”  What does this mean?  This means that God wants us to take advantage of every opportunity He gives us to tell someone about Jesus – especially if that “someone” is an unbeliever.

     However, when it comes to witnessing to unbelievers, Paul says we should “Be wise.”  He also goes on to say this:  “Let your conversation always be full of grace, seasoned with salt, so that you may know how to answer everyone.”
     What is Paul trying to tell us here?  First, we must use wisdom when we witness to unbelievers.  For example, unlike people who are already Christians, we should not assume that unbelievers know WHO Jesus is or WHY they should trust in Him.  Some unbelievers don’t even know what the Bible says about Creation or the Fall into sin.  

     In other words, it’s not enough to say to an unbeliever:  “Jesus loves you.  Trust in Him.”  Most unbelievers don’t know WHO Jesus is or WHAT it means that Jesus loves them.  Therefore, we need to be prepared to explain the basics of the Christian Faith to unbelievers when God gives us the opportunity.  This reminds me of what the Apostle Peter wrote.  In 1st Peter chapter 3 we read:  “Always be prepared to give an answer to everyone who asks you to give the reason for the hope that you have.”
     Notice that Peter says we should be prepared to give an answer to everyone who ASKS.  This is another bit of wisdom regarding witnessing to unbelievers.  Before we try to witness to them, we should build a relationship with them.  Be their friend.  Earn their trust.  As they get to know you as a Christian, God may move them to ask you about what you believe – and when that happens God has given you a golden opportunity to witness to them.  

     Simply put, never force people to hear your witness about Christ.  Instead, always ask their permission.  Better yet, build a friendship with them, and when THEY ask you about what you believe, you can then tell them – knowing that you’re speaking to a person with an open ear.

     Paul also tells us that our witnessing conversations must always be full of grace.  In other words, even though we must talk about sin and the fact that we deserve hell, we must be absolutely sure that we stress the Gospel – the good news that we have forgiveness of sin because of Jesus!
     But what does Paul mean when he says that our witnessing conversations should be “seasoned with salt?”  Well, salt makes most foods taste better.  In the same way, our witness “tastes better” to unbelievers when we actually know what we are talking about.  In other words, we should be ready to answer an unbeliever’s questions with our knowledge of Holy Scripture.

     That is why it is so important for all Christians to take time to study God’s Word and grow in their knowledge of Holy Scripture.  Not only does such study strengthen your own faith and help you become a mature Christian.  But such knowledge of God’s Word equips you to give answers to unbelievers who have questions about the Christian Faith.

     Now, this does not mean you will always have the answer to every question.  Sometimes you will have to humbly say:  “I don’t know the answer to that one.  Let me do some research and talk to my pastor, and I’ll get back to you.”  The point is that we should make time to study God’s Word on a regular basis so that we can share that knowledge with unbelievers when God gives us an opportunity to witness to them.

     My friends, God wants us to “make the most of every opportunity” He gives us to witness to unbelievers.  In fact, right here in Jamestown there are many people who do not understand WHO Jesus is or WHY He died or WHY they even should trust in Him.  You don’t have to go to Africa to do mission work.  There are now more Christians in Africa than there are in the United States.

     I’m sure you can all think of some people in your lives who need to hear about Jesus.  Build a relationship with them.  Become their friends.  Pray to God that He will give you an opportunity to witness to them – and then remember Paul’s words:  “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.”

     In closing, the theme verse for this entire sermon series on the Book of Colossians is Colossians 1:27, which reads:  “…God has chosen to make known among the Gentiles the glorious riches of this mystery, which is Christ in you, the hope of glory.”
     Dear Christian friend, Christ lived, died and rose again for you.  He gave you His salvation personally when He adopted you as His own in the waters of Holy Baptism.  You are God’s forgiven and dearly loved child.  Christ Himself dwells in you.  Today He gives you His own Body and Blood to eat and drink to assure you that you are forgiven and that He lives within you.  In fact, “Christ in you” is your hope of glory.  Because you are NOW God’s forgiven child, you have the certain hope of eternal life in God’s glorious love.  You also get to be His witness in this world so that others may know His loving salvation as well.

Amen!
