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Five Lessons from Paul’s Apostolic Band  

Reading Isa 52:1-12  

Whenever we pursue community as an end in itself the result is broken 

relationships. This was the crucial lesson that we learned in the 1960s and 70s. 

Why? The pursuit of community as an end in itself is essentially selfish. 

Therefore, God does opposes it. However, whenever a group of people pursue a 

common unselfish objective—the expansion of God’s kingdom, evangelism, 

planting local churches, etc. —community is the un-pursued byproduct. Christian 

community is the byproduct of an unselfish pursuit of a joint common objective.  

In the NT Paul traveled with an apostolic team. It was a tightly knit 

community—brothers devoted to a common objective. The letter to the 

Colossians ends with greetings from that team. Luke first mentions Paul’s team 

in Acts 20. At that time it was composed of seven travelling companions. The 

date was about 55 AD—7 years before Paul wrote Colossians. The location is 

Achaia, the southern part of Greece.   

(Acts 20:4) "4 Sopater the Berean, son of Pyrrhus, accompanied [Paul]; and of the 
Thessalonians, Aristarchus and Secundus; and Gaius of Derbe, and Timothy; and the 
Asians, Tychicus and Trophimus. " 

Acts 20:4 tells us that the early church took Christ’s command to disciple 

the nations seriously. It took great financial sacrifice to fund Paul and his seven 

missionary companions. ($500,000-1,000,000/Yr in today’s dollars).  

Seven travelling companions implies that Paul aggressively recruited 

leaders. They were probably single men. Paul recruited them to a life of hardship, 

and despite this they responded joyfully.  

The fact that seven men were willing to travel with Paul also implies that 

he was good at motivating leaders. These men made tremendous personal 

sacrifices. It was a 1,200 mile sail from Rome to Ephesus, and it took about  

three or four weeks. The distance from Rome to Jerusalem was even further—

about 1700 miles.  

(See Map).  

Last Acts 20:4 also argues that Paul as a member of a team.  He led the 

team, but it was a team. He could not accomplish God’s work by himself.  
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Now skip forward 6-7 years. We find Paul chained to a Roman soldier. He 

is under house arrest in Rome. He has finished his letter to the church at 

Colossae. We are in the final verses. In these verses Paul concludes with news, 

greetings, and salutations to the Colossians. From these bits of information we 

gain important insights about life in a first century apostolic band.  

Big Idea: Five Lessons from an apostolic band at work, a community of 

believers given to a common objective.   

A. THE APOSTOLIC TEAM STRENGTHENED THEMSELVES WITH 

SPECIALIZATION 

Tychicus, Epaphras, and Luke all served the expansion of Christ’s 

Kingdom with specialized roles.  

7 Tychicus will tell you all about my activities. He is a beloved brother and faithful minister 
and fellow servant in the Lord. 8 I have sent him to you for this very purpose, that you may 
know how we are and that he may encourage your hearts,  

Tychicus is one of the few members of the initial band of seven with Paul 

in Rome. He is a courier. At the end of Ephesians and Philemon, both written 

about this time, Paul notes that Tychicus will carry the letter. He was Paul’s 

mailman. He travels from Rome to Asia carrying Paul’s letter to the Ephesians, 

this letter to the Colossians, a letter to the church at Laodicea ,and Paul’s letter to 

Philemon.   

Five years later, when Paul writes to Titus and Timothy from a later 

imprisonment, Tychicus is still the letter carrier. (He is the patron saint of 

mailmen).    

To be Paul’s courier a man had to be prepared for great hardship. As we 

have seen it was about 1200 miles from Rome to Colossae. The journey would 

have been very expensive, full of hardship, dangerous, and lengthy—taking 

between three or four weeks. That is why Paul uses the strong language to 

describe this man. Of Tychicus Douglas Moo writes,  

―Nowhere else in his letters does Paul describe a co-worker with the same threefold 
description that we find here—a dear brother, a faithful minister and fellow servant in the 
Lord.” 1 

                                            
1
 Douglas J. Moo, The Letters to the Colossians and to Philemon, The Pillar New Testament commentary, 

335 (Grand Rapids, MI: William B. Eerdmans Pub. Co., 2008). 
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 Tychicus is a man to imitate. He was zealous for the mission of the Lord. 

His willingness to endure hardship proved his zeal.  

In addition, to the specialized work of Tychicus we have the 

specializations of Epaphras and Luke.  

12 Epaphras, who is one of you, a servant of Christ Jesus, greets you, always struggling on 
your behalf in his prayers, that you may stand mature and fully assured in all the will of God. 
13 For I bear him witness that he has worked hard for you and for those in Laodicea and in 
Hierapolis. 14 Luke the beloved physician greets you, as does Demas.  

