The Letter That Almost Wasn't Written
Text: Colossians 1:1-8

INTRODUCTION
How many of you have ever received a letter that changed your life?  Maybe it was an acceptance letter to a school.  Maybe it was a diagnosis from a doctor.  Maybe it was a handwritten note from someone you loved at exactly the moment you needed it.
The people in a small city called Colossae received a letter like that.  And here's what's remarkable: the man who wrote it had never even met them.  Paul had never visited their city.  He didn't know most of their names.  By all accounts, he shouldn't have written to them at all.  But he did.  And that letter—the one we're beginning to study today—became part of the eternal Word of God.
Over the next several weeks, we're going to work through this short but powerful letter together.  It's only four chapters, but it contains some of the most breathtaking statements about Jesus Christ ever written.  It addresses questions that feel strikingly modern: How do we know what's true?  Is Jesus really enough?  What does spiritual maturity actually look like?  How does faith connect to everyday life?
Today, we start at the beginning.  And the beginning tells us something crucial: the gospel spreads in ways we don't expect, through people we might overlook, to places that don't seem to matter.

Let's read together. Colossians 1:1-8.
1 Paul, an apostle of Christ Jesus by the will of God, and Timothy our brother, 
2 To the holy and faithful brothers in Christ at Colosse: Grace and peace to you from God our Father.
Thanksgiving and Prayer
3 We always thank God, the Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, when we pray for you, 
4 because we have heard of your faith in Christ Jesus and of the love you have for all the saints— 
5 the faith and love that spring from the hope that is stored up for you in heaven and that you have already heard about in the word of truth, the gospel 
6 that has come to you. All over the world this gospel is bearing fruit and growing, just as it has been doing among you since the day you heard it and understood God’s grace in all its truth. 
7 You learned it from Epaphras, our dear fellow servant, who is a faithful minister of Christ on our behalf, 
8 and who also told us of your love in the Spirit. 

I. THE CHURCH THAT SHOULDN'T EXIST
Let me tell you about Colossae.  If you were planning a church-planting strategy in the first century, Colossae wouldn't make your list.  It was past its prime—a small, declining city about a hundred miles east of Ephesus in what's now modern Turkey.  Two larger, more prosperous cities—Laodicea and Hierapolis—overshadowed it.  Colossae had been important once, centuries before, but by Paul's time it was fading into insignificance.
Archaeological digs have confirmed this.  Unlike other ancient cities, Colossae has barely been excavated.  Why?  Because there's not much there.  It wasn't important enough to preserve or study.  Eventually, the city disappeared entirely—abandoned, forgotten.  And yet, God planted a church there.

How?  Not through Paul's ministry directly.  Paul had spent three years in Ephesus, about a hundred miles away, and during that time, Acts tells us, "all the residents of Asia heard the word of the Lord" (Acts 19:10).  Apparently, while Paul taught in Ephesus, people from surrounding towns—including Colossae—heard the gospel, believed, and went home to share it.

One of those people was a man named Epaphras.  Look at verse 7: "just as you learned it from Epaphras our beloved fellow servant.  He is a faithful minister of Christ on your behalf."  Epaphras.  Not a famous name.  Not an apostle.  Not someone who wrote books of the Bible or performed spectacular miracles that we know of.  Just a faithful man who heard the gospel in Ephesus and brought it home to Colossae.  And because Epaphras was faithful, a church was born in a place that didn't matter to anyone else.  In a city that history would forget, God was doing something eternal.

Here's what strikes me: We live in a culture obsessed with reach, influence, and impact.  We measure success by numbers—followers, attendance, views.  We gravitate toward the big cities, the important people, the strategic locations.  But God's kingdom doesn't work that way.  God planted a church in declining, insignificant Colossae.  He used an ordinary man named Epaphras.  And He made sure that two thousand years later, we're still reading the letter written to that little congregation.

