
JESUS, BE THE CENTRE 
Colossians 2v1-8 

 
When people hear you talk about “church” I wonder what they think. Some of 
our guests at last Sunday’s baptisms were probably surprised by what they 
found. There are some popular misconceptions about what church is – and of 
course, there are different denominations and styles of church.  This is one 
reason why an increasing number of churches are keen to communicate via 
websites who they are, what they believe and what their aims are.  You will 
find them using terms like - Mission, Vision, Core Beliefs, Values and 
Philosophy of Ministry. It might be helpful to quickly give some definition to 
these terms because we find them being used in different ways. This is what I 
understand by them anyway. 
 
The “Mission” of a church should be essentially the same as every other, i.e. 
to proclaim the good news of Jesus and make disciples. Matthew 28 v18,19 
gives us the best mission statement of all.  
 
The “Vision” of a church is more specific and describes the particular 
assignment a church has from God. So for us, our vision is to plant vibrant 
Spirit-filled churches in Northumberland. We talk about “Changing the 
landscape by planting churches.” This is the reason for working up into the 
Aln Valley right now. This afternoon we have the first of our new monthly 
Sunday afternoon public events up there.   
 
“Core beliefs” are truths we understand to be central to biblical Christianity 
and therefore indispensable for any church.  The Evangelical Alliance Basis of 
Faith is a good guide to our core beliefs. 
 
“Values” describe specific biblical principles which shape the kind of church 
we want to be. They are principles we believe to be important but which other 
churches may not see the same way as us. So we sometimes speak of 
“values and distinctives”. We have listed ours in the ‘Getting On Board’ 
booklet. These things are important for people thinking of joining the church. 
We are asking: Is this the kind of church you want to be part of? 
 
“Philosophy of Ministry” tends to describe how we put our vision and 
values into practise. In other words - this is how we do things around here - 
and also how we don’t do things.  
 
These terms are useful to give some definition to what we mean by being 
“church”.  But if we were pushed to say in just one word - who we are and 
what are we all about, what makes us tick and what is at the centre of 
everything – we should be able to do it. We only need to say “JESUS”.   In our 
portion of Colossians today we see this very clearly. Paul tends to use the title 
“Christ” (Messiah) – but it is Jesus he is referring to. From these verses I want 
to highlight some things which indicate that Jesus really is at the centre of a 
church. Let’s do a health check on ourselves as we do this. Here are three 
characteristics of Jesus-centred churches. 



1. They have Jesus-centred leadership. (v1-4)                                                                          
  
The church at Colosse had been pioneered by Epaphras, but he looked to 
Paul for wise apostolic counsel about the church. In fact he is with Paul, 
visiting him in prison at Rome at this time. So Paul writes - not like a 
professional consultant - but as someone who cares about the church.  v1:  I 
want you to know how much I am struggling for you and for those at 
Laodicea, and for all who have not met me personally.  “I am agonising for 
you”. This word was used for the strenuous efforts of an athlete preparing for 
the arena. How did he struggle for them: in prayer and by giving support and 
wise counsel to Epaphras.  In this church we are convinced that apostolic 
input is essential for our health. From the very beginning we have had a warm 
relationship with Ian Galloway at City Church Newcastle. As elders we spend 
quality time with Ian; this builds in accountability and means we get plenty of 
encouragement and wise counsel.  
 
v2 -4: My purpose is that they may be encouraged in heart and united in 
love, so that they may have the full riches of complete understanding, in 
order that they may know the mystery of God, namely, Christ, in whom 
are hidden all the treasures of wisdom and knowledge. Paul was very 
clear that his aim was to direct them to Christ, not himself. He didn’t want 
them thinking about him more than Jesus, or becoming dependent on him, or 
listening to him before Jesus. Paul goes on to warn the church not to accept 
leadership which directs them away from Jesus. 
 
v4: I tell you this so that no one may deceive you by fine-sounding 
arguments.  One of the marks of ill health in a church is people becoming 
dependent on someone or something else. It can happen quite subtly.  This 
week, in Pastoral Theology lectures, I covered the phenomenon of the 
‘Shepherding Movement’, which began with a group of gifted men in Fort 
Lauderdale who submitted themselves to one another in mutual 
accountability. They then talked of a work of the Spirit binding their ministries 
together for life. They began to teach on authority, submission and 
discipleship, and published a magazine: ‘New Wine’. They taught that every 
person needed to submit to another person – a shepherd, and that all of your 
major life decisions should be submitted to this person. The key question of 
the time was “Who is your covering?”  This movement began with an 
honourable aim but as it spread it ended up with people being controlled. This 
amounted to spiritual abuse and it came to be called “heavy shepherding.” 
They also taught about “Covenant” relationships. i.e. when you enter into a 
discipleship relationship it is permanent, and more broadly, when you join a 
group of believers this is also permanent. You are in covenant and if you 
leave the fellowship group you are breaking covenant – breaking covenant 
with God!   This effectively enslaved many, making them dependent on their 
shepherd and resulted in cult-like isolation.  
 
v8: See to it that no-one takes you captive through hollow and deceptive 
philosophy which depends on human tradition and the basic principles 
of this world rather than on Christ. “take you captive” is an  unusual 



expression - it was used of a slave trader carrying off his victim.  Let’s make 
sure none one carries us off away from Jesus.  
 
