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FCCOE; 3/6/16; Col. 1:24-29; 1 Peter 4:12-16; Rev. T. Ziegenhals 

 

“Suffering Servants” 

 
Introduction: I mentioned last week that I have entitled next month’s men’s retreat, “Refined by 

Fire: Growing in Faith through the Furnace of Affliction,” and didn’t that sound like a good time! 

Well, if I know our men, we’ll make it a good time no matter what the topic, but in any event, I 

chose this topic not so that we’ll have to spend at least part of our retreat being miserable, but 

because this broad issue of suffering is, in fact, one of the main themes of the Bible and one we 

need to face. And it is actually easier and more helpful in the long run to chew on it before you 

find yourself in the furnace, then during. I remember all those who streamed into churches 

following the events of 9/11, looking for quick comfort but who quickly fell away after a couple 

of weeks because the answers aren’t always quick and easy. To stand firm and not be undone by 

affliction we need to have developed a deep knowledge and sense of who God is, as well as a 

vital prayer life that helps us to experience this God. Such does not come in the course of a week 

or two. Nor, actually, is it going to come within the next twenty minutes!  

 

But, today in our text, as we continue to reflect, with the help of Paul’s letter to the Colossians, on 

our identity, on who we think we are, this identity takes an interesting and not altogether desirable 

(on the surface) turn. We have seen Paul identify his readers as citizens of the kingdom of God, as 

those who have been reconciled by Jesus such that they are no longer alienated from God, hostile 

to him and wandering outside of his purposes, but are holy and blameless and above reproach in 

his sight (1:13, 21-22). Buty then, as Paul goes on, he hints that as a part of our identity with and 

in Christ, we will suffer. As Jesus faced affliction for proclaiming the good news, we, who are his 

ambassadors, will face affliction too.  

 

This begins to surface in v. 24 where Paul declares:  

 

Now I rejoice in what I am suffering for you, and I fill up in my flesh what is still lacking 

in regard to Christ’s afflictions, for the sake of his body, which is the church. 

 

What is the suffering in view here, for both Paul and for us? How does rejoicing sneak its way 

in?! And how does our suffering “fill up” what is lacking in what Christ has already suffered?  

 

I. The Suffering . . . and the Joy   

 A. Paul’s suffering here is not the kind that comes from an illness, or some kind of 

natural disaster, or from being in the wrong place at the wrong time. Rather, it is the suffering that 

comes from being associated with Jesus, from living, as Paul writes elsewhere, as “ambassadors 

for Christ,” sharing in word and in deed the good news of his death and resurrection, ascension 

and return. It’s the kind of suffering that comes from the hands of people who don’t like what we 

believe and respond in some kind of hostility, either emotionally or even physically. In Paul’s 

case, he was thrown into prison.in Ephesus was is, in fact, writing this letter from his cell there. 

 

 B. But, well might we ask, is this kind of suffering just to be expected by one like Paul 

who is an apostle? Unfortunately not! Like Paul, we, as followers of Jesus, are sent out on a 

mission. Recall this text from our discussion of new creation last week: “If anyone is in Christ, 

the new creation has come. The old has gone, the new is here!” It’s a great declaration that Jesus 

has come to make us new. Importantly, Paul goes on:  
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All this is from God, who reconciled us to himself through Christ and gave us the 

ministry of reconciliation: that God was reconciling the world to himself in Christ, not 

counting people’s sins against them. And he has committed to us the message of 

reconciliation. We are therefore Christ’s ambassadors, as though God were making his 

appeal through us. [2 Cor. 5:17-20]. 

 

 C. Though Paul’s apostleship is unique, just like Paul we have been sent out as 

ambassadors. It doesn’t have to be to some place far away, like Colossae or Kenya. It can just be 

to our various places of work, or our neighborhoods, or our schools, or even our families. Now a 

significant aspect of this ambassadorial role is that when an ambassador goes to a foreign country 

to represent a king of president, he or she represents that leader so closely it is as though the king 

or president is there in person. There is a oneness that an ambassador carries. Paul highlights this 

oneness when he writes that we are “in” Christ. It means that what is true of Jesus will be true of 

us. If he is a new creation, we will be too. And, if he faced affliction, we will too. Jesus put it 

bluntly to his followers, “No servant is above his master. If they persecuted me they will 

persecute you also” (Jn. 15:20). 

