
A New Assignment 
Colossians 1:11-20 

Once there was a people who surveyed the resources of the world and said to each 

other, “How can we be sure that we will have enough in hard times? We want to survive 

whatever happens. Let us start collecting food, materials, and knowledge so we are safe 

and secure when a crisis occurs.” So they started hoarding, so much and so eagerly that 

other peoples protested and said, “You have much more than you need, while we don’t 

have enough to survive. Give us part of your wealth!” 

But the fearful hoarders said, “No, no, no, we need to keep this in case of emergencies, in 

case things go bad for us too, in case our lives are threatened.” 

Time passed, and the others said, “We are dying now. Please give us food and materials 

and knowledge to survive. We can’t wait. We need it now.” 

And then the fearful hoarders became even more fearful, because they were afraid that 

the poor and the hungry would attack them. So they said to one another, “Let us build 

walls around our wealth so that no stranger can take it away from us.” And thus they 

started erecting walls so high that they could not see any more whether there were 

enemies outside or not. And as their fear increased they told each other, “Our enemies 

have become so numerous that they may be able to tear down our walls. Our walls are 

not strong enough to keep them away. We need to put bombs on top of the walls so that 

nobody will dare to even come close to us.” 

But instead of feeling safe and secure behind their armed walls, they found themselves 

trapped in the prison they had built with their own fear. They even became afraid of their 

own bombs, wondering if they might harm themselves more than their enemy. And 

gradually they realized that their fear of death had brought them closer to it. 
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This lesson, written by Henri Nouwen, is about the dangers that develop when we allow 

darkness and fear to gain the upper hand in our lives; when we find ourselves bound 

tightly by suspicion and greed…In this morning’s Scripture lesson from Colossians, Paul 

writes of our being rescued from the dominion of darkness – the power of darkness and 

transferred into a new realm - into the kingdom of God. As followers of Jesus, it is as if we 

are given a brand new identity, complete with a new purpose, a new calling, a new 

assignment - as if you and I have been relocated to a new home. It is as if we have 

literally been uprooted from the kind of fear and disorder and death described in 

Nouwen’s parable, and transplanted instead into a life fully reconciled with God. 

And what is the shape of this fully reconciled life? It’s one in which we take on a new set 

of values based upon life in the kingdom of God. Values of compassion and peace, mercy 

and justice, self-giving love, and servanthood; values which enable us to overcome the 

fear and darkness and greed that so characteristic of human life.  

In the letter to the Colossian Christians, the apostle is proclaiming that this is precisely 

what happens when we embrace life with Christ at the center of our living. Our lives are 

reshaped in the light of God’s new order of the Spirit. Two chapters later, Paul prods his 

fellow Christians, “As God’s chosen ones, holy and beloved, clothe yourselves with 

compassion, kindness, humility, meekness, and patience” (3:12). 

The problem is, this new way of living is far easier to talk about than to put into practice 

in our daily living. How difficult it is to live out the gospel of peace in a world that so 

quickly gravitates to violent solutions for its problems. How difficult it is to live taking a 

stance of trust and openness – values of God’s kingdom, when the world around us so 

readily embraces fear and distrust. 
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Paul makes it clear that we cannot clothe ourselves with the values of the kingdom on 

our own power alone. That is why Paul prays in an earlier section of Colossians (1:9-10), 

that the people “may be filled with the knowledge of God’s will in all spiritual wisdom and 

understanding, so that you may live a life worthy of the Lord, and may please him in 

every way: bearing fruit in every good work, growing in knowledge of the Lord” (1:9-10). 

And then the apostle continues in verse 11, “May you be strengthened with all power 

according to his glorious might…” (1:11). 

When the apostle Paul urges us to live by the values of the kingdom of God, he’s 

reminding us that we need to keep at it, that there will be times when it seems far easier 

to give up than to carry on. After praying, “May you be strengthened with all power 

according to his glorious might” Paul continues, “so that you may have great endurance 

and patience, and  joyfully giving thanks to the Father” (1:11). Endurance, patience, 

commitment, constancy in faith, “hanging in there” in the midst of struggles and 

challenges - these are critical components of our calling to follow in the footsteps of 

Jesus. 

And yet, who among us, has not found it very difficult to really trust in God’s love. How 

easy it is to find ourselves tempted to listen to those voices who claim that God is far 

more interested in judging than in loving and accepting. Who among us has not struggled 

with times of uncertainty, frustration, and confusion, …times when we wonder if we can 

really trust the gospel of Jesus, times when it feels as if the gospel is little more than an 

idle pipe dream? We struggle with the deep influences of a surrounding culture that is far 

more likely to embrace the ways of suspicion and fear than the ways of trust and 

openness. We grapple with the extent to which we listen to a world far more prone to 

choose violence and warfare rather than the hard work of doing justice, proclaiming 

peace, seeking non-violent solutions to conflict.  
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And even in the church, there are many who would soften, and even ignore, the tough 

teachings of Jesus - the call to go the extra mile in relationships, to love our enemies, to 

extend forgiveness and grace, to be agents of healing and wholeness, workers of healing 

and wholeness – reconcilers/moderators in a broken world. In the face of all this, is it any 

wonder we sometimes find ourselves questioning: Can we really make a difference in the 

world around us? What’s the value of keeping on? 

After praying that his fellow Christians might stand firm in their faith and loyalty to a new 

assignment as messengers of Christ’s kingdom, Paul goes on to share a hymn or song 

about Christ that underscores the heart of Paul’s faith. He writes about Jesus, “He is the 

image of the invisible God, the firstborn of all creation…by him all things were 

created…He is the head of the body, the church…God was pleased to have all his fullness 

dwell in him, and through him to reconcile to himself all things…” (1:15-20). 

Paul’s point is that Jesus stands at the very center of the church’s life and ministry, that 

Jesus models, encourages, strengthens, guides, challenges, and nurtures us. The 

challenge before us - to embrace a new assignment as messengers of peace and 

compassion and self-giving love - this challenge becomes possible as we allow the spirit of 

Christ to reshape our hearts, to transform our minds, and to fill us with courage and 

wisdom. One commentary wrote that “Christ’s way of working is to get possession of the 

inside of us, to take control and management of our will.” When that happens, we shift 

our focus from the “have to” of duty to the “want to” of Christian service. 

This is what Francis of Assisi had in mind centuries ago when he cautioned, “While you 

are proclaiming peace with your lips, be careful to have it even more fully in your heart.”  

If the peace of Christ is in our hearts, will we not find the courage and strength we need 

to persist in our new calling, in our new assignment, as those who live and proclaim the 

good news of life in the kingdom of God? If the peace of Christ is in our hearts, will we 
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not find the grace that enables us to move beyond self-centeredness and greed, to 

embrace instead Christ’s ways of compassion and peace, justice and mercy, self-giving 

love and servanthood? If the peace of Christ is in our hearts, will we not find the courage 

to carry on, to go forth for God with words of peace, love, strength, and joy? 

May it be so. Amen.  

 

 

 

 


