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This is the time of year that wrestling teams hit the mat to prepare for the upcoming season. It is an ancient athletic
contest, considered the oldest competitive sport in the world. It was a central part of the ancient Greek world but there
are Babylonian and Egyptian relief’s that depict wrestling contests using holds and moves similar to some of today’s
strategies.
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In high school | was on the wrestling team. The sport taught me much about training, struggling, striving against an
opponent, not giving up, agonizing, working through pain and keeping your eyes on the goal of victory. | looked for some
old pictures from my wrestling days to show you...fortunately for all of us, | could not locate them. Somewhere in a box
there are a few medals and | have good memories of my wrestling years. | also remember the early morning workouts,
the hours of practice, watching others eat wonderful holiday meals while | needed to make weight for a holiday
tournament, the pressure and the pain of striving to overcome self-imposed limitations.
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One person put it this way, “Wrestling prepares a person to fight the game of life. The wrestler is the one athlete who
must meet his opponent and do battle completely on his own; no one can substitute; no time outs are possible. He has
no one to check, screen, block or assist him in anyway; there is no one to blame for his mistakes. When he wins; he must
show quiet pride and modesty; when he loses, the responsibility is his. It is a great test of his heart, desire, and
perseverance.”
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Over the past month we have been discussing prayer in the life of the follower of Jesus. Today we are going to meet a
man in the New Testament whose approach to prayer was characterized as a wrestling match. Prayer life can develop
through stages of maturation, moving from initial expressions of faith to asking for what you need and expressions of
worship and gratitude. Growing into spiritual adulthood, it is important to recognize that prayer is actually a very
powerful tool in the life of the Christ follower. The use of prayer can be honed and through spiritual discipline and
growing faith can prove effective in accomplishing the mission we have been called to.
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The man we will meet today, Epaphras, is described in the letter of Paul to the Church at Colosse. [MAP] The town of
Colosse was located about eighty miles inland from the city of Ephesus, in the Lycus River Valley, present day western
Turkey. It is believed that the church in Colosse was founded during Paul’s two year ministry in Ephesus. Acts 19:10
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indicates that people from all over the region in Asia came to Ephesus and heard the gospel. They in turn went back to
their home towns and the message of Jesus spread. It is assumed that Epaphras embraced Christ by faith in Ephesus
under Paul’s ministry. He learned from Paul and returned to his homeland where he planted and shepherded new
churches.
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In time, as with any church, challenges and problems arose. The mission of building God’s kingdom is not going to be
accomplished apart from overcoming obstacles. Sometimes those obstacles stem from our own stubborn, selfish hearts
and other times they come from the culture and ideology of the world that rejects God’s truth. The church at Colosse, as
with many first century faith communities, faced a particular threat called “Gnosticism”. Gnosticism, and proto-gnostic
ideology, basically taught that the material world is evil and that increasing in knowledge was the pathway to
enlightenment. The argument was made that the material world, even the body, was not of any value. Spiritual
knowledge was all that mattered. This compromised the truth of Jesus Christ and his incarnation and led to a host of
problems among the young believers in Colosse.
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So somewhere around 61-62 A.D. Epaphras heads out on a journey to meet with his mentor and spiritual father, Paul,
who was under house arrest in Rome. Epaphras brings Paul many wonderful accounts of God’s power at work and asks
the Apostle’s help in addressing the controversy facing the church. Paul writes a letter to the Christians in Colosse,
expounding on the majesty and glory of Jesus Christ and giving them instructions in the truth.
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Here is an excerpt from his letter: iXf&15 ft)—#B 47

Colossians 2:6-8 (NIV) #XZ Ph+5 2: 6-8

®So then, just as you received Christ Jesus as Lord, continue to live your lives in him, ” rooted and built up in him,
strengthened in the faith as you were taught, and overflowing with thankfulness.