The men on Paul’s team had specialized skills. Epaphras and Luke are 

additional examples.  

As we saw earlier in our study of Colossians, Paul did not plant this 

church. Epaphras planted it. This means that Paul reproduced himself in 

Epaphras. Like Paul, Epaphras is a church planter.  In fact, Paul had probably 

never been to Colossae.  

(Diversion: Note that Epaphras struggles/labors for the Colossians in 

prayer. Notice, his prayer life is a struggle. It is labor. Also notice how he prays 

for the Colossians. He doesn’t pray for an easy life. He doesn’t pray for God to 

eliminate all their troubles.  He doesn’t pray for health, wealth, and prosperity. 

What does he pray for? He prays that the Colossians “may stand mature and 

fully assured in all the will of God.”  

And, he is willing to see God discipline them to insure that process. 

Remember, God disciplines the sons that he loves. If a branch bears fruit, God 

prunes it that it might bear more fruit. 

Last, Paul honors Epaphras for his work ethic. 13 “I bear witness that he 

has worked hard for you.” Brothers and sisters, there is no love where there is 

the absence of hard work. True love expresses itself through hard labor for the 

good of others).  

So far we have seen that Tychicus was a courier and Epaphras was a 

church planter. But what about the beloved physician, Luke? Verse 13 “Luke, the 

beloved physician greets you.” As most of you know, Luke wrote the gospel of 

Luke and the book of Acts. Most scholars think that Luke was hard at work doing 

the research for those writings while he was with Paul in Rome. In fact, most 

think he was writing those documents when Paul wrote this letter to the church at 

Colossae.  
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So, we see even more diversification in the Apostolic team. Tychicus is a 

courier. Epaphras is a church planter, and Luke is a historian, scholar, and writer. 

Luke probably also cared for members of the team when they were sick. One of 

the early church fathers wrote this about Luke.  

―He served the Lord without distraction, having neither wife nor children, and at the age of 
84 he fell asleep in Boeatia, full of the Holy Spirit.‖ 2 

Lesson? The Importance of team work. The importance of specialized 

labor/tasks. Community is a byproduct of common commitment to a great ideal. 

God’s work requires diversification— preachers, pastors, counselors, 

administrators, Information Technology specialists, musicians, playwrights, song 

writers, baby sitters, greeters, janitors, specialists in building maintenance, small 

group leaders, etc. We are a team bound together by zeal for a common mission, 

and we all have a part to play.  

In summary, the apostolic band was a diversified team. Tychicus was the 

courier. Epaphras did important church planting work that Paul could not do. 

Luke was a scholar, a physician, and a historian. 

Where has God called you to serve?  

In summary: A church on mission is a church that encourages and honors 

specialization. It is a church leveraging specialization for the advancement of 

God’s Kingdom.  

B. THE APOSTOLIC TEAM PRIORITIZED THE GOSPEL  

8 I have sent him [Thychicus] to you for this very purpose, that you may know how we are, 
and that he may encourage your hears, 9 and with him Onesimus, our faithful and beloved 
brother, who is one of you. They will tell you of everything that has taken place here.  

Onesimus was a slave. He was from Colossae. His master was Philemon, 

a member of the church at Colossae. Onesimus had stolen property from 

Philemon and then fled  to Rome. However, while in Rome Onesimus came in 

contact with Paul. He was converted. In his letter to Philemon Paul describes 

Onesimus as his child (10). In fact, he says that sending Onesimus is sending his 

very heart (12). Paul is now sending this runaway slave back to his master. He 

asks Philemon to receive his slave, not just as a slave but as a brother in the 

Lord. Not only is Tychicus delivering the mail, but he is also Onesimus’ guardian.  

                                            
2
 Chad Brand, Charles Draper, Archie England et al., Holman Illustrated Bible Dictionary, 1057 (Nashville, 

TN: Holman Bible Publishers, 2003). 
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It is important to note what Paul doesn’t ask Philemon to do. He doesn’t 

ask Philemon to free his slave, Onesimus. In fact, just the opposite. Paul is intent 

on restoring Onesimus to his lawful master as a faithful slave who is now also a 

brother in the Lord.  

The lesson here is transparent. This proclamation of the gospel was 

Paul’s priority. The transformation of social institutions was not his priority. As we 

have noted Paul does not ask Philemon to free Onesimus. Paul was probably 

against slavery, but Paul doesn’t make the elimination of slavery the immediate 

issue. The gospel was the immediate issue. The gospel was his priority, and he 

would not be distracted. Eternal life and death were at stake. Next to these 

issues unjust social structures were a small thing.  

