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Prayer and People 

 

Jeremiah 18:1–11 

Psalm 139:1–6, 13–18 

Colossians 4:2-18 

Luke 14:25–33 

 

Text: Colossians 4:2, 7-17 (names) 

Devote yourselves to prayer 

Tychicus, Onesimus, Aristarchus, Mark, Jesus who is called Justus, Epaphras, 

Luke, the beloved physician, Demas, Nympha and Archippus. 

 

Introduction 

Does praying feel to you like you are doing nothing (or very little) about that for 

which you pray?  You hear of the health needs of a friend and you want to help 

them—you want to do something that will be a support—but you realize that there 

is not much you can do.  You don’t have medical expertise.  Your time is limited 

by life’s commitments.  Perhaps your own frailties or economic means set limits 

you don’t like but must regard.  And so you offer at least to pray.  Sometimes it 

seems that prayer is what we offer when we perceive that we can’t do anything.  

And yet, according to Jesus, to pray is essential to getting things done.  ‘Ask and it 

will be given you,’ said our Lord, “If you then, who are evil, know how to give 

good gifts to your children, how much more will your Father in heaven give good 

things to those who ask him!”  

 

1. Is there any other activity like prayer, where it looks like we are doing nothing 

and yet, according to the gospel, through it everything gets done?  Prayer shows us 

how little we effect in all our doing and who it is that gets things done; prayer 

effectively teaches us about reality—we are the creature, God is the creator.   

 

In these final instructions to the Colossians the Apostle Paul is drilling down on the 

take-aways; emphasising what he wants to underscore for this church.  “Devote 

yourselves to prayer,’ writes Paul.  Notice how Paul understands prayer as 

essential.  Prayer is the means by which God will open a door for gospel 

proclamation.  Paul began his letter telling them of his prayers for them.  He 

concludes with this request to remember him in their devotion to prayer.  Keep in 

mind that the Colossian church was established within 20 years of the death and 

resurrection of Jesus.  In this letter we are still in the earliest years when traditions 

were being created and not merely parroted.  For Paul this call to be devoted to 



Rev. Dr. James Clubine Page 2 04/09/22 

prayer was no mere formality but an expression of his understanding of the 

indispensability of prayer for his gospel mission.  

        

On this matter that prayer appears that we are doing very little, I was greatly 

helped by something C.S. Lewis wrote on the subject.  Lewis imagines a 

conversation between himself and a mentor.  

 

‘Praying for particular things’, said I, ‘always seems to me like advising God how 

to run the world. Wouldn't it be wiser to assume that he knows best?’  ‘On the 

same principle,’ said he, ‘I suppose you never ask a man next to you to pass the 

salt, because God knows best whether you ought to have salt or not. And I suppose 

you never take an umbrella, because God knows best whether you ought to be wet 

or dry.’  ‘That's quite different,’ I protested.  ‘I don't see why,’ said he. ‘The odd 

thing is that he should let us influence the course of events at all. But since he lets 

us do it in one way I don't see why he shouldn't let us do it in the other.’ 1  It is, to 

me, a marvel that God invites us to influence and effect things by prayer.  The 

Apostle James said that “the prayer of the righteous is powerful and effective.” 

 

Think with me for a moment about how something negative scuttles so much that 

is positive.  Consider how the evil of violence undoes so much that is good and 

built up or the ruination of years of careful building that occurs in the havoc of 

war.  Why doesn’t the world simply descend into total chaos given the evil 

occurrences that abound in our world?  Such a dystopian world has often been 

imagined in futuristic novels and movies like The Hunger Games.  Why hasn’t this 

sort of world emerged?  Has there not been sufficient evil?  When the church prays 

consistently our Lord’s prayer, as it does all over the world—praying the line ‘and 

deliver us from evil (evil one)’—is the fact that the world has not descended into 

chaos not an answer to the prayer our Lord taught us to pray?  The world has not 

descended into total chaos; isn’t God hearing our prayer?  Further, is it not then 

important that we pray it? 

