
Saints of the Early Church Colossians 4:7-18 

 

A reporter asked Bud Wilkinson, the coach of 

the Oklahoma Sooner football team, “Coach, 

how has the game of football contributed to the 

health and fitness of America?” 

 

To the reporter’s shock, Wilkinson responded, 

“It has not contributed at all!” 

 

“What do you mean?” stammered the reporter. 

 

Wilkinson said, “I define football as 22 men on 

the field, desperately needing rest and the 22,000 

fans in the stadium, (stadiums were smaller back 

then) desperately needing exercise!” 

 

This should not describe the church.  The local 

church is a team where every member should be 

devoted to serve Christ.  If you have trusted in 

Him, you are on the team, and you are not a 

benchwarmer.  Christianity is not a spectator 

sport!  Jesus wants all of us on the playing field.  

As each of us use our gifts to serve our Creator, 

we will increase in maturity, hopefulness, joy, 

wisdom, effectiveness, and we trust in numbers.   

 

We could approach this text with the lens of 

teamwork, or discipleship, or as a list of heroes 

of the faith, or illustrations of friendship or why 

we need each other.  Or examples of courage.  

Remember that it was dangerous to be identified 

with Paul.  It took courage to visit Paul in prison 

and to show that you were on the same team as 

him.  Remember, the people back then did not 

live in a democracy, with rights.  Instead, 

followers of Jesus were being persecuted. 

 

I am sure you have heard this old story, who 

knows if it’s true or not.  Two friends were out 

hunting. As they were walking through the 

woods, one of them yelled.  The other looked up 

to see a huge grizzly bear charging at them.  The 

first friend started to frantically put on his tennis 

shoes. When his buddy saw this, he anxiously 

asked, “What are you doing?  Don’t you know 

you can’t outrun a grizzly bear?”  To which the 

first guy responded, “I don’t have to outrun him.  

I just have to run faster than you do!”    

That does not look like good friendship.  Instead, 

God has designed us to live in community with 

each other and to work in partnership with one 

another for the sake of the kingdom.  No one can 

do everything, but everyone can do something. 

Instead of just looking out for ourselves, we need 

to recognize that we really do need each other, 

because we are all members of one body. That’s 

not easy to do.  As someone has said:  To dwell 

with saints above; That will be glory.  But to live 

with saints below, That’s another story. 

 

So let’s see what we can learn from the Apostle 

Paul’s final greetings to the believers in 

Colossae.  He mentions 10 specific people, who 

we can learn from, as we learn about them.  It’s 

important to notice that in this short letter, only 

one verse mentions lust and anger, one about 

greed, & one each to wives, husbands & fathers.  

But Paul spends the 12 final verses mentioning 

various people with him and in Colossae.  Paul 

was like a player – coach.  He was not the only 

player on Jesus’ team.  I like Brian Bill’s 

alliteration of the 5 kinds of friends that Paul 

had.  As we go through them, it would be good 

for us to reflect on which category we fit into.  

And, how would others label you? 

 

So let’s look at the team roster.  Paul had five 

faithful friends who lived out the truth 

of Proverbs 18:24: “A person of many 

companions may come to ruin, but there is a 

friend who sticks closer than a brother.”  

 

The first friend Paul mentions is Tychicus 

in Colossians 4:7-8: As Paul’s teammate and 

friend, he had been given three responsibilities.  

One - to deliver letters to the Ephesians, to the 

Colossians, and probably to Philemon.  Second - 

He would be able to tell people how Paul was 

doing.  Paul did not mention much about his 

personal situation because he knew that Tychicus 

would fill them in when he arrived.  Third, 

Tychicus would encourage their hearts. We all 

need encouragement, don’t we?  
 

Hebrews 3:13 reminds us that if we are not 

encouraging one another, we may in fact be 

contributing to the slippery slide of sin in 

someone’s life: “But encourage one another 
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daily, as long as it is called Today, so that none 

of you may be hardened by sin’s deceitfulness.” 

Are you an encourager?  Do you build others up, 

or do your words tear them down? 

 

Paul was confident in giving Tychicus these 

three jobs, because he was faithful.  I can think 

of no higher commendation than what Paul said 

about his character.  Notice, Paul called him a 

“dear brother.”  Paul was not afraid to be 

affectionate in the way he referred to people.  

Tychicus was loved deeply by Paul.   

