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The Vision, Mission and Goals statement for our congregation states the following in 

its preface: 

Worship and mission, the praise of God and the service of God, belong together.  

No theological statement which we feel it is necessary to make is “innocent”. If we 

make a statement because we think that it matters, we enter into a polemic even if the 

dialogue partner might be somewhat obscured. This we saw in Paul’s own theological 

polemic in Colossians a few weeks ago, and it is the same for us in our theological 

declarations: emphasis falls on particular words, by which one thing is being affirmed 

and another denied. 

The statement I’ve just quoted from our Vision statement is the first theological 

affirmation in the document and, as such, speaks of what we think matters – worship 

and mission. But more is affirmed than just that these two matter. That worship and 

mission are said to “belong together” is not a simple affirmation. It is an argument. 

The reason we want to make a statement like this is because of a perception that there 

is, or may have been, or might potentially be a split between worship and service, 

between prayer and action. However successfully it manages it, the preface to our 

Vision, Mission and Goals seeks to contradict any such separation: worship and 

mission, preaching and service, prayer and action “belong together”. 

Now, my intention this morning is not to debate the strengths and weakness of our 

Vision document. The point of noting the tensions and polemic there is to draw 

attention to a strong temptation to hear our reading this morning in a particular way. 

As is usual, we have heard these verses plucked out of their context in the rest of the 

letter. Their immediate context is that they follow on from last week’s “ethical” 

section. There are we heard Paul exhorting against malice, greed, impurity and similar 

things, and exhorting for compassion, kindness, humility and patience. He spoke to 

husbands and wives, children and parents, and slaves and masters in their respective 

relationships.  

We might easily imagine that, having dealt with the broad question of how we are to 

behave, Paul now moves to the question of how to pray, “adding” this religious 

section to the preceding ethical section: Devote yourselves to prayer, keeping alert in 

it with thanksgiving (v.2). It is worth noting how this text appears on the page in 

many contemporary Bibles: following the ethical instructions in chapter 3, a new 

paragraph is commenced, with a summary heading. It is as if there is something 

“new” here – a new thought, a different thought. 

Yet, just as we noted last week that we tend to separate natural and cultural conditions 

in a way that Paul does not, so also to separate this apparently “religious” instruction 

from the preceding ethical instruction is also something which is alien to how Paul 

thinks. For him the injunctions to pray, keep alert, be thankful and conduct ourselves 

wisely are not additions to the ethical teaching he has just stated but more in 



 

“apposition” to them. That is, they do not so much add to what he has already said so 

much as overlay, or say once more but differently, what is intended in the ethical 

teaching: to be kind, compassionate, humble is to pray; to be malicious and impure is 

not – at least, not to pray to this God. 

What Paul has in mind here, then, is not so much the need to pray as such, as he is 

speaking about prayer as the context of conduct, and conduct as the context of prayer. 

Prayer is here, then, not so much something with its own various techniques and 

intention as being a way of being which concords with the theology and ethics Paul 

has already been describing. The key to teasing this out further is Christology – the 

person of Jesus and that person as itself the coherence of doing and being, acting and 

praying. For right through the letter Paul has proffered Christ as the resolution of the 

tensions which are confusing the Colossian church. 

Jesus, of course, prayed and acted but this is not particularly important for the 

cohesion of what Paul is saying here. The Christology of prayer and action is not in 

that we might seek to emulate Jesus – praying as he prayed and acting as he acted. 

Seeking to “do what Jesus did” cannot much hurt us, but it doesn’t get us to the heart 

of the matter. Not “do what Jesus did” but “let the word which is Christ dwell in you 

richly” (3.16), Paul writes, at the same time saying, “you are hidden [you dwell] in 

Christ, in God” (3.3). Christ is not the first example of how a “Christian” should act 

and pray, but the content and context of those actions and prayers. 

It is easy here to slip into religious platitudes which comfort the believer and mystify 

the non-believer, such that neither is helped. How can Christ be the content and 

context of our prayers and actions, rather than just their motivation? 

To be hidden “in” Christ and for Christ to dwell “in” us, is for a shift to take place in 

the substance and outworking of our very humanity. A new self is set in place, Paul 

has already said, “which is being renewed in knowledge according to the image of its 

creator” (3.3). Our prayer, then, is not simply the parroting of a formula, not simply 

the setting aside of a “prayer time”, not simply the means to an end we cannot 

otherwise achieve ourselves. Rather, as Jesus himself was, in prayerful action and 

active prayer we ourselves become the hallowing of the Father’s name, we ourselves 

become the presence of the reign of God – the “kingdom come” – we ourselves are 

shaped to that will of God which unites earth and heaven. 

The ethical and spiritual vision of the gospel does not deny that, if someone were to 

look at us at any moment, we might be seen to be praying or acting. But it does deny 

that the one is possible without the other. Every action is a prayer to some god, and 

every prayer implies a way of acting in the world. The question is simply: which God 

and, so, how to act, how to pray? 

Our passage today is not quite the end of Colossians; in our first reflection on the 

letter we took the final verses as part of our reflection upon the community of faith 

itself. Nevertheless, verses 2 to 6 seem to constitute something of a summing up of 

Paul’s “argument”. We might consider his final word to the Colossians, then, to be 

this: If this is our God, devote yourselves to prayer, alert in thanksgiving; pray for 

openings for the Word, conduct yourselves wisely, making the most of time. Be 

gracious and uncorrupted, so that you may know how you ought to answer everyone. 



 

The life of Christian prayer and action is an integrated life. The “spiritual” does not 

come before the “ethical”, nor vice-versa. We might better speak in comprehensive 

terms of an “ethic” of prayerful action or a “spirit” of active prayer, the ethic and the 

spirit being the one thing, embodying the one gospel of the one God who 

comprehends and unifies all in the one person, Jesus-as-the-Christ.  

But because it is us which is comprehended and unified, we might dare to tweak 

slightly how Paul ends his letter in order to drive home not only the implications of 

the gift which God has given us but to bring to the fore also the gift which God makes 

of us:  

Devote yourselves to prayer, alert in thanksgiving; pray for openings for the Word; 

conduct yourselves wisely, making the most of time; be gracious and uncorrupted, so 

that you may be an answer to everyone. 

We return, then, to where we started in our first reflection on Colossians (the 

significance of the church): the wisdom of God is not only something into which, by 

the grace of God, God’s people may grow and which they may come to possess. The 

wisdom of God is something which, by that same grace, God’s people shall become: 

an integrated, whole humanity, a sign and symbol for other’s re-imagination of God. 

This is the gift, and the calling. 

For the gift of such wisdom and the vocation which comes with it, all thanks be to the 

Father who gives, the Son who is the gift, and the Spirit who is the grounding 

givenness of God’s life with us. Amen. 

*** 


