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1Paul, an apostle of Christ Jesus by the will of God, 
and Timothy our brother, 
 
2 To the saints and faithful brothers and sisters in 
Christ in Colossae: 
 
Grace to you and peace from God our Father. 
 
3 In our prayers for you we always thank God, the 
Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, 4 for we have heard 
of your faith in Christ Jesus and of the love that you 
have for all the saints, 5 because of the hope laid up 
for you in heaven. You have heard of this hope 
before in the word of the truth, the gospel 6 that has 
come to you. Just as it is bearing fruit and growing 
in the whole world, so it has been bearing fruit 
among yourselves from the day you heard it and 
truly comprehended the grace of God. 7 This you 
learned from Epaphras, our beloved fellow-servant.  
He is a faithful minister of Christ on 
your[c] behalf, 8 and he has made known to us your 
love in the Spirit.  (Colossians 1:1-8) 
 



 
We don’t have a complaint box here at Faith.  If we did, 
would you use it?  Be honest, aren’t there at least a few 
things about this community that rub you the wrong 
way?  Probably a few things about your pastor that 
annoy you - Brett can be difficult at times!  It’s not 
uncommon to find people complaining in the church.  
Sometimes the complaints are legitimate.  Other times 
they are laughable.  Here are a few actual complaints 
(from other churches, of course) that fit into that second 
category.   
 
One person told their pastor, “You need to change your 
voice.  It annoys me.”  If that’s a complaint you have 
about me, I’m sorry.  It’s the only voice I have.  Another 
person complained, “Preachers who don’t wear suits and 
ties aren’t saved. It’s in the Bible.”  Not sure on the 
chapter and verse, but if you can show me I’ll raise the 
bar on my wardrobe next Sunday.  Keeping with the 
wardrobe theme, one person complained to her pastor, 
“Your socks are distracting.”  Another complained, “I 

                                                           
1 See https://churchanswers.com/blog/twenty-five-really-weird-things-

said-to-pastors-and-other-church-
leaders/#:~:text=1%20%E2%80%9CWe%20need%20a%20small%20gr

developed cancer because you don’t preach from the 
King James Version!”   
 
People don’t only complain about pastors, of course.  
Sometime people complain about the other people who 
are showing up.  One person grumbled, “Our expensive 
coffee is attracting too many hipsters.”  If there’s one 
thing we don’t want in the church, it’s hipsters!  
Another stated, “We need to start attracting more 
normal people to church.”  I’d love to hear his definition 
of “normal.” 
 
Other complaints defy being categorized. “The toilet 
paper is rolled the wrong way in the restrooms.”  “Why 
don’t we have ashtrays in the fellowship hall”?  “The 
eggs were under-scrambled at the senior breakfast.”  
“We are leaving the church because you have a red 
cross on the building. That’s the color of the devil.”  
And my personal favorite, “Your sermons don’t have 
enough calories.”1  All of these are actual complaints by 
actual church members. 
 
To be fair, it’s not only the membership of the church 
that can complain.  Pastors and leaders can stuff a 
complaint box full as quickly as anybody.  With that in 
mind, if there was any one person who had legitimate 
reasons to complain about the church, it was Paul.  As a 
leader in the early church who had personally had a 
hand in planting many of the first Christian 
congregations, the Apostle Paul saw many of the people 
of those churches behave poorly in all sorts of 
unpleasant ways.  In his letters to those churches, which 
now form much of the New Testament, he often address 
those shortcomings. 
 
What’s remarkable is that I can’t think of a single 
instance in those letters when Paul complained about 
the church.  He challenged the church.  He corrected 
and rebuked the church.  He even got angry the church.  
But he didn’t complain.  And even when he had to bring 
discipline, he always did it in love.  Paul didn’t even 
complain about the church to God, who might have had 
the patience to give Paul the space to get things off his 
chest.  Instead, it seems like whenever Paul spoke to 
God about the church he did so with a grateful heart.   
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Many of Paul’s prayers regarding the church were 
prayers of thanksgiving.   
 