#See to it that no one takes you captive through hollow and deceptive philosophy, which depends on human tradition
and the elemental spiritual forces of this world rather than on Christ.
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In the closing section of his letter, as he often does, the Apostle Paul names several of his partners in ministry and gives
a comment about their contribution to the cause. This is where we find the verses we will focus on this morning.
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Colossians 4:12-13 (NIV) #7545 4: 12-13

2 Epaphras, who is one of you and a servant of Christ Jesus, sends greetings. He is always wrestling in prayer for

you, that you may stand firm in all the will of God, mature and fully assured. I vouch for him that he is working hard for
you and for those at Laodicea and Hierapolis.
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We don’t know much about Epaphras beyond these words from Paul and the contents of this letter. We see Paul
emphasizes that he is “one of you.” He is invested deeply in the life of the community at Colosse. He is not an outside
expert who flew in from another place to present lectures about correct doctrine or Christian living. He was one of

them. He is part of the dialog, engaged in the mission of the church and relationally connected.
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He is also a servant, a bond-slave, of Christ Jesus. This position is one of complete surrender to the purpose and control

of Jesus as the director and ruler of your life. In the ancient East servitude was a common feature in life, with slaves
working alongside non-slaves as laborers, doctors, business managers or household maintenance. In some instances,
which is the concept emphasized in the New Testament, a servant can willingly choose to become permanently attached
to a master/owner due to that person’s care and character. Such is the servant of Jesus. Paul often described himself in
this way. It is a term of intense loyalty. As servants of Christ Jesus we abandon all rights and privileges associated with
our own determination and we accept the rule and authority of God through His Son, Jesus. It actually makes sense for

us to do this. Only in Jesus do we find salvation, meaning, purpose, hope and strength to weather the challenges of life.
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These two descriptors (he is one of you and a bond slave of Jesus) give context for Epahras always wrestling in prayer for
the believers in Colosse. He is personally invested and he is sold out to Jesus.
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Werestling in prayer is not a method or simply an increased intensity. To wrestle in prayer is to devote one’s energy, mind
and focus to an objective. It is not just casual involvement. It involves training, preparation and practice. Wrestling in
prayer carries the expectation of pain and the risk of being wounded. It is a full contact sport. The person who wrestles
in prayer understands what is at stake and believes completely that the best outcome is critical. Wrestling in prayer
shows up in actions and disciplines outside of the wrestling match. The way one lives, the way one thinks, the priorities
one values...all feed the intensity and effectiveness of prayer.
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e Itis the prayer of a mother/father for the son or daughter who is wandering from the faith and looking for

purpose in all the wrong places.
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e |tis the prayer of a pastor or elder for the hand of God to move in the church, bringing purity, power and
spiritual renewal.
e |tisthe prayer of a manager or business owner for the men and women who he/she employs, that they would
recognize their need for Jesus.
e ltis the prayer of a missionary for the groups of people who have yet to hear the gospel in their own language
and who, without the message of the gospel have no hope.
e Itis the prayer of the small group leader for the lives of the people in your group.
e Itis the prayer of the teacher or leader in Kid Connection or Student ministries, pleading for the lives of the
students that you influence.
e ltis the prayer of every Christian for the kingdom power of God to become a reality through the church in our
towns and cities.
e Itis the prayer of the church for our governing officials and world leaders.
e |tis the prayer of those who are here today for our missionaries scattered around the world.
e Itis the prayer for the people we care for who face mental iliness, disease, relational conflict, divorce, grief,
learning disabilities, oppression or discrimination.
e |tisthe prayer of a Christian for the person/people, he/she is discipling in the faith, asking the Lord to keep
them and grow them into maturity.
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We could list countless other examples of what wrestling in prayer might look like. The question is, do we do it?
Werestling in prayer is not something that is relegated to the prayer warriors of a congregation or to the prayer team. |
am glad we have both, but this for all of us. Prayer is so varied in its forms and modes of expression. Jesus modeled for
us a wide range of prayer in his life. In that, there were times when the stakes grew high and the intensity of his prayers
moved beyond the everyday to the kind of connection with God that would actually effect people and bring about
change. It is the pinnacle of the prayer of faith.
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E.M. Bounds wrote: “The wrestling quality in importunate (intense, persistent) prayers does not spring from physical
vehemence or fleshly energy. It is not an impulse of energy, not a mere earnestness of soul; it is an inwrought force, a
faculty implanted and aroused by the Holy Spirit. Virtually, it is the intercession of the Spirit of God, in us... The Divine
Spirit informing every element within us, with the energy of His own striving... to continue until the fire falls and the
blessing descends. This wrestling in prayer may not be boisterous nor vehement, but quiet, tenacious and urgent. Silent,
it may be, when there are no visible outlets for its mighty forces.” (from The Necessity of Prayer)
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Here is a simple diagnostic question for you: Does the intensity, vibrancy, endurance and urgency of your prayer life
correspond with the critical nature of the situation or person you are praying for?
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If you want a visual image of wrestling in prayer, we find one in the book of Genesis. Isaac and Rebecca had two boys,
Jacob and Esau. Jacob lived his life cutting corners and manipulating circumstances so he might come out ahead. In fact,
his name, Jacob, means “deceiver” and that is how he related to people. He used his cunning to get his brother’s
birthright and his father’s blessing, which should have gone to his older brother. As that kind of life does, he burned
relationships and went to another land to start again. There he continued his ways, entering into a working contract that
would result in marriage. That plan was complicated by his encounter with a future father in law who could play the
same games that Jacob played. Jacob was successful in his business of raising sheep and became wealthy in his own