2. They are people joined together by faith in Jesus.  (v5) 
 
v5: For though I am absent from you in body, I am present with you in 
spirit and delight to see how orderly you are and how firm your faith in 
Christ is. Paul is commending the church. But notice what he praises them 
for as a church. It is for their faith in Christ. Paul is reflecting the heart of 
Jesus here. Jesus was always looking, first and foremost, for faith.  Hebrews 
11v6 says that without faith it isn’t possible to please God.   
 
Paul uses military terms here:  “firm” is description of a solid line of soldiers 
in battle formation; “orderly” was used to describe a rank of soldiers, each in 
his appointed place, and alert for the word of command. There is an echo 
here of Roman military discipline. They were famous for it. It was a key to 
their success. The indiscipline of other armies required them to be chained 
together. But the Roman military needed no chains, they were trained and 
disciplined. They also knew what the penalty for desertion was: crucifixion! 
So, Paul commends the church for being firm and orderly like well trained 
soldiers – but not out of fear; they were joined together by their faith in Jesus. 
 
Every healthy church faces spiritual attacks of some kind or another. Paul 
writes about this “spiritual warfare” in Ephesians 610-18. It is worth reminding 
ourselves that that was a message for the church not for isolated individuals. 
Paul’s reference to the shield of faith underlines this.  "In addition to all this, 
take up the shield of faith, with which you can extinguish all the flaming arrows 
of the evil one."  There were two types of shield used by Roman soldiers – the 
first was a small round buckler, which was very light; the second was a door-
like shield made of wood protected by thick leather and metal. This was 
especially designed to combat fire arrows. It is this second shield Paul has in 
mind. Soldiers were trained to use their shields together, in the famous 
tortoise formation. Once separated, the soldiers were vulnerable to arrows.   
 
Ours are shields of "faith". The "flaming arrows" this scripture refers to are 
sudden attacks of various kinds, which are designed to inflict pain and 
distress, and rob us of spiritual health.  e.g. temptation, persecution, doubt, 
conflict in the church, bitterness, depression, sickness, tragedies. We must 
stand together, firm in faith. When one of us is under attack, we are all under 
attack. We stand together. We need each other. But our strength is in looking 
in faith to Jesus together.              
 
3. They grow because of Jesus. (v6,7) 
     
There is a lot of emphasis today on church growth. Some years ago it even 
became something of a science i.e. if you do this and that, and don’t do the 
other, your church will grow. There is a big emphasis on numerical growth and 
size of congregation. For some it is the sign of how well you are doing. In the 
New Testament there is certainly plenty of numerical growth but you don’t find 



any mention of it in the apostolic letters. The growth Paul always writes about 
is growth in maturity, love and faith.  
 
v6,7. So then, just as you received Christ Jesus as Lord, continue to live 
in him, rooted and built up in him, strengthened in the faith as you were 
taught, and overflowing with thankfulness.  Here Paul uses two different 
word pictures:  First it is vital that we are rooted in Christ, like a plant 
nourished by soil; its roots fed, growing stronger. Second, we are to be built 
up like a building under construction; growing up from strong foundations. 
Both of these metaphors point to the importance of what is under the surface.  
 
If individual Christians and local churches are to grow in a healthy way some 
indispensable basics need to be in place.  That is why every new believer 
needs someone to help them with prayer and the Bible, and lifestyle issues in 
the early stages.  
 
So too with a church: the foundational work in the early years is crucial for 
establishing what kind of church it will be in the future. That is why apostles 
are described as wise master builders. In fact all the ministries described in 
Ephesians 4v11-14 are all vital for establishing something that can go on to 
grow in health and strength and in size.  
 
This is why we invite others in to help us e.g. Phil from City Church (coming 
again in September), Dave & Rosie from Brighton (coming again in October) 
and our growing relationship with the Norfolk team. All of these ministries are 
to build us up in Christ.  He (Christ) gave some to be apostles, some to be 
prophets, some to be evangelists, and some to be pastors and teachers, to 
prepare God's people for works of service, so that the body of Christ may be 
built up until we all reach unity in the faith and in the knowledge of the Son of 
God and become mature, attaining to the whole measure of the fulness of 
Christ.”  

*   *   * 
Dave Lee has introduced me to “Wordles“.  This is a programme available on 
the internet which gives a graphic representation of the words used most 
often in a block of text (“word clouds”).  He did an example for me using 
Colossians chapter 2. The result is conclusive. As far as Paul is concerned, 
choosing one word for this church is easy. CHRIST! Jesus, be the Centre! 
 

 
John Wilthew. June 2009.  