As a case in point, Paul writes in verse 3 of today’s 
passage from Colossians 1, “In our prayers for you we 
always thank God…”2  This is not unusual.  Paul says 
this sort of thing all the time in his letters to the 
church.  In this habit I believe he is a model for the rest 
of us.  How often do we simply come to God and thank 
him for the church, as imperfect as it is.  Though I am 
profoundly grateful for this congregation when I pause 
long enough to think about it, I have to confess that I 
don’t often articulate that gratitude to God.  And when 
I think about the global church, in places I have visited 
around the world where I have met extraordinarily 
faithful followers of Jesus, I am also profoundly grateful.  
But how often do I make a point of giving God thanks 
for the global church?  Not nearly enough.   
 
In his seminal book about Christian community called 
Life Together, the 20th century German theologian and 
martyr Dietrich Bonhoeffer opens in the first chapter by 
encouraging this sort of gratitude.  I have often 
returned over the years to what he writes there.  He 
admits that we all have a dream of what the church 
should look like.  Isn’t that true for you?  Don’t you 
have a picture in your mind of what this church would 
look like if everything in our community was as God 
wanted it to be, or even as you wanted it to be.  But 
Bonhoeffer says that even if our intentions are pure, if 
we love our dream of the church more than the actual 
church, then we destroy the latter.   
 
Think of the damage you would do as a parent if you 
loved a version of what you wish your child could 
become, more than loving your child as he or she 
actually is.  The same thing happens in the church.  It’s 
with this in mind that Bonhoeffer writes, “We do not 
complain of what God does not give us; we rather thank 
God for what He does give us daily.  And is not what 
has been given us enough: brothers [and sisters] who 
will go on living with us through sin and need under 
the blessing of His grace?”3  Let us also continue to give 
thanks to God for one another, for we are truly a gift to 
one another.  You are absolutely a gift to me. 
 
But notice that Paul here doesn’t directly thank the 
church; he thanks God for the church.  It’s a critical 
difference.  This Christmas my daughter, Isabel, drew 
my name and was the one to buy me presents.  She 
nailed it and gave me two gifts that were exactly the 
things I would have chosen for myself.  She’s an 
excellent gift-giver.  But when she gave me those gifts 
Christmas morning, I didn’t then turn to her brother 

                                                           
2 Emphasis mine. 
3 Dietrich Bonhoeffer, Life Together, (Harper, 1954), 28. 

and thank him for the gifts.  That would have been 
misdirected gratitude.  No, I thanked her.  You thank 
the one who gave the gift. 
 
The church is a gift to us from God.  And so we are to 
thank God for one another.  The reason for this is found 
in what Paul says next.  Again, reading from verse 4, 
“In our prayers for you we always thank God, the 
Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, for we have heard 
of your faith…”  You see, it is the faith he sees in the 
church in Colossea that leads Paul to thank God, 
because he knows that such faith is always a gift from 
God.   
 
Do you understand this, that faith is always a gift from 
God?  Have you ever tried to convince somebody to 
believe in Jesus and give their life to trusting and 
following him?  Even if and when you are able to 
articulate the Christian faith with absolute clarity and 
unquestioned passion and love, it’s incredibly difficult to 
make another person believe.  And it’s incredibly 
difficult for us to make others believe because it’s 
impossible for us to make other believe!   
 
If you’re a parent who has committed to sharing the 
love and truth of Christ with your children you know 
this.  Not even parents can create faith in their own 
children.  We can certainly nurture and promote faith in 
our kids, but we cannot create it.  And that’s humbling, 
leaving us powerless to affect in our own kids what we 
most desire to see in them.  Evidence of this is that 
there are far too many examples of grown children who 
walk away from the Christian faith in spite of the 
faithfulness of parents who did their best to pass on 
their faith.  And even if your children do eventually 
place their faith in Christ as adults, you can’t take credit 
for that faith.  That’s humbling as well.  All we can do is 
be grateful for a gift that God alone provides. 
 
