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Introduction to the Book of Colossians 

 

Introduction 

Although Paul did not establish the church of Colossae, its emergence was a direct result of his 
missionary efforts in Ephesus. The philosophical climate of Colossae, however, presented a 
challenge to the proper understanding of Christ. Elements of this philosophy crept into the life 
of the church through false teachers who had reinterpreted Christ according to the new 
philosophy. Paul learned of this new teaching, and as a result, penned this letter. The letter to 
the Colossian church presents the most Christocentric of all Paul’s letters. “One theme 
predominates: the centrality of Christ. No other epistle is as Christocentric as this one. Whether 
the reader spends countless hours with Colossians or reads it only casually, every encounter 
with the text brings one face to face with the Lord whom the text introduces so well.”1 

The City of Colossae 

The city of Colossae was located on the south side of the Lycus River, near Hierapolis (a city of 
luxury and pleasure) and Laodicea (a city of commerce). From Ephesus 100 miles away, a main 
road ran through Colossae to the Euphrates River, passing through Antioch of Syria. Barnabas 
and Saul would have passed through here on the way back to Antioch when Barnabas found Saul 
and brought him to Antioch, where they taught great numbers for one whole year (Acts 11:25-
26).  

Around the 5th c. BC, Colossae was a large and populous city, but by the time of Paul, it had 
become a small town. Nearby Laodicea had been severely damaged by an earthquake, also 
affecting Colossae. There was also a 7,000-foot volcano nearby.  

Colossae was known for raising sheep and dying the wool blue. Dwellers of Colossae were 
composed of Phrygians, Greeks, and Jews. There may have been up to 50,000 Jews in Colossae. 
However, the congregation to whom Paul wrote was predominantly Gentile. There are no 
references to the Old Testament in this letter. In 61-62 AD, Colossae may have been devastated 
by a severe earthquake.  

The Church in Colossae 

On the day of Pentecost, Jews from Phrygia were present and heard the gospel. It is unlikely, 
however, that they started the church in Colossae since Paul states that Epaphras served in 
Colossae on his behalf (1:7). While in Ephesus during his third missionary journey, Paul’s 
evangelistic efforts resulted in a widespread outreach into the province of Asia, including all the 
cities of Hierapolis, Laodicea, Colossae, among others. We read in Acts 19:10 that Paul taught 
for two years in the hall of Tyrannus, “so that all the residents of Asia heard the word of the 

 

1 Richard R. Melick, Philippians, Colossians, Philemon, vol. 32, The New American Commentary 
(Nashville: Broadman & Holman Publishers, 1991), p. 162. 
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Lord, both Jews and Greeks.”2 Paul’s persuasive teaching style (“reasoning”) resulted in the 
planting of churches throughout the whole province of Asia. 

One of Paul’s disciples, Epaphras, may have well been responsible for the planting of these 
churches. The church of Colossae had learned the gospel from Epaphras (1:7), who was one of 
them (4:12). He also worked hard for the church in Laodicea and Hierapolis (4:13), implying 
that Epaphras may have even started those churches. Epaphras had visited Paul in Rome and 
informed Paul on the status of the church. “Much of his news was encouraging, but there was 
one disquieting feature: at Colossae in particular there was a strong inclination on the part of the 
Christians to entertain a form of teaching which (although they did not suspect it) would 
inevitably subvert the pure gospel which they had accepted a few years before, and force them to 
give up their Christian liberty for spiritual bondage.”3 Demonic forces through false teachers 
have tried to subvert the pure gospel over the ages. The power of the gospel is apparent as we see 
transformation in the lives of those who believe it.  

From 4:7-9, we learn that Tychicus and Onesimus were delivering this letter. Onesimus had 
become one of them, i.e., a fellow believer, upon Paul’s evangelizing of him after meeting in 
prison in Rome. Tychicus would deliver and read this letter and tell them all about Paul’s 
circumstances. The church met in the house of Philemon (cf. Philemon 2-3), who apparently 
was wealthy and had a large enough house for everyone to meet in. 

Authorship 

Paul identifies himself as the author of the book (1:1). Paul is a prisoner and wants to inform 
them about his situation (4:10). Tychicus is the bearer of the letter (4:7-9) and the letter of 
Ephesians (Eph. 6:21). He is accompanied by Onesimus (4:9), the run-away slave mentioned in 
the letter to Philemon. All of these facts demonstrate Pauline authorship. His missionary work 
resulted in the forming of this church, and although he did not personally start this church, he 
was deeply interested in their welfare (cf. 2:1).  

The style and vocabulary are characteristic of Paul and like the letter to the Ephesians. 
According to Utley, “Over one third of the words in Colossians are also in Ephesians. It has been 
estimated that 75 of the 155 verses in Ephesians have a parallel in Colossians.”4 There is 
widespread attestation to Pauline authorship by early church writings. Justin Martyr, 
Theophilus, Clement of Alexandria, and Tertullian attribute Pauline authorship to the letter of 

 

2 The Holy Bible: English Standard Version (Wheaton: Standard Bible Society, 2001), Ac 19:10. 
Unless otherwise noted, all Bible references are from the ESV. 

3 E. K. Simpson and F. F. Bruce, The Epistles to the Ephesians and the Colossians, The New 
International Commentary on the Old and New Testament (Grand Rapids, MI: Wm. B. 
Eerdmans Publishing Co., 1957), p. 164. 

4 Robert James Utley, Paul Bound, the Gospel Unbound: Letters from Prison (Colossians, 
Ephesians and Philemon, Then Later, Philippians), vol. Volume 8, Study Guide Commentary 
Series (Marshall, TX: Bible Lessons International, 1997), p. 4. 
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Colossians.5 Only recently has modern scholarship doubted Paul’s authorship based upon 
internal grounds due to vocabulary not used in other letters. In contrast to this, the contents are 
similar to Ephesians and other letters that Paul wrote. New vocabulary can be attributed to the 
attack of false teachers unique to the church at Colossae. 

Date 

Paul’s imprisonment in Rome was 62-63 AD. During this time, Onesimus fled from his master, 
Philemon, and Paul led him to Christ. Also, Epaphras arrived and shared with Paul what was 
happening in the Colossian church. Paul, then, wrote this letter to the church. Tychicus and 
Onesimus carried the letter back to the church. They were directed to inform the church about 
Paul’s circumstances. 

Occasion and Purpose 

The occasion of this letter was the infiltration of false teaching by false teachers who mixed 
Jewish and philosophical elements, resulting in the diminishing of the person of Christ. 
According to Richard Melick, “Christianity faced one of its most severe challenges in the 
complex and confusing intellectual climate of ancient Colossae. Perhaps due to the nature of the 
times, the location, and the ideological climate, what had begun well faced a major threat to 
Christianity’s very existence. False teachers were urging the people to move away from their 
Christian roots and to accept other religious ideas.”6 These ideas had affected what they believed 
about Christ and how they related to one another. Paul writes to correct their understanding of 
the person and superiority of Christ and how that is applied in the believer’s personal life and 
life of the church. Jamison noted, “The object of the Epistle is to counteract Jewish false 
teaching, by setting before the Colossians their true standing in Christ alone (exclusive of all 
other heavenly beings), the majesty of His person, and the completeness of the redemption 
wrought by Him; hence they ought to be conformed to their risen Lord, and to exhibit that 
conformity in all the relations of ordinary life Col 2:16, ‘new moon, sabbath days,’ shows that the 
false teaching opposed in this Epistle is that of Judaizing Christians.”7 

The Colossian Heresy 

Paul warned the church about false teachers (2:8) who would take them captive through 
“philosophy and empty deceit.” These beliefs were based upon “human tradition” and the 
“elemental spirits (or principles) of the world” (2:9). This belief system was not based upon 
Christ (2:9). The Colossian heresy concerned itself with ascetic practices and observing holy 
days (cf. 2:16). Thus, there was a Jewish element (see reference to the “Sabbath”) along with a 

 

5 Robert Jamieson, A. R. Fausset, and David Brown. Commentary Critical and Explanatory on 
the Whole Bible (Harbor, WA: Logos Research Systems, Inc., 1997): Intro. 

6 Melick, pp. 160–161. 

7 Robert Jamieson, A. R. Fausset, and David Brown, Intro to Colossians, n.p. 
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Greek speculative element. In 2:18, he warned against the “worship of angels,” “visions,” and 
“asceticism.” The regulations included prohibitions against food and things touched (2:21).  

An ascetic lifestyle coupled with Jewish elements of law keeping with a worship of angels 
characterized this belief system. Angels delivered the Law to Moses, and these false teachers 
applied a Greek philosophy of intermediaries in approaching God. Regarding angels, Melick 
stated, “Fascination with supernatural beings characterized many groups of Jews from the time 
of Daniel through the Intertestamental Period.”8 The Essenes were especially interested in the 
worship of angels. Spence stated, “The Essenism of Palestine, so well-known through Josephus 
(‘Jewish War,’ ii. 8) and sympathetically described by Philo (‘Quod Omnis Probus Liber,’ §§ 12, 
13), is a striking proof of the extent to which foreign theosophic and ascetic elements had 
penetrated Judaism. In spite of the ‘hedge set about the Law’ by the watchful rabbis, a subtle 
mysticism had found its way into the heart of Palestine, filtering through either from Alexandria 
and the West or from Persia and the East.”9  

The other issue surrounded circumcision, which represented the essence of Judaism. Paul 
countered this misunderstanding by explaining the implications of Christ’s death and 
resurrection; thus, a spiritual circumcision through identification with Christ. Concerning the 
false teachers, Meyer succinctly explained, “The false teachers whom he had in view were 
Jewish-Christians; not, however, such as those who, as in Galatia and in the neighbourhood of 
Philippi (Phil. 3:2 ff.), restricting themselves to the sphere of legal requirement and especially of 
the necessity of circumcision, did away with Christian freedom, the foundation of which is 
justification by faith,—but such as had mixed up Christian Judaism with theosophic 
speculation. While they likewise adhered to circumcision (2:11), and to precepts as to meats and 
feasts (2:16), to the prejudice of Christ’s atoning work (2:13 ff.), they at the same time—and this 
forms their distinctive character—put forward a philosophy as to the higher spirit-world, with 
the fancies and subtleties of which (2:18) were combined, as practical errors, a conceited 
humility, worship of angels, and unsparing bodily asceticism (2:20–23)—extravagances of an 
unhealthy Gnosis, that could not fail to find a fruitful soil in the mystico-fanatical character of 
the Phrygian people, which served as an appropriate abode formerly for the orgiastic cultus of 
Cybele, and subsequently for Montanism.”10  

The philosophical understanding of the false teachers can be termed incipient Gnosticism (cf. 
Melick). Melick stated, “Although, a full orbed Gnosticism did not develop before the second 
century, a type of incipient Gnosticism, perhaps co-mingled with Jewish thought, existed in the 

 

8Melick, 180. 

9 H. D. M. Spence-Jones, ed., Colossians, The Pulpit Commentary (London: Funk & Wagnalls 
Company, 1909), p. vi. 

10 Heinrich August Wilhelm Meyer, Critical and Exegetical Handbook to the Epistles to the 
Philippians and Colossians, ed. William P. Dickson, trans. John C. Moore, Critical and 
Exegetical Commentary on the New Testament (Edinburgh: T&T Clark, 1875), 237. 
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mid-first century.”11 Bruce and Simpson also agreed when stating, “the Colossian heresy must be 
regarded as only an incipient form of Gnosticism, and in fact evidence is forthcoming in 
increasing measure that such incipient forms of Gnosticism were current in the first century, 
especially in areas where Judaism of the Dispersion found itself involved in the dominant trends 
of Hellenistic and Oriental thought.”12 Thus, several elements combined in attacking the deity 
and supremacy of Christ: (1) a Jewish element (Sabbaths and holy days); (2) mystical (worship 
of angels); (3) ascetic; (4) incipient Gnosticism (speculative Greek philosophy). Paul’s letter 
combats these thoughts and demonstrates the supremacy of Christ, the identity of the believer 
in Christ, and the life of the believer under the supremacy of Christ.  

According to Garland, the false teachers were predominantly Jewish. He stated, “The most 
streamlined view that adequately explains all the data is that newly formed Gentile Christians in 
Colossae are being badgered about their faith by contentious Jews who took affront over their 
claims. Jews could argue persuasively from the same Scriptures used by Christians. 
Consequently, they would be far more intimidating and devastating to a young, developing 
church than a pagan syncretistic philosophy, a mystery religion, or a folk religion with a 
potpourri of superstitions and practices.”13 Simpson and Bruce also contended, “Basically the 
heresy was Jewish. This seems obvious from the part played in it by legal ordinances, 
circumcision, food regulations, the Sabbath, new moon and other prescriptions of the Jewish 
calendar—things which once had their place as “a shadow of the things to come” but had lost 
their validity now that Christ, the reality which they foreshadowed, had come and fulfilled their 
significance (Ch. 2:16f.).”14 

Message and Theme 

The letter is Christocentric. Christ is supreme and sufficient. Moo stated, “Christology is the 
theological heart of Colossians, and, like the spokes of a wheel, all the other themes of the letter 
radiate from it.”15 The false teachers’ understanding of reality applied to Christianity diminished 
the person and work of Christ. Thus, Paul presents Christ in His rightful position as exalted 
Lord. According to Melick, “Paul constructed his arguments to counter false teaching and to 

 

11 Melick, p. 166. 

12 Simpson and Bruce, p. 170. 

13 David E. Garland, Colossians and Philemon, The NIV Application Commentary (Grand 
Rapids, MI: Zondervan Publishing House, 1998), 27. 

14 Simpson and Bruce, p. 166. 

15 Douglas J. Moo, The Letters to the Colossians and to Philemon, The Pillar New Testament 
Commentary (Grand Rapids, MI: William B. Eerdmans Pub. Co., 2008), p. 63. 
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teach orthodox theology. One theme predominates: the centrality of Christ. No other epistle is 
as Christocentric as this one.”16 

Paul develops the supremacy of Christ throughout the letter. Christ is superior to creation since 
it was created by Him and for Him. He is the authority over the Church. He is supreme over all 
the angels – good and evil. He is to be supreme in the believer’s life, among believers, and in the 
world. The letter teaches us that the focus of the Christian life is Christ. Christ is supreme in all 
facets, and God’s plan of salvation centers upon Him. 