 
Message Summary 

JESUS, BE THE CENTRE 
Colossians 2v1-8 

 
Many churches are keen to communicate on their websites who they are, what they 
believe and what their aims are.  You will find terms like these: 

• Mission: every church has essentially the same mission - to proclaim the 
good news of Jesus and make disciples. 

• Vision:  this is more specific and describes the particular assignment a 
church has from God. e.g. planting vibrant Spirit-filled churches in 
Northumberland.  

• Core beliefs:  truths we understand to be central to biblical Christianity and 
therefore indispensable for any church. 

• Values: (or “distinctives”) describe specific biblical principles which shape the 
kind of church we want to be.  

• Philosophy of Ministry: tends to describe how we put our vision and values 
into practise. In other words - this is how we do things around here. 

These terms are useful to give some definition to what we mean by being “church”. 
But if we were pushed to say in just one word - who we are and what are we all 
about, what makes us tick and what is at the centre of everything – we should be 
able to do it. We only need to say “JESUS” (Paul tends to us to use the title “Christ” / 
Messiah) Here are three characteristics of a Jesus-centred church. 
 
1. They have Jesus-centred leadership. (v1-4)  
Epaphras the leader at Colosse and the church sought Paul’s apostolic input. So 
Paul writes to them, not like a professional consultant - but as someone who cares 
about the church. In this church too, we are convinced that apostolic input is 
essential for our health.  Paul was very clear that his aim was to direct them to Christ, 
not himself. He warns the church against following leaders who do not direct them to 
Jesus. It is very serious if people become dependent on someone else. It can 
happen quite subtly.  e.g. The ‘Shepherding Movement’ in the 1970’s. 
 
2. They are people joined together by faith in Jesus.  (v5) 
Paul is commending the church for their faith in Christ.  He uses military terms:  
“firm” is description of a solid line of soldiers in battle formation; “orderly” was used 
to describe a rank of soldiers, each in his appointed place and alert for the word of 
command. The Roman army was famous for its discipline, but it was based on fear of 
punishment; Paul commends the Colossians for being firm and orderly because of 
faith, not fear.  Every healthy church faces spiritual attacks of some kind or another. 
See Ephesians 6v10-18. Paul’s reference to the shield of faith underlines that he is 
writing to churches not individuals.  This shield was door-like and was especially 
designed to combat fire arrows. Soldiers were trained to use their shields together in 
the famous tortoise formation. Once separated, the soldiers were vulnerable.  Ours 
are shields of "faith". "Flaming arrows" are sudden attacks on the people of God of 
various kinds e.g. temptation, persecution, doubt, conflict in the church, sickness, 
tragedies. We must stand together, firm in faith. When one of us is under attack, we 
are all under attack. We need each other. But our strength is in looking in faith to 
Jesus together.              
 
3. They grow because of Jesus. (v6,7) 
There is a big emphasis these days on numerical growth and the size of your 
congregation. For some it is the sign of how well you are doing. In the New 
Testament there is certainly plenty of numerical growth but you don’t find any 



mention of it in the apostolic letters. The growth Paul always writes about is growth in 
maturity, love and faith. Here Paul uses two different word pictures:  First it is vital 
that we are rooted in Christ, like a plant nourished by soil; its roots fed, growing 
stronger. Second, we are to be built up like a building under construction; growing 
up from strong foundations. Both of these metaphors point to the importance of what 
is under the surface.  If individual Christians and local churches are to grow in a 
healthy way some basics need to be in place. Every new believer needs someone to 
help them with prayer and the Bible, and lifestyle issues in the early stages. So too 
with a church: the foundational work in the early years is crucial for establishing what 
kind of church it will be in the future.  All the ministries described in Ephesians 4v11-
14 are vital for establishing something that can go on to grow in health and strength 
and size. All of these ministries are to build us up in Christ.  
 

*   *   * 
Dave Lee has introduced me to “Wordles“.  This is a programme available on the 
internet which gives a graphic representation of the words used most often in a block 
of text (“word clouds”).  He did an example for me using Colossians chapter 2. The 
result is conclusive. As far as Paul is concerned, choosing one word for this church is 
easy. CHRIST! Jesus be the centre! 
 

 
 

GROUP DISCUSSION QUESTIONS 
Read Colossians 2 v1-8 

Read the message summary 
 

1. If you were asked to describe what kind of church we are what would you 
say? 

2. When people come among us how might / should they be able pick up that 
we are a Jesus-centred church?    

3. What are the benefits to a local church of having wise apostolic input from 
outside?  

4. Have you ever experienced or come across “heavy shepherding”?  
5. When onslaughts come, being joined in faith is very important. Are there any 

sudden attacks of “flaming arrows” we need to be protecting one another from 
at this time?  

6. What kind of help did you get in the early stages of your life as a Christian? 
7. Name some essentials that need to be laid at the foundations stage of a new 

church. Take a look at Ephesians 4v1-11 and talk about what contribution 
each of the different ministries mentioned there might be able to make i.e. 
apostles, prophets, evangelists, and pastor/teachers.   

 


