HOW PAUL UNDERSTANDS THE NATURE OF HIS MINISTRY
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. 25 I have become its servant by the commission God gave me to present to you the word of God in its fullness— 26 the mystery that has been kept hidden for ages and generations, but is now disclosed to the Lord’s people. 27 To them God has chosen to make known among the Gentiles the glorious riches of this mystery, which is Christ in you, the hope of glory.
28 He is the one we proclaim, admonishing and teaching everyone with all wisdom, so that we may present everyone perfect in Christ. 29 To this end I labor, struggling with all his energy which so powerfully works in me.
                                                                                                                                        Colossians 1:24-29

Paul now completes the introduction of himself with an unusually full description of his ministry. He wants the Colossians, who until now had only heard about him second hand, to understand his reasons for writing. Having put them on the map of the divine purposes in Christ (1:21-23), Paul now places himself on that map. His whole ministry – his suffering, preaching, teaching, hard work and prayer – has had them in view for some time. This letter is simply one more facet of his total God-given work, which includes responsibility for them.
Christ has been presented as central. Paul’s sufferings are to be understood, in some strange sense, as Christ’s sufferings. His preaching and teaching are God’s means of accomplishing what he is called to do in Christ. His hard work is accomplished only because Christ is at work in him. And if Christ is his motivating and energizing power, Christ is also his goal. Christ’s body is the beneficiary of his sufferings (1:24). Christ’s indwelling in His people is their hope of glory (1:27). Maturity in Christ is Paul’s ambition for every Christian (1:28). Christ Himself is God’s secret plan (1:27; 2:2) revealed in every aspect of Christ’s work.

By introducing himself in this way, Paul is explaining his true credentials. Here in 1:24-29 he explains the nature of his ministry in Christ and in the next section, 2:1-5, how this ministry relates to the church in Colosse.
‘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’ (1:25). The idea in Paul’s mind that his suffering is on behalf of those he writes to is not unknown (2 Corinthians 1:6; Ephesians 3:13). But can there be anything lacking in Christ’s sufferings that requires Paul’s or any other believer’s sufferings to be complete?

Two concepts might explain Paul’s thinking. The first is the understanding of the church as Christ’s body. What is true of Christ is true of His body and what is true of the body, here suffering, is true of Christ.
The second, developed out of Old Testament hints by some intertestamental and Rabbinic writers, is part of the view that history is divided into two ages – the present (evil) age (Galatians 1:4) and the age to come. When the moment arrives for history to move from one to the next, God’s people will suffer extraordinary tribulations, which were understood as the birth-pangs of the new age (Romans 8:22). These would be either the accompaniment or the foreshadowing of the Messiah.

Paul’s use of this idea, like all his re-using of Jewish material, was reshaped by the facts of Jesus’ death and resurrection. Instead of the old and new ages standing back to back, he understood them as overlapping. Jesus’ resurrection had inaugurated the new age, but the old would continue alongside it until the second coming. The whole time-span between Jesus’ resurrection and return constituted the turn around of eras, and the whole time period would be characterised by tribulation. Such suffering is regarded as evidence that the sufferers really are God’s new people. Paul then can rejoice in his sufferings and not just despite them. As the Messiah was to be known by the path of suffering He chose, so His people are to be recognised by the suffering they endure.
In this sense Paul can speak of filling up the afflictions of the Messiah. He is not adding to Calvary. The word Paul uses here translated ‘afflictions’ is never used of the cross. He is experiencing the principle classically illustrated by Calvary. Christ suffered for others and Paul sees the same principle outworked in his own life. His suffering won’t save the Colossians from their sin but it might save them some present suffering. By drawing the enemy’s fire onto himself, he might allow the church some respite from the attacks they might otherwise be facing. The verb ‘fill up’ has a prefix before it that carries the thought of ‘instead of.’
‘I have become its (i.e. the church’s) servant by the commission God gave me to present to you the word of God in its fullness’ (literally: to fulfill the word of God) [2:25]). The ‘word of God’ is, for Paul, a power let loose in the world, embodied in the true gospel message (1:6). It must be allowed to have its full effect, to be ‘fulfilled’ in that sense.

The ‘word of God’ is then defined: ‘the mystery that has been kept hidden for ages and generations, but is now disclosed to the Lord’s people … which is Christ in you, the hope of glory’ (1:26,27). Here again are Jewish ideas rethought in the light of the gospel. In their looking forward to the day when God would act in history to restore the fortunes of His people, some Jewish seers expressed their hopes in terms of the ‘secret plans’ that God was reserving for the last great day. God’s secret plan, anticipated in visions and symbols by holy men of old was now at last unveiled before His people (c.f. 1 Corinthians 2:7).
God’s secret plan is not a timetable of events but a person. All that God has from the beginning planned to do He has done, and is doing, in Christ, for the sake of His people: ‘to them God has chosen to make known among the Gentiles the glorious riches of this mystery’ (1:27). At the centre of the mystery stands the revelation that God’s purposes were not to be restricted to the Jews but were to embrace the whole world. This is for Paul the ‘riches of the glory’ of God’s plan. God is revealed in Jesus Christ as the Lord of the whole world, its sovereign and loving Creator and Redeemer.

Among the treasure is the fact that God’s glory is to be shared with His people. This ‘hope of glory’ is certain because of the mystery itself, ‘Christ in you.’ ‘You’ is plural. The Jewish Messiah has made His abode among the nations of the world. ‘Christ in you’ is true of all who are ‘in Christ’ though the two ideas are not the same.
‘He is the one we proclaim, admonishing and teaching everyone with all wisdom, so that we may present everyone fully mature in Christ’ (1:28). Christ’s ‘design’ is to present His people to God, holy and without reproach (1:22). Paul’s aim, derived from this, is that he might present everyone ‘perfect’ in Christ. It is because God is at work that Paul is at work ‘struggling with all his energy which so powerfully works in me’ (1:29), the energy of God’s Spirit (c.f. 1 Corinthians 15:10). The word ‘struggling,’ whose root can mean ‘to compete in the games’ carries the idea of athletic contest. Paul knows that God’s desire is to bring Christians to maturity and that God has called him to have a share in that work. This means he can work hard without the motivation of pride or fear.
The work is ‘proclaiming him’ (Christ) and has a two-fold aspect ‘admonishing and teaching everyone with all wisdom’ and a goal, ’that we may present everyone perfect in Christ’ (1:29). This will include ‘admonishing’ as well as ‘teaching.’ The first word includes the idea of the setting of someone’s mind into proper order, with the implication that it has previously been out of joint. Part of the task of the one who proclaims Christ is to straighten out confusion that would otherwise cause positive teaching to be distorted once received and stop the listener understanding and living out its truth. This is the goal of maturity (not perfection as Philippians 3:13,14 makes clear). The image of God Himself lives in God’s people by His Spirit (1:8) working secretly until their life and His are indistinguishable (1:27; 3:10).
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