Reading Colossians

Overview of Colossians

· Author:  Paul 

· Date:  61 A.D., during Paul’s first Roman imprisonment (along with Ephesians, Philippians, and Philemon).

· Circumstances:  The Colossian church was facing a variety of influences (gnosticism, mysticism, legalism, and Greek religiosity) that were threatening adherence to the gospel.  Paul never visited Colossae, yet it was special to him because of its proximity to Ephesus (only 100 miles away).  The book is also structured similarly to Ephesus — chapters 1-2 are doctrinal in nature, chapters 3-4 are the practice of that doctrine).

· Theme:  the supremacy of and submission to Christ.

· Key verses:  2:9-10

· Key chapter:  1

The City of Colossae

· Colossae was located approximately 100 miles east of Ephesus, in the fertile Lycus Valley and on the Lycus River.  The city was also on the main road between Ephesus and the Euphrates River.  Additionally, it was at the junction of the highways to Sardis and Pergamum, and in a triangle of cities, including Laodicea and Hierapolis.  However, by the time of the writing of this letter, those latter two cities were becoming more predominant than Colossae because the road to Pergamum was moved westward, and Laodicea began to pick up the trade and industry that had originally been in Colossae.

· Colossae suffered great damage in the 7th & 8th centuries when the Byzantine power began to fade in Asia Minor, leaving the city open to raiders.  Its final destruction came in the 12th century with the Turkish invasion.

· The elevation of Colossae was approximately 8,000 feet.

· The ruins of the city are approximately 10 miles from the current city of Denizli in Western Turkey (which encompasses the ruins of ancient Laodicea).

· Because of the city’s location on a major highway, it was influenced by a variety of intellectual and religious ideas as a variety of different people and people groups made their way to and through the city.

· The primary industry in Colossae was wool production and wool trade.

· While a significant Jewish population resided in Colossae, the bulk of the population was made up of Phrygians, “people ‘marked by that tendency to mystical illusion and orgiastic excitement which made Phrygia the home of the frantic worship or Dionysius and of Cybele.’” [Hiebert, p. 218.]

· Because Antiochus III brought several thousand Jews from Mesopotamia and Babylon to settle in the region, the city became fairly cosmopolitan, having a variety of cultural and religious influences within the city.  This likely influenced some of the problems that became the root of the “Colossian heresy.”

· Apart from receiving this letter from Paul, this church and location had almost no influence in the New Testament.  In fact, Lightfoot notes, “Without doubt Colossae was the least important church to which any epistle of St. Paul was addressed.” [Colossians & Philemon, p. 16.]  

The Background of the Church at Colossae 

· It seems clear that Paul had not visited Colossae before he wrote this letter (1:4, 6-7; 2:1), though it was probably an outgrowth of his ministry in Ephesus (Acts 19:10).  He may have visited Colossae after the letter was written (Philemon 22).

· Among those who were prominent in the Colossian church were Archippus, Philemon, Onesimus, and Epaphras, who may have been the founder of the church (1:7; 4:12). 

· It was likely that when Tychicus went with Onesimus (4:9) to take the personal letter from Paul to Philemon that he also carried this letter to the whole Colossian church (4:7).

· While there was a large Jewish population in Colossae, the church seems to be made up primarily of Gentile converts (cf. 1:21, 27; 3:5-7).

· The reason that Paul wrote the letter is that the founding pastor, Epaphras, had been with him in his imprisonment for some time, and Epaphras had expressed concern for the Colossian church (4:12-13), and this likewise had filled Paul with a similar concern and anxiousness for them (2:1-4).

The Date and Location of the Letter 

· It seems most likely that Paul penned this letter from Rome, at the same time as his letters to Philemon, Ephesus, and Philippi. 

· Martin does suggest that the letter may have been written from Ephesus at around the time of Acts 19-20.  The more traditional view that he wrote from Rome would place the date of writing around 60-61 A.D. 

The Nature of the Colossian Heresy 

· It is evident from the content of the letter that Paul is addressing a problem within the Colossian church, though the exact problem is never named.

· “It was apparently a religious system that combined elements from Greek speculation (2:4, 8-10), Jewish legalism (2:11-17), and Oriental mysticism (2:18-223).  It involved a low view of the body (2:20-23) and probably nature as a whole.  Circumcision, dietary regulations, and ritual observances were included in this system, which utilized asceticism, worship of angels as intermediaries, and mystical experiences as an approach to the spiritual realm.  Any attempt to fit Christ into such a system would undermine His person and redemptive work.” [Wilkinson & Boa, p. 412.]

Summarizing the influence of all the above factors, the Colossian heresy has often been called “incipient gnosticism” (which comes from the Gk. gnwsis, “knowledge”).  Gnosticism purports that there is some secret, mystical, supreme knowledge by which men come to know God.  

◊ 
For instance, in Colossae, this apparently took the form of special knowledge that was attained through the appearance and teaching of angels (2:18) and philosophic, worldly traditions (2:8, 20; perhaps these refer to astrology). 

◊ 
The Greek religions offered “salvation” through mysticism, occultism, and asceticism (which are all addressed by Paul in 2:18-23).  And there was a special means of salvation for the Greeks that included deification from angelic beings.  Paul calls each of these false belief systems “human wisdom” (2:8) and “self-made religion” (2:23).  Those who follow such systems are self-deceived.