The message of Colossians continues to be relevant today, especially in a secular culture, where 
the message of Christ is devalued and scorned. Garland stated, “When Christians do not 
understand their faith, they are likely to water down the gospel and accommodate it to cultural 
expectations. They will cut out any offending articles of faith or append specious ones more in 
accord with the fashion of the age. Paul wrote to the Colossians to help them grasp ever more 
firmly who Christ is and the rich glories of all that God has done in him.”17  

The secular mind or the philosophical mind in the secular age in Western cultures fervently 
attacks the proposition of faith. Any confession of faith in the historical Christ is untenable. 
Religious thought and science do not mix and if faith is compartmentalized to a private belief, 
faith is acceptable. History, science, and medicine have nothing to do with faith in the biblical, 
historical Christ. Francis Schaeffer demonstrated that secularism has created a two-story 
approach – the upper story where faith and religion exist and the lower story, where science, 
history, and medicine exist. These two stories never meet and exist in differing realms. This 
compartmentalized approach to life, however, is against the Scriptural presentation of Christ, 
and is definitively debunked by Paul in Colossians. No one consistently can live according to this 
approach to life. As Christ said, “no one can serve two masters.” Colossians 3:1-4 demonstrate 
that if Christ is Lord of our lives, He is Lord in every area and empowers us to overcome the 
earthly things, which are described in 3:5-11 and live according to kingdom principles delineated 
in 3:12-18. When our hearts and minds are set on Christ and His teachings, He transforms us 
and our relationships, family life, and work. Christ comes to dwell among us just as He did in 
the Tabernacle, just as He did among the disciples, and now will also do with us. God’s plan has 
always been to dwell among His people. He desires to do so today. When we follow His kingdom 
principles, He transforms our lives, our families, our relationships, and our work. 

Contemporary Significance of Colossians 

First, we cannot properly understand Colossians without understanding it in the context of 
Paul’s calling as a missionary to the Gentiles. His mission at Ephesus resulted in his disciples 
starting churches throughout the region. Paul’s teaching was not just an educational or 
intellectual pursuit, but an endeavor to saturate the region with the gospel. Ministry 
today as well should be focused upon gospel saturation in the regions where God places us. 

 

16 Melick, 162. Italics added. 

17 Garland, p. 32. 
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Paul’s focus on multiplication should encourage and direct us in our evangelistic and 
missionary endeavors. God desires that we multiply spiritually in terms of disciples (Mt. 28:16-
20; Acts 6:7). We should focus on multiplication in our ministries – disciples making disciples 
who make disciples. Paul strategy was to work in regions and urban areas, and he worked out 
from there through equipped leaders who were diverse, who networked with others, and who 
started churches in the outlying areas. Pauline strategy was to start with regions, focus on urban 
settings, and multiply from there through equipped Christlike disciples. Reading through 
Colossians 4:7-17 reveal Paul’s core strategic focus – equipped leaders engaged together in 
prayer for the nations.  

It has become a norm among many churches to focus on the church as a building or 
organization and not as an organism commissioned to make disciples. This has become 
the American strategy – build a beautiful building with programming for children, youth, and 
adults, with an eloquent teaching pastor and efficient staff. Yet, as many churches have 
discovered, the back door is larger than the front door, and aside from those who commit to one 
another in small groups, there is very little discipleship and certainly no leadership 
development. People come and go and treat “church” as a smorgasbord where you can pick and 
choose as you wish whatever is good for you. This is being replicated around the world. As I have 
traveled the world, pastors and their churches desperately seek funding for a church building 
and eventually the church is viewed as a building and the focus changes from making disciples 
(outward) to caring for the saints (inward). 

The Church is a missional organism and is to focus on its mission in the world. 
Disciples make disciples who make disciples. Churches plant churches who plant 
churches. Most church leaders have nearsightedness. When a local church is 
established, the vision ends there. Recent research has demonstrated that if a 
church does not plant a new church within four years, it will never start a new 
church. While most churches focus on retaining their cultural distinctiveness, the 
church is instead a viral group of people who love each other and understand their 
mission to make disciples of all nations. 

Second, the Judaizers mixed Jewish tradition and Scripture with Greek speculative philosophy. 
This reveals that they attempted to understand the gospel through the eyes of the prevalent 
philosophy of their time. The temptation to use the culture or current philosophies to 
understand the gospel in contemporary ways rears its ugly head in every generation. Instead, we 
are to understand the contemporary world through the eyes of the gospel instead of vice versa. 
The purity of the gospel message is lost when we mix it with prevalent philosophies. This should 
motivate us to defend the pure gospel. The enemy works to deceive, to steal, and to kill in every 
generation, and one way he does that is through contemporary ways of understanding. 

Every letter of Paul’s is a critique on the culture. The focal point of his evaluation of that culture 
was the gospel. Here is a point worth noting – that our basis for evaluating the culture is the 
gospel. His hermeneutical basis for understanding the Scripture and for evaluating culture was 
the gospel. This should be instructive for us. Over the last five hundred years, systems of 
theology (Reformed, Dispensational, Pentecostal, Charismatic, etc.) have developed and have 
become the basis for ministry, message, and evaluation of culture. Paul’s hermeneutic – the 
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gospel – should become the basis for our ministry, our message, and our 
evaluation of culture. Jesus’ discussion with the disciples on the road to Emmaus was gospel 
focused. “And beginning with Moses and all the Prophets, he interpreted to them in all the 
Scriptures the things concerning himself” (Luke 24:27, emphasis added). Paul’s foundational 
hermeneutic is to take issues confronting the churches. He planted churches and as the issues 
emerged in those churches, he shows how Jesus answers those questions and how the gospel 
answers all their issues. 

Finally, we must follow the example of Paul, who served with the power Christ gave (1:29) him 
to present his disciples and churches planted mature in Christ (1:28). He expressed the concept 
of his mission in many ways. In Romans 1:5 and 16:26-27, Paul defined his mission – to make 
Christ known to the nations “to bring about the obedience of faith.” In Acts 26:2-23, Paul gave a 
defense of his ministry and message to King Agrippa. In 26:17-18, Paul defined his mission as 
Jesus sending him to the Gentiles “to open their eyes, so that they may turn from darkness to 
light and from the power of Satan to God, that they may receive forgiveness of sins and a place 
among those who are sanctified by faith” in Christ. Here is a beautiful picture of Paul’s 
mission and theology. Paul never separated theology from missiology – who God is from 
what God is doing. Yet, this is what Western systematic theology does – theology has become a 
cognitive exercise divorced from God’s mission in the world. Thus, many ministries are content 
to proclaim the gospel with no plan or effort to disciple and present them before Christ as 
mature. The work of making disciples and equipping the saints is a tedious work, yet with 
tremendous blessing and reward (Eph. 4:11-16; 2 Tim. 4:8). Let us endeavor with Christ’s power 
through His Spirit not only to proclaim the pure gospel with its robust theological riches, but 
also to embrace God’s mission to make disciples who will make disciples who will make disciples 
in worshipping communities. Such was the heart of the Apostle Paul and should be ours as well.  
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Outline 

I. Introduction: Thanksgiving, Prayer, and Praise – 1:1-23 
A. Greetings – 1:1-2 
B. Thanksgiving – 1:3-8 
C. Paul’s Prayer for the Colossian Church – 1:9-14 
D. Praise: The Preeminence of Christ – 1:15-23 

II. Stewardship: Paul’s Intense Labor for the Advance of the Gospel among the Gentiles – 
1:24-2:5 

III. Theological Apologetic against the False Teaching – 2:6-23 
A. Theological: Warning #1 in view of False Teachers – 2:6-15 
B. Theological: Warning #2 – 2:16-29 
C. Theological: Reasons for Rejecting the False Philosophy – 2:20-23 

IV. Practical: The Supremacy of Christ in the Life of the Believer – 3:1-4:6 
A. Practical: Living out your New Position in Christ – 3:1-4:6 
B. Introduction: Life in View of the Believer’s Heavenly Destiny – 3:1-4 
C. The Earthly vs. the Heavenly Lifestyle – 3:5-11 
D. Relationships within the Body of Christ – 3:12-17 
E. Household Instructions – 3:18-4:1 

1. Husbands and Wives – 3:18-19 
2. Fathers and Children – 3:20-21 
3. Masters and Slaves – 3:22-4:1 

F. Relations to Unbelievers – 4:2-6 
V. Final Greetings and Conclusion – 4:7-18 
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Living Under the Supremacy and Sufficiency of the Lord Jesus 
Christ  

Commentary on the Book of Colossians 

Salutation – 1:1-2 

God calls individuals to His gospel ministry so that communities of holy 
ones live together in faithful obedience to Christ through God’s grace and 
peace (1:1-2). 

Paul introduces himself and his colleague, Timothy, greets the church in 
Colossae, and prays for God’s grace and peace for them (1:1-2). 

Paul, an apostle of Christ Jesus by the will of God, and Timothy our brother, To the saints and 
faithful brothers in Christ at Colossae: Grace to you and peace from God our Father. 

1:1. As was customary in ancient times, Paul introduced himself as the author, Timothy as his 
companion, and greeted the church in Colossae. He is an apostle of “Christ Jesus.” An apostle 
was a representative, spokesman or emissary sent on a mission. In this case, Christ 
commissioned Paul as a missionary to the Gentiles. Thus, Paul, in introducing himself, appeals 
to his office and apostolic authority. His apostleship is by the will of God (dia thelēmatos theou, 
Gr. διὰ θελήματος θεοῦ). The Greek preposition used with the genitive indicates efficient cause 
(BDAG). Through the will of God, Paul became an apostle, not through his own efforts. His 
ministry did not come about as a result of his own doing, planning or striving, but through God’s 
will. Paul did not appoint himself to this assignment. God worked in His life so that he became 
an apostle of Jesus Christ. Christ sent him as an apostle to the Gentiles. God’s will refers to His 
good pleasure and desire. This phrase is also used in 1 Cor. 1:1; 2 Cor. 1:1; and 2 Tim. 1:1. Paul 
realized that he did not put himself in the ministry, but that God did. God desired it and brought 
it about through Jesus Christ, God’s mediator of His plan and purpose.  

The lesson from this is that we do not appoint ourselves to a ministry position. Serving as a 
pastor or missionary is not just another job that one endeavors toward. God is the one who calls 
us to the work. God’s call is personal and inward, as in Paul’s case in Acts 9. A person’s call is 
also recognized by God’s people (cf. Acts 16:1-2). Finally, God’s call is manifest through 
giftedness and fruit (Acts 11:22-24). Ministry is effectual as we are filled with the Holy Spirit 
and become more like Jesus Christ. While every believer is called into ministry, not every 
believer has a position or ministry in a local church, such as pastor, evangelist or teacher (Eph. 
4:11). Christ gave “some” to be apostles. 

Paul also introduced Timothy as “the brother” (ho adelphos, Gr. ὁ ἀδελφὸς). The article (“the”) 
can be understood as possessive, “our brother,” as is translated by the NIV & ESV. Timothy was 
dear to Paul, and they worked together as a team. Timothy had different gifts than Paul, and 
Paul sent him on assignments to finish the work that they had begun. Paul’s work was not solo. 
He worked together with others (Barnabas, Silas, Timothy, Titus, among others) to advance the 
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gospel. Ministry calling is not to be performed by ourselves but with others as a team. The local 
church is composed of believers with differing spiritual gifts. As each one uses his or her 
spiritual gift by the empowerment of the Holy Spirit, the local church as the body of Christ 
ministers the love of Christ to the world. 

1:2. Paul writes to the saints and faithful brothers in Christ in Colossae. That is, he writes to the 
church, the body of believers who are holy ones and faithful who live in Colossae. The word 
“saints” sometimes is understood as exalted believers, but this is not the case. The word “saints” 
(Gr. hagios) is a reference to our standing with God. Holy is also a word that describes our 
position, i.e., before God they (we) stand perfect and clean and thus acceptable to Him. God has 
made us holy through the work of the Holy Spirit when we believed in Christ, and God has 
chosen us for a special mission. Believers are to live holy lives for God’s glory. That we are saints 
implies our position. Our practice is to live holy lives. Not all believers live holy lives even 
though they are holy positionally.  

Second, he calls them “faithful” (Gr. pistos). “Faithful” is an adjective describing the believers in 
Colossae. “Faithful” means “trustworthy,” “reliable” or “dependable” (BDAG). Paul also 
considered Timothy (1 Cor. 4:17), Tychicus (Eph. 6:21; Col. 4:7), Onesimus (Col. 4:9), and 
Epaphras as faithful (Col. 1:7). Believers are to live not only holy lives in dedication to 
God, but also are to live faithfully in obedience to God. Holy and faithful are the words 
Paul uses to describe their position in Christ and practice through Christ’s work in them. 
They are in Christ, and they have been set apart from sin to God and are to be in faithful 
obedience to God. 

Further, Paul described the position of their existence as being in Christ and living in Colossae. 
Thus, while living in the world, they exist in a greater sphere, which is in Christ. They live in a 
geographical location and a spiritual location. Geographically, they live in Colossae. Spiritually, 
they are in Christ. “The way Paul identifies the addressees emphasizes a built-in tension. 
Literally, verse 2a reads: to the in-Colossae saints and faithful brothers in Christ. The reality of 
two kingdoms becomes explicit in 1:13, but the concept is implicit here in 1:2. The dual 
environment is that of being in Colossae and also being in Christ.”18 The words in Christ are 
words that Paul repeatedly uses to describe the believer’s standing before God. The believer is in 
Christ. When a person believes in Christ, he or she is moved from in Adam (sin, condemnation, 
guilt, hell) to in Christ (forgiveness, salvation, eternal life). This also describes the new 
relationship the believer has with Christ. We are intimately related to Christ. Paul describes this 
relationship as a marriage relationship (cf. Eph. 5:22f).  