 

2. What do you believe?  What do you really believe?  Please note that I haven’t 

asked you to tell me what you say you believe.  We all like to think that there’s no 

discrepancy between what we say we believe and what in truth we do believe.  But 

as a matter of fact there exists in all of us a discrepancy—smaller in some people 

but larger in most—between what we believe and what we say we believe. 

 

 
1 C.S. Lewis, God in the dock; Essays on Theology and Ethics, Eerdmans, Michigan, 1970. p. 217 
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I like to think that I have what I consider my priorities in life well in hand—that 

what I say are my priorities about God and the gospel are actually so.  I am also 

aware that if you were privy to my bank account it may tell a different story about 

priorities. I am convinced that what we really believe about God, about the gospel, 

about ourselves is indicated by what we pray for.  Just as a bank account will 

reveal priorities so prayer indicates a lot about what we believe.  If others could 

peer into our heart they would see immediately how we understand God, what we 

expect from him, what we hope for concerning ourselves and the church and the 

world. 

 

In an essay on the reformer John Calvin and the life of prayer, Victor Shepherd 

wrote that  Calvin “has written more on prayer than anyone else in the history of 

the church.  While no one has written as much, many have written at length.  Few, 

however, come close to him in sensitivity and profundity. This shouldn’t surprise 

us, in view of the inner and outer situation from which Calvin wrote everything; 

namely, the situation of the refugee. From the time of his conversion in 1534 until 

his death in 1564 Calvin was haunted by his awareness that he was a refugee.   

Like any refugee, he knew that life is precarious; political rulers are treacherous; 

betrayal at the hands of the church is ready-to-hand.”  

 

While Calvin characteristically insists that Christ is the overflowing spring and 

therefore sheer gift, the fact that Christ is gift never diminishes our need to seek in 

him what we have learned through the gospel to be stored up in him. Calvin is 

unyielding here.  While Christ remains gift, prayer is anything but lackadaisical 

passivity.  Believers must resolutely “dig up” by prayer the treasures of God’s 

promises as surely as someone, informed of treasure buried in a field, will profit 

from such treasure only if she pursues it.  While “dig up” never has, for Calvin, the 

force of pry out of or coax from a grudging and reluctant deity what desperate 

people need and crave, prayer nonetheless remains a human activity that believers 

must undertake with unrelenting ardour.  Reflecting the seriousness of persistent 

prayer, Calvin speaks of prayer as a “sacrifice of worship,” insisting prayer to be 

what the God-appointed sacrifices of old were; namely, a human activity that is yet 

the vehicle of God’s blessing descending upon us.   Prayerlessness amounts to 

distrust of God. 

 

Underline what Paul asks the Colossians Christians to pray for on his behalf; “pray 

for us as well that God will open to us a door for the word, that we may declare the 

mystery of Christ, for which I am in prison, so that I may reveal it clearly, as I 

should.”  I would ask you to pray the same prayer for the work of proclaiming the 
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gospel here in Unionville—pray that God will open doors for the word—that is the 

good news that is Jesus Christ. 

 

When you think about the One to whom we pray—let me remind you of the words 

of the angel Gabriel to the young teen Mary about becoming the mother of our 

Lord—"for nothing will be impossible with God.”  Or in the wonder expressed by 

the Psalmist we prayed earlier in the service today; “How weighty to me are your 

thoughts, O God! How vast is the sum of them! I try to count them—they are more 

than the sand; I come to the end—I am still with you.”  These wonders of God’s 

nature and many more in scripture should inspire us to pray. 

 

3. When you read the personal greetings in the final section of Paul’s letters do you 

tend to gloss over the names?  Do you, like me, find it hard to get excited by 

Biblical genealogies?  The congregation in Colossae knew these people so they are 

of interest to them.  In our Bible studies we tend to focus more on how they are 

described—'beloved brother’, ‘faithful minister, ‘fellow servant’, ‘co-workers for 

the kingdom’, ‘wrestling in prayer’—and try to glean some example from them 

about our own lives that we too might be described that way.  But the names we 

tend to slide over.  