Colossae was also influenced by pagan dualism, which saw the immaterial as good and the material/physical as evil, and eventually made its way into church teaching and philosophy.  Because of this, two strains of “Gnostic salvation” developed in the Colossian church:

◊ 
asceticism, which advocated abstinence from all things physical and evil (e.g., 2:21-23).

◊ 
libertinism, which theorized that since the material has no relationship with faith, then the body could indulge all its desires without restraint.  While this is not explicitly addressed in the book, it seems to be implied in the warnings of 2:18, 3:5-8. 

The Theme and Purpose of Colossians 

The theme of the book is the supremacy of Christ, which enables believers to become complete (mature) in their faith.  In fact, some have suggested that Colossians is “perhaps the most Christ-centered book in the Bible.”

◊ 
“The resounding theme in Colossians is the pre-eminence and sufficiency of Christ in all things.  The believer is complete in Him alone and lacks nothing because ‘in Him dwells all the fullness of the Godhead bodily’ (2:9); He has ‘all the treasures of wisdom and knowledge’ (2:3).   There is no need for speculation, mystical visions, or ritualistic regulations as though faith in Christ were insufficient.… A proper view of Christ is the antidote for heresy [both heresy in theology and heresy in living].… Paul wanted the Colossians to understand the implications of the preeminence of Christ not only for doctrine, but also for practice.… The believer’s position in Him (3:1-4) provides the basis and power for a transformed life in every area.” [Wilkinson & Boa, p. 412.]

◊ 
Lightfoot notes that “the doctrine of the Person of Christ is here stated with greater precision and fullness than in any other of St. Paul’s epistles.” [Lightfoot, p. 122.]

Miscellaneous Observations about Colossians

Key passages include:  1:16-18; 2:9-10; 3:1-2

· Key words include:  Christ, mature/complete, all (indicating that the believer has been given, in Christ, all things for spiritual maturity), knowledge

· Interesting observations:

◊ 
There are no OT references or citations in this book.

◊ 
The seven churches of Rev. 2-3 are all from this region, and probably all are daughter churches to the Ephesian church.  While Paul spent three years in Ephesus, he apparently never went to any of these other six churches.

◊ 
Because of the close proximity to Ephesus, and the close relationship with the Ephesian church, Paul’s letters to these churches are strikingly similar:  both picture the relationship between Christ and the church as a relationship between head and body, but in Ephesians the emphasis is on the body, whereas in Colossians it exalts the Head, Christ.  Ephesians is pastoral in tone, whereas Colossians is more polemical (tightly reasoned argument).  Ephesians emphasizes unity with Christ; Colossians emphasizes completeness in Christ.


The Structure of the Book of Colossians 

Traditionally, the book is divided into two major sections:
· Doctrinal Truth — the supremacy of Christ in the church  (chs. 1-2)
· Practical Conduct — submission to Christ in the church  (chs. 3-4)
The Use of “Complete” in Colossians

There are two terms that are used to refer to the completeness and maturity of the believers in Colossians:  the s word group (1:28; 3:14; 4:12) and the  word group (1:9; 2:10; the word is also used in 1:25 and 4:17, but not in reference to spiritual maturity; and it is used to refer to the fullness of Christ in 1:19; 2:9).

 = The word has a fairly wide range of meaning.  It can mean, “complete, bring to an end, finish, accomplish.”  In conjunction with that, it also has the sense of bringing something to its goal or “accomplishment in the sense of the overcoming or supplanting of an imperfect state of things by one that is free fr. objection.”  This is its most common usage, and is used in that way of men made perfect (e.g., Jn. 17:23; Heb. 10:1; 1 Jn. 4:18). [BAG, p. 817.]  In Colossians, it refers to those who are “fully developed in a moral sense.” [BAG, p. 817.]  The word does not mean “sinless,” but it is meant to be used in contrast with those who are spiritual infants (1 Pt. 2:1-4).  Paul’s desire for the Colossians was that they would come to be presented to Christ as “‘full grown,’ under the direction of Christ and His cross and resurrection; the ‘whole’ man is the one who lives in the power of the cross and the resurrection of Jesus.” [TDNT, VIII:  76.]

 = This word likewise refers to that which is brought to completion or a finish; often it is used in a technical sense of the fulfillment of prophecy. [BAG, pp. 676-7.]  The passive in 1:9 emphasizes that God is “the One who fulfills richly.…In these [Col. 1:9 and Phil. 1:11] sayings  also implies that a man is completely controlled and stamped by the powers which fill him.… There is in the term a strong element of exclusiveness or totality.  The joy, knowledge etc. which fill the Christian shape his whole existence and imperiously claim his whole being.” [TDNT, p. 291.]

The difference between the two words (which are used alongside each other in 4:12) can be articulated this way:  “Two NT roots are found where English versions read ‘complete.’  views completion as the reaching of a goal; when one’s goal is reached, one has achieved a state of completeness.   The other root is , often translated ‘to fulfill’ or ‘to accomplish.’  This is an important word group, often used in a technical way to indicate the fulfillment of a prophecy of Scripture.  In passages where this word is understood as ‘complete,’ it is used in regard to persons being filled with an emotion (such as joy [Php 2:2; 1 Jn 1:4]) or with knowledge and understanding (Ro 15:14; Col 2:2).” [Richards, EDBW, p. 181.]
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