He prays that they will experience God’s grace and peace in their lives. Grace and peace are from 
God the Father. He is the One who bestows upon His children abundant grace and peace. This is 
the typical greeting in the Ancient Greek world, but with a much more robust meaning. It is not 
just a greeting or wish. With the Christian and Jewish background, grace is God’s unmerited 

 

18 Ernest D. Martin, Colossians, Philemon, in Believers Church Bible Commentary (Scottdale, 
Pa.: Herald Press, 1993), pp. 30-31. 
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favor for salvation and empowerment to accomplish His will. Peace comes from 
the Jewish concept of shalom or well-being, peace and good health. Thus, for the 
believer in Christ, grace and peace are important words full of meaning. 

 

Application: 

Paul’s salutation is packed full of truth and application. We stated at the beginning the timeless 
truth of this section: God calls individuals to His gospel ministry so that 
communities of holy ones live together in faithful obedience to Christ through 
God’s grace and peace (1:1-2). God calls individuals to His gospel ministry. God calls. 
Throughout the Scriptures, we see this pattern: Noah, Jacob, Moses, Joshua, Samuel, David, 
Josiah, Isaiah, John the Baptist, Paul, etc. God works in the hearts of individuals, and He calls 
them to His gospel ministry. The gospel ministry is not our ministry; it is His ministry; it’s 
about the gospel message (Jesus’ death, burial, and resurrection for our sins and salvation). 
Those individuals, called “saints” or “holy ones,” who respond to the gospel, are the church 
when they gather together to worship the Lord, edify one another, focus on His Word, and 
preach the gospel. We are called to faithful obedience to Christ. We are followers of Christ. He 
grants us the grace and peace to face any situation in life. 
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Thanksgiving – 1:3-8 

The gospel is bearing fruit globally through God’s faithful servants. 

We always thank God, the Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, when we pray for you, since we 
heard of your faith in Christ Jesus and of the love that you have for all the saints, because of 
the hope laid up for you in heaven. Of this you have heard before in the word of the truth, the 
gospel, which has come to you, as indeed in the whole world it is bearing fruit and increasing—
as it also does among you, since the day you heard it and understood the grace of God in truth, 
just as you learned it from Epaphras our beloved fellow servant. He is a faithful minister of 
Christ on your behalf and has made known to us your love in the Spirit. 

We must have confidence in the gospel message to transform lives all over 
the world– 1:3-6. 

1:3. Paul and Timothy give thanks (present tense) to God the Father of the Lord Jesus Christ for 
them always when they pray. We can conclude two things from this. First, Paul prayed for the 
Colossian believers. Second, he was thankful when God blessed people with His grace and 
forgiveness. Col. 1:3-8 is about Paul and Timothy thanking God for the Colossians’ faith in 
Christ. Col. 1:9f is about their prayer for them. Their thanksgiving is consistent (always). They 
thank God when they are interceding for the Colossians. It is directed to God the Father and 
through the Lord Jesus Christ. Through Christ, we have access to God with the power of the 
Holy Spirit. Paul mentions thanksgiving seven times in Colossians (1:3, 12; 2:7; 3:15-17; 4:2). 
Thus, the believer’s life is to be characterized by being thankful to God and blessing others (1:2). 

1:4. Abbott interprets the aorist participle ἀκούσαντες (since we heard) as indicating the 
ground (basis) of their thanksgiving.19 Because of their faith in Christ, their love for all the 
saints and their expectant hope of eternal life (v. 5), Paul and Timothy are continually 
giving thanks to God. The participle could also indicate when they started giving thanks for the 
Colossian believers, i.e., when they heard about their faith in Christ. This implies that Paul did 
not start the church at Colossae since he is hearing about it. The church, however, was a direct 
result of Paul’s ministry while he was at Ephesus (cf. Acts 19). In Acts 19:10, we learn that Paul 
met with Jews and Greeks in the hall of Tyrannus for two years, resulting in the whole province 
hearing the gospel. In fact, the word of the Lord (i.e., the gospel) “spread widely and grew in 
power” (Acts 19:20) throughout the area. Their faith was not in the apostle or his missionary 
team but in Christ Jesus. The preposition in (en, Gr. ἐν) indicates that the recipients had placed 
their faith in Christ. He is not speaking of Christ’s faithfulness but their belief and trust in 
Christ. In addition, they are thankful because the Colossian church demonstrated love (you 
have) for all the saints. Love is from agapē (Gr. ἀγάπη) which has its greatest example in God so 
loving the world (John 3:16). The verb “have” (echete, Gr. ἔχετε) is present tense and indicates 
that the believers possessed or demonstrated love for other believers, i.e., all the saints. Their 

 

19 Thomas Kingsmill Abbott, A Critical and Exegetical Commentary on the Epistles to the 
Ephesians and to the Colossians. International Critical Commentary. (New York: C. Scribner's 
sons, 1909), p. 195. 
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love was extensive – they loved all the saints. Their love was intentional – they love the saints 
(hagious, Gr. ἁγίους). Literally, the word means “holy ones” and refers to the believer’s position 
in Christ (same as in 1:2). When a believer trusted Christ, he or she was made holy and stands in 
God’s sight as holy, complete and blameless. Paul is thankful for their conversion and the result 
of their conversion – their love for others. 

1:5. With the preposition because of (dia, Gr. διὰ) with the accusative, Paul adds another reason 
for giving thanks for the Colossians. Because of the hope that is reserved for them in heaven, 
Paul and Timothy are thankful. Many have connected the preposition to faith and love, where 
faith and love spring from hope. This is also possible, but not a natural connection. Hope 
(elpida, from Greek ἐλπίδα) refers to the believer’s future and all that awaits them. Hope is the 
assurance of the believer’s future with the Lord. In v. 4, Paul speaks of love and faith. Faith is 
directed toward Christ and refers to what Christ did in the past. Love is directed toward other 
believers and is in the present. Hope looks to the future at all that God has promised of Christ’s 
future kingdom and eternity future. Hope is not a fading feeling but, in the NT, it refers to 
assurance. “Hope is looking forward with eager anticipation and strong confidence to the sure 
promises of God. Paul also says that our hope is secure because it is stored up for [us] in 
heaven.”20 Hope is objective and looks forward to one’s future with Christ (cf. Rom. 8:24; Gal. 
5:5). In some contexts, hope is subjective and refers to an attitude of expectation; here, it refers 
to the assurance of the realization of all the promises of God in Christ.  

Together these three words form the essence of the Christian life: faith, love, and hope. This 
hope is reserved for them in heaven and is the sum of all the blessings and promises that await 
the believer. “Paul believed that the hope offered in Christ inspires assurance and, as a result, 
produces spiritual fruit. The basis of believing Christ (faith) and serving others (love) is that this 
world is not the end. There is an afterlife where the deeds done here will be evaluated and 
rewarded. Christians have an understanding of the rewards and blessings of heaven.”21 This was 
part of the message that was preached to the Colossians before they believed. They had heard 
this in the word of the truth of the gospel. The word “word” (Gr. λόγῳ) is synonymous with 
preaching. In their preaching, they spoke about the hope of eternal life, which is assurance of 
the future life with Christ. Their preaching was about the truth of the gospel. Paul’s concept of 
the gospel is that it is truth, in contrast to the false teachers’ message of a minimalist Christ. 
Their message was based upon human traditions (cf. 2:8). Dunn and Garland see 1:3-8 as 
forming a chiasm with the emphasis on v. 6. A chiasm is a grammatical construction that looks 
like ABBA, where A and B are different subjects. In the ABBA construction, B has the emphasis. 

Paul then, is thankful to God for the fruit of preaching the gospel in the lives of the Colossian 
believers - they believed in Christ, they loved one another, and they anticipated their future life 
with Christ in heaven. Thus, when Paul prayed, he was thankful that they were a 

 

20 Max Anders, vol. 8, Galatians-Colossians, Holman New Testament Commentary; Holman 
Reference (Nashville, TN: Broadman & Holman Publishers, 1999), p. 279. 

21 Melick, p. 197. 
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believing community in Christ’s finished work, a loving community with one 
another, and a community that anticipated the fulfillment of all of God’s 
promises in Christ. 

1:6. The gospel has come (pareimi, from Gr. πάρειμι, to be present usually of persons) to them. 
The gospel visited them as a person visiting a friend. God visited the Colossians when the gospel 
was preached to them. Not only is this true of the Colossian church but also in the entire world. 
The gospel is bearing fruit (karpophoroumenon, Gr. καρποφορούμενον) and growing 
(auxanomenon, Gr. αὐξανόμενον) globally. “Paul notes how the gospel has swept across 
geographical and racial barriers. Against all odds, it has found a ready reception throughout the 
world; and this power to surmount provincial resistance testifies to its truth.”22 Paul’s 
emphasis, then, is on the universality and the productivity of the message in 
contrast to the error being propagated by the false teachers who had visited them. 
The message of the cross, although perceived as foolishness (1 Cor. 1:16f), is the power of God 
for salvation (Rom. 1:16) and God’s Word is powerful, always accomplishing its purpose (Is. 
55:8-11). The gospel is bearing fruit in people who believe and respond to its message, resulting 
in changed lives and a believing community. The gospel is growing, not being able to be confined 
to one locality, but is spreading throughout the known world. The result was the same among 
them when they believed. When they heard the message and came to understand the grace of 
God in truth, it resulted in salvation and a community of believers. The grace of God is God’s 
unmerited favor but comes through the preaching of the truth about God, sin, and salvation. The 
Word became flesh and came full of grace and truth (John 1:14-18). Thus, the gospel is trans-
cultural. What sin destroyed through the tower of Babel, God is reversing through the gospel. 
The gospel is for every tribe, language, and people group. Before the cross, all believers – 
regardless of race or language – stand holy before God. The gospel unites us together as one 
people as we bow humbly before the cross. This gospel breaks through every cultural tension, 
bias, and prejudice throughout the world so that God redeems people from every culture for 
Himself. The example of the church of Antioch (see Acts 13:1) is a message for us today. The 
gospel transcends race, culture, education, and economics. We are one in Christ. We 
are blessed to know the end of the story (Rev. 7:9-12). There will be people from every tribe, 
people, and languages worshiping the Lamb on that day. American churches armed with the 
sociological principle of homogeneity have done disservice to this truth, as churches are usually 
composed of monolithic cultures. There are predominantly white churches, black churches, 
Asian churches, and churches of every ethnicity. Since the gospel unites all cultures, this is far 
from God’s will – to bring together under one head all peoples, nations, and languages. 
Churches should endeavor to be composed of what their community looks like under Christlike 
leadership from those people groups. 

 

22 Garland, pp. 48-49. 
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God uses the instrumentality of humble, faithful servants who proclaim 
the gospel through the power of the Holy Spirit – 1:7-8. 

1:7. Even though the gospel has expanded around the world, it has come to them through 
Epaphras. God uses human instrumentality to spread the message. Epaphras, evidently, 
established the church at Colossae after hearing the gospel and being discipled in Ephesus. 
Learn is from μανθάνω, to learn something usually from someone. Again, here Paul implies that 
knowledge and truth are passed on from one person to another in a discipleship relationship. 
Epaphras was with Paul during his imprisonment in Rome (cf. Col. 4:12; Phm. 23). Paul calls 
him the beloved fellow servant. Abbott noted well that “the apostle gives his seal to the teaching 
of Epaphras, which conveyed the full gospel of the grace of God, so that having received this in 
truth as they did, they had no need to listen to strange teachers.”23 Fellow servant (sundoulos, 
Gr. σύνδουλος) is used by Paul twice (cf. Col. 4:7 of Tychicus), by Jesus in the parable of the 
unmerciful servant (Mt. 18:21-25) in response to Peter’s question about forgiveness, and by 
John in Revelation (6:11; 19:10; 22:9). This word denotes an intentional subservient relationship 
to the Lord Jesus Christ, i.e., “a subordinate in total obedience to a ruler, slave” 
(BDAG). Further, it demonstrates Paul’s view of Epaphras and himself. Epaphras’ ministry was 
an extension of Paul’s outreach, and Paul viewed Epaphras with equality. He did not take 
credit for Epaphras’ work. “He does not view Epaphras as one of his underlings but treats him as 
his collaborator and clarifies that both serve Christ. Epaphras does not have two masters, Christ 
and Paul. He has only one—Christ.”24 Paul also describes him as a faithful minister of Jesus 
Christ in your behalf (pistos hyper hymōn diakonos tou christou, Gr. πιστὸς ὑπὲρ ὑμῶν διάκονος 
τοῦ Χριστοῦ). Minister is from the Greek word diakonos (Gr. διάκονος), literally a servant or 
agent in behalf of someone. In this case, he is a minister or servant of the gospel on behalf of the 
Colossians. Paul does not use high sounding terminology for himself and his colleagues but uses 
words that convey “obligation to offer humble service to a superior.”25 We see humility in the 
words he chooses. Ministry is in behalf of others, not for oneself. Of Christ Jesus reminds us that 
he belongs to Christ. Thus, this verse reveals that Epaphras is a fellow servant, a minister or 
agent, is beloved, and is faithful. The word fellow indicates that Paul looked at himself in the 
same way as he did Epaphras. Church workers are to look at themselves with humility – 
ministry is a privilege and a stewardship from God. As I have traveled the globe, sadly 
this is not the practice among the majority. Titles are given or taken that do not represent 
humble service but instead a ranking system with the top leaders competing for honor and 
recognition – just the opposite of what the Lord Jesus instructed His disciples in Mark 10:35-45. 
His warning has gone unheeded many times – “You know that those who are considered rulers 

 

23 Abbott, p. 199. 

24 Garland, 50. 

25 James D. G. Dunn, The Epistles to the Colossians and to Philemon: A Commentary on the 
Greek Text (Grand Rapids, Mich.; Carlisle: William B. Eerdmans Publishing; Paternoster Press, 
1996), 65. 
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of the Gentiles lord it over them, and their great ones exercise authority over them. But it shall 
not be so among you.” 

