STUDY 11 – COLOSSIANS 4:2-6

SO FAR

From the start of chapter 3 Paul has been showing us what our life “in Christ” looks like. We are to set our hearts and minds on things above, put to death what belongs to our sinful nature (which died with Christ), put on what belongs to our new nature, and live that out in the church and in the home. 
THIS SECTION

The NIV headings for Colossians are very unhelpful. Chapter 3 is not about “Rules for Holy Living”, and these verses are not simply “Further Instructions”!
Paul is continuing to show how being “in Christ” affects every area of life, and he moves on to address the whole congregation again, particularly addressing our responsibility to non-believers. We have a responsibility to pray for those set aside to take the gospel to unbelievers, and we all have a responsibility to live amongst non Christians in such a way that we have and use opportunities to speak to them about the gospel. 
NOTES
2. Devote yourselves to prayer, being watchful and thankful.
To “devote” ourselves to prayer means we must pray habitually and steadfastly. It is an active word, we shouldn’t just pray when we feel like it! The word prayer here is general enough to encompass all kinds of prayers, but particularly in the context seems to point towards petitions (requests).

Paul particularly stresses how we should pray. “Watchful” means awake and alert, the opposite of lethargic. This doesn’t simply mean we should be careful not to drop off while praying, but is expressing the fact that we should be alert to the times in which we live, the need for the gospel, and the fact that we are “in Christ” but who we are is not yet revealed (see 3:1-4). As is typical in Colossians, thankfulness is stressed. To truly pray we must remember who we are, and why we have access to God. This will fuel our prayers.
While it is natural for us to take this verse as referring to us individually, we must remember that Paul is addressing this to the church, so it may be that corporate prayer is what he is especially referring to. If so, it shows what a priority prayer must be in our services, and what a high priority the prayer meeting should be.
3. And pray for us, too, that God may open a door for our message, so that we may proclaim the mystery of Christ, for which I am in chains.

As the Colossians pray, they are to pray for Paul and his colleagues as they seek to speak the gospel. Paul was not a superman who did not need the support or prayer of other Christians. 

Particularly they were to pray for an “open door”, a ready access to God given opportunities to speak their message which was “the mystery of Christ”. See 1:27 and 2:2 for other references in the letter to “mystery”. Paul wants to proclaim Christ, to make Him known. 
This is the first time in the letter that Paul mentions that he is writing from prison (it comes up again in 4:18). He knows it is because of his message that he is there, but it does not discourage him. He knows that God can open doors for the gospel even while he is locked up. His imprisonment also emphasises the need for prayer for his work – there is great opposition to the message. He is engaged in a spiritual battle so he and others must call on spiritual resources. 
4. Pray that I may proclaim it clearly, as I should.

As well as asking for prayer for his circumstances Paul asks for prayer for himself, that he will act rightly. His responsibility is to proclaim the gospel clearly (to reveal the mystery). Although this is God’s work, Paul knows it is also his work, and this echoes what Paul has already said about his and God’s work at the end of chapter 1. 

5. Be wise in the way you act towards outsiders; make the most of every opportunity.

Although Paul and his associates have a particular role in evangelism, the Colossian church should also be engaged with non Christians in such a way that the gospel goes out to them. Paul moves on to their responsibilities in these next two verses. He stresses their role in a way which recognises different gifts and avoids guilt (he does not say everyone must preach as he does), but he does emphasise that every member must be promoting the gospel in the way they live and speak.
Paul’s first concern is the way the Colossians act. Literally he says “walk in wisdom”. Live in way consistent with who you are in Christ before the watching world. This is living out the truths of 3:1-4:1. If we are not doing that, no matter what we say we wont be heard. 
The second phrase is this verse is literally “buy time” or “make the best use of time” (ESV). We are to use the time we have been given to best effect, particularly with unbelievers. In the context, the NIV is probably right that it is pointing towards using opportunities in conversation to speak of Jesus and the gospel. 
Taken as a whole this verse is saying we must be both wise and bold with our non Christian friends and neighbours. This is a rare combination. Some people are often bold, but lack wisdom in what they say and how they act. Others of us may be wise, but are often cowardly at taking opportunities when they come. We must pray that we are both. 

6. Let your conversation be always full of grace, seasoned with salt, so that you may know how to answer everyone. 

In the context of our relationships with outsiders Paul goes on to speak about our conversation. It must have a gracious and attractive tone (the context seems to point towards “full of grace” being about the tone of the conversation, rather than it being a substitute word for “gospel”). It is often difficult to work out exactly what “salt” is referring to in the bible, and we must resist the temptation to let our imaginations run away with us, but it is most likely pointing towards the fact that our speech must not be insipid or dull. We must be loving in our speech, but also not downplay the challenge of the gospel.  
The statement “so that you may know how to answer unbelievers” implies that they will ask us about our faith. In the first century this questioning may well have come in the context of persecution (Paul is in prison – verse 3), and the Christians are reminded that even in that circumstance the way they defend themselves must commend the gospel. 
SUGGESTED QUESTIONS

How are we called to pray in verse 2? What does it mean to do those things (“devote” “watchful” “thankful”)?
Why does Paul want prayer in verses 3 and 4? What does he see as God’s responsibility, and what does he see as his responsibility?
How does Paul remind us that evangelism is a spiritual battle in verse 3?

What is the Christians responsibility towards unbelievers in verse 5? What does “being wise” look like? How do you think the letter so far helps us in this?
Verse 5 calls us to be both wise and bold in our relationships with unbelievers. Is it easy to do both? Where are you weakest?
How should we speak (vs 6)? 
What does the last phrase of verse 6 imply? In what contexts might we need to give answers for what we believe? 

