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This coming Friday morning, a group of 23 from Westminster will travel to the Estado 29 
orphanage in Mexico. As I’ve mentioned previously, I had the amazing privilege to live 
there for a year after college. It was such a formative time for me, which is why it tends 
to come up a lot when I preach. When I lived there between 2003-2004, I had no cell 
phone. There was also no internet unless I wanted to take a half hour trip by bus into 
the closest city. There was a landline but I used it sparingly, only to make weekly calls 
with my parents. The main form of communication I relied on to stay in touch with 
friends and family was hand-written letters. But it was a little convoluted. The address I 
gave to people back home was the address of a man in southern California whose 
organization brought groups to the orphanage every month. So each month, on the day 
those groups were arriving, I would wait, eagerly looking for the familiar white van to 
turn in through the gate. At some point, after the group had unloaded their stuff and 
greetings were exchanged, my unofficial mail courier would hand me a manila folder full 
of letters, after which I would rush back to my room and tear into the envelope like a 
child on Christmas morning. 
 
Now, I’m sure some of you continue to maintain the practice of writing letters. Please 
continue to do so! I wish I could say I have continued the practice. It really is becoming 
a lost art. On the other hand, some of you, perhaps on the younger side, may have 
never written a letter in your life! But what I so appreciated about that season and the 
discipline of writing a letter, is that it forced me to take my time and craft the thing. It 
required far more thought and intentionality than my instant communications these days 
do. In letters you have to make your words count. Not a word is wasted. 
 
When we come to a book like Colossians, it’s important to remember that 
fundamentally, it was a letter written to a specific community at a particular point in time. 
That maybe seems like stating the obvious, but it fascinates me to dwell on this reality, 
because imagine if you were part of the early Christian movement in the first century. 
There would have been no New Testament yet as we know it today. At most, maybe 
you’d have been exposed to some stories about Jesus and maybe some early gospel 
texts.  
 
In fact, many scholars suppose the Colossian church would have been exposed to 
Luke’s Gospel because Luke is mentioned toward the end of the book. There wouldn’t 
be anything yet resembling an organizational structure to the church. Your only 
connection to the rest of the Church was by way of these letters and the messengers 
who delivered them.  
 



So, in Colossians, like other letters, the stakes were very high both for the author Paul, 
and the community in the Colossian church. Paul, who by the way wrote this letter from 
prison, needed to communicate the most important truths about the gospel that would 
speak specifically into their situation. The Colossians needed continued instruction in 
the faith as most, if not all of them, were Gentile converts to Christianity. So imagine the 
excitement when word spread among the believers that a letter from the Apostle Paul 
had arrived. It would have been a momentous occasion. 
 
In her book “Inspired”, Rachel Held Evans, an author who tragically passed away earlier 
this year, imagines what such a scene may have looked like, as she narrates a fictional 
though plausible scene in a church in Laodicea, which was near Colossae and 
mentioned in Colossians 4 as the church that meets in Nympha’s house.  She writes,” 
 
The sun has set over Laodicea, but Nympha’s house glows with lamplight and hums 
with the comforting sounds of stifled laughter and hushed conversation. As soon as 
Aelia and Drucilla slip through the back door and into the crowded atrium together, they 
sense a stirring. There is news. 
 
“What has happened?” Drucilla asks.  
 
“Tychicus arrived from Colossae,” whispers a young widow, “with a letter from Paul.” 
 
At this, Aelia’s heart leaps, for it means she gets to listen to Nympha read. It 
mesmerizes her every time - the way Nympha enunciates every syllable carefully, 
gently, sometimes pausing to explain the meaning of the more difficult words or ideas, 
or to laugh forgivingly when one of the children throws a tantrum.  
 
Many at the gathering are women, slaves, and poor laborers, unable to read the letters 
from the apostles on their own, though a few are wealthy tradesmen, the owners of 
sprawling households. A passerby would find it strange to see them sitting together for a 
meal, master breaking bread with his slave, a wealthy patroness pouring wine for a poor 
prostitute. But this is what makes them different; this is what makes them Christians. 
 
What a beautiful and amazing reality that a letter written 2,000 years ago to people with 
specific stories, struggles, and circumstances, should continue to be heard by us today 
with our own stories, struggles and circumstances. 
 
As we prepare to journey through this dynamic letter over the next several weeks, we 
need to attune our ears in a couple of ways because Paul jam packs this short letter full 
of powerful content and rarely pauses to offer background or context for his language 
and metaphors. 
 