1:8. Epaphras also reported to Paul about the condition of the church. Specifically, he had 
informed Paul about the Colossians’ love. This word also means to make clear, point or show. 
The Colossians demonstrated a love for others, and this was generated by their relationship to 
the Holy Spirit. Even though there were doctrinal issues the church was facing, Paul rejoiced in 
the love that Epaphras reported that was in the Spirit. Love is a fruit of the Spirit (Gal. 5:22) and 
is the sign that we are disciples of Jesus (cf. John 13:35). 

Application: 

The gospel message of Jesus Christ’s death, burial, resurrection, and appearances is the message 
God uses powerfully to transform a sinner into a saint and to transfer a person from the 
kingdom of darkness to the kingdom of light. This is God’s message, but God uses ordinary, 
humble servants to communicate this powerful message. This indicates that our ministries must 
focus on the gospel and must also equip ordinary, humble servants with the tools to effectively 
do so. Paul equipped Epaphras for this very task. Finally, we must view people from God’s 
perspective – regardless of race, educational attainment, financial standing, or whatever 
background, God’s gospel transcends all of this to establish worshiping communities. The 
church has multi-cultural roots and there is simply no room for racial injustice. 

  



18 
 

Discussion Questions 

1. When you think of people you are THANKFUL for, who are they and why are you thankful 
for them?  

2. In what ways do you thank God for these people?  

3. What are the three characteristics/qualities in verses 4 and 5 that Paul has heard about these 
believers?  

4. How do you exhibit these three characteristics/qualities in your daily life? How would others 
see them in you?  

5. Where did Paul say they learned the impact the gospel would have on a person in verse 5?  

6. Paul says that someone explained the gospel from the Word of Truth (Bible) so they could 
hear it and understand it. What personal examples do you have of sharing the gospel and 
explaining it to others so that they could hear it and understand it?  

7. What words does Paul use to describe the relationship between Epaphras and himself? How 
do these words describe the life of a committed believer of Jesus Christ?   

8. How do you exhibit these characteristics of a committed believer in Jesus Christ?  
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Paul’s Prayer for the Colossian Church – 1:9-14 

Paul prayed passionately for the Colossian Church to walk worthy of the 
Lord. 

God desires that we believers walk worthy of the Lord because He has 
redeemed us through Christ’s sacrifice. 

And so, from the day we heard, we have not ceased to pray for you, asking that you may be 
filled with the knowledge of his will in all spiritual wisdom and understanding, so as to walk in 
a manner worthy of the Lord, fully pleasing to him: bearing fruit in every good work and 
increasing in the knowledge of God; being strengthened with all power, according to his 
glorious might, for all endurance and patience with joy; giving thanks to the Father, who has 
qualified you to share in the inheritance of the saints in light. He has delivered us from the 
domain of darkness and transferred us to the kingdom of his beloved Son, in whom we have 
redemption, the forgiveness of sins. 

Believers must walk worthy of the Lord – 1:9-12a. 

1:9. Paul resumes his thought from 1:4 about prayer and applies what he said in vv. 5-8 in 
regards to their faith, love and hope and the power of the gospel around the world and in their 
lives. Since the day Paul heard (ēkousamen, Gr. ἠκούσαμεν, cf. 1:4) about their faith in Christ, he 
and his group of church planters have not ceased praying for them. The combination of the verb 
(ceased) with the participles (praying and asking) emphasizes their activity of praying and 
asking. Praying is a more general term for prayer while asking is a specific form of praying, and 
the following (with that, hina, Gr. ἵνα) describes the contents of what Paul and his team asked 
for. Their prayer was specific. They prayed in behalf of the Colossian church (hyper hymōn, Gr. 
ὑπὲρ ὑμῶν); thus, their praying was intercessory. They prayed consistently (from that day, we 
have not ceased).  

What did they ask for the Colossian Church? They asked that they may be filled with the 
knowledge of His will with all spiritual wisdom and understanding. Filled is from plēroō 
(Greek πληρόω) and is used four times in Colossians (1:25; 2:10; 4:17). The passive form of the 
verb implies that it is God who does the filling. He desires that they be filled with the knowledge 
of His will (tēn epignōsin tou thelēmatos autou, Gr. τὴν ἐπίγνωσιν τοῦ θελήματος αὐτοῦ). 
Knowledge is from epignosin (Gr. ἐπίγνωσιν), a compound word from the preposition epi (Gr. 
ἐπί) and gnosis (Gr. γνῶσις). This word is found 20 times in the NT, mostly by Paul (15 times) 
and is synonymous with γνῶσις (knowledge). In Rom. 1:21, 28; 1 Cor. 13:12, Paul contrasted 
gnosis (Gr. γνῶσις) with epignōsin (Gr. ἐπίγνωσιν) (full knowledge). Meyer describes the 
difference: “The distinction between γνῶσις and ἐπίγνωσις, which both here and also in ver. 10, 
2:2, 3:10, is the knowledge which grasps and penetrates into the object.”26 In the context, 
knowledge of who Christ is and what He has done is God’s will. “This knowledge is extremely 
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important in the Colossians’ situation. If they sufficiently grasp that all of God’s creation and his 
plan for the redemption of the cosmos revolves entirely around Christ, they will not be confused 
by the challenges of opponents or duped by engaging notions that have the appearance of 
wisdom (2:8).”27 Full knowledge of God’s will is not alone; it is accompanied by wisdom and 
insight. All intensifies and modifies wisdom and can be translated as utmost or extreme. 
Spiritual modifies both wisdom and understanding; thus, Paul’s prayer is they be filled with the 
knowledge of God’s will with all spiritual wisdom and understanding. Wisdom (sophia, Gr. 
σοφίᾳ) is the application of God’s truth while understanding or insight is the ability to fathom 
His truth. This prayer then is an objective endowment by the Holy Spirit of a fuller knowledge of 
God’s will with utmost spiritual wisdom and insight. God’s will is not just information about 
Him or cognitive alone, but the truth as it is applied to one’s life. The Colossian church suffered 
in their understanding of divine truth as who Christ is and to the application of this truth. This is 
further defined by the context (cf. v. 10). “By contrast, the false teachers offered only ‘an 
appearance of wisdom’ (sophia; 2:23), which captivated their minds and lives in legalistic 
regulations.”28 God desires that believers have full knowledge of His will (as revealed in the 
Scriptures), understanding of that will, and application of that will (i.e., wisdom). Thus, we are 
to understand the content of who God is, be able to understand it through the Holy Spirit’s 
illumination, and be able to apply it through the power of the Holy Spirit (know, understand, 
and apply). This is biblical wisdom in its fullest sense – know, understand, and apply. 
Knowledge of the Scriptures and the will of God is not just the aim of the Christian life, but the 
practical application of what we learn from the Bible and believe about Christ. God’s will is 
pervasive in that it affects how we live, not just what we know. 

1:10. With the aorist infinitive to walk (peripatēsai, Gr. περιπατῆσαι), Paul gives the aim or 
result of knowledge of God’s will in v. 9. The aim of knowing God’s will more is not just for 
cognitive sake only but for a transformed life. The word walk is picturesque for how one lives 
his or her life. The Christian life is a step by step walk, from the beginning of coming to know 
Christ until death and our bodily resurrection. Our destination as believers is becoming more 
like Jesus Christ. Believers are to walk worthy of the Lord with all pleasing. Worthy or suitable 
is an adverb and indicates the way we are to live (cf. Rom. 16:2; Eph. 4:1; Phil. 1:27; 1 Th. 2:12). 
John uses it in 3 John 6, of how the church is to support traveling missionaries. In all pleasing is 
also an adverbial phrase that indicates how or in what manner we are to live. This phrase is 
translated may please him in every way (NIV), fully pleasing to him (ESV), and to please Him 
in all respects (NASB). The idea behind this statement is the believer is seeking to please the 
Lord. The following four participles indicate how they are to walk worthy of the Lord and please 
Him: bearing fruit, increasing, being strengthened, and giving thanks. (1) The phrase bearing 
fruit and increasing (parpophorountes kai auxanomenoi, Gr. καρποφοροῦντες καὶ 
αὐξανόμενοι) is also found in 1:6 of the gospel’s fruit bearing and growing around the world. 

 

27 Garland, 65. 

28 John F. Walvoord, Roy B. Zuck and Dallas Theological Seminary, The Bible Knowledge 
Commentary : An Exposition of the Scriptures (Wheaton, IL: Victor Books, 1983-), Col 1:9. 
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Just as it is growing and increasing around the world, so it was also to be with the Colossian 
church. Believers walk worthy of the Lord by bearing fruit (present tense participle) with all 
kinds of good works. The fruit that the believer is to bear is in the area of good works. Good 
works are not explicitly defined here. In Eph. 2:8-10, Paul indicates that we are not saved 
through religious or good works, but we are created in Christ Jesus for good works. In Eph. 2:11-
22, Paul further defines the “we” of 2:10. The “we” is the body of Christ composed of Jews and 
Gentiles. The phrase “we are his workmanship” is not a reference to individual manifestations of 
God’s work but a focus on the unity of the body of Christ. God is doing a good work by 
reconciling people from various backgrounds into one body. Good works follow salvation and 
are the result of walking with the Lord and walking worthy of the gospel. Other passages reveal 
the fruit of good works, such as Gal. 5:16ff and John 15. The gospel’s fruit bearing in 1:6 refers to 
the results of preaching of the gospel, with churches being formed. Here good works are the 
manifestation of the work of the Holy Spirit and the grace of God in one’s life with a transformed 
heart and life. Good works are not the means to salvation but the result of salvation. (2) Second, 
believers walk worthy of the Lord by increasing in the knowledge of God. This knowledge 
(epignōsei, Gr. ἐπιγνώσει) is not just conceptual or cognitive but an increasing knowledge of 
God experientially and relationally. Believers are to grow in their relationship with the Lord. 
“The more we know of God’s character, his ways, and his expectations, the more we are able to 
bring our lives into conformity with what pleases him.”29 Thus, we walk worthy by bearing fruit 
in good works and by growing in our relationship with God. 

1:11. (3) Third, we walk worthy of the Lord by means of being strengthened with God’s power. 
The participle being strengthened (dunamoumenoi, Gr. δυναμούμενοι) means to be enabled or 
empowered to do something. Believers are to be enabled with all power (en pasē dunamei, Gr. 
ἐν πάσῃ δυνάμει). All has the idea of extreme or utmost. The implication of the passive voice is 
that it is the Holy Spirit who enables us as we yield and submit to Him. The basis and source of 
this enablement is His glorious might (kata to kratos tēs doxēs autou, Gr. κατὰ τὸ κράτος τῆς 
δόξης αὐτοῦ). In Scripture, God’s glory is the visible manifestation of His presence and the sum 
of His attributes. In other words, glory corresponds to all He is in His person and the way He 
relates to His people. Moo succinctly interprets glory as possessive and stated that “the strength 
that God supplies his people is in accordance with (and is the expression of) his own intrinsic 
glory.”30 The two statements together with all power and according to His glorious might imply 
that there is abundant provision and power for the yielding believer. The aim of this 
empowerment with God’s glorious power is for complete endurance and patience. This is the 
area where God’s power will be effectual – endurance and patience. Endurance has to do with 
enduring under adverse circumstances, and patience is waiting on God and working with other 
people. The adjective all intensifies endurance so that it is complete or utmost endurance. Thus, 
this is an area where the Colossian believers needed to grow. They needed more endurance and 
more patience. “A lack of endurance often results in despondency or losing heart, whereas a lack 
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of patience often leads to wrath or revenge.”31 “Piling up related words (power, might, glory) and 
adding an all, has the net effect of making the strongest kind of statement about God being 
adequate to enable believers to walk the new life.”32 God is more than able to resource us with 
the power and might to endure all things and patiently wait for His provision, guidance, and 
effectual working. “The two nouns are near synonyms. Both are included not so much because of 
their distinctive meanings but to reinforce the point that hope of heavenly glory in the future 
requires patience and endurance now (not least in the face of alternative religious claims) and 
that both the present patience and the future transformation are the outworking of the same 
glorious might.”33 God will empower us through His Holy Spirit with His glorious power to 
persevere through the most difficult of circumstances. Later we will see that Paul focused on the 
power of Christ over the spirit world (cf. 1:15). God gives us the resources for spirit world battles. 
His glorious might is available and resides in us for battle against the spirit world. All religions 
have a folk face with spirit realities guiding and empowering them with people who have real 
fears of the spirit world. 

1:12. (4) The fourth means by which believers walk worthy and please the Lord is by giving 
thanks. With joy (meta charas, Gr. Μετὰ χαρᾶς) indicates how they give thanks and indicates 
the way believers are to give thanks. Some take this phrase with v. 11, but as the structure of the 
verses indicate, this phrase better goes with v. 12. Each participial phrase is accompanied by an 
adverbial phrase of this nature. Giving thanks (eucharistountes, Gr. εὐχαριστοῦντες) is a present 
tense participle that tells the means by which they walk worthy. Giving thanks is to be our 
lifestyle – living a life of gratitude. Believers are to give thanks to God, the Father.  

To summarize, believers are called to walk worthy of the Lord (1) by bearing fruit in every 
good work, (2) by growing in our relationship with God, (3) by being strengthened by God’s all 
sufficient power, and (4) by joyfully giving thanks to our heavenly Father. 