 

And he was labeled a “faithful minister.”  Paul 

counted on Tychicus on several occasions.  This 

Gentile from Asia Minor, (Acts 20:4), who 

traveled with Paul at the close of his third 

missionary journey, may have been sent to 

relieve Titus in Crete, so Titus could join Paul 

for a while.  He was trustworthy since Paul sent 

him to deliver some of his letters to congrega-

tions.  We do know that when Paul faced the end 

of his life, in prison in Rome, he sent Tychicus to 

Ephesus again, where he took over Timothy’s 

pastoral duties, so Timothy could join Paul.  (2 

Timothy 4:12, 21).  Nothing negative about him 

is ever stated in Scripture.  And who knows what 

else Tychicus was asked to do.  

 

Did you know that the chief virtue of a believer 

is faithfulness?  1 Corinthians 4:2 tells us, “Now 

it is required that those who have been given a 

trust must prove faithful.”  God does not ask us 

to be brilliant, beautiful, creative, successful, or 

well known, but longs for us to be faithful. 

 

Paul also called Tychicus a “fellow servant.” 

Paul did not pull rank on people just because he 

was an apostle.  Sometimes we get this mixed 

up, don’t we?  My job according to Ephesians 

4:12, is to “equip you for the work of ministry.”  

Your job is to work at getting equipped.  When 

someone asks you how many ministers we have 

at North Star, you can smile and say, “Oh, about 

80 or so.”  We each have a role to play in God’s 

church here.  Thank you for doing your part as a 

dear sister or brother, a faithful minister and as a 

fellow servant of Jesus Christ.  

 

The second faithful friend was Aristarchus.  

Some say he was a Jew, and he could have been 

a Macedonian from Thessalonica.  He was part 

of the delegation that accompanied Paul to 

Jerusalem.  (Acts 20:4)  He was a good man to 

have about in a tight corner.  He stayed with Paul 

no matter what the circumstances were.  He 

risked his life during the riot in Ephesus, (Acts 

19:29) sailed with Paul to Rome and suffered 

through a shipwreck.  He was a fellow prisoner 

of war with Paul, spiritually & physically. (v.10) 

 

Commentators are not sure if Aristarchus was an 

actual prisoner who was charged with a crime, or 

if he voluntarily shared Paul’s captivity.  He may 

have willingly served time with Paul so he could 

encourage and help him.  According to Roman 

law, a respectable prisoner was allowed two 

slaves to serve as his personal attendants.  If this 

is the case, Aristarchus was an unusual man. 

Tradition says he was martyred by the emperor 

Nero.  I wonder if I would be willing to be that 

good of a companion for one of my friends?  Do 

you stay with your friends through the tough 

times, or do you bail on them? 

 

The third faithful friend is Jesus Justus.  Jesus 

was a popular name in Jewish families.  In 

Hebrew it’s “Joshua” and means “Yahweh is 

salvation.”  Since Christians have always revered 

the name “Jesus,” he may have taken the Roman 

name “Justus” after his conversion, as a way to 

open doors in the Roman Empire.  In a similar 

way, Paul’s name changed from Saul when he 

was converted.  Aristarchus, John Mark, and 

Justus were circumcised.  They would have been 

among the first “Jews for Jesus”!  We know 

nothing else about Jesus Justus.  (v. 11) 

 

The fourth faithful friend is Luke.  He played 

a very important role in Paul’s life, traveling 

with him on the third missionary journey, and 

was responsible for writing the Gospel of Luke 

and the Book of Acts.  We can be sure Luke 

helped to take care of Paul when he received 

beatings and when he suffered various ailments 

during his imprisonments. He was well educated 

and highly trained plus a careful and exact 

historian.  He chose to use his gifts for the 

kingdom because everything else was secondary 
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to serving Christ.  According to 2 Timothy 4:11, 

Luke stayed with Paul right up until his death 

when Paul wrote: “Only Luke is with me.”  Only 

a faithful friend will stay to the very end. (v.14) 

 

Paul’s fifth friend demonstrated her faithfulness 

by turning her home into a church.  Her name is 

Nympha.  It is not entirely clear whether 

Nympha was a man or a woman because some 

versions have a masculine ending, while others 

have the feminine.  It is nice to believe that this 

is referring to a woman, much like the 

businesswoman Lydia in Acts 16:14. Paul 

wanted to make sure that those traveling to 

Colossae would give a special greeting to 

Nympha.  Paul recognized her critical role in the 

kingdom and was making the point, women were 

also leaders in the early church.  (v. 15) 

 

And it’s good to mention here that the early 

church did not have special church buildings.  So 

the terms church and home are seemingly 

identical, and not really about property.  This 

building is not the church - you are!  Some 

important things occur in a small group that 

cannot really happen in a larger one.  It’s why 

some of the faster growing and biggest 

congregations, insist on members being an active 

part of some type of small group.  

