Liturgy:

Reading : Col. 1, 1 – 23

Text       : Col. 1, 9 + 10

Ps.   146 : 1,3,5
Ps.   119 : 13

Ps.     86 : 4

Ps.     31 : 1,4,12,15

Ps.     25 : 2,4,6
Beloved congregation of our Lord Jesus Christ,

In LD 7, HC, the question is asked, “What is a true faith?” The answer mentions two essential elements. First, it says, “True faith is a sure knowledge, whereby I accept as true all that God has revealed to us in His Word.” As a second element, the answer says in addition to this sure knowledge, there also needs to be “a firm confidence”. This confidence is needed so that the knowledge of faith does not remain just theoretical knowledge, but is also bears as fruit a lifestyle rooted in this knowledge.
 Let me just try to make this clear with a simple example. Scripture teaches us very clearly as God’s children we must live holy lives. Now, it’s great to know this! Yet, we also have to apply this knowledge, so that this holiness shows up in our life. Summarizing, one may know a lot about the Bible, and thus may have a lot of knowledge, yet this does not necessarily mean that this person also has faith. 

This is something we have to keep in mind, realizing whenever Scripture speaks about knowledge it means more than just intellectual knowledge, instead it refers to knowledge from the heart, i.e. to knowledge that is based on a living relationship with the LORD. When this living relationship is no longer found among God’s people, they still may know a lot about God, yet such knowledge is no longer of any benefit. Summarizing, to know God means more than just having a lot of knowledge about God. 

To know God, continuing the series of sermons on the ABC of faith,  this brings us to the letter K, the K for knowing or using the noun, the K for knowledge, being an essential element of true faith. 
To make clear how essential it is to have true knowledge of God, for a moment I like to draw your attention to how Scripture speaks about the outcome of lacking this knowledge. In Isa. 5, 13 we read that it was for lack of knowledge that Israel went into captivity. In Hosea 4, 6a, the LORD makes the following charge against His people, saying, “My people are destroyed for lack of knowledge.” In Eph. 4, 13 + 14, the apostle Paul writes that lack of knowledge produces, (quote) “children, tossed to and fro and carried about with every wind of doctrine by the trickery of man, in the cunning craftiness of deceitful plotting.”
Seeing what lack of true knowledge of God can lead to, one can understand, beloved, why in our text the apostle Paul prays that the members of the congregation in Colosse may be filled with the knowledge of God’s will. Paul prays this prayer, so that – vs. 23 – the Colossians may persevere in faith to the very end, grounded and steadfast, lest they might be moved away from the hope of the gospel they had heard.

Continuing the series of sermons on the ABC of faith this morning, dealing with the letter K (K for knowledge), we will focus on a small part of Paul’s prayer for the congregation in Colosse, as it is found in Ch. 1 of this letter; a small part, the verses 9 + 10. I have summarized the main thought of these two verses as follows,
THE APOSTOLIC PRAYER FOR
INCREASE IN THE KNOWLEDGE OF GOD

In connection with this prayer, we will address the following two questions

1) What does Scripture mean when it speaks about knowledge of God

2) How can we increase in this knowledge

I
The letter to the Colossians, Br. & Sr., starts in a similar way as many of  the other letters of the apostle Paul, namely by making reference to the fact that Paul never ceases in bringing before God’s throne the needs of various congregations by thanksgiving and prayer. By reading the introductions of these letters of the apostle Paul, we receive – as you could call it – a glimpse into the prayer life of Paul and his co-workers. On a regular basis, they prayed for the congregations that had been instituted as fruit of their preaching. One of these congregations was the congregation in Colosse. When bringing also the needs of this congregation before God’s throne, Paul starts with thanking God for the faith worked in the hearts of the members of this congregation and for the love, they showed for the saints, vs. 4. Later on in this letter, we read that the Colossians also had their struggles in faith, especially in battling certain heresies. Yet Paul starts this letter on a positive note by referring to fruits of faith, worked by the grace of God, vs. 6. 
Well, here lies hope for the future, when next the apostle starts praying that their faith may grow stronger in knowledge, wisdom, and spiritual understanding with patience and longsuffering, so that grounded and steadfast in faith, they would never move away from the hope of the gospel they had heard.
When reading all this, beloved, we can surely learn from this glimpse in the prayer life of the apostle Paul; learn especially in how to pray for others. So often when we pray it’s all about our own problems and the struggles of those close to us: family and friends. Occasionally we may widen the radius a bit, but not that we never cease in doing so, never cease in praying for other Christians: their work, their struggles, their circumstances… You may say, we don’t know them, we have never met them, which makes praying for them on a regular basis difficult. Yet, beloved, that’s not an excuse. Paul never visited Colosse, he only had learned about their circumstances via Epaphras. Yet in prayer, he remembered the congregation of Colosse no less than he remembered some of the other congregations, which he had visited personally.