right. The day came when it was time for him to face the broken relationship with his brother Esau. Jacob feared that
Esau would not only reject him but possibly harm him, a rational fear given their earlier conflict. Jacob set out to meet
his brother, sending gifts ahead to hopefully assuage whatever anger or revenge might be on Esau’s mind.
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At in the middle of Genesis 32 we have a snapshot of a man all alone. He was alone because he lived his life
manipulating and deceiving and now he was facing the one person who was most impacted by his actions. He was
afraid, sending everyone and all his belongings ahead, leaving him all alone. He needed something that neither his
wealth, his brother, his wives nor his cunning could provide.
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Listen to the story as told in Genesis:

Genesis 32:22-32 The Message (MSG)

22 gyt during the night he got up and took his two wives, his two maidservants, and his eleven children and crossed the
ford of the Jabbok. He got them safely across the brook along with all his possessions.

2423yt Jacob stayed behind by himself, and a man wrestled with him until daybreak. When the man saw that he
couldn’t get the best of Jacob as they wrestled, he deliberately threw Jacob’s hip out of joint.

%The man said, “Let me go; it’s daybreak.”

Jacob said, “I’'m not letting you go ’til you bless me.”

2 The man said, “What’s your name?”

He answered, “Jacob.”

% The man said, “But no longer. Your name is no longer Jacob. From now on it’s Israel (God-Wrestler); you’ve wrestled
with God and you’ve come through.”

2 jacob asked, “And what’s your name?”

The man said, “Why do you want to know my name?” And then, right then and there, he blessed him.
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% Jacob named the place Peniel (God’s Face) because, he said, “l saw God face-to-face and lived to tell the story!”

3132 The sun came up as he left Peniel, limping because of his hip. (This is why Israelites to this day don’t eat the hip
muscle; because Jacob’s hip was thrown out of joint.)
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This is a real life example of wrestling in prayer. Jacob was locked in and focused on connecting with God in a way that
would change him and make a difference. He persevered in wrestling prayer to the point that he walked away blessed
and wounded, a physical reminder of his new found dependence upon the Lord.
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By the way, | think it is important to clarify what wrestling with God means. If that term is used synonymous with
wrestling in prayer or wrestling with our hearts as we seek God, it is helpful. Actually wrestling with God as thought God
is the opponent is rather foolish. He is undefeated when faced with an opponent and | don’t think you or | will change
that.

fE S —5), F—RREZE, RAEBES LW R REABRHE. IR XA AR & RATTF KA O
BRI, XRAH. RO SHE BRI A EOS THE, XRASERERN . KA, A
AR — T, AN IR IR S 2R IX AR -