In summary, Paul did not believe in the maxim of St. Francis of Assisi, 

“Preach the gospel: If necessary use words.” We should preach the gospel with 

our lives. However, the gospel is never preached until it is clearly and boldly 

communicated with words  

We must always remember that the transformation of social institutions—

abortion, poverty, political structures, slavery, sex trafficking, etc.— are fruits of 

the gospel. They are not replacements, or substitutes, for the gospel. Our 

ultimate needs are spiritual not material. A transfer of our primary focus from the 

gospel to social injustice will  always be fatal to the gospel, then it will be fatal to 

the church, and last it will even be fatal to the social institutions that we are trying 

to transform.  

C. THE APOSTOLIC TEAM FAITHFULLY PERSEVERED 

10 Aristarchus my fellow prisoner greets you,  

Many in the apostolic band have been with Paul for years. For example, at 

this date Luke has been with Paul over ten years.  

In the same way, Aristarchus was a long-time, faithful friend. At this point 

he has been with Paul for six or seven years. The book of Acts first mentions 

Aristarchus during the riots in Ephesus that Paul’s preaching provoked. 

Afterwards Aristarchus sailed with Paul to Jerusalem. Then he stayed with him 

for two years during his Caesarean imprisonment, and finally sailed with him to 

Rome. On the way to Rome he was shipwrecked with Paul. Now Aristarchus is 

with Paul in his Roman prison. Paul calls him “his fellow prisoner.” He is Paul’s 

faithful attendant. Beyond this we know little about him.  
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This brings us to an important lesson. People on a mission for God must 

be a people determined to persevere through ups and downs, through highs and 

lows, through good times, and times of stress and difficulty. It doesn’t matter 

whether life is easy or hard. It’s not about us. It’s about the gospel. It’s not about 

us. It’s about the expansion of God’s Kingdom. It is all about God’s glory at my 

expense.  

The hope of lavish, eternal reward is our motivation.  

In summary, faithfulness is what we learn from Aristarchus. Are you like 

Aristarchus? Does the mission matter this much to you? Are you willing to 

persevere through life’s ups and downs to see it accomplished?  

Is your hope centered in this life or the life to come?  

D. THE APOSTOLIC TEAM INCLUDED WEAK SINNERS.  

10b And Mark the cousin of Barnabas (concerning whom you have received instructions—if 
he comes to you, welcome him).  

We have already learned about Onesimus. Even though he was a felon 

and a runaway slave, he was a member of Paul’s team. He was loved, 

welcomed, and accepted by the apostle. Now we read in verse 10 that Mark is 

also with Paul. The presence of these men should be a great encouragement to 

weak, guilty, sinners.   

Mark has a long and interesting history. The cousin of Barnabas, Mark 

accompanied Paul and Barnabas on their first missionary journey to Crete.3 

However, when Paul decided to migrate North to Asia (Turkey) and evangelize 

the central highlands there (Galatia), John Mark turned back.4 He didn’t want to 

experience the hardships that he knew would be involved.  

So when Barnabas wanted to take Mark with he and Paul on their second 

journey Paul protested. A quarrel ensued. Paul and Barnabas separated, and 

Mark went with his cousin.5  

Thirteen to fifteen years have passed. Cousin Barnabas has disappeared 

from the story. Paul and Mark are now reconciled. Not only that, but John Mark 

has grown in courage. He has grown in his ability to push himself, to endure 

hardship. He is now with Paul in Rome. To identify with Paul was dangerous and 

                                            
3
 Acts 13:1-12   

4
 Acts 13:13  

5
 Acts 15:36-41 
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humiliating. Although Paul is a prisoner of Caesar (Nero), Mark is not ashamed to 

be identified with him. Mark has grown in his understanding of the gospel and 

what it means. His confidence in the life of the world to come has also grown. His 

willingness to suffer for the gospel is proof of this growth.  

At the end of his life he will end up with Peter in Rome. In fact, he will 

become one of Peter’s favorite disciples. He will write the gospel of Mark that we 

so deeply cherish today.  

Lessons? First, the early church experienced personality conflicts. But, 

unlike us they overcame their petty disagreements. They learned to forbear with 

their differences. They gave themselves unreservedly and violently to the 

discipline of daily forgiveness.  

Second, the Holy Spirit equipped and empowered both Mark and 

Onesimus to grow. Onesimus began his Christian life a convicted felon. Mark 

began his Christian life a weak, self-indulgent believer. However, the Holy Spirit 

transformed both. Mark became a man of great internal strength, a man willing to 

give his life for the gospel. Onesimus returned to his master a not just a slave of 

men, but a “slave of Christ.”  

