A Great Prayer for a New Year (Colossians 1:9-14; 6/1/08)
Introduction

We find ourselves at the beginning of a new year – 2008. At such times many people pause to look back over the last year and plan ahead for the year to come. Have you made any new year’s resolutions? Is there something you really want to achieve in 2008 (learn a language)? Is there something you want to change or give up (smoking or rich food)? Is there something you want to begin and keep doing (excercise)? 

In some ways the begining of a new year is like standing at the start of a race. We look down the track of 2008, and realise that this race isn’t a short sprint; it’s more like a marathon! In the London marathon, there are many different runners. Some are running for fun: they dress up in costumes and jog or walk along waving at the crowds. Others are running to win: they have been training hard for months and going for gold! How are you going to approach this race of 2008? Is it just a bit of fun or is there something to go for? What should be important?

To answer that question I want us to look at this prayer that Paul records for Christians in Colosse. Notice that Paul tells them that he’s praying to God for them. That’s good. But he also goes on to say what he’s praying for. And it’s here we see what’s important for us as we begin our race into this new year. This prayer is for spiritual priorities. 
1) Knowing God’s Will (v9)

To whom is Paul praying? – God, the Father of our Lord Jesus Christ (v3).  It reminds us that God is personal and relational. Here we discover that God has a will – another reminder that God is personal. Computers or cars don’t have a will, but people do, even children! Often Christians talk about discovering God’s will for them – referring to personal guidance and direction. But for God to fill us with the knowledge of his will is wider than that.  It includes knowing what God is like – what he loves and hates; what he approves and opposes. We need spiritual wisdom and understanding so that we can live our lives according to his will. God’s will has more to do with character (his and ours) than career. So true spirituality is a desire to know and do God’s will.
Have you ever heard people exclaim, “You could have told me!”? I heard about a man on a building site whose barrow squeaked. Every time he used it, it made a slow, steady noise. One day the boss called him in to sack him. “Why?” asked the man. “Because your wheelbarrow goes squeak…squeak…squeak [slowly] when it should be going squeak, squeak, squeak!” The man might have responded ironically, “You could have told me!”
The wonder about Christianity is that you can know God’s will. God wants to reveal his will to you. He has revealed what he is like and what he wants in the bible. He hasn’t left you in the dark. So in 2008 will you make this a priority? Will you give regular time to reading God’s Word? It takes discipline, but it’s important. As you do, will you pray for wisdom and spiritual understanding? Other forms of spirituality today are all about you finding and doing your will. They place you at the centre of the world. That’s why they are so attractive, but they never bring peace. Instead, understand that God’s will is best for you. As you begin to understand and apply his will to our lives, you find true freedom and fulfilment. Start this year by seeking God’s will. 
2) Pleasing God’s Son (v10)

Paul prays that this knowledge of God’s will, will lead them on to live a life worthy of the Lord, and may please him in every way. The Lord is Jesus Christ (v3). True Christianity isn’t about pleasing ourselves, but pleasing him. There are two amazing statements here. Firstly, it’s possible for the Christian to please the Lord by his/her life. (The opposite is to grieve or dishonour to him). The believer has the desire and the power to please Christ. Secondly, notice the arena in which we can please the Lord: in every way: bearing fruit in every good work. That encompasses the whole of life; every part of life presents an opportunity to please the Lord (see 3:17-24). Jesus Christ is the Lord of all. We must not make a distinction between secular and sacred. We do everything in his name.
In one of the Rocky films the poor boxer is trying to train for his next fight. He seems somehow distracted and lethargic. His wife is in hospital and he’s uncertain of what she thinks about him. He cuts a pathetic figure until he hears one word from his wife: win! That changes everything! He can now approach life differently with great enthusiasm and renewed purpose. Everything he was doing now was connected with his wife, whom he loved.
In 2008 you may wonder whether Christ is interested in parts of your life. It’s not ‘spiritual’ activity - praying or preaching or praising. Please understand that the Lord is passionately interested in everything you do. You can please him in your work. You can please him as a husband or wife, father or mother, and as a friend. You can please him in the way you keep and use your home. You can please him in your studies, interests and hobbies (and also bring shame and grief to him in all these areas too.) Asking the question: how can I honour the Lord in this activity? is true spirituality, connecting Christ as Lord to the whole of life, and wanting to please and honour him. What a difference it makes!
3) Receiving God’s Strength (v11)