The first way we need to attune our ears is to pick up on the echoes of the Hebrew 
Scriptures, even when they are not explicitly stated or quoted. Along the way, we will 
find that Paul is almost constantly drawing upon images, metaphors and concepts from 
the story of ancient Israel. 
 



The second way we need to attune our ears is to pick up on the politically subversive 
language of Colossians, which really is a feature of the whole New Testament. We need 
to remember, or at least acknowledge that so many of the words we now so closely 
identify within the lexicon of the Church were once just as commonly used outside the 
Church in reference to other facets of life under an empire. Last week Don mentioned 
the word “Lord”, such a crucial word for the church then and now, and which was also a 
term regularly used to refer to Caesar. So when the church proclaimed Jesus is Lord, it 
was to say that Caesar is not. 
 
Consider three words prominent in the text today. First, peace. One of the Roman 
Empire’s most pervasively propagated myths was their divine appointment to usher in 
an unprecedented era of peace, the Pax Romana. This myth infused every aspect of 
culture so that everyone knew Rome was responsible for the peace they enjoyed. Of 
course, this peace came with unprecedented violence to make that happen.  
 
Or consider the word “gospel”, which means good news. In the first century this word 
could have just as easily been referring to news that an heir to the empire’s throne had 
been born, with all of the fanfare you would expect.  
 
Lastly, the word kingdom, a concept Jesus talked about more than anything else. We 
hardly need to use our imagination to pick up on the overtones here. Jesus announced 
the arrival of the kingdom of God within a context where the same word regularly 
referred to an already existing, and quite powerful kingdom. 
 
These few words just scratch the surface of how the church co-opted and subverted 
language common to the broader culture in service of the empire, but reclaimed and 
repurposed it in service to the God revealed in Jesus Christ and his kingdom. 
 
From the get go then, even in this introductory passage to the letter, we need to have 
our ears attuned in both of these directions. After the brief introductions, the letter 
begins ‘grace to you and peace from God our Father’. Grace and peace. I was curious 
about this phrase so I looked in the other New Testament letters and almost every other 
letter includes this greeting with only slight variation, but every letter attributed to Paul 
includes it. So why did the pairing of grace and peace became such a distinctive 
greeting in the language of the New Testament and later in the worship liturgy of the 
Church through to this day? Well, it’s more than just a fancy way to say ‘hello’. As a 
greeting, it reaches out to a fellow Christian brother or sister and tells our story in just 
two words. Grace and peace to you! Grace recalls God’s faithful action in the past and 
peace is the promise of the future God will bring about.  
 
When Paul uses the word peace, even though he writes in Greek, he intends and 
evokes the meaning of the Hebrew shalom. A shalom inspired peace is more than well 
being. Authors Brian Walsh and Sylvia Keesmat describe the biblical concept of shalom 
as “blessing, richness, abundance, and a far-reaching harmony that permeates and 
characterizes all of our relationships.” This makes sense of the choice of metaphor Paul 
uses three times between verses 6-10. Paul is so grateful that the gospel is bearing fruit 
in the whole world and specifically among the Colossian church. His prayer for them, as 



they continue to grow in wisdom and understanding, is that they would lead lives worthy 
of the Lord, bearing fruit in every good work. With our ears attuned to the echoes of the 
Hebrew Scriptures, we should hear in this the very first command in Scripture from 
Genesis 1, when God blessed humanity and said to them, ‘Be fruitful and multiply.’  
 
Peace, Shalom, though recalling the Genesis story of creation is a future oriented 
concept because humanity has never known that kind of holistic well being because we 
have consistently fallen short of our call to make that kind of a world. And that is where 
grace comes in. 
 
The only way for the deep peace to come that Paul has in mind is for God to intervene. 
Peace is rooted in grace and grace is the free radical gift of God. Paul sums up this 
grace in verses 13 and 14, saying, ‘He has rescued us from the power of darkness and 
transferred us into the kingdom of his beloved Son, in whom we have redemption, the 
forgiveness of sins.’ In other words, what God has accomplished in the death and 
resurrection of Christ is nothing less than a cosmic rescue mission, a new Exodus, 
freeing humanity from the powers of sin and evil, powers both seen and unseen, and 
transferred them safely into the kingdom God has established, an alternative kingdom to 
the kingdoms of the world. 
 
Paul will continue to riff on grace and peace throughout the rest of the letter and 
address the particular situation of the Christians in Colossae. In our own context, may 
we have the wisdom to identify the powers that lay claim to our lives. May we have the 
conviction to reclaim the grace of God, the free radical gift of God’s very self to us in 
Christ, and may that grace shape our lives toward a world of all encompassing peace in 
every aspect of our life. Grace and peace to you from God our Father, Amen. 
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