Next, I also like to note that Paul, when remembering in prayer the congregation at Colosse, starts with giving thanks. This is again an element, which at times we so easily forget: giving thanks to God for that member who repented or that person coming from outside joining the congregation; giving thanks to God for the fruits of faith in the midst of the congregation. Occasionally this happens in the congregational prayer on Sunday. Yet what about our family and personal prayers… often other things receive priority. That’s why I said we all can surely learn from this glimpse in the prayer life of the apostle Paul and that’s why is also written in Scripture. I think here of what the apostle Paul has written  in 2 Tim 3, 16 +17: “…” Well, this also applies to the passage we are focussing on this morning.
As I mentioned it before, Paul himself had never been in Colosse. He had learned from their circumstances via Epaphras, a native from Colosse and the founder of the Colossian church, who was with Paul when he wrote his letter. From Epaphras Paul had heard about the faith of the Colossians and their love for the saints, which Paul describes in vs. 8 as a fruit of the Spirit. After all, faith and love is never to be considered as an achievement from our side, but is it is fruit of God’s work in us. That’s why in the verses 3 – 8 the apostle Paul gives thanks to God for all this. Yes, having heard the report of Epaphras concerning the church in Colosse, there is much reason to bring thanks to God: fruits of faith worked by the Spirit. Yet this should never cause a church to get the feeling of almost having arrived, the feeling of “we are doing okay”. 
I mention this, since this so easily can happen when a church is vibrant in love for the LORD, vibrant also in love for the neighbour in an active communion of saints. That’s why after having giving thanks for what the LORD had worked in the congregation in Colosse Paul continues writing that he also prays for this congregation that they may be filled with the knowledge of God’s will in all wisdom and spiritual understanding. In other words, Paul prays that the seed that was sown and had produced initial fruit may continue to produce fruit also in the future. Summarizing I could say, Paul prays for perseverance in faith so that on a daily basis the members of the congregation in Colosse may walk worthy of the LORD, fully pleasing God, being fruitful in every good work, vs. 10, never moving away from the hope of the gospel preached to them, vs. 23. 
In this first point of the sermon I would like to deal with the question, what does it mean when Paul prays that the members of the congregation in Colosse may be filled with the knowledge of God’s will and in this way may increase in the knowledge of God. I do this in the context of dealing with the letter K of the ABC of faith: K for knowing God. 
In the beginning of the sermon I already mentioned, whenever Scripture speaks about knowledge, about knowing God,  it means much more than just intellectual knowledge, instead it refers to knowledge from the heart, i.e. to knowledge based on a living relationship with the LORD. When this living relationship is no longer found among children of God, they still may know a lot about God, yet such knowledge is no longer of any benefit.