This isn’t to say that we shouldn’t take every 
opportunity we are given to share our faith with others, 
especially our children.  Of course we should!  And God 
can use our witness in powerful ways to help others 
come to faith. But when another person does ultimately 
come to trust in Christ, that faith is always a gift from 
God.  In fact, you and I can’t even take credit for our 
own faith.  I don’t believe in the truth of Christ because 
I am necessarily smarter than others and therefore 
figured this out when they missed it.  No!  There are 
many people in this world who are far smarter than I 
am, and yet who have no faith in Christ.  There is 
always great mystery involved when we ask why some 
people believe and why others don’t.  What is not 
mysterious, however, is the source of faith when it does 
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come.  Faith is always a gift from God.  As the 16th 
century Swiss reformer John Calvin once put it, 
“Now…faith and love are the very gifts of God and do 
not come from ourselves, as men always imagine 
through a devilish pride.”4   
 
In addition to this necessary reminder about the source 
of faith, Paul also gives us here some very helpful 
insights about the nature of such faith.  In the time I 
have left I want to highlight three of those insights.  
First, the object of such faith is always Christ.  Second, 
the fruit of such faith is always love.  Finally, the benefit 
of such faith is always hope.  Let’s take these briefly one 
at a time.   
 
First, the object of faith, at least any faith worth having, 
is always Christ.  I hope you’d agree that the value of 
faith is always determined by the object of such faith.  
To use to an analogy I’ve used before, you can have 
great faith in thin ice, but that faith will ultimately be of 
little value when you step out on the thin ice and 
immediately it fails to support your weight.  Great faith 
in thin ice is worthless faith.  By contrast, even small 
faith in thick ice will get you across the lake, assuming 
you put that faith into action.  To use a more relatable 
illustration – since most of us aren’t spending our days 
trying to cross frozen lakes – if you put your faith in 
money and wealth to ultimately deliver lasting peace 
and joy in life, to satisfy the deepest cravings of your 
soul, you will be sorely disappointed in the end.  Such 
faith is of very little value because its object, wealth, 
cannot deliver.   
 
This is why the heart of the Christian message, affirmed 
on every page of the Bible, is that there is only one 
object worthy of our ultimate faith, and that object is 
Jesus Christ.  Amen?  There are lots of good things in 
this life that you can turn to in an effort to satisfy your 
soul’s longing for identity, security and meaning in this 
world, but all those good things, when turned into 
ultimate things, are simply idols that cannot deliver.  
It’s only in Christ that we will find our true identity as 
beloved children of God, an unshakable security as 
people free from even the threat of death, and a life-
giving purpose in this world to join God in seeing the 
earth transformed to heaven.  The object of our faith 
must always and only be Christ. 
 
Later in verse six, Paul reminds the church that he has 
seen this faith growing in them and producing fruit 
since the time when they “truly comprehended the 
grace of God.”  This is such a beautiful reminder.  Lots 
of people in the church have comprehended God’s grace, 
considered it as a concept, even as a reality.  But have 

                                                           
4 Cited by Sam Storms, The Hope of Glory (Crossway Books, 2007), 28. 
5 John 13:34-35 

you truly comprehended God’s grace, not just 
intellectually considered that God loves you and 
forgives you no matter what, but actually experienced 
that love and forgiveness in a tangible, unforgettable 
way?  Do you know, not just in your mind but in your 
bones, that your Creator loves you, and forgives you, 
even enjoys you and delights in you?  We have been 
created to live in this love.  Those who walk around 
without truly experiencing it, walk around with a 
gaping hole in their soul, a hole they desperately, but 
hopelessly, keep trying to fill with other things.  
Remember that old Johnny Lee song, “Lookin’ for love 
in all the wrong places, lookin’ for love in too many 
faces…”  We spend our lives looking for this love.  
Once you find it in Christ, truly comprehending the 
grace he has for you, absolutely everything begins to 
change.  Christ is the only object of faith worthy of the 
total investment of a human life.  
 
