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Colossians 
A Different Kind of Community 

 
Let me begin by saying how wonderful last weekend was for me.  My wife threw me a 
surprise birthday party, I got to eat a lot of cake, several family members drove in from 
out of town, I got to eat a lot of cake and I had a great time at my installation after 
which, of course, I got eat cake.  It was really wonderful.  Another surprise that I had 
was that Frank and Joan Mansell came to see my installation.  Frank Mansell (whose 
son pastors John Knox Pres down in Speedway) was the pastor where I did my first 
church internship and it was under his leadership that I joined the Presbyterian Church 
and first felt the call to be a pastor.  So, it was incredible to see him. 
 
And one of the memories I have of that summer I spent in Charleston, West Virginia, 
was the first sermon I preached.  A couple days after it he and I sat down and he told 
me what he thought of the sermon.  “Well,” he said, “I thought it was good overall.”  “I 
know I am supposed to critique you and help you out, but I realized that I was actually 
just listening to you, which is great.”  The way he was saying this though, I knew there 
was a “but” coming.  “The only thing is,” he said, “what happened at the end of the 
sermon?”  “You had this wonderful momentum through the sermon and then it just 
kind of sputtered.”  Kind of like a marathon runner deciding to stop after 26.1 miles 
and pulling up short of the finish line. 
 
And he was absolutely right.  The truth is that I had worked so hard on this first sermon 
of mine, had really wanted to impress people, that by the time it came for me to write 
the end of the sermon, I just got tired.  I couldn’t figure out exactly how to finish it and 
so I thought to myself, “Ah, I’ll figure it out as I’m preaching it on Sunday morning.”  
And well, I didn’t, which of course is why Frank wondered what had happened. 
 
I say that this morning not because I decided to not work on a sermon this Sunday 
(since it was the last one on Colossians), but to say that thankfully this was not how 
Paul wrote letters.  Because rather than just slowly going off into the good night, he 
ends with a strong, bold, and somewhat daunting challenge for each of us.  But, before 
we get to that let’s remember where we’ve been. 
 
Paul started off this letter, as you may recall, by reminding us that we are called to be a 
people of gratitude.  A people who are shaped by thankfulness and not just in the 
good times, but also in the more difficult ones.  Then we discussed how Jesus is the 
image of the invisible God.  And in a culture where we are bombarded with thousands 
of images a day, we have to ask ourselves whether or not our lives are centered 
around Christ and Christ alone.  The Christ, as Paul points out, that holds the world, 
including the church, together.  Which, of course means that it is not our love of a 



particular song or pastor or even the person next to you, that holds the church 
together, but only Christ.  
 
And not only is Christ at the center of the world and the church, but he is also called to 
be at the center of our lives.  And when this happens then we understand that we are 
a part of a new story a new creation.  That we have been raised up with Christ.  But, of 
course, this is not an easy lesson for us to grasp and so we have to do more than just 
think about it intellectually.  We have to practice it.  We do this by reaching out and 
caring for those around us here, we do that through acts like baptism and 
communion.  Practicing what it means to live into the reality that we are a new 
creation and that the resurrected Christ is as at the center of our lives.  And, of course, 
living into this new reality means that we understand one another differently.  That we 
will not be a people caught up in fornication and greed and lying and slander, because 
those things destroy the community of Christ.  Instead we will be a people of 
forgiveness.  A people who awaken each morning and, with great intentionality, 
clothing ourselves with love, compassion and grace. In fact, a people who are so 
deliberate about doing this that our families, those we live with and those we work 
with, will not be able to help but experience the love of Jesus, the image of the 
invisible God, through us.    
 
And sprinkled throughout, of course, we have talked about how all of this is a great 
adventure.  How living for Christ is like being on a Goony-like treasure hunt where we 
discover Christ in remarkable ways.  That faith is not something that is staid and stale, 
but something that evokes our passions and emotions, something that is oftentimes 
heard in the revolutionary songs that we sing.     
 