You may agree with what I’ve been saying, but you have a niggling doubt: “I want to please the Lord, but I know how weak I am. I have made many resolutions before, and broken them. Why will 2008 be any different?” That’s exactly why Paul prays for Christians to be strengthened with all power according to his glorious might. If you belong to Jesus Christ his strength is available to you. But why is it given? What does God’s strength enable us to do? – so that you may have great endurance and patience. It’s about strength to keep running the Christian race despite the trials of life, and power to be composed when facing opposition from ‘the world, the flesh and the devil’. God’s strength can help us not to fall away, but to keep following Jesus.
At school I can remember running in cross-country races. The weather was often cold and wet. On one occasion I recall running in a race where there were many people watching at the start, shouting encouragement. But the course took us away in the hills, away from the spectators, with no-one to cheer us on our way. I remember seeing a few runners around me stop and give up once they were out of sight. I admit that I was tempted to give up myself. The effort seemed too much.
Do you ever feel like giving up following Christ? Perhaps you receive little encouragement or you’re tired of the fight. But strength is available. Don’t be cynical; this is not just theory. Paul could testify at the end of his life: I have fought the good fight, I have finished the race, I have kept the faith (2 Tim. 4:7). Paul’s own prayers for strength were answered. Is this your experience? You must pray for this – supernatural strength that enables you to endure. Paul could write: At my first defence…everyone deserted me. May it not be held against them. But the Lord stood at my side and gave me strength (2 Tim. 4:16-17). He can do it for you too. Let’s begin 2008 by praying for God’s power to run. 

 4) Rejoicing in God’s Grace (v12-14)
Although the word ‘grace’ doesn’t appear, it’s a great summary of these verses which describe what God the Father has done for his children: his undeserved love and kindness. Christians can rejoice that God has qualified us, rescued us, redeemed us and forgiven us! There’s no reference here to what we’ve done of him! It’s all about grace! True Christianity isn’t about what you achieve through meditation, discipline or effort; it’s about rejoicing in what God has done for you through Jesus Christ, as you come trust him. His grace meets our deepest needs. Look at the word pictures
Qualified (v12): Christians have been qualified to share in the inheritance of eternal life and future glory. We enjoyed a private beach on holiday. We didn’t qualify for it ourselves, but we were able to go onto the beach in the name of a friend – someone who did qualify. God has a future glorious new world, but none if us qualifies. All we qualify for is death and judgement. But by grace, God calls sinners to share in the glorious inheritance of the saints in the kingdom of light!
Rescued (v13): Christians have been delivered from the power of darkness. In Oliver Twist, Fagin is the leader of the group of boys in the London underworld. He controls them, forcing them to steal, and holding them in his power. They cannot escape from him. It takes a stronger power to come and deliver them. Spiritually, we are like Oliver Twist, kept under Satan’s dark dominion – with all its misery and despair. But God, by grace, delivers people out of that dominion, and brings them into the kingdom of his Son, where there is light, liberty and love.
Redemption (v14): Christians have been redeemed. This is a similar idea to being rescued. It’s taken from the world of slavery, where a price could be paid to set a slave free. One of the most famous slaves in the Roman world was Spartacus. He led a rebellion against the Romans, and tried to get his freedom by force. But in the end he was defeated. The price of our redemption from is the death of Jesus – through his blood. But we shouldn’t think of Jesus’ death as somehow God paying the devil money for our freedom. Rather, Jesus’ sacrifice delivers his people from the justice of God.  Today there are many who like Spartacus try to set themselves free from any idea of God’s moral law by denying that there is such a thing. But God’s justice will catch up with them in the end. Christ’s sacrifice is the only means of being redeemed.

Forgiveness (v14): this accompanies redemption, for God is willing to pardon us because of Christ’s sacrifice. False spirituality either denies the reality of sin and guilt or offers a cheap solution. I remember hearing of a New Age shop selling ‘atonement water’. The recommendation was that you took a few drops with water each day and it dealt with your sin and guilt and gave you peace! The reality is that there is real forgiveness available from God; it’s free, but it certainly isn’t cheap. The price was the suffering and death of Jesus Christ.

The picture Jesus gives is of a father welcoming his rebellious son home after of years of being in a far country. He embraces him, clothes him and celebrates with him. The prodigal son realised how bad and foolish he had been. How thankful he must have been for his father’s forgiveness! Are you?

As you move into 2008, will you pray for these things? Will you put these things at the top of your list? Do you want to know God’s will?  Please God’s Son? Receive God’s strength? Rejoice in God’s grace? These realities come to us from God the Father as we trust in Jesus Christ his Son. Pray that God will give you these things more and more.  