Paul then reminds us that the fruit of such faith in 
Christ is always love.   Again, from verse 4, Paul tells 
the church he thanks God for “your faith in Christ 
Jesus and the love that you have for all the 
saints…”  What does Paul identify as the evidence of 
true faith in the church?  It’s noteworthy to point out 
that Paul doesn’t identify wisdom and knowledge.  He 
doesn’t say, “I see that you have true faith in Christ 
because you know so much good theology, and because 
you have learned so much about the Bible.”  Neither 
does he identify their strict observance of the law.  He 
doesn’t say, “Clearly your faith is genuine because you 
keep the Sabbath, and pray at the right times, and avoid 
certain behaviors – you don’t drink, or smoke, or chew, 
or hang around with those who do.”  He doesn’t even 
point to their growing numbers, or their impassioned 
worship, or their social justice work with the poor, 
things we might name as evidence of true faith in the 
church today.  All of these things are good things, but 
according to Paul, none of them are the primary 
evidence of true faith. 
 
So what does Paul say is the sign in a person or 
community that they have truly trusted Christ?  
Simply, love.  Specifically, love for others in the church.   
That’s what Paul means when he refers to “all the 
saints.”  As we have pointed out here many times 
before, this is exactly how Jesus himself put it.  In John 
13 he declares, “I give you a new commandment, that 
you love one another. Just as I have loved you, you 
also should love one another.  By this everyone will 
know that you are my disciples, if you have love for 
one another.”5  These words are etched into the side 
our building out front to serve as a reminder that our 
genuine faith in Jesus is primarily evidenced by how we 
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love one another in this community.  Specifically, if we 
are truly in Christ and Christ is in us, we will be so 
bonded to one another as brothers and sisters that we 
will not allow that which constantly divides others in 
this world to divide us.  This is why it is so tragic when 
people in the church allow race, or nationality, or 
political affiliation, or age, or gender, or even 
personality or preference, to divide.  When this 
happens, the church demonstrates a lack of genuine 
faith in Christ.   
 
I think of that quote from writer Robert Mulholland in 
his book Invitation to a Journey.  I’ve shared it with you 
before: 
 

If you want a good litmus test of your spiritual 
growth [faith], simply examine the nature and 
quality of your relationships with others. Are you 
more loving, more compassionate, more patient, 
more understanding, more caring, more giving, more 
forgiving than you were a year ago?  If you cannot 
answer these kinds of questions in the affirmative 
and especially if others cannot answer them in the 
affirmative about you, then you need to examine 
carefully the nature of your spiritual life and 
growth.6 

 
Our love for one another is the primary evidence of the 
authenticity of our faith.  If you are a parent and you 
have more than one child, is there anything that breaks 
your heart more than when your children are divided 
from one another.  One of my prayers for my four kids 
has been that when they become adults they would love 
one another, even enjoy one another. There is great joy 
in this for any parent.  It’s no different for God.  I’m 
convinced that he loves it when he sees his children set 
aside all their differences and live together in a loving 
unity that is rooted in the unity they share in him.  And 
so this must be the source of our unity here at Faith – 
not our race or gender or age, or our politics, or our 
personalities or preferences.  To try to unify around 
these things will only divide.  Our unity must be in 
Christ, meaning that we love one another in spite of all 
these differences.  This will be evidence of our true faith 
in Christ.   
 
Lastly, the benefit of such faith evidenced by love is 
always hope.  Again, Paul writes, “In our prayers for 
you we always thank God, the Father of our Lord 
Jesus Christ, for we have heard of your faith in 
Christ Jesus and of the love that you have for all the 
saints, because of the hope laid up for you in 
heaven.”7  My favorite verse about the relationship 
between Christian faith and Christian hope is Hebrews 

                                                           
6 Robert Mulholland, Invitation to a Journey (IVP Books, 2016), 50. 
7 Emphasis mine. 

11:1: “Now faith is the assurance of things hoped 
for, the conviction of things not seen.”  Faith which 
leads to hope is not wishful thinking.  We’re not 
playing the odds, betting that someday we might get 
lucky and see God actually do what we think he might 
have said he will do.  No, Christian hope is actually a 
deep conviction that we will see Christ bring about 
things we have not yet seen, in spite of the fact that all 
signs around us seem to contradict this reality.   
 