Which brings us then, to the end of the letter.  And as I mentioned earlier, Paul does 
not here go quietly into the night.  In fact he gives us a call that, quite frankly, may 
make some of us wish that he had just kind of softly signed off.  Because all of a 
sudden Paul begins talking about praying for open doors to preach the gospel, asking 
that we start living intentionally around outsiders and that we be willing to speak with 
others about the great mystery of Christ.  And while there might be a few of you out 
there with a gift of evangelism who get excited about this notion, my guess is that 
many of us hear those kinds of words with some trepidation.  I, at least, will admit that 
when I was a kid (and quite frankly even into adulthood), the thought of evangelism 
(or witnessing) terrified me. 
 
When I was growing up I was continually reminded that I was supposed to be out 
evangelizing and telling others about Jesus.  And if you were ever embarrassed about 
it, well, needless to say, there were great repercussions for being embarrassed which 
usually ended up making me very afraid and feeling very guilty.  
 
I can remember a specific time when I was in high school and that guilt was increased 
dramatically.  It increased because I received as a gift a “witness wear” type of shirt.  



Perhaps you’ve seen them, or have one in your closet.  They are usually knock-offs of 
other advertisement.  There’s one that says “God’s Gym” instead of Gold’s Gym.  In the 
place of a muscular mammoth holding up a giant weight bar, is an image of Jesus up 
on the cross.  Or there’s one where the name Jesus Christ is written in the same 
lettering as Coca-Cola, and beneath it read, “The Real Thing.”  Or, one that I’ve seen 
lately which is a knock off of the clothing store, Abercrombie and Fitch, but it says 
instead, A bread crumb and fish.”  Now I’m not saying that there is necessarily 
anything wrong with these shirts, but I am saying that I really was not comfortable 
wearing them.   
 
But well, after months of my shirt drawer again and again and feeling the guilt way 
heavier and heavier, I finally decided that I just had to wear it to at least one day of 
school.  My shirt was a knockoff of a surfboard company.  And, it was bright yellow.  
And, needless to say, it was one of the longest days of school in my life.  The major, 
“witness” part of the shirt was on the back, and so my goal was to always have my 
backpack on so kids couldn’t see it.  Then as soon as I got into class I would sit with my 
back completely pressed up against the chair.  I never realized, until that day, just how 
tiring it was to always sit with my back straight up against the chair.  Yes, quite a 
witness I was being.  Of course, I did pray more that day than any other day in high 
school, but ironically enough it was that no one would see what kind of shirt I was 
wearing. 
 
But, once the day was over the guilt subsided for at least a few months.  The fact that 
my motivation was somewhat out of whack and that I was perhaps missing the 
fullness of what it means to be a witness was confirmed at my 10-year high school 
reunion.  The second day of the reunion, James Dewey came up to me with an excited 
look in his eyes.  Now Dewey (as we called him) was one of those guys who you talked 
to quite a bit in class and at football games, but you never really hung out with other 
than at school functions.  So anyways, Dewey comes up to me at the reunion and says 
with great excitement, “Hey, I heard that you were in seminary.  That’s great, I got 
saved about five years ago.  When did you come to know Christ?”  After a few seconds 
of hemming and hawing I muttered that well, I was a Christian in high school, I just 
wasn’t a really good one and this is why he didn’t know.”  I thought about screaming 
out, “C’mon, don’t you remember that bright yellow shirt?!,” but decided to just go 
ahead and let well enough alone.   
 
So, over the years I have certainly struggled with what it means to be a witness to 
Christ, to be someone who spreads the good news of the gospel.  And all too often I 
have decided to simply be quiet and just deal with the guilt.  Yet, the more I look at 
scripture and the more I’ve thought about this text in Colossians, I’ve realized that 
perhaps evangelism is a fair amount different than how I understood it when I was 
younger.  So, what might this letter say to me, and well, to us? 
 