Well, beloved, that’s what we have to keep in mind also here in Colossians 1, when Paul writes to the members of this congregation that he does not cease to pray for them that they may be filled with the knowledge of God’s will, i.e. with knowledge how to live life in accordance with God’s will. This knowledge, Br. & Sr. is a necessary antidote against all self-conceit, which we are all prone to. True knowledge of God lights the lamp of the gospel, which gives a totally different outlook on life. It draws us from the darkness into the light. Without true knowledge of God and His will for our life, we continue to walk in darkness.
In the world there is a saying “knowledge gives power”. In the church knowledge gives strength, power to withstand the attacks of the evil one. That’s why it reads in Proverbs 19, 2, “It’s not good for a soul to be without knowledge,” i.e. without true knowledge of God. Hence – Psalm 119, 125 – “LORD, I am Thy servant, give me understanding that I may know Thy testimonies.” Thy testimonies – that is knowledge of God’s will for our life. Well, that’s also the content of the prayer of the apostle Paul for the members of the congregation in Colosse that they may increase in this knowledge, that they may be filled with it in all wisdom and spiritual understanding. This knowledge, beloved is necessary also for us, so that we too on a daily basis may live a life worthy of the LORD, fully pleasing Him, being fruitful in every good work. 
This knowledge, beloved, is necessary also to be able to speak with the enemy in the gate, as Psalm 127 speaks about it. Only when we are well conversant with Scripture we will able to refute false doctrine, evangelical influences, and you name it. Especially in today’s ecclesiastical climate, where the concept of being a true church is so much under attack, we need knowledge, knowledge also of the confessions and the history of the church. Only then, we can stand firm. 
Today there is a trend to look down on the confessions. Forget about them, back to the Scriptures. Yet then we ignore what the LORD in His grace has given us also in the history of the church, the wealth also of the Reformed heritage, worldwide. I add this notion ‘worldwide’, acknowledging that Christ’s church gathering work expands beyond the Free Reformed Churches and its sister churches. Worldwide true and faithful churches have this same battle to fight against evangelicalism, a new way of hermeneutics, and postmodern influence. To fight this battle, we need in depth knowledge of God’s Word, but at the same time also knowledge of church history, since many of these modern trends are nothing else than old heresies with just some new coating, so to speak.
Well, that brings us back to our text, since also the church in Colosse was under attack. Paul elaborates on this in the continuation of this letter. Yet he starts with saying to fight this battle I pray that you may increase in knowledge, knowledge of God’s will to stand firm in the battle, so that you will not move from the hope of the gospel preached to you.
Earlier on in the sermon, I mentioned that we may learn from this glimpse in the prayer life of the apostle Paul and his co-workers, learn how to pray also for one another. I like to emphasize the word ‘how’. Why is this?
I do not doubt that within the congregation of Southern River many members pray for other members, e.g. when there is sickness we pray for healing; when there are struggles we pray for strength to carry the burdens God places on someone path, for patience and so on. And this is good. Yet at the same time, when looking at the passage of Scripture we are focussing on this morning, perhaps there is an added aspect we at times might forget to pray for and that is this. Say someone is suffering from depression. We pray for strength, for relief, but let us not forget to pray also that this member may carry this burden in a way that is pleasing to God, pray that this person may understand God’s will with his or her life, may be filled with the knowledge of God’s will in all wisdom and spiritual understanding. 
What does this mean? We often struggle with the ‘why’ question. Why does God put all this on a person’s path? Why does this or that happen in a person’s life? Yet, beloved, these are questions, which we may leave to God. Instead, we should pray, “LORD, help me to carry these difficulties in a way that is pleasing to Thee. LORD, give me knowledge how to live my life pleasing to Thee also in difficult circumstances, so that I do not move away from hoping in Thee.” In circumstances like these, beloved, the question is not: why does God place these difficulties on my path, but what does God ask of me in carrying these difficulties by accepting them in a way that pleases Him, i.e. with patience, longsuffering and joy, still giving thanks to God. That’s what Paul prays for the members of the congregation in Colosse. Well, this is surely something we can learn from, learn how to pray for one another within the communion of saints and beyond.
This is knowledge we need to receive from God. Hence, this prayer, a prayer that God may fill us with the knowledge of His will. See, beloved, when it comes to knowledge we often think of intellectual knowledge. That’s how we often discuss issues also at the Bible Study clubs. We discuss issues, at times forgetting the practical aspect of it in addressing this question: what does God now ask of me in applying all this when I’m back at work, back in the family? Questions like, how must I now to go about this specific issue personally? At times when question like these are asked we find them too personal and we may feel somewhat unease. Yet when we discuss them together, we might grow in the knowledge of God’s will. Somewhere I read, when discussing all kind of issues on the basis of God’s Word the point is not what I think about certain things. What I think is totally unimportant. What’s at stake it: what does God think, what does He ask of me. Of me – not of brother A or sister B, but of Me! So often we are busy with others how they should live. Yet, LORD, first of all  give me knowledge to understand Thy will for my life so that I may live my life pleasing to Thee. 
Next, instead of having all kind of criticism on other persons, let us pray  in humbleness – knowing how much we also personally fall short – let us pray in humbleness that also that fellow member may increase in knowledge of God’s will. That’s the lesson taught in our text: a lesson in how to pray for one another so that together we might be filled with this knowledge more and more to the glory of God, and so also in this respect be a living congregation of our Lord Jesus Christ, living in true care for one another.
II
Having looked at what Paul means when he prays that the members of the congregation in Colosse may increase in the knowledge of God’s will. Next, we will look at the question how this increase will become visible when God answers this prayer. We read about this in vs. 10. When a congregation increases in the knowledge of God’s will, it will become visible in the lifestyle of the members of the congregation, i.e. in their walk of life. Where this knowledge increases, where we are truly filled with this knowledge, we will walk with God, as once Enoch walked with God.
Walking with God – this points to an intimate relationship with God. In a sermon on Psalm 25, in which we dealt with the letter F – F for fearing God – I mentioned, when walking with a person, you talk along the way. Well, that’s how we may walk with God, each day living close to Him also in prayer, speaking with God, at times having a good cry as well, opening our heart to God. In that sermon, I also said we have to make time for this on a daily basis, time for and with God. When doing so, we will increase in understanding God’s will for our life. Next, this will be reflected also in the way we live, close to God, walking with Him in all that we do and wherever we go.
Walking with God means putting on the new man as the apostle Paul speak about in Ch. 3 of this same letter, vss. 12 – 15, “…”  Further on in Ch. 3 he mentions that such a walking with God with increased understanding of God’s will for our life will bear fruit also in the family, in the relationship between husband and wife, the relationship between parents and children. It will bear fruit also in the work force in the relationship between employer and employee.