What does that tell us?  It tells us that faithfulness matters more than fame.  That God cares about forgotten places.  That He uses overlooked people.  That the gospel spreads not through our strategic plans but through His sovereign purposes.
As I was preparing this message, I realized how this fits our unique situation in planting this new church in Grove.  Many days I just feel like and ordinary guy with all kinds of things going on in life.  But I also feel God has a purpose for starting this church at this time in my life.  My desire is to be used by the Lord for His purpose.  Do I always know what’s coming next?  Certainly not, but I am trusting the Lord for His plan to be revealed to us in perfect timing.
Maybe you feel like you're in "Colossae" right now.  Maybe your life feels ordinary.  Maybe you wonder if what you're doing matters.  The church at Colossae says: it does.  God is working in places and through people the world doesn't notice.

II. THE GOSPEL'S THREE-FOLD FRUIT (vv. 3-5)
Now look at what Paul says about this little church.  Verse 3: "We always thank God, the Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, when we pray for you."
Paul thanks God for them. Why?  Look at verses 4-5: "We have heard of your faith in Christ Jesus and of the love you have for all the saints—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."
Did you catch that?  Faith.  Love.  Hope.  This triad appears throughout Paul's letters (1 Corinthians 13:13, 1 Thessalonians 1:3).  But notice the order here.  It's different.  Paul doesn't say hope comes from faith and love.  He says faith and love spring from hope.  This is crucial.  We often think of hope as the result of faith—if I believe and love well enough, then I'll have hope.  Paul reverses it.  Hope is the foundation.  Hope is the root.  Faith and love are the fruit.

What does that mean practically?
Hope here isn't wishful thinking.  It's not "I hope things work out" or "I hope I'm good enough."  The hope Paul describes is certainty about what God has promised—a future secured by Christ's resurrection, a guaranteed inheritance, an unshakeable reality.  Verse 5 says it's "stored up for you in heaven."  It's already there.  It's certain.  It's yours.
And when you're sure about that—when you truly believe your future is secure in Christ—something happens.  Faith becomes natural.  Why wouldn't you trust Jesus today if you know He's secured your tomorrow?  Love becomes possible.  Why wouldn't you pour yourself out for others when you know you can never lose what matters most?
Think about how you behave differently when you know you have money in the bank.  If your account is full, you can be generous.  You can handle unexpected expenses.  You're not anxious about every purchase.  But if your account is empty, everything changes.  You hoard.  You stress.  You can't help anyone else because you're barely surviving yourself.
That's what hope does for the Christian life.  When your hope is full—when you're certain about God's promises—faith and love flow naturally.  But when hope runs dry, faith becomes anxious striving and love becomes a calculated transaction.
Here's the diagnostic question: When you think about your spiritual life, what are you hoping in?  Are you hoping you'll be good enough?  That's not Christian hope—that's just anxiety.  Are you hoping life will work out the way you want?  That's not Christian hope—that's just optimism.  Are you hoping God will overlook your failures?  That's not Christian hope—that's just denial.
Christian hope is this: I am united to Christ.  His righteousness is mine.  His resurrection guarantees mine.  Nothing can separate me from His love.  My future is secure not because of what I do, but because of what He has done.  And when that hope is real to you—not just a doctrine you affirm but a reality you taste—faith and love follow.

III. THE GOSPEL'S UNSTOPPABLE SPREAD (vv. 5-6)
Now look at what Paul says about this gospel. End of verse 5 into verse 6: "...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."
Paul makes a bold claim: this gospel is spreading throughout the whole world.  Remember, Paul is writing from prison.  The church is maybe thirty years old.  It's a tiny, persecuted minority.  And Paul says it's spreading throughout the whole world.  He's not exaggerating.  He's seeing with spiritual eyes.  He recognizes that when the gospel takes root, nothing can stop it.  Not persecution.  Not poverty.  Not being in a forgotten city.  Not having an unknown messenger.  The gospel bears fruit and grows.  That's what it does.  That's its nature.
Notice: Paul doesn't say, "You need to make the gospel grow."  He says the gospel is growing.  It has inherent power.  It's like a seed that carries life within itself.