What was Epaphras wrestling for when he prayed? Verse 12 tells us he prays that the Colossian believers would “stand
firm in all the will of God, mature and fully assured.” This is the cry of a shepherd for his sheep, of a disciple for his/her
disciples, a parent for his/her children, a caring friend for one who is wandering. It expresses a profound faith in the
work of the Holy Spirit, because only He can fulfill in a person the requirements of maturity. Epaphras wrestled in
prayer that the Lord would mature and complete the faith of the church so that they would be absolutely convinced and
assured in the purpose of God. Such stability is a clear mark of Christian discipleship.
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They needed, as we do today, strong roots into the work and will of God. Without such rootedness, the manipulation,
lies and pressures of the world creep into our community, corrupting the sound doctrine that testifies to God'’s
redemptive work.
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In verse 13 Paul adds his own endorsement of Epaphras, specifically mentioning how he has watched him “working hard
for you and those at Laodocia.” Paul undoubtedly was combining Epaphras’ dedication to come to Rome to see him and
his devotion to fervent prayer as equal labors on behalf of the Christians in this region. That is a lesson for us as we grow
as followers of Jesus: that time spent wrestling in prayer is as much or more working on behalf of someone in need as
helping them physically.
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As we grow in Christ, we must realize and utilize prayer as a vital weapon in the spiritual conflict and as a critical
discipline in accomplishing the mission Christ has left for us.
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So where are you wrestling in prayer? What situation in your relationships keeps you up at night? What person are you
so concerned about that it provokes anxiety and fear in your heart? What fellow Christians are dealing with intense
pressures and dangers from outside or from within? What people groups or mission fields need the support and
strengthening of believers right here wrestling in prayer?
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Luke 22:39-44 provide another example of wrestling in prayer. B II4E % 22 & 39-44 52—/ J1#5 25 17651 -

Luke 22:39-44 (MSG)

3940 eaving there, he went, as he so often did, to Mount Olives. The disciples followed him. When they arrived at the
place, he said, “Pray that you don’t give in to temptation.”

% He pulled away from them about a stone’s throw, knelt down, and prayed, “Father, remove this cup from me. But
please, not what | want. What do you want?” At once an angel from heaven was at his side, strengthening him. He
prayed on all the harder. Sweat, wrung from him like drops of blood, poured off his face.
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On this night Jesus was about to be arrested and convicted on trumped up charges of blasphemy and insurrection. The
agony and intensity of his prayers carried the weight of the world on his shoulders. Should he, though innocent, die in
the place of sinners like you and me? Should he be beaten and executed in the most painful way so that we would be
given a place at the table in God’s family? Like Jacob he stayed in the wrestling/prayer match, even physically sweating
drops of blood with the excruciating embrace of what God'’s plan was for him. He would get up from that prayer and
when the soldiers came to arrest him he was able to boldly proclaim, “Shall | not drink the cup the Father has for me.”
And he would be forever wounded, carrying the marks of wrestling in prayer for you and for me.
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Today we are remembering that sacrifice, the death of Jesus in our place, through communion. As we come to the Lord’s
Table, | ask that you use this as an opportunity to wrestle in prayer for something that concerns you today. It can be
your own inner conflict or temptation; for another person or situation, for our church, for our community, for the church
in Russia or another land...you listen to the Lord and follow the lead of the Spirit in your life.
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Our servers will be at stations throughout the auditorium. Take a few minutes to prayerfully admit your sin and
brokenness to God in prayer, then, whenever you are ready you may approach the table and receive the bread,
representing the body of Christ, and a cup of juice representing the blood of Christ. The table in the front left as you look
to the stage has gluten free bread. If you know Jesus through faith, you are welcome to participate in communion, even
if you are a guest with us. If you are not a follower of Jesus through faith, we invite you to stay where you are and
consider the call of God upon your life.
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We are going to close our service differently today so that we can give you an opportunity to practice the kind of prayer
we learn from Epaphras. The worship team will lead us in a few songs as we have communion, and then they will
transition to five minutes or so of music, to give you time to pray. You can pray alone, with one of our elders who will
come to the front, in your pew, kneeling here at the front of the auditorium, or standing in the aisle, it is your time. You
will not be judged if you slip out at any time. | will lead us in a benediction prayer to let you know when it is the normal
time for our service to conclude. You may continue praying beyond the benediction or you may exit the auditorium in a
spirit of prayer.
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[Servers will stand at the tables holding the bread and the bowl of juice. As worshippers take a piece of bread, the server
will say, “The body of Christ broken for you.” As worshippers dip the bread in the juice, the server will say, “The blood of
Christ shed for you.” Lines will flow through the auditorium until everyone has been served.]

DI Fs 0 [F) AR e e L f, R mAMEIT. B5FEE-REa, FLad, “FEERSE, NiRmit. ” =
ERHEEmMABERT, FTau, “HERM, ARmR. ” KEKEREHR, HEGMATER B AL, ]

[Elder and wives will come to the front of the auditorium after communion to pray with anyone needing prayer]
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