 

As I was reading this section again I got thinking about the people.  The gospel that 

names people witnesses that people matter.  We understand the Bible is to be the 

inspired word of God; it is evident, then, that God does not gloss over names.  

These people named in these texts in their service of the church implies that we 

matter and our service of the church matters.  As God took note of and worked 

through them so God does the same in us.  This is why our annual report of church 

life names people.  Because the Bible names people.  The believer’s name is 

written in the Lamb’s book of life, says the Apostle in the Revelation of John.  

(Revelation 21:27) 

 

Take Onesimus for example.  He, along with Tychicus, are going to deliver this 

letter to the Colossians. They also bring another letter with them to Philemon.  The 

church in Colossae meets in Philemon’s home and Onesimus is a runaway slave 

who belonged to Philemon.  I encourage you to read that letter to see what Paul 

had to say to Philemon—it is 25 verses long.  Practical matters like delivering the 

letter had to be done for the life of the church.  They still have to be done today 

and God takes notice—he made sure Onesimus is named so you would know you 

matter in such service today. 
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“Tychicus will tell you all the news about me,” writes Paul.  You can tell that there 

is a fondness that works both ways in these letters.  Paul has received news of the 

church at Colossae likely via Tychicus and now Paul sends him back with news 

about him.  This is a picture of pastoral care.  As your pastor one of my primary 

responsibilities is pastoral care and I know that you care for me.  Each other’s 

welfare matters.  Pastoral care is done by the Lord’s people—person to person.  By 

people with names.  So it is among us. 

 

Paul entrusts his letters to be delivered by Tychicus and Onesimus.  We have these 

scriptures today because these two men took this responsibility seriously.  And we 

have them because many other people whose names are unknown to us but known 

(and recorded) to God copied these letters and cared for them from one generation 

of Christians to the next.  So too today the church exists and functions because 

people take the care of our work as an important, if not sacred, trust.  Your names 

too are known to God and us. 

 

Paul indicates that Mark, the cousin of Barnabas is also with him in Rome.  This is 

the one known as John Mark considered to be the author of the gospel of Mark.  

Tradition teaches us that Mark’s family owned a home near the garden of 

Gethsemane.  On the night of our Lord’s betrayal Mark tells us (only in his gospel) 

of a certain follower of Jesus who ran away naked to avoid arrest.  Many believe 

that Mark is referring to himself in the story.  He also accompanied Paul and 

Barnabas on their first missionary journey but the going was too tough for him and 

he bailed and went home.  Paul refused to take him on the second journey and this 

led to a split between Paul and Barnabas.  Even so, we now see him in Rome with 

Paul.  Tradition tells us Mark became Peter’s right hand man.  It was shortly after 

both Paul and Peter were executed by Nero that Mark comes to Rome and writes 

his tract to encourage the beleaguered Christians set upon by Nero’s persecution.  

That tract is the gospel of Mark.  For every follower who, like Mark, has wavered 

in discipleship but eventually matured in faith—Mark is an encouragement to keep 

on reaching for what is yet to be done. 

 

I could go on with all these names—Epaphras is the pastor who founded the 

church, Nympha is the wealthy woman in whose home the church in Laodicea 

meets, Luke the physician and gospel writer, etc—my point to you is that all these 

people were the instruments through whom Christ builds the church.  They are the 

body of Christ and so too is every believer today.  Tomorrow is labour day in 

Canada.  Traditionally, Labour Day was an occasion to campaign for and celebrate 

workers' rights—it has become something else over the years.  Even so the 

recognition of people who do the work of getting things done is a worthy thing to 
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acknowledge.  In many respects, reading these names in the letter to the Colossians 

is an acknowledgement of people who got things done—things crucial to the 

announcement of the gospel.  As we look to the fall and the future of our 

congregation we need to have our names so noted as we endeavour to get this work 

done. 

 

Devote yourselves to prayer, writes Paul.  I note with you that it is people who 

pray—people with names.  The fact they are named means known to God.  The 

most effective thing you can do for the church is pray—yes there are many tasks to 

be taken up as well—but the most effective task is to pray. 

 