Several years ago, scientists discovered seeds in an ancient fortress in Israel—date palm seeds that were two thousand years old.  They planted them, not really expecting anything.  But you know what happened?  They sprouted.  After two millennia, life was still there.  Those seeds are now growing trees.  That's what the gospel is like.  It carries resurrection life within it.  You can bury it.  You can ignore it.  You can oppose it.  But wherever it's planted in genuine faith, it grows.
And here's what's radical about this: the same gospel that's spreading through the whole world is the same gospel at work in you and me.  Verse 6: "just as it has been doing among you since the day you heard it."
The same word that transforms nations transforms individual hearts.  The same power that launched the church is the same power at work in your daily struggles, your relationships, your anxieties.  But here's the condition: "since the day you heard it and truly understood God's grace."  Truly understood.  Not just intellectual acceptance but heart comprehension.
You can hear the gospel and not understand it.  You can know the facts without tasting the grace.  And when that happens, there's no fruit.  There's no growth.  There's religious activity, maybe, but not transformation.

IV. THE MESSENGER WE MIGHT MISS (vv. 7-8)
This brings us back to Epaphras.  Verses 7-8: "You learned it from Epaphras, our dear fellow servant, who is a faithful minister of Christ on our behalf, and who also told us of your love in the Spirit."
Paul calls Epaphras three things:
Beloved fellow servant - Faithful minister of Christ - Someone who brings news of their spiritual condition.
Epaphras wasn't famous.  He wasn't eloquent, as far as we know.  He didn't have apostolic authority.  He was just faithful.  And that's why the gospel took root in Colossae.  The kingdom of God spreads through ordinary faithfulness, not extraordinary charisma.
And here's what that means for us:  If you're sitting here thinking, "I'm not gifted enough to share the gospel.  I'm not educated enough.  I'm not articulate enough.  I don't have enough influence"—let me tell you about Epaphras.  He heard the gospel.  He understood God's grace.  He went home.  He told people.  He was faithful.  And because he was faithful, a church was born.  And because a church was born, Paul wrote a letter.  And because Paul wrote a letter, two thousand years later, we're encountering the supremacy of Christ.
Your faithfulness matters.  The person you share with might be the next Epaphras.  The student you mentor might plant churches.  The neighbor you invite might lead their family to Christ.  The seeds you plant might grow for generations.
Or maybe they won't.  Maybe you'll be faithful and see nothing.  Maybe you're Epaphras laboring in Colossae—a place nobody notices, doing work nobody sees.  But God notices.  God sees.  And God uses ordinary faithfulness to accomplish extraordinary purposes.

V. THE DIAGNOSTIC QUESTIONS
So let me close with some questions for us to wrestle with:
First: What "plus" are you tempted to add to Jesus?
Here's why I ask: The whole reason Paul writes this letter is because false teachers were saying, "Jesus is great, but you need Jesus plus special knowledge, plus mystical experiences, plus rule-keeping, plus angel worship."  Paul's entire response—which we'll see in the coming weeks—is that Christ is supreme and completely sufficient.
But we do the same thing, don't we?  Jesus plus financial security.  Jesus plus the right politics.  Jesus plus status or success.  Jesus plus everyone's approval.
Second: What does your hope rest on?
Remember—faith and love spring from hope.  If your spiritual life feels dry, anxious, or exhausted, the problem might not be your faith or love.  It might be your hope.  Are you hoping in Christ's finished work, or are you hoping in your performance?  Are you hoping in God's promises, or are you hoping circumstances change?  Are you hoping in what's stored up in heaven, or are you hoping life on earth goes according to plan?
Third: Who is your Epaphras?
Who brought the gospel to you?  Who was faithful when you didn't even know you needed it?  Maybe it was a parent.  Maybe a friend.  Maybe a stranger who invited you to church.  Take time this week to thank God for them.  And if possible, thank them.
Fourth: Whose Epaphras could you be?
You don't need a platform.  You don't need credentials.  You don't need to be extraordinary.  You just need to be faithful.  Who is God putting in your path?  Who could you invite?  Who could you serve?  Who could you tell about what Jesus has done for you?  The gospel spreads through ordinary people being faithful in ordinary ways.  That's how it reached Colossae.  That's how it reached you.  That's how it will reach the next person.