I love how writer Fredrick Buechner puts it,  
 

For Christians, hope is ultimately hope in Christ. 
The hope that he really is what for centuries we have 
been claiming he is. The hope that despite the fact 
that sin and death still rule the world, he somehow 
conquered them. The hope that in him and through 
him all of us stand a chance of somehow conquering 
them too. The hope that at some unforeseeable time 
and in some unimaginable way he will return with 
healing in his wings. 
 

Can you see the treasure that hope can be for us?  The 
sinful habits and patterns that seem so deeply imbedded 
in your life, and can so easily make your soul so weary, 
will one day be transformed into righteousness.  The 
nagging grief over profound losses that you have 
experienced in life will someday be healed – tears of 
sadness transformed into tears of joy, weeping turned 
to laughter.  The shame and guilt which weighs heavy 
on us because of our sin will one day be only a memory, 
and perhaps not even that.  The pain and growing 
weakness we feel in our bodies which is the inevitable 
result of age and sickness, will one day be removed 
when we are given new bodies that will never grow old 
or sick again.  The separation we too often feel from one 
another and from God in this life, resulting in 
debilitating loneliness and isolation, will all vanish one 
day when we see Jesus face to face and find all 
relationships completely restored.   The ache we carry 
in our souls for justice, and goodness, and unity, and 
beauty in a world so full of cruelty, and evil, and 
division, and ugliness, will one day be satisfied when 
Jesus returns to finally make earth like heaven again.  
This hope, undiminished by present circumstances, is 
the great benefit of faith in Christ.  It is what makes it 
possible to endure and to persevere.   
 
This is the faith for which we thank God.  A faith whose 
object is Christ and Christ alone.  A faith which 
produces the fruit of love.  A faith which gives us 
enduring hope.  I cannot help but think of what Paul 
writes in the famous passage in 1st Corinthians 13:13, 
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“And now faith, hope, and love abide, these three; 
and the greatest of these is love.”   
 
What a beautiful gift it is that God has given to us, a 
gift for which we should be exceedingly grateful.  I 
know that if we installed a complaint box out on the 
wall of the Welcome Center that we could probably fill 
it up.  I’m sure I could come up with a few complaints 
myself.  I’ve even got complaints about myself!  Thank 
you for not being a complaining church.  Thank you for 
being a grateful church.  In doing so, you help me to be 
more grateful. 
 
Aren’t we all so incredibly glad for Paul’s reminder to 
us here that instead of complaining we should practice 
gratitude?  And it’s true, when I stop to think about 
you, this congregation I have been privileged to serve 
all these years, I am exceedingly grateful.  I’m not 
grateful to you as much as I am grateful for you.  I’m 
grateful for the faith I see that God has instilled in you, 
a faith in Christ above all else.  I’m grateful for the love 
I see you consistently demonstrate towards one another 
which is evidence of this faith.  And I’m grateful for the 
hope that I share with you, a hope that will one day be 
realized more fully then we can now possibly imagine.   
 
I trust that you share my gratitude.  Praise God – 
Father, Son and Holy Spirit – who has made all this this 
possible. 
 
Amen. 
 

 


The Next Step 
A resource for Life Groups and/or personal 

application 
  
1. Read the passage from Colossians 1:1-8 again.  

What stands out to you from this opening of Paul’s 
letter? 
 

2. Paul opens his letter with a greeting that includes 
this, “Grace to you and peace form God our 
Father.”  This was a greeting Paul often offered, 
and one that many in the church still use to greet 
one another today.  What does it mean to you? 

 
3. Why is Paul thankful to God for the church? 

 
4. Why are you thankful to God for the church? 

 
5. And why is it that instead of gratitude, some people 

find they can only complain about the church?  
What is the source of such complaining?) 

 

6. Do you agree that faith is a gift that only comes 
from God? 

 
7. Jeff pointed out three insights that Paul gives us 

here about Christian faith, that its object is Christ, 
its fruit is love, and its benefit is hope.  Which one 
of these did you most need to hear right now in 
your life 

 
8. What is it that Jesus is saying to you today through 

this message?  What is your response?   
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 

Table to Table: A Question for kids and  
adults to answer together. 

 

Take some time as a family to thank God for all 
the things about the church for which you are 

grateful.      