Understand the Reasons for Walking Worthy of the Lord – 1:12b-13 

Paul gives the first reason for joyfully giving thanks to the Father is because He has qualified 
us for sharing in the saints’ inheritance. Qualified (ikanoō, Gr. ἱκανόω) has the sense of 
causing a person to be adequate (BDAG). Before believing in Christ, believers were inadequate 
in and of themselves, since all humankind has received a sinful nature through Adam. But God 
in Christ, who offered His body as a sin offering, made believing sinners acceptable and 
qualified to God. Because of Christ, we are more than adequate before God our Father. The 
qualification that Paul speaks of is in reference to the share of the saints’ inheritance. Share is 
from merida (merida, Gr. μερίδα) which is used of (drawing) a lot or portion, share. It is one’s 
share or part (cf. Lk. 10:42; 2 Cor. 6:15; 2 Cor. 6:15) (BDAG). Inheritance is from klēros (Gr. 
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κλῆρος) and in the context, refers to the present and future inheritance of the saints. In the NT, 
the word saints refers to the people of God, Old and New Testament believers. When we 
believed, we were made holy positionally and are called to a holy life practically (cf. Heb. 10:14-
15). In the OT, this inheritance was applied to each tribe’s share in Canaan (Num. 18:20: Deut. 
10:9; 12:12). Many commentators see a similarity in this passage (1:12-14) with the OT exodus 
from Egypt. “Just as Israel had been ‘delivered from’ Egyptian slavery and had become ‘saints,’ 
and then had received ‘a share of the inheritance’ in the promised land, so too the church had 
been ‘delivered from’ (rhyomai + ek; apolytrōsis) a greater bondage than that of Egypt (satanic 
‘darkness’ [skotia]) and had been ‘qualified … for a share’ in a greater ‘inheritance of the saints 
in light’ (meris + klēros + hagioi + phōs).”34 Israel was saved from slavery in Egypt and received 
a share in the land of Canaan. Both are pictures of the riches that believers now experience 
under the New Covenant. The implication is that believers who are a part of the Church (and 
most likely Gentiles in Colossae) now share in the kingdom with the OT believers (saints). This 
is Paul’s revelation in Eph. (cf. 2:11ff; Acts 26:18), though in a spiritual way here in Colossians. 
The same terminology is used of OT Israel under the Mosaic Covenant. Paul sees a parallel 
situation with the church as heirs of the share of God’s blessings. In a way, Israel’s portion in the 
land of Israel was a picture of the NT believer’s inheritance in Christ. In addition, through the 
parallel nature of the Colossians letter with the Ephesians letter, we can understand this as a 
reference to the spiritual blessings with which God has blessed the believer (Eph. 1:3-14) with 
the Holy Spirit as the down payment of the future blessings. Thus, the believer’s inheritance is 
present and future. Paul enumerates these blessings in Col. 2:10ff. “The believers’ inheritance is 
both a future certainty and a present experience. Christians are assured of a glorious future, but 
that is not the point of this text, which speaks of the believers’ present possession.”35 The phrase 
in the light is to be taken with inheritance. The inheritance that believers will share is the 
inheritance that is now and yet future in the light of God’s truth and presence. In the light also 
contrasts with the following verse that believers were rescued from the kingdom of darkness. 
Although the inheritance is yet future, believers are a part of the kingdom of the Son, and this 
kingdom is in the light. Light is symbolic of understanding, holiness, and truth. Eph. 5:8 
indicates that believers are children of the light, and we are to walk in the light as He is in the 
light (1 Jn. 1:5). 

1:13. In v. 12, Paul gave the first reason for giving thanks to God the Father, i.e., He has 
qualified us for spiritual blessings and future blessings in Christ. Second, the Father also 
rescued us from the dominion of darkness. The word rescue rhuomai (Gr. ῥύομαι) is 
descriptive of God’s past act in Christ of deliverance from sin and condemnation. Paul uses this 
word in 2 Cor. 1:10 of being delivered from danger and of the future deliverance of the saints in 1 
Th. 1:10. This is the same word found in Jesus’ model prayer for the disciples (“deliver us from 
evil”). This deliverance is from the dominion of darkness (ek tēs exousias tou skotous, Gr. ἐκ τῆς 
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ἐξουσίας τοῦ σκότους), an explicit reference to Satan and his reign. The word for dominion 
(exousias, Gr. ἐξουσίας) is a reference to Satan’s realm of activity in exerting his influence upon 
the world, especially upon the minds of unbelievers. His dominion is a dark dominion since it is 
a dominion of darkness. Darkness is figurative for the evil that he leads people into and 
represents lack of understanding, the opposite of truth, thus, error, sin and temptation. This is a 
spiritual darkness, where one’s life is in the dark in reference to God, and is also a moral 
darkness, where one lives in sin without any remorse or change. Unbelievers live in this 
darkness and are unaware of their state. Not only has God the Father rescued us from darkness, 
but He has also transferred us to the kingdom of His Son. The word transfer (methistēmi Gr. 
μεθίστημι) is used for removing from one place and moving to another. The believer has been 
transferred out of (ek, Gr. ἐκ) Satan’s dark dominion and moved into (eis, Gr. εἰς) Christ’s 
kingdom. Christ’s kingdom (basileia, Gr. βασιλεία) is an entirely different word than dominion. 
Dominion has a sense of authority, while kingdom carries the sense of realm where Christ not 
only has authority, but He also rules and reigns. Satan’s authority has been given to him 
temporarily. Christ is described as God the Father’s “beloved Son” (NASB, NIV), literally the son 
of his love. This phrase describes the relationship of God the Father to Christ. Jesus, in His 
discourse with His disciples, describes the love that the Father has for him (John 15:10; 17:26). 
This love relationship existed before time began. God the Father repeatedly emphasized His love 
for Christ in His baptism, transfiguration, and at other points during His earthly ministry. “This 
is my beloved Son with whom I am well pleased” (Mt. 3:17). Before time began, God the Father, 
Son and Holy Spirit existed in perfect harmony and love. This is the kingdom into which 
believers have been translated. This realm includes the love God has for Christ, Christ has for 
believers, and believers have toward God and each other. This transfer is complete (note the 
aorist tense), where the believer has already been transferred into Christ’s kingdom. His 
kingdom is now but is also yet future (cf. Eph. 5:5; 1 Cor. 6:9; 15:24; Gal. 5:21). Christ’s kingdom 
currently exists in mystery form as He is head of the body, i.e., the Church. Yet, the day is 
coming where He will reign in visible form as King of kings and Lord of lords, and every tongue 
will confess that He is Lord to the glory of God the Father (Phil. 2:9).  

Understand the two blessings of Christ’s death – 1:14 

1:14. In whom continues the thought begun in v. 13 and refers to “his beloved Son,” i.e., Christ. 
(1) First, in Christ, we have redemption. Once in Adam with sin and condemnation, believers 
are now in Christ. We have is a present condition. One of the blessings of being in Christ and 
belonging to His kingdom in the light is redemption. Redemption is from the Greek word 
apolutrōsis (Gr. ἀπολύτρωσις) and was a word used in the market where slaves were purchased 
with a price, called the ransom or redemption price. The word literally means the price paid in 
buying something back. “The basic meaning of redeem is to set free for a ransom, as with a slave 
being freed for a price. Mark 10:45, using a related verb, speaks of the Son of Man offering 
himself to buy back many. The ransom factor is minimal here because the focus is on the source 
of redemption and the resultant liberation rather than on how it was accomplished.”36 Christ 
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paid the redemption price to set us free (cf. Heb. 9:15; Rom. 3:24; Eph. 1:7). This payment was 
given through Christ’s blood, i.e., His sacrificial, substitutionary death. Redemption is also 
future, consummated in the resurrection (Rom. 8:23; Eph. 1:14; 4:30). The transfer from the 
kingdom of darkness to Christ’s kingdom was a release from bondage. (2) Second, the means of 
this release is the price Christ paid, which provided for a second blessing of being in Christ’s 
kingdom, namely the forgiveness of sins. Not only do believers possess release from bondage 
but also forgiveness of sins. Forgiveness of sins is a result of Christ’s redemption. 

 

Application: 

The essence of this section is discipleship, i.e., becoming more like Jesus Christ. We are to be 
filled with the understanding and application of God’s truth so that we can live worthy of what 
God has done for us in Christ. Paul was not satisfied just in the conversion of the Gentiles to 
faith in Christ but also endeavored to see them live worthy of the gospel. We walk worthy of the 
Lord by 1) bearing fruit in every good work, 2) growing in our relationship with Christ, 3) being 
strengthened with God’s mighty power for endurance during persecution and difficulties, and 4) 
joyfully giving thanks to the Father. We should live this way because God transferred us out of 
Satan’s domain into Christ’s kingdom. In this kingdom, we have been redeemed and forgiven of 
all our sins. We have reason to live to glorify God. We belong to Him, and He is our heavenly 
Father. 
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Discussion Questions 

1. How did Paul describe the intensity of his relationship with the believers of Colossae?   

2. What did he ask God to do for them?  

3. What are some examples of how God has been filling you with the knowledge of His will?  

4. Describe your explanation of “spiritual wisdom and spiritual understanding.” 

5. He says in verse 10, by having spiritual wisdom and spiritual understanding, these two 
things help you know HOW to walk (or live daily) in a manner worthy of the Lord. In what 
ways has your attitude and behavior changed as you are learning about Christ that shows 
you are living daily to honor the Lord Jesus?  

6. Express what areas of your life are the most difficult to surrender to the Lord Jesus so you 
can walk worthy of Him?  

7. How do you gain strength to overcome the ways of old life and live in the new life in Christ?  

8. How does knowing the Word of God (gaining knowledge of God) help you live steadfast, 
patient, and joyful in the Lord?  

9. In verses 12-14, list the works the Father and Christ have accomplished for every believer?  

10. As you look at this list, take time now to offer THANKS to the Father and Son for calling and 
saving you from your sins. Christ’s payment of redemption offers His forgiveness; gives you 
an inheritance with all the believers of the ages; changes your eternal destination from hell, 
in Satan’s dark domain to Heaven, in the light of God’s Kingdom. BE THANKFUL TO GOD, 
JESUS CHRIST, AND THE INDWELLING HOLY SPIRIT.  
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Focus on the Preeminence of Christ – 1:15-23 

Paul presented Christ as preeminent in creation, in the Church, and is 
God’s instrument in restoring all creation. 

Through the preeminent and exalted Christ, God is reconciling fallen man 
back to Himself. 

He is the image of the invisible God, the firstborn of all creation. For by him all things were 
created, in heaven and on earth, visible and invisible, whether thrones or dominions or rulers 
or authorities—all things were created through him and for him. And he is before all things, 
and in him all things hold together. And he is the head of the body, the church. He is the 
beginning, the firstborn from the dead, that in everything he might be preeminent. For in him 
all the fullness of God was pleased to dwell, and through him to reconcile to himself all things, 
whether on earth or in heaven, making peace by the blood of his cross. And you, who once 
were alienated and hostile in mind, doing evil deeds, he has now reconciled in his body of flesh 
by his death, in order to present you holy and blameless and above reproach before him, if 
indeed you continue in the faith, stable and steadfast, not shifting from the hope of the gospel 
that you heard, which has been proclaimed in all creation under heaven, and of which I, Paul, 
became a minister. 

While many believe that Paul may have quoted a well-known hymn here, it is probably more 
accurate to say that Paul coined this poetic description himself, concisely expressing the person 
and nature of Christ in relation to creation and the Church. In these verses, Paul presents a 
robust explanation of who Christ is, what He has done, and how God is using Him as His 
instrument to reconcile fallen mankind back to himself. 

Focus on Christ as God and as Preeminent – 1:15 

1:15. Who is Jesus Christ? Is He just a man? Is He just a good moral example? A god? Paul 
makes a definitive statement about the position, nature, and work of Jesus Christ. Christ is the 
image of the invisible God. The word “image” is from the Greek word eikon (Gr. εἰκών) (sounds 
like the English word “icon”). Paul does not use the word for likeness, which indicates 
resemblance but uses the word image. Christ is the visible image of the invisible God. “As God’s 
representation and representative, Christ brings clarity to our hazy notions of the immortal, 
invisible God, who lives in unapproachable light (1 Tim. 1:17; 6:16).”37 “The peculiarity of the 
expression is related to that of the ancient concept, which does not limit image to a functional 
representation present to human sense but also thinks of it in terms of an emanation, of a 
revelation of the being with a substantial participation (metochē, Gr. μετοχή) in the object. 
Image is not to be understood as a magnitude which is alien to the reality and present only in 
the consciousness. It has a share in reality. Indeed, it is the reality. Thus, εἰκών does not imply a 
weakening or a feeble copy of something. It implies the illumination of its inner core and 
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essence.”38 Here, Paul took a concept from the world that was familiar to the Colossians and 
used this word to explain who Christ is. Throughout Paul’s letters, he is fond of doing this – 
taking local expressions and understandings and using them to define Christological and gospel 
realities. Thus, Paul contextualized the concepts of the gospel so that his audience would 
understand. Contextualization is the process of using useful, local concepts and using them to 
explain biblical realities. In the gospel of John, John used the concept of the “logos” to explain 
who Christ is. Melick stated that image has the idea of representation and manifestation. “The 
point is that in Christ the invisible God became visible. He shared the same substance as God 
and made God’s character known in this earthly sphere of existence. The revelation of God in 
Christ is such that we can actually see him, even with all of our limitations.”39 The word “is” 
should also be noted in this verse. Paul uses a being verb (from eimi, Gr. εἰμί, “to be”) rather 
than the word meaning “become” (Gr. ginomai). This is significant because Christ did not 
become the visible image of the invisible God (as in Jehovah’s Witnesses’ theology), but He is 
the visible image of the invisible God. Paul is speaking of essence. God is described as 
“invisible” by the Greek word aoratos (Gr. ἀόρατος). In the OT, Moses asked God to reveal 
Himself, and God responded that no one could see Him and live, but God did reveal His glory 
and proclaimed His attributes as He passed by (cf. Ex. 34:5-7). In 1 Tim. 1:17; 6:15-16, Paul 
describes God as dwelling in unapproachable light. In Heb. 1:3, the author states that Jesus is 
the radiance of God’s glory and the exact representation of His being. In His essence, Jesus is 
God, but He is not God the Father in His identity. Paul communicates the same in Phil. 2:6-7. 
This statement then is about Christ’s relationship to God the Father.  