 

Next we have what we could call a Fervent 

friend.  We met Epaphras in Colossians 1:7.  He 

was the evangelist who first launched the church 

in Colossae and labored in teaching and 

shepherding as their first pastor.  He is called a 

“servant of Christ.”  This word in Greek is better 

translated, “slave.”  A slave of Christ recognizes 

that all of one’s possessions, aspirations, and 

time belong completely to Jesus.  Epaphras was 

the one who told Paul about the heretical 

problems in the church of Colossae.  (v. 12-13) 

 

Epaphras was “always wrestling in prayer.” His 

prayers were constant, frequent, and intense.  He 

is a great illustration of Colossians 4:2: “Devote 

yourselves to prayer…”  The verb “wrestling” 

can be translated, “agonized” and is the same 

word used for the prayer of Jesus in the Garden 

of Gethsemane.  This battle metaphor pictures 

prayer as a struggle.  We must not forget that we 

are in a constant spiritual war. 

 

Notice that Epaphras was praying for the 

believers in Colossae, that they would stand firm 

against false teaching and that they would 

become mature in their faith, having the full 

assurance of eternal life by grace, not works. 

Paul can personally vouch for Epaphras’ hard 

work in prayer and pastoring, as he not only 

interceded for the Colossians, but also prayed for 

believers at Laodicea and Hierapolis. 

 

Prayer is hard work.  Praying that costs nothing 

accomplishes nothing.  He didn’t pray only when 

it was convenient or when he had nothing else to 

do.  Of the 10 people Paul lists in this chapter, 

only Epaphras is commended for his fervency in 

prayer.  That doesn’t mean that the others didn’t 

pray but it does suggest that prayer was his major 

interest and ministry.  Some of you here this 

morning may have discovered that your primary 

ministry is prayer.  Maybe you cannot do much 

else, but you can always, pray, encourage, be a 

positive presence & give.  May God bless you.  

Keep doing what you can do. 

 

I hope you can see from the stories of Paul’s 

fellow workers, how we can work together 

better.  Some are faithful.  Some are fervent.  

And some are faltering.  This was the case with 

Archippus.  Here is another name we don’t hear 

very often! When we compare this verse 

with Philemon 2, we can conclude that 

Archippus belonged to the family of Philemon. 

Some commentators suggest that he was also the 

pastor of the Colossian church in the absence of 

Epaphras.  For some reason he was neglecting 

the ministry he had been given, so Paul reminds 

him to “complete the work.”  This phrase means 

to “fulfill it completely.”  (v. 17) 

 

He may have needed special encouragement to 

keep at it.  Perhaps he was sliding spiritually, 

feeling tired, discouraged, or had simply lost his 

focus.  Sometimes we need to be challenged to 

follow through on what we have committed to. 

Other times, we need a nudge to get more 

involved in discerning what ministry the Lord 

has for us.  We need to pray the Prayer of Jabez 
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from 1 Chronicles 4:10: “Oh, that you would 

bless me and enlarge my territory!”  If you are 

faltering right now, ask Jesus for help and renew 

your recommitment to complete the work God 

has given you to do. 

 

Team member friends include the faithful, the 

fervent, the faltering, and the Fickle.   Paul had 

at least one friend we could categorize as fickle. 

His name was Demas.  We can’t tell much about 

his inconsistencies from this phrase but we can 

learn more from a couple other passages.  It is 

interesting that Paul gives no commendation 

about Demas and just simply states that he 

“sends greetings.”  It’s like Paul is saying, “Oh 

yeah, and Demas says, what’s up?”  (v. 14) 

 

In Philemon 24, he is called a “fellow laborer.” 

He was from Thessalonica and was part of the 

original band of Asian interns who traveled with 

Paul. Here in Colossians 4:14, he is simply 

called “Demas.” Perhaps Paul is beginning to see 

the seeds of his fickle faith as he noticed the 

beginnings of the disease called “spiritual drift.”  

2 Timothy 4:10, written about five years after 

Colossians, tells us what became of him: “For 

Demas, because he loved this world, has deserted 

me and has gone to Thessalonica.” 

 

A spiritual weakness, or fatal flaw, led to his 

downfall.  His sin was that he was more in love 

with this world than with the One who made the 

world.  We don’t really know what happened, 

but we all recognize how it can happen.  1 John 

2:15-16: “Do not love the world or anything in 

the world.  If anyone loves the world, the love of 

the Father is not in them.  For everything in the 

world-the cravings of sinful humans, the lust of 

his eyes and the boasting of what they have and 

do - comes not from the Father but from the 

world.” 

 

We need to be careful how judgemental we get.  