Back to our text, where God answers the prayer to give increased understanding of His will in all wisdom, it will produce a lifestyle, in which it becomes our desire to please the LORD, being fruitful in every good work, vs. 10.
Here is a connection vs. 6, where Paul also had spoken about bearing fruit, fruit worked by the Spirit in the midst of the congregation in Colosse. Yet now Paul prays that this initial growth may grow further and richer. Knowledge of God never remains idle. Where this knowledge grows fuller and deeper, not just intellectually but in a living relationship with the LORD, it will also grow in producing fruits in our life. 

Well, beloved that’s what knowing God is all about. It’s knowledge rooted in the gospel, i.e. the gospel that tells us about Christ, who came into this world to give His life for sinners, for sinners like you and me. The more we get to know the full meaning of this gospel, the more we will stand in awe of the great love of God for me a sinner. Well, such knowledge is never merely intellectual. Instead, it’s life changing. Well, that’s what Paul prays for that more and more we may see God in the riches of His love for us, and that’s how in humble gratitude we too should pray for one another, so that together we may grow in this knowledge, and in this way may grow also closer to God.
This morning we received a glimpse in the prayer life of the apostle Paul. As I mentioned it before, this is written down in Scripture for us so that we may learn from it, may learn how to pray, to pray also for one another. When praying for fellow members, for people dear to us, what should have priority? Beloved, pray that the person, about whom you are concerned, may be filled with the knowledge of God’s will for his life in all wisdom and spiritual understanding, that he may increase in that knowledge.
Let us parents make this prayer a priority when we pray for our children, that they may increase in this knowledge. Let us as parents realize that increase in this knowledge is much more important for our children than passing their TEE or Uni exam or getting a good job in life. Likewise, children should pray for their parents that they too may grow in this knowledge. That’s how in the circle of the family we should pray for one another: parents for their children, children for their parents, husbands for their wives, and wives for their husband. That’s how we should pray for one another also within the circle of the Family with a capital F. This is what office bearers should pray when they pray for the sheep entrusted in their care. LORD, grant that family understanding in Thy will for their life and help them to live accordingly in a way that is pleasing to Thee. 
That’s how in turn the members of the congregation also should pray for the office bearers that the LORD may grant them this knowledge in all wisdom and spiritual understanding in fulfilling the duties of their respective offices.
Next, in cases where at times we say to people: please pray for me, let us make this more concrete. Concrete – asking people to pray that the LORD may give us not only strength to carry our burdens, strength in the struggles we go through, but also understanding, increased knowledge in His will for our life, i.e. how to live our life in the circumstances God has placed us in, not rebelling, not murmuring but with patience, longsuffering and joy. Ask, when you pray for me, will you please pray in this way for me.
If together we would make this prayer a higher priority, it will have its effect on life within the congregation as wholed. It will have effect when together we will grow in this knowledge and have the desire to live accordingly. Then we will stand steadfast and by God’s grace we will be able to persevere, also when attacks of false doctrine and modern influences might tempt us to choose a different path. Then we will not let ourselves be moved away from the hope of the gospel, as it has been preached to us.
Beloved, may that be the fruit of this morning’s preaching: an increased prayer life and as fruit an increased knowledge of what God asks of us, in every circumstance of life, so that with joy we may deny our own will and do God’s will, convinced that only obeying God’s will causes life to flourish. Yet to see this we need knowledge of God’s will. Therefore, let us all make an effort to use the ways and means available to grow in that knowledge and above all let us pray that the Lord may help us in this.

Amen.
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