Next, Paul describes His relationship to creation. He is the firstborn over all creation. The word 
firstborn is from the Greek prōtotokos (Gr. πρωτότοκος) and does not mean that He was born 
first but describes His relationship to creation. If Paul had stated that Christ was created first, 
he would have used the word prōtoktisis, not prōtotokos. Firstborn has to do with status 
and position, thus, superiority. The OT idea of the firstborn, while incorporating the idea of 
being born first, focused on the idea of privileges and status. The firstborn was entitled to 
greater preeminence than the other children. “In the Old Testament a firstborn child had not 
only priority of birth but also the dignity and superiority that went with it (cf. Ex. 13:2-15; Deut. 
21:17).”40 In Psalm 89:27, King David is called the Lord’s firstborn among the kings. This clearly 
denotes favored status, not born or created first. The relationship of firstborn to all creation 
has been one of much debate. The words all creation (pasēs ktiseōs, Gr. πάσης κτίσεως) is in the 
genitive case. The genitive case in Greek can be taken as a partitive genitive (Christ as being a 
part of creation, thus translated firstborn of all creation, implying that Christ is a part of the 
creation), as a genitive of reference (firstborn with reference to all creation) or as a genitive of 
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subordination (firstborn over all creation) indicating dominion or priority (note v. 14 in 
reference to Christ’s kingdom). In the context, Paul is speaking of Christ’s priority in terms of 
creation and the Church; thus, it is more consistent to interpret this genitive as a genitive of 
subordination. In reference to creation, Christ is preeminent and has sovereignty and a position 
above creation since He is ruling in His kingdom (cf. 1:14). The translation should then be 
firstborn over all creation. “The resultant meaning seems to be an early confession of Christ’s 
lordship and hence, implicitly, his deity.”41 Firstborn not only has to do with being first in 
priority but also the heir of the universe. “As applied to Israel, it refers to a special place in 
God’s love, a place of privilege (e.g., Exod. 4:22; Jer. 31:9). Psalm 89:27 is a prime example of 
firstborn in the sense of supremacy in rank. Speaking of a king in David’s line (the Messiah), 
God said, ‘I will make him the firstborn, the highest of the kings of the earth.’ Other OT usage, 
with family or political imagery, also supports the meaning of supremacy and position of honor, 
without any suggestion of procreation.”42 

Focus on Christ as Preeminent over Creation – 1:16-17 

1:16. With the conjunction for (hoti, Gr. ὅτι), Paul gives a reason why Christ is preeminent over 
creation. This is also a reason for taking prōtotokos as preeminent rather than born first.43 He 
uses three prepositional phrases to describe Christ’s relationship to the universe: in Him, 
through Him and for Him. “The three prepositions broaden our understanding of the Son of 
God as the cosmic Christ, not limited to existence on earth as we know it. We rightly speak of 
God as the Creator. But to be true to this and related texts, when we speak of the action of 
creation, we need also to say that Christ participated directly in that creating work. In defines 
the sphere of activity and conveys that God’s creative activity does not take place apart from 
Christ. Through suggests that he is the means or agent of creation. For defines the goal of all of 
creation (cf. 1 Cor. 8:6 and Heb. 2:10).”44 By Him and for Him, all things were created. The 
preposition ἐν indicates the sphere in which God created everything and is causative, much like 
the believer who is in Christ. Christ is the cause of creation. “Practically, it means that 
Jesus conceived of creation and its complexities. Creation was his idea. The phrase points to 
Jesus as the ‘detailer’ of creation.”45 Paul lists all that Christ created – things in heaven (the 
planets), things upon the earth (plants, mountains, seas, animals, men), things seen, things 
unseen, thrones, dominions, rulers, and authorities. All things were created through Him and 
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for him. The unseen things include the thrones, dominions, rulers, and authorities, i.e., angelic 
beings and spiritual forces in dark places, as explained in Eph. 6:10ff. “The intentional 
prominence given to the fact of the creation of all things through Christ, and in particular of the 
creation of the angels in their various classes, justifies the supposition that the false teachers 
disparaged Christ in this respect, and that they possessed at least elements of the Gnostic-
demiurgic doctrine which was afterwards systematically elaborated.”46 This description of 
Christ in His relation to creation was an attack on the heresy that was plaguing the Colossian 
church. “The Colossian error rested on a philosophical dualism. It assumed an absolute 
separation between the infinite God and the finite, material world, which was viewed as the 
work of lower and more or less evil powers.”47 This point is relevant in non-Western cultures 
where creation is a part of deity and the spirit world. In many countries where Roman 
Catholicism blended in with local beliefs, animism and the spirit world are still formidable 
forces in the lives of locals. Fear of the spirit world in these places drive people to live in fear of 
the spirit world, resulting in manipulative actions to appease the spirit world. Here, Paul is clear 
– Jesus is over all of creation and over all of the spirit world. There is no reason to live in fear for 
the believer in Jesus Christ. The cosmos is in subjection to the cosmic Christ who has subjected 
all things under His authority. In animistic cultures, fear of the spirit world is a daily obsession, 
where locals look for ways to avoid the power of the spirit world and define events in terms of 
the spirit world. Jesus, however, is supremely over all the universe and the spirits. In this verse, 
Paul uses three prepositions to describe Christ’s relationship to creation. They were created by 
(en, Gr. ἐν) Him, through (dia, Gr. διά) Him and for (eis, Gr. εἰς) Him. Additionally, he uses a 
chiastic structure to highlight Christ’s role in creation. By Him were created (A) all things (B) is 
the beginning. The end of the statement is all things (B) through Him and for Him were created 
(A). The structure emphasizes all things. All creation is subservient to Him because they were 
created by, through, and for Him. 

1:17. With “and” (kai, Gr. καί), Paul adds another reason to v. 16’s truth about Christ’s 
relationship to creation. He is emphatic, meaning that Christ Himself is before all things. The 
emphatic use of this pronoun also demonstrates a distinction and separation between Christ and 
creation. The verb to be or is indicates “he has in view and sets forth the permanence of Christ’s 
existence.”48 This is a statement of His eternal state before creation. He states that Christ is 
before all things (pro pantōn, Gr. πρὸ πάντων). The preposition before can mean to be before 
in time or in rank. In Paul’s letters, the preposition is always used for time. Thus, Paul would 
be focusing on Christ’s pre-existence. He existed before all things.49 In addition, he states that all 
things in Him hold together. Again, Paul uses the figure of speech called chiasm (He is before all 
things and all things in Him hold together). The effect is to emphasize Jesus’ preeminence over 
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all things because He existed before all things, and He holds all things together. Hold together 
(sunistēmi, Gr. συνίστημι) means “to come to be in a condition of coherence, continue, 
endure, exist, hold together.”50 Creation continues to endure because Christ holds it 
together and causes it to exist. This was a radical idea that differed from the Roman view of 
existence, where an idea held things together. Thus, Paul has given three reasons for 
Christ’s preeminence over creation: (1) He created all things, (2) He existed before 
all things, and (3) He holds all things together, so they endure. Thus, the universe 
is not self-sufficient or self-existent. The universe is separate from and dependent 
upon Christ. Christ is preeminent because He holds everything together. He existed prior to 
the universe. 

Focus on Christ as Preeminent over the Church – 1:18-20. 

1:18. With “and,” Paul adds to 1:15’s assertion about Christ’s preeminence over creation. Now 
Paul states that Christ is preeminent over the Church. He is the head over the body, which is the 
church. “He” is emphatic (autos, Gr. αὐτός) (also in v. 17) and stands in contrast to any other 
who would usurp or be attributed this role. The Colossian context referred to angels and 
intermediaries promulgated by the false teachers who had infiltrated the church and taken them 
captive by a vain philosophy. The illustration of the body is fitting for Christ’s relationship with 
the church. “If Christ is the head of the church, it means that the destinies of creation and the 
church are bound together and that God’s purposes for all creation gestate in the church’s 
congregational life. The church does not exist to meet the needs of its members or to ensure its 
institutional survival, but to fulfill the redemptive purposes of Christ, its head. It should 
therefore reflect the image of the divinely ordered cosmos. The creative principle flourishes in 
the church as it bears fruit all over the world (1:6) through its preaching the gospel and living 
worthily of Christ.”51 Christ is sovereign over the church, and the church depends upon Him for 
its existence. The word body is figurative of the church. There is one church, made up of every 
believer since the day of Pentecost who is born again by the Spirit of God. Christ is the head 
(kephalē, Gr. κεφαλή) of the church. The word head describes Christ’s role and relationship. 
Just as the head determines what each part of the body does and its proper role and function for 
a healthy, strong body, so also Christ as the head, directs and governs the church. He is the 
authority over the church and directs each part of the body in its respective function and 
purpose. Paul also uses this illustration in Rom. 12:4ff and 1 Cor. 12 in showing the unity of the 
church and the important roles each believer has as a part of the church. Here, the emphasis, 
however, is on Christ as the head of the church. He is the sovereign authority over the church 
just as He is over creation. The following statements substantiate Paul’s claim of Christ’s 
headship over the church. He is also the beginning (archē, Gr. ἀρχή), which can be understood 
as temporal or positional, i.e., that Christ was at the beginning or He is the authority over the 
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church. The context favors the later. He is the authority over the church. In Adam, all mankind 
inherited sin, a sin nature, and condemnation. In Christ, there is freedom from sin, salvation, 
and reconciliation.  

The beginning is further defined by firstborn from the dead. Firstborn defines His position in 
relationship to those from the dead. Christ was not the first to rise from the dead. Lazarus rose 
from the dead but died again. On the day of Christ’s crucifixion, many rose from the dead and 
walked around the city. The purpose of Christ’s position over the body and over those who have 
risen from the dead is that He (emphatic pronoun) might be first in all things. First is from the 
Greek word proteuō (Gr. πρωτεύω) and refers to first in rank (BDAG). Christ is preeminent in 
creation and in the church. These statements set forth Christ in contrast to angels worshipped 
by the false teachers (cf. Col. 2:18) who taught and advocated this practice. Paul then disparages 
this practice by setting forth a theological truth about the person of Christ. In advocating the 
worship of angels as intermediaries between God and man, the false teachers minimized the 
person and role of Christ. Paul’s emphasis on Christ is set forth in his use of the definite 
pronoun he which could be omitted in Greek but used here for emphasis in setting forth Christ 
in opposition to the worship of angels and other intermediaries. 

1:19. The conjunction for (hoti, Gr. ὅτι) explains 1:18’s statement about Christ becoming first in 
all things. God was pleased that His fullness dwells in Christ. Pleased can be used with regards 
to being pleased with someone (as God was pleased with Christ at His baptism and 
transfiguration) or something worthy of choice (BDAG). In this context, God chose for His 
fullness to dwell in Christ. Garland stated that fullness is a circumlocution for God Himself.52 
God did not choose to reveal Himself through emanations as the false teachers claimed but 
through Christ. This fullness is said to dwell in Him. In Him is emphatic as Paul placed this at 
the beginning of the sentence. In Christ and no other is God’s fullness. To dwell (katoikēsai, Gr. 
κατοικῆσαι) (cf. also 2:9) implies permanent residency or living in a location. In the OT, God 
dwelled in the Tabernacle. When Christ came, He dwelled among men (cf. John 1:14). The 
fullness of deity dwells in Christ. This is further explained in 2:9ff. This implies the deity of 
Christ. God’s fullness took up residence in Christ, God in the flesh. Jesus was not elevated to 
deity; God took on human flesh (as is revealed in John 1:1-18). Thus, “the importance of the 
language is to indicate that the completeness of God’s self-revelation was focused in Christ, that 
the wholeness of God’s interaction with the universe is summed up in Christ.”53 Some have 
concluded a reaction by Paul to Gnostic tendencies with the word “fullness,” however, as Melick 
stated, Gnosticism was not developed until the second century A.D. Gnosticism could also be 
considered in its developing stages, a pre-Gnosticism, evident in this letter that was being 
propagated in Colossae. The development of the Gnostic’s teaching on plēroma may not have 
been developed as many believe. Instead, plēroma communicates the complete deity of Christ. 
“Therefore, it expresses that Jesus was completely God. Everything that God is, Jesus is. As the 
following section reveals, however, God is more than Jesus. God includes the Father, Son, and 
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Spirit. Jesus is only one person of the Godhead, but he is every bit God. Paul could easily state 
that God and Jesus are in some sense different, while at the same time stating that they share 
the same essence.”54  

1:20. With “and,” Paul adds to God’s pleasing not only to have His fullness dwell in Christ but 
also through Christ to reconcile all things. The fullness indwelling Christ enabled Him to 
reconcile all things to God. God is the one who reconciled all things, and the reconciliation is to 
Him. God took the initiative to reconcile fallen, sinful man through Christ’s sacrificial death. The 
infinitive apokatallaxiai (Gr. ἀποκαταλλάξαι) (“to reconcile”) is parallel to dwell in v. 19. Both are 
aorist infinitives, stressing the completed action of God’s plan in and through Christ. Through 
Christ, God has decided to reconcile all things. Through him indicates instrumentality (dia, διά 
with the genitive). God’s instrument in reconciling the world back to Himself is through Christ. 
The object of reconciliation is all things, further defined by things upon the earth and things in 
heaven. This reconciliation, then, is comprehensive but does not imply universalism. 
Universalism teaches that all will be saved. Christ’s death, however, made all men reconcilable. 
Their reconciliation, however, is dependent upon their response. How did the reconciliation in 
heaven take place? Jamison stated that “As long as that blood of reconciliation was not actually 
shed, which is opposed (Zec 3:8, 9) to the accusations of Satan, but was only in promise, Satan 
could plead his right against men before God day and night (Job 1:6; Rev 12:10); hence he was in 
heaven till the ban on man was broken (compare Lu 10:18).”55 This contributes to Paul’s 
argument against the worship of angels. In a judicial sense, Christ’s death made the whole world 
savable (2 Cor. 5:17-19). People need to be reconciled to God since they are at enmity with Him 
(cf. Eph. 2:1f; Rom. 5:10-11). Creation is presently groaning, waiting for the redemption of the 
sons of God (cf. Rom. 8:19-21). Christ is the mediator of God’s work of reversing the curse 
placed upon the earth through Adam’s disobedience. The means of this reconciliation is said to 
take place by making peace by the blood of His cross. Christ’s voluntary sacrifice of himself on 
the cross affected the result of peace between God and all things. The cross then, is the central 
historical event of Christ’s work. So, in vv. 19-20 we have Christ’s humanity, deity and sacrificial 
death. Reconciliation has to do with estranged relationships. While in Adam, all mankind was 
estranged from God and enemies with God. The sacrifice of Christ on the cross made 
reconciliation possible. Actual reconciliation takes place when a person believes in Christ. 