Each of us have within us the seeds of a fickle 

faith because we all have some fatal flaws.  It’s 

so easy to maintain a religious veneer and yet be 

living for the things of the world, isn’t it?  Do 

you know what it is that could trip you up?  Is 

there a sin that you seem especially vulnerable 

to?  Are you messing around with anything this 

morning?  Are you trying to serve two masters? 

Decide today whom you are going to serve so 

that you don’t end up like Demas. 

 

The last group on the team roster is, The 

Forgiven.  These two made some pretty serious 

mistakes & yet were forgiven.  The first forgiven 

friend is Onesimus. For a more complete 

understanding of this forgiven friend, please read 

the Book of Philemon.  Onesimus was from the 

city of Colossae and was a runaway slave.  Some 

how he had made his way to Rome where he 

came in contact with Paul and was saved.  Even 

though he had been a believer for only a short 

period of time, Paul referred to him as a faithful 

and dear brother.   (v. 9) 

 

Christ had forgiven Onesimus and Paul urged 

him to go back to his master, Philemon, and 

make things right with him. Philemon was a 

leader in the Colossian church so Paul made a 

beautiful appeal to him in Philemon 12: “I am 

sending him—who is my very heart—back to 

you.”  In verse18, Paul offers to pay for anything 

that Onesimus has stolen. He wanted Philemon 

to not only forgive Onesimus, but to receive him 

back as a “dear brother.”  Onesimus’ relationship 

with Philemon was broken, but God forgave him, 

Paul forgave him, and we assume Philemon did 

too.  Maybe Onesimus began ministering to 

slaves in Colossae, where the idea of freedom in 

Christ spread. 

 

The second forgiven friend was Mark.  He was 

a cousin of Barnabas and was the writer of the 

Gospel of Mark.  Mark’s track record with Paul 

was not very good. When Paul and Barnabas 

launched their first missionary journey, they took 

Mark along as an assistant. But, when the going 

got tough, Mark bailed on them and returned 

home.  Later, when Paul and Barnabas were 

getting ready to go on their second trip, Paul 

refused to take Mark with them. This caused so 

much tension and disagreement between Paul 

and Barnabas that they decided to split up into 

two teams so Barnabas could be with Mark.  

(Acts 15:36-41) 

 

Evidently, Paul was able to extend grace and 

offer forgiveness to Mark.  He didn’t make him 
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wallow in his failures or remind him of his 

mistakes.  In fact, Paul trusted him implicitly and 

wanted Mark to be with him at the end of his 

life.  2 Timothy 4:11 tells us: “Get Mark and 

bring him with you, because he is helpful to me 

in my ministry.”   (v. 10) 

 

So what can we learn from this list of 

coworkers and about teamwork – the saints of 

the early church?  First, Paul did not operate 

alone.  He mentions over 100 people by name in 

his New Testament letters!  Paul was not a lone 

ranger but functioned as a member of a team.  

 

Second, followers of Jesus have always relied on 

networks of support. Without supportive partners 

and friends throughout the world, the gospel 

would not have spread as fast as it did.  I’m 

learning how MCC in Cambodia works with all 

kinds of partners, not all believers, to improve 

the lives of people, in all kinds of ways. 

 

Third, Friendship is part of our discipleship.  

Our sanctification should extend to all our 

relationships.  As we live out the supremacy of 

Christ in our lives, it will affect our interaction 

with others.  In fact, our friends can help us 

grow.  Proverbs 27:17: “As iron sharpens iron, 

so one person sharpens another.”  The church 

was created to be a community of interdependent 

people, working together for the common goals 

of the Kingdom of God. 

 

Fourth, Friendships develop through shared 

experiences.  Most of Paul’s relationships were 

nurtured in the crucible of ministry partnerships. 

Some of the best friends you will ever have are 

those who you meet as you minister together. 

 

Fifth, People are more important than programs. 

It’s important for us to remember that ministry 

always flows along relational rivers.  

 

Sixth, It is beneficial to have friends who are 

different from us.  Included among Paul’s friends 

are a doctor and a runaway slave.  He had friends 

who were Jewish in background and others who 

didn’t even know who Abraham was.  He hung 

out with guys and had friendships with women.  

He was closer to some than others. Several were 

older friends and some were younger.  Some 

were up to the task while others struggled with 

their tasks and bolted from their beliefs.  But 

Paul still sent greetings. 

 

Seventh, which of the persons on the list do you 

identify with the most?  What combination of 

traits do you recognize in yourself?  When 

someone in the future writes a similar type of 

letter, how would you like to be described? 

 

Eighth, what teamwork, co-worker skills and 

character traits would you add to this list for the 

saints of today? 
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