I think first of all, it’s vital for us to see that this witnessing part is coming toward the 
end of the letter, after Paul has made it abundantly clear that, as we already 
mentioned, we are a part of the new creation: loved, chosen and called by God.  This is 
critical for us to understand because it means that we don’t tell others about Christ 
because if we don’t then we may not be loved by God.  When I was younger I often felt 
that sort of anxiety and, quite honestly, it’s what got that yellow shirt on my back that 
day.  So, when it comes to our being witnesses for Christ, it’s foundational that we 
begin not with what we need to do, but with what God has done for us. 
 
It’s also important to see that Paul talks about our witness after he has made it clear 
that Christ is holding everything together, that Christ is in control.  In other words, we 
need not feel this almost panicky pressure that if every single conversation we have 
with someone does not include an altar call than we have failed miserably.  God, not 
we, are in control of people’s lives. 
 
Of course that said, make no mistake about it, there is still a call on our lives to be 
God’s witnesses.  And a part of that call means a willingness to pray for open doors.  
On the one hand that means that we don’t necessarily have to beat down closed 
doors, right?  We don’t have to be in a conversation with a total stranger who says 
something about needing a carpenter, to which we respond, “Hey my boss is a Jewish 
carpenter” and then give them a tract on the 4 spiritual laws.  But on the other hand, it 
does mean that when we pray we do so expecting that there will be opportunities, 
open doors, to share the gospel.  Just this past week during our staff meeting 
someone shared how she was buying something for us at ZPC and the cashier was 
remarking on the purchase and before you know it a conversation about the church 
ensued.  If you’re praying for opportunities to share the Christ who has changed your 
life, there will be open doors. 
 
And when those doors are open, Paul says this very intriguing thing about how we 
should walk through them, about how we should speak into them.  Let your speech be 
gracious and seasoned with salt.  What a remarkable phrase that I’m afraid all too 
often we might overlook.  First, that how we share the gospel must be in a graceful 
manner.  There is a certain amount of humility that this entails or, as a church father 
once advised, one should be full of grace, not full of himself.  In other words, we 
witness in the same way that we are clothed: with compassion, humility and patience. 
 
But then Paul says that what we say should be seasoned with salt.  NT Wright points 
out that “salty speech” was a common metaphor in the ancient world which means 
that it is speech that is interesting, humorous, and lively.  It should be speech that is 
full of wisdom and not bland.  Now I don’t think this means that we need all need to 
be “Comedian for Christ” evangelists who start witnessing by telling a joke about a 
cowboy who walks in a bar, but I do think it means that there needs to be a certain 
liveliness to our talk about God.  A joy that comes from those opportunities we have to 
talk about what Christ has done for us and for what God is doing in places like ZPC.  In 



this way, our witness is not an obligation (like wearing a shirt you don’t want to wear) 
but a chance to genuinely share with others the exciting things that God has done in 
your life and in this world. 
 
And if you struggle to feel this excitement, joy and liveliness then let me encourage 
you to go back to the beginning of this letter and start reading again.  To read again 
about our call to be a people who take the time to reflect on what God has done for 
us.  To be a people in whom gratitude and thankfulness are cultivated.  A people who 
remember, as Paul says, that hope is found in Christ and Christ alone.  And as we 
remember this, as we become more and more thankful, we will not be able to help but 
begin to become more joyful.  We will not be able to help but see that this journey is 
an adventure.  An adventure which is much more fun when done in community.  An 
adventure which will change the way we care for and love one another, those in our 
families and those with whom we work.  An adventure which we will not be able to 
contain within the walls of this church building or our home.  An adventure that we 
will share with others as we walk through open doors that God has opened for us and 
share the incredible good news of Jesus Christ, the one who holds all this world 
together.  This, brothers and sisters, is the different kind of community that we are 
called to be.  May it be so, today, tomorrow and forever.  Hallelujah.  Amen. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