Focus on Reconciliation Through Christ’s death – 1:21-23. 

1:21. With “And you,” Paul makes a specific application of 1:20’s reconciliation of all things. The 
Colossian believers are among those that have experienced God’s reconciliation. They were once 
alienated and enemies of God. “Were alienated” is from two participles ontas 
apēllotriōmenous (Gr. ὄντας ἀπηλλοτριωμένους), which is a combination of a present participle 
and a perfect participle. The first participle is from eimi (Gr. εἰμί), “to be.” This usage 
emphasizes the ongoing state of the Colossian church before their conversion. The stative verb 
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with the perfect participle is descriptive of ongoing nature of their former state. “ὄντας [ontas] 
expresses more forcibly the settledness of the alienation.”56 In this verse, Paul begins with the 
object instead of the subject. He does this to emphasize the former state and the resulting state 
of God’s work. God reconciled them (v. 22) to Himself. “Alienated” (from apallotrioō, Gr. 
ἀπαλλοτριόω) is used three times in the NT (cf. Eph. 2:12; 4:18) and refers to separation. Man is 
separated from Christ and God until they believe in Christ. Christ’s death made man able to be 
reconciled to God. They were also enemies of God, which means that there was hostility between 
them and God. Paul states that this was in their minds. In other words, this hostility was a 
disposition towards God. They were hostile to God, His truth, and ways. The last phrase, en tois 
ergois tois ponērois (Gr. ἐν τοῖς ἔργοις τοῖς πονηροῖς), is translated in a variety of ways. The NIV 
interprets this as causal (“because of your evil behavior”), while the NASB adds “engaged in evil 
deeds.” The ESV also supplies an understood verb, doing. The connection between mind and 
deeds is apparent. Hostility in their minds results in doing evil deeds. Alienation from God is 
also the reason for their hostility and evil deeds. Without the life of God, human beings are left 
to themselves in sin and depravity. One is internal and the other external. Hostility in the mind 
leads to evil behavior. Morality is thus shaped by how one thinks. Garland brings out the 
interconnectedness between the two. “Thoughts and behavior are intertwined. Chronic sinful 
behavior twists the mind so that it becomes even more at enmity with God, and the twisted mind 
hurtles us into ever greater depravity. The depraved mind then commends evil behavior as good 
or natural or as an alternative lifestyle.”57 

1:22. With “But now,” Paul presents a contrast with 1:21. Before, they were separate from God 
and hostile in their minds and actions. However, in Christ, their lives have been transformed. 
God took the initiative to reconcile them back to Himself. The verb reconcile is in the aorist 
tense and describes the finality of their actual reconciliation with God when they believed in 
Christ. Christ’s death made all men reconcilable, but reconciliation only takes place in actual 
time and space as people believe in Christ. In Adam, all mankind is fallen, condemned, guilty of 
punishment, and separated from God. God reconciled the Colossian church “in the body of his 
flesh through death.” Christ’s death was physical and substitutionary. The double emphasis of 
“the body of his flesh” has been seen by many as a reference to Paul’s polemic against the false 
teachers, especially of Docetism, which believes that the Christ came upon Jesus at his baptism 
but left him at his death. This was a false view of the physical body as evil based upon Greek 
dualism. “The Gnostic tendency of the Colossian heresy, with its Platonic orientation, denied 
both Christ’s true humanity and His true deity.”58 However, this may be a bit premature. 
Gnosticism found its fullest expression in the 2nd c. A.D. Instead, we may consider this as 
incipient or pre-Gnosticism. Another way of saying this is by means of Christ’s physical, fleshly 
death, God reconciled believers to Himself (cf. 2:11). “But the most likely explanation is that the 
qualification is added to focus attention on Christ’s susceptibility to suffering—a nuance that the 
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addition of the phrase through death explicates.”59 Paul may be emphasizing the fact that Christ 
identified with us in His life and struggle against sin, triumphing over sin in His life and on the 
cross. The purpose of God’s reconciliation is to present the church as holy, blameless, and above 
reproach before Him. The language here that Paul employs is that of sacrifice (cf. Rom. 12:1-2). 
“In other words, there is an echo of the Pauline idea of sacrificial interchange, where the spotless 
sacrifice by dying as a sin offering is somehow interchanged with the blameworthy sinner and its 
spotlessness transferred to the sinner (so most explicitly in 2 Cor. 5:21). This has been taken up 
in the imagery of formal presentation to judge or king or emperor, where it is the irreproachable 
character of those presented that guarantees their acceptance.”60 The word present (parastēsai, 
Gr. παραστῆσαι) is an aorist infinitive emphasizing the finality of this presentation. On that day, 
before God, the church will be presented in all her glory (cf. Eph. 5:25-27). She will be holy 
(hagios, Gr. ἅγιος), blameless (amōmos, Gr. ἄμωμος) and above reproach (anegklētos, Gr. 
ἀνέγκλητος). Each of these adjectives begin with the Greek letter α (alpha) to catch the reader’s 
attention. This also emphasizes the quality of the lives of believers before God in this life and 
before Him after the judgment. The Accuser stands before God accusing believers, but there will 
be a day when this will no longer be possible. Holiness is a word that emphasizes dedication and 
separation. Blameless emphasizes one’s upright behavior in relationship to others. There is 
nothing which anyone can point out in another’s life. Above reproach is the result of a holy life 
and a blameless lifestyle. Finally, there is a relational aspect to this lifestyle – it is before Him, 
i.e., before God. Although the emphasis of this passage is on the final presentation before God, 
the truth of the matter is that believers live out their lives daily in the presence of God. In Paul’s 
words in Rom. 12:1-2, we are to present ourselves holy to God. This is an ongoing lifestyle 
culminating in a final presentation by Christ to God.  

1:23. The “If indeed” clause is subordinate to 1:22’s infinitive, “that he may present.” Their 
future presentation as holy and blameless is conditioned upon “if indeed they are remaining in 
the faith.” The “if indeed” clause is a first-class conditional clause, assuming the reality of 1:22. 
Paul then places a condition upon the statement in 1:22. “Some have suggested that the 
construction implies an element of doubt. However, there is no doubt about the outcome of the 
condition. Paul fully expected them to continue in the faith.”61 The verb remain (epimnete, Gr. 
ἐπιμένετε) is a present tense verb and means to literally stay in a place, continue, persist, or 
persevere (BDAG). Faith has the article, meaning that Paul has in mind the objective sense of 
faith, i.e., not their act of believing but what is believed, i.e., the truth. False teachers are not 
teaching the faith and are teaching a false gospel. In verses 21-22, Paul indicated that they have 
been reconciled to God (past tense). What he is focusing on is genuine and counterfeit faith. The 
false teachers had a counterfeit faith. Like Judas, they seemed to believe but later revealed their 
false belief. The church in Colossae had genuine faith in the gospel. The participles established 
(tethemeliōmenoi, Gr. τεθεμελιωμένοι, perfect passive) and not removed (mē metakinoumenoi, 
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Gr. μὴ μετακινούμενοι, present passive) modify remain – one is positive and the other negative. 
The adjective steadfast also modifies remain. The ways that they are to remain in the faith is 
established, steadfast, and not removed, all terms used of a building. Growing in Christ as 
established, steadfast and nor removed will demonstrate the genuineness of their belief in the 
gospel. Not moved is further defined as from the hope of the gospel. This is the focal point of 
Paul’s theology from which he saw potential departure (not removed from the gospel). The 
gospel provides hope or assurance, and with hope, the focus is on the future assurance of the 
believer. Thus, Paul focuses on the past (they were reconciled to God), the future (Christ would 
present them as blameless), and the present (established, steadfast, and not moved). This is the 
gospel that they heard, and which is being preached (present tense from kērussō, κηρύσσω) 
among all creation (cf. v. 15) that is under heaven. Christ, who is the firstborn over all creation, 
is being preached among all creation under heaven. It is for this gospel that Paul became a 
minister. Minster (ESV, NASB) is from the Greek word diakonos (Gr. διάκονος), which also 
means servant (NIV) and focuses on stewardship. God entrusted to Paul, the gospel ministry to 
the Gentiles. Paul is one of Christ’s servants who is preaching the message of the gospel. Thus, 
Paul sees his purpose and their status in light of God’s overarching purpose of reconciling all 
things back to Himself. In the scheme of God’s purpose, He is reversing the curse, and it has 
started with them as long as they remain in the hope of the gospel and have not been subverted 
by the false teachers. 

 

Application: 

Sin brought death, condemnation, and a curse – a curse upon mankind and a curse upon the 
universe. However, through the preeminent Christ, God is reconciling the world back to 
Himself. Paul makes it plain in this pregnant and robust section who Christ is and what He 
has done. He is the visible image of the invisible God. He existed before the creation of the 
world. He is preeminent. He created all things. Everything was created through Him and for 
Him. He sustains all things. He is preeminent in the Church as her head. Through the cross, God 
is reconciling all things back to Himself. The cross is the pivotal event in human history. He will 
present the Church as blameless and holy before God the Father when he delivers the kingdom 
to the Father (1 Cor. 15:24). Even though believers were separated from God, Christ reconciled 
us back to God through the cross. Genuine faith is demonstrated in continual growth in Christ. 
Everything in life focuses on Christ. 
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Discussion Questions 

1. Who are the pronouns HE/HIM describing in verses 15- 23? 

2. List the things you learned about Christ’s character or work in each verse? 

3. How does knowing Christ and all of these things about Him affect your relationship with 
Him? What place should He have in your life?  

4. In what way does verse 18 describe the role and position Christ has in the body, the church?  

5. Notice in verse 19, the Father says, that ALL THE FULLNESS dwells in Christ. Describe the 
meaning of ALL THE FULLNESS of God?  

6. How do you experience the peace that comes from being reconciled with Christ by His 
blood?  

7. Paul believed that knowing who Christ is and what Christ has done for him and all 
humanity, was a motivation to be thankful and seek to live steadfastly and seek to totally live 
to honor Christ in his life as a servant of the Lord. Over the time you have been a believer in 
Christ, in what ways has knowing Christ motivated you to truly seek to live for Him?  
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Paul’s Intense Labor for the Advance of the Gospel among the 
Gentiles– 1:24-2:5 

For the unreached to hear and believe the gospel, believers must suffer and 
struggle with Christ’s power for the gospel. 

Now I rejoice in my sufferings for your sake, and in my flesh I am filling up what is lacking in 
Christ’s afflictions for the sake of his body, that is, the church, of which I became a minister 
according to the stewardship from God that was given to me for you, to make the word of God 
fully known, the mystery hidden for ages and generations but now revealed to his saints. To 
them God chose to make known how great among the Gentiles are the riches of the glory of this 
mystery, which is Christ in you, the hope of glory. Him we proclaim, warning everyone and 
teaching everyone with all wisdom, that we may present everyone mature in Christ. For this I 
toil, struggling with all his energy that he powerfully works within me. For I want you to 
know how great a struggle I have for you and for those at Laodicea and for all who have not 
seen me face to face, that their hearts may be encouraged, being knit together in love, to reach 
all the riches of full assurance of understanding and the knowledge of God’s mystery, which is 
Christ, in whom are hidden all the treasures of wisdom and knowledge. I say this in order that 
no one may delude you with plausible arguments. For though I am absent in body, yet I am 
with you in spirit, rejoicing to see your good order and the firmness of your faith in Christ. 

We continue Christ’s ministry by proclaiming Him in order to present every 
person mature in Christ – 1:24-29. 

1:24. In 1:23, Paul stated that he is a servant of this gospel. With “Now,” Paul transitions to the 
results of being a servant for the gospel, i.e., suffering. This is also the beginning of a new section 
in the book which continues until 2:5. The call to the ministry of the gospel has led to suffering 
in his life, for which he gladly embraces. He rejoices (present progressive) in the sufferings 
(from pathēma, Gr. πάθημα) he has encountered in their behalf (hyper hymōn, Gr. ὑπέρ ὑμῶν). 
He is in prison because of the gospel ministry in which God called him to that he renders for the 
church. He did not exercise his ministry directly to the Colossians, but indirectly as Epaphras, 
who was fruit from his ministry in Ephesus, took the gospel message to the Colossians who 
believed and then became a church. In addition, he fills up (antanaplērō, Gr. ἀνταναπληρῶ) in 
his body (en tē sarki mou, Gr. ἐν τῇ σαρκί μου) what is lacking in Christ’s afflictions (thlipseōn, 
Gr. θλίψεων). Christ’s sufferings were sufficient to pay for our sins, but to bring the message to 
the Colossians, there was a price to pay. Paul is not implying that Christ’s sufferings were not 
enough in terms of our salvation, as he has already stated in 1:22 that they were reconciled to 
God through Christ’s death. What he is stating is that there is a price to pay to bring this 
message of the adequacy of Christ to those who do not know and have not yet believed in Christ. 
There is a price to pay in bringing the message to those who have not yet believed. Paul does this 
in behalf of Christ’s body, which is the Church. His sufferings are in his body (literally), on 
behalf of His body (figurative), i.e., the ekklēsia. The theology of this passage relates to the 
connection between Christ’s sufferings and our sufferings for the church. God uses 
suffering to expand His kingdom through and for the Church. Paul’s sufferings are for the 
benefit of the Church. Twice he says that these sufferings are on behalf of the Church. History 
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has borne the truth that the sufferings of the saints have resulted in the growth of the Church. 
The seed of the martyrs became the growth of the Church. As God’s people, like Paul, suffered 
and as many were martyred, the body of Christ grew. This is a paradox borne true by history. 
Christ’s sufferings for our sins were enough for all time (cf. Heb. 9:25-28). The author of 
Hebrews emphatically states that Christ’s sufferings were once and for all and were enough for 
all. “These afflictions are ‘the sufferings of the Christ’ in their ministerial as distinguished from 
their mediatorial aspect. (2) The latter sense is, however, put on the phrase by Romanist 
divines, who quote the text in support of the doctrine of the merit of the saints, in contradiction 
to the uniform teaching of St. Paul and the whole New Testament, that the sacrifice of Christ is 
the sole meritorious ground of salvation for all men, leaving nothing to fill up (vv. 20–22; Eph. 
2:16; Rom. 3:25, 26; 2 Cor. 5:18, 19; Gal. 3:13; Heb. 2:9; 9:26; 10:14 Acts 4:12; 13:38, 39; John 
1:29; 1 John 2:2; 1 Pet. 2:24, etc.).”62 Garland noted that even though the sufferings of Christ are 
not lacking, Paul’s sufferings were lacking. “What is lacking or incomplete is Paul’s own 
experience of Christ’s afflictions, not something defective in Christ’s suffering. This 
interpretation contends that Paul rejoices because what he now suffers on behalf of Christ’s 
church allows him to pay off the balance of his own debt.”63 Further, “Paul’s suffering, unlike 
Christ’s death on the cross, does not save them from their sins. Instead, it is connected to his 
Gentile mission and comes as the byproduct of preaching the gospel to a hostile, pagan world. 
Paul was in prison because he proclaimed the gospel (see Eph. 3:1), and that struggle on their 
behalf (Col. 2:1) has brought the benefits of the gospel to them.”64 