CONCLUSION
The church at Colossae shouldn't exist.  The city was too small.  The messenger was too ordinary.  The situation was too unlikely.  But God planted a church there anyway.  Through an unknown man named Epaphras.  In a forgotten place called Colossae.  With a message that carries its own power—the true message of the gospel.  And that gospel is still bearing fruit and growing.  Throughout the whole world.  And among you.
Since the day you heard it and truly understood God's grace.  Have you truly understood it?  Not just intellectually, but in your bones?  Do you know—really know—that your hope is stored up in heaven?  That Jesus is enough?  That His grace is sufficient?  If you do, faith and love will follow.  The gospel will bear fruit in you just as it's bearing fruit throughout the world.  And maybe—just maybe—you'll be someone's Epaphras.  Faithful in a place that doesn't seem to matter.  Sharing with people who don't seem important.  Trusting that God uses ordinary faithfulness to accomplish eternal purposes.

Communion Meditation
Before we come to the Table this morning, I want to draw your attention back to one phrase from our passage.  Colossians 1:6—Paul says the gospel came to the Colossians, and they "truly understood God's grace."  Truly understood God's grace.  Not just heard about it.  Not just agreed with it intellectually.  They understood it.  They tasted it.  They knew it in their bones.  And how do we truly understand grace?  How does it move from our heads to our hearts?  We remember the cross.

The bread we're about to take— represents Christ's body, broken for us.  Not broken accidentally.  Not broken tragically.  Broken intentionally, willingly, savingly.
Paul will tell us later in this letter that on the cross, God "canceled the charge of our legal indebtedness, which stood against us and condemned us; he has taken it away, nailing it to the cross" (Col. 2:14).
Every failure.  Every sin.  Every way we've fallen short.  Every reason we should be separated from God forever—Jesus took it.  He canceled the debt.  He absorbed the judgment.
That's grace.
The cup represents His blood—the blood that makes peace between us and God (Col. 1:20).  We were enemies.  Alienated.  Hostile in our minds toward God.  And Jesus shed His blood to reconcile us.  Not because we earned it.  Not because we deserved it.  Not because we promised to do better.  He did it while we were still sinners. That's grace.
The bread represents His body – take and eat.  The cup represents His blood – take and drink.

Let's pray.
Father, we thank You that You work in forgotten places through ordinary people.  Thank You for Epaphras.  Thank You for whoever was our Epaphras—the person who faithfully shared the gospel with us.  Help us to truly understand Your grace.  Let our hope be anchored not in what we do but in what Christ has done.  And from that secure hope, let faith and love flow freely.
Make us faithful.  Not necessarily famous, but faithful.  Use us as You used Epaphras—to bear fruit that remains, in places and ways we might never see.
We ask this in Jesus Name, Amen.

Benediction:
The same gospel that spread throughout the whole world has come to you.  The same grace that transformed Colossae is at work in you.
The same Christ who reconciled all things to Himself has reconciled you.  Your hope is stored up in heaven.  Your faith is rooted in truth.  Your love flows from grace.
So go now as Epaphras went—faithfully, humbly, confidently—knowing that God uses ordinary people in ordinary places to accomplish extraordinary purposes.
And may the grace of our Lord Jesus Christ, the love of God the Father, and the fellowship of the Holy Spirit be with you all, now and forevermore.  Amen.
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