 

Illustration: Iela and I saw an example of this oneness last week when we watched the three part 

series “Death Comes to Pemberly.” It is a P. D. James mystery follow-up to the classic story that 

is “Pride and Prejudice,” and features the Darcy family, living at their Pemberly estate, now six 

years after the events of Pride and Prejudice have come to a close. Darcy and his wife Elizabeth, 

for instance, now have a son. But the real action begins when a corpse is discovered on the 

grounds and Darcy’s brother in law, the irascible Wickham, is accused. I won’t spoil the ending 

but part of the story line is that in that society, 19c. England, if Wickham is actually found guilty, 

his association by marriage with the Darcy family will bring shame on the entire household. What 

is true of him will be considered true of them. 

 

The point is that if Jesus suffered when he came, bringing news that caused the tectonic plates 

between the old and new creation to start to shift as the age to come began to break into this 

present age, all who bring that same news, be it Paul, the Colossians, or us, should not be 

surprised if we experience the hostility of suffering too. It’s more of the emotional variety in the 

West, and more of the physical kind elsewhere, but it’s suffering all the same.  

 

 D. And this is where the rejoicing sneaks in! It’s not that we’re to find suffering in some 

way to be fun. It’s that, as our reading from Peter reveals, such suffering as a Christian, as 

opposed to that of a murderer, thief, or meddler, clarifies and affirms our identity with Jesus. If 

we are insulted because of our Christian life and testimony, is evidence that the Holy Spirit truly 

lives within us. Moreover, it helps us to get to know our Savior more intimately as we experience 

some of what he went through for us. To come at it from the other direction, if we never suffer for 

being a Christian, we might want to ask if we’re really living a Christian life. Jesus is filled with 

grace and comfort, but he also brings challenges and discomfort too.   

 

II. Filling Up What’s Lacking 

 A. So what does our suffering have to do with Paul’s curious comment that in our 

suffering we are somehow filling up what is lacking in Christ’s afflictions?  What it doesn’t mean 

is that somehow the suffering of Jesus was insufficient. Paul has just finished stating quite clearly 

that we have been reconciled to God through Christ’s work on the cross and that we are therefore 

now holy and blameless and above reproach in his sight. But what is still taking place in the 

world, what is not finished, is the mission of the church, which Paul identifies as Christ’s body. 
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Here the way Luke begins Acts is instructive: “In my former book [Gospel of Luke], Theophilus, 

I wrote about all that Jesus began to do and to teach until the day he was taken up to heaven . . .” 

(Acts 1:1-2). Jesus, in other words, even with his ascension, is not finished; his mission will 

continue in and through the church, the beginning of which Luke goes on to narrate in Acts. So as 

his body, as the church, as we “fill up” or take part in completing that mission, we will continue 

to face affliction as he faced it, for the sake of those who we are reaching out to as his 

ambassadors with his wonderful message of reconciliation. As he is the suffering servant, we will 

be suffering servants. 

 

 B. Now what we don’t want to miss here, particularly as we head to the Lord’s table, is 

that we are loved by a God who is not only sovereign, but who suffers. He is the Lord of all 

creation who in Jesus has come into our existence to give up his life so that all things might be 

reconciled. So when we’re suffering, no matter what the cause, the God in whom we trust knows 

what suffering is all about, not just in the way that God knows everything, but by his own 

experience! The cross, and the affliction Jesus faced while on the way, reveals that we cannot say 

God does not understand, or that he is a cold and distant king. In the life and death of Jesus we 

see otherwise. We see, and we can therefore know, that God is truly with us. And in his ensuing 

resurrection, we see and can therefore know, that affliction is not the end of the road. As the 

Psalmist put it long ago, “the hope of the afflicted will never perish” (Psalm 9:18b). So let us go 

to the cross, where we both meet our God and celebrate our hope. 

 