1:25. The relative pronoun (omitted in NIV, translated “of which” in the ESV) modifies ekklēsia, 
“church.” This is a genitive of advantage. For the good of the church, Paul became a servant 
(diakonos, Gr. διάκονος), that is, a humble waiter of the word of God. It is important to 
understand Paul’s self-understanding. He is a servant. He is serving the church, i.e., bodies of 
believers throughout Asia Minor, Greece, Palestine, and where Christ builds His church through 
him and others. The first-person pronoun, “I,” is emphatic in Greek, emphasizing Paul’s identity 
and role. He states that he is a servant for the church based on the administration of God, which 
was given to him for them (Gr. κατὰ τὴν οἰκονομίαν τοῦ θεοῦ τὴν δοθεῖσάν μοι εἰς ὑμᾶς). 
Administration is from oikonomian (Gr. οἰκονομίαν). Oikonomian (Gr. οἰκονομίαν) was used 
literally of management or stewardship of a household or office. Paul sees himself as a servant in 
God’s household, and he is managing God’s affairs among God’s people. Administration is also 
used of God’s fulfillment of His plan of salvation (cf. Eph. 3:2). He has been entrusted with a 
responsibility, and he is accountable to God. This management is for you, the Colossian church. 
This is also connected with Paul’s sufferings (v. 24) and the mystery of the gospel (v. 26). In the 
fulfillment of his role, Paul suffers for the church. The you in this passage is probably the wider 
audience of Gentiles since Paul’s calling was as an apostle to the Gentiles. This was given to Paul 
by God for the benefit of the Church. The administration of God’s household is a gift to those 
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whom He chooses. Paul is an apostle called by God to serve in God’s household. The purpose of 
this οἰκονομίαν is to fulfill the word of God (plērōsai ton logon tou theou, Gr. πληρῶσαι τὸν λόγον 
τοῦ θεοῦ). The word of God here is the preaching of the gospel. Paul, then, views himself as a 
table waiter and a household administrator, fulfilling his role by preaching the gospel (cf. Rom. 
15:19). 

1:26. Paul further defines the content of his preaching (the word of God) as the mystery which 
had been hidden for generations. Mystery is from Greek mystērion (Gr. μυστήριον). In the 
Greco-Roman world, a mystery was “secret teachings, relig[ious] and political in nature, 
concealed within many strange customs and ceremonies” (BDAG). Only the initiates were privy 
to them. The mystery religions were common throughout the Greco-Roman world. But in the 
NT, Paul uses this word in a different way. The mystery is now revealed to all God’s people. In 
Paul’s theology, it was a truth not revealed to the OT prophets and saints but now revealed 
through the apostles (cf. Rom. 11:25; 16:25; 1 Cor. 2:1, 7; 4:1; 15:51; Eph. 1:9; 3:3, 9; 5:32; 6:19). 
The mystery is Christ living in believers, the church, composed of Jews and Gentiles. This was 
something that the OT prophets did not understand or predict. This truth had been hidden from 
ages and generations. This truth was veiled for many successive time periods and from many 
generations of God’s servants. But now, in Paul’s time, God revealed it to the saints (Gr. ἁγίοις), 
literally “holy ones.” Revealed is from phaneroō (Gr. φανερόω) and is used literally of displaying 
or exposing something, causing it to be seen (BDAG). In this case, the truth about Christ was not 
revealed until now, to God’s holy people, not just to the apostles but to all God’s holy ones. 

1:27. Paul emphasizes that it was to the saints that God wanted to reveal the riches of this 
glorious mystery. By placing “to whom” at the beginning of the verse, Paul emphasizes the “holy 
ones,” i.e., the church. The words “has chosen” are from ēthelēsen (Gr. ἠθέλησεν), which speaks 
of God’s desire, wish, resolve, or will. God willed that He would reveal this mystery to the saints. 
To make known is an aorist infinitive, expressing the finished work with the idea of now, once 
and for all making known. The aorist carries a sense of finality. God decided to reveal the riches 
of this glorious mystery among the nations (Gentiles). The word glorious is an attributive noun 
modifying mystery and indicates the grandeur of God’s truth that was not revealed in the OT to 
the prophets. This mystery deals with God’s work among the nations (en tois ethnesin, Gr. ἐν 
τοῖς ἔθνεσιν). The truth that God desired the Gentiles to know Him was not hidden in the OT. 
The mystery that was not revealed was Christ in you, the hope of glory. The implication here is 
the indwelling of Christ in the believer through the Holy Spirit. This is a truth unanticipated in 
the OT. God dwelled in the most holy place in the tabernacle (temple), but in the NT through 
Christ’s finished work, the temple that God now dwells in is the temple of the body of individual 
believers and gathered believers who come together for worship (cf. 1 Cor. 3:16 – the “you” here 
is plural). The saints are God’s dwelling place, individually and corporately. Christ is also called 
the glorious hope. Through Him, believers have the hope not only of future eternal life but the 
hope of a glorified body as He has (cf. Phil. 3:20-21). This glorious truth is further magnified 
when we understand the cultural implications since Paul is writing to a predominantly Gentile 
audience. The Jews never anticipated that God would indwell Gentile believers since Gentiles 
were pagan, polytheistic, and considered unclean. Peter hesitated to go to Cornelius’ house and 
later he was interrogated for doing so. Paul further explains this in Eph. 3. “Jews and Gentiles 
are fused together on a footing of complete equality by means of corporate identification in 



41 
 

Jesus the Messiah, the true Israel—they are in Christ, and Christ is in them.”65 “Who shall 
discuss and analyse such a statement? It is a matter for adoring wonder, simplest faith, and a 
most blessed and genuine experience, now as when it was written. While our justification in 
Christ is, from one all-important point, the sure reason and pledge of our coming ‘glory’ (Rom. 
5:1–2), Christ’s most true and living presence as the Risen One in us is, as it were, the very bud 
of the celestial flower, the actual dawn of the eternal day.”66 

1:28. The relative pronoun whom modifies Christ. Paul emphatically states that we preach 
Christ (hon hēmeis katangellomen, Gr. ὃν ἡμεῖς καταγγέλλομεν). The word we refers to Paul and 
his missionary band in contrast to the false teachers at Colossae. “The Colossian erroriets, as we 
should presume from the general tenor and affinities of their system, sought to form an inner 
mystical school or circle of discipleship within the Church, initiated into a wisdom and holiness 
supposed to be higher than that attainable by ordinary Christian faith.”67. Katangellomen (Gr. 
Καταγγέλλομεν) means to preach or announce (BDAG) (cf. Phil. 1:17, 18). Their message is a 
person and what He accomplished through His death, burial, and resurrection. This 
proclamation is to the Gentiles so that they may know and experience this profound mystery. 
The message of biblical Christianity is not a religion but a person, namely Christ Jesus. The 
means in which they do this is by admonishing (nouthetountes Gr. νουθετοῦντες) and teaching 
(didaskontes, Gr. διδάσκοντες) every man with all wisdom. Admonishing is an act of warning (cf. 
Acts 20:31; Romans 15:14; 1 Cor. 4:14; 1 Th. 5:12; 2 Th. 3:15; Tit. 1:11) with a view towards 
alignment to the truth while teaching involves instruction and explanation to understand the 
truth. With all wisdom emphasizes the manner in which they do this. This is accomplished 
toward every person. Paul’s ministry, thus, is a comprehensive proclamation of the truth so that 
people will be warned and instructed. The purpose of these activities is to present every man 
mature in Christ. To present is an aorist infinitive stressing the final eschatological event of 
presentation to Christ as a faithful servant and steward of the gospel. Paul’s goal was to make an 
offering of Gentile believers to Christ before the judgment seat. In Christ is another way of 
saying that they had crossed from spiritual death to spiritual life and have a personal 
relationship with Christ. They are no longer in Adam subject to death, sin, and condemnation, 
but are in Christ with all the blessings of God. He desired to present them as perfect in Christ. 
“The ‘perfect man’ was a theme in Greek philosophy, including, not least Philo (see Delling 69–
72). This is probably the principal note here (as in most of Paul’s other usage: 1 Cor. 2:6; 14:20; 
Phil. 3:15; see also Col. 4:12; cf. Matt. 5:48; 19:21). Here again, there may be a gentle reminder 
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that any of the Colossian recipients tempted to look elsewhere for a ‘fuller’ experience and 
wisdom need to look, and should look, no further than Christ for their ‘completion.’”68 

1:29. Toward the goal of maturity (eis ho, Gr. εἰς ὃ where the relative pronoun modifies 
perfection or maturity), Paul also labors. Labor is from kopiaō (Gr. κοπιάω), to work hard or toil 
(BDAG). The participle struggling indicates how he labors. Struggling is from agōnizomai (Gr. 
ἀγωνίζομαι) and was literally used of an athletic contest or fighting in battle. Here it is used 
figuratively, indicating that ministry involves spiritual warfare and is hard work (cf. Col. 4:12; 1 
Tim. 4:10; 6:12; 2 Tim. 4:7). Paul fights based on His working which is working in him with 
power (kata tēn energeian autou tēn energoumenēn en emoi en dunamei, Gr. κατὰ τὴν ἐνέργειαν 
αὐτοῦ τὴν ἐνεργουμένην ἐν ἐμοὶ ἐν δυνάμει).69. The redundancy of the noun and verb (energeian, 
energoumenēn, Gr. ἐνέργειαν, ἐνεργουμένην) along with the noun dunamei (Gr. δυνάμει) 
emphasizes God’s working in and through us. This is a paradox of ministry and the Christian 
life: we labor with the energy that God gives. It is in His power that we labor. God is actively 
working in us and through us. So, it is not by our power that we accomplish anything, but 
through God working in us. Ministry then, is a synergistic experience. God’s power or grace is all 
sufficient, but we must strive, labor, toil, and work hard with the power that He gives. God’s 
power is at work in us. Serving Christ is a power encounter. Ministry is a partnership of us and 
God through the Holy Spirit. 

Our ministry is to teach the wisdom of God in Christ in order to protect 
against false teachers – 2:1-5. 

2:1. In 1:29, Paul stated that he labors, agonizing according to the strength God gives. Now, he 
turns specifically to them. With “For,” Paul explains his struggle for them. He has a great 
struggle (agōn, Gr. ἀγών) for them, for the church in Laodicea and for whoever has not seen him 
personally (lit. my face in the flesh). Struggle refers to his response in the midst of suffering, 
persecution, opposition, or difficulties (BDAG) (cf. Phil. 1:30; 1 Th. 2:2; 1 Tim. 6:12; 2 Tim. 4:7). 
Paul has experienced persecution and imprisonment as a result of proclaiming the gospel to the 
nations. The adjective how great (ēlikos, Gr. ἡλίκος) intensifies the persecution and struggle he 
is facing. His suffering is not just minimal for them but has a great intensity to it. This is not 
only a reference to the suffering he is enduring but also in face of the false teachers that have 
corrupted the message of the gospel in Colossae and now also in Laodicea. Paul had not started 
the churches there. Thus, many had not seen him personally face to face. His disciples had taken 
the message of the gospel there, but he still felt the responsibility to care for them and to 
establish them in the faith. We also see in this Paul’s concern for the churches – that they are 
fully established theologically. He was concerned that they fully embrace sound doctrine and not 
be carried astray by nice-sounding philosophical statements. Paul’s pastoral heart and care 
emerge from this verse as he is concerned about their spiritual state. He has indeed struggled for 
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them as he has thought about their situation and the false teachings present in Colossae and 
Laodicea. Paul, thus, was very concerned about their situation. We see his compassion towards 
them in their situation. 

2:2. Paul stated in 2:1 that he is concerned for the churches in Colossae and Laodicea. In 2:2, he 
states his concern. His concern is that their hearts be encouraged. The heart is another way of 
saying their inner being, their inner man. Encouraged is from parakaleō (Gr. παρακαλέω) (cf. 
Rom. 12:1) and usually means to encourage, comfort, or to make a strong appeal, exhortation 
(BDAG). The participle being knit together (Gr. συμβιβασθέντες) further explains and defines 
being encouraged. Meyer understands the participle as the means of encouragement. The words 
being knit together (sumbibasthentes, Gr. συμβιβασθέντες) means to unite together and is used 
in Eph. 4:16 and Col. 2:19, referring to the church as the body of Christ. First, Paul’s concern is 
unity in love that they have for one another. The church is the body of believers in Christ who 
are committed to one another in brotherly love. Second, he wants them to be united together in 
all the riches of the full assurance of insight, in knowing about the mystery of God which is 
Christ. Thus, he desires that the body of believers in Christ be united in love and in the 
understanding of Christ. The second area of unity is in the area of spiritual understanding. The 
phrase riches of the full assurance indicates that the doctrine about the person and work of 
Christ is a rich doctrine and that they are to be fully persuaded in relationship to it. The phrase 
in knowing about…further defines the area of insight that Paul is concerned about.  

2:3. With the words in whom, Paul continues his description of Christ. In Christ, are hidden all 
the