E. THE APOSTOLIC TEAM DISAPPOINTED ITS MEMBERS  

14 Luke the beloved physician greets you, as does Demas.  

Ultimately, sin mars all Christian fellowship. Eventually, Demas 

abandoned Paul. People will always let us down. God seeds weak people in our 

midst for our good. This was Jesus’ experience.  

(Luke 6:12–16) "12 In these days he went out to the mountain to pray, and all night he 
continued in prayer to God. 13 And when day came, he called his disciples and chose from 
them twelve, whom he named apostles: 14 Simon, whom he named Peter, and Andrew his 
brother, and James and John, and Philip, and Bartholomew, 15 and Matthew, and Thomas, 
and James the son of Alphaeus, and Simon who was called the Zealot, 16 and Judas the 
son of James, and Judas Iscariot, who became a traitor. " 

Notice: Jesus spent all night in prayer. What was he seeking? 

The Father’s direction. Who should I choose for my disciples? And who was the 

last disciple the Father directed him to choose? Judas!  

Demas is a Judas. God sent Demas because he loves Paul. However, 

neither Demas nor Paul knows that Demas is a Judas. Paul probably trusts him, 

and Demas probably has no suspicions that he will betray Paul. However, five 
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years later, while in his last imprisonment, in Paul’s greatest hour of need, 

Demas will desert him.  

(2 Timothy 4:9–12) "9 Do your best to come to me soon. 10 For Demas, in love with this 
present world, has deserted me and gone to Thessalonica. Crescens has gone to Galatia, 
Titus to Dalmatia. 11 Luke alone is with me. Get Mark and bring him with you, for he is very 
useful to me for ministry. 12 Tychicus I have sent to Ephesus. " 

Notice Demas’ motive; “In love with this present world.” He loves the 

praise of men. He is ashamed of the gospel. He is probably ashamed of Paul. 

Caesar is getting ready to behead Paul. It is not advantageous to be his friend, 

so Demas deserts him. Notice also, by contrast the faithfulness of the two gospel 

writers—Luke and Mark.  

F. APPLICATION:  

God has given us a mission. It is a corporate mission. Here it is. Grace 

Christian Fellowship exists to glorify God by forming Christ in a growing church. 

A healthy church is like a stool with three legs. Those legs are worship, 

discipleship, and Mission.  

Worship: We exist to glorify God.  

Discipleship: By forming Christ.  

Mission: In a growing church.  

Again, this is a corporate mission. It is not primarily about individuals 

acting independently. It is about Christian Community mobilized to achieve a 

great purpose.  

To accomplish this mission we need specialization of labor. We need 

Tychicus the courier, Luke the scholar physician, and Epaphras the church 

planter.  

To accomplish this mission we must be like Paul, focused on the gospel, a 

focus never distracted by the need to transform social structures.  

To accomplish this mission we must by like Aristarchus. We must 

persevere through difficulties, distractions, and discouragements. It is a long-term 

process.  

To accomplish this goal we need more needy sinners, men and women 

like Mark and Onesimus, to join us. The church is not a place for the healthy. It is 

a hospital for sinners. Jesus said,  
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(Mark 2:17) "17 ―Those who are well have no need of a physician, but those who are sick. I 
came not to call the righteous, but sinners.‖ " 

To accomplish this mission we must never forget  the nature of fellowship 

in a fallen world. There will always be a Demas in our midst.  

(Acts 20:29–31) "29 I know that after my departure fierce wolves will come in among you, 
not sparing the flock; 30 and from among your own selves will arise men speaking twisted 
things, to draw away the disciples after them. 31 Therefore be alert, remembering that for 
three years I did not cease night or day to admonish everyone with tears. " 

There will be no utopias this side of the final judgment. Instead, we will 

disappoint one another. There will be hurts, betrayals, misunderstandings, but we 

will also experience the bond of love in the power of the Holy Spirit. Wherever 

and whenever men and women pledge hearts and lives to the furtherance of 

God’s kingdom there will be true Christian Community. That community is the 

church, the place where Heaven meets earth. And although Heaven meets earth 

imperfectly in the church, the church is the only place where earth and heaven 

meet and shake hands.  

The church does not create the gospel. The gospel creates the church. 

The gospel brings the church into existence. We are a band of brothers and 

sister, called by the Father out of a fallen world, reconciled to him through the 

gospel, and sent out on mission by the power of the Holy Spirit. Christian 

Community is the fruit of a common commitment to this gospel and a common 

commitment to this mission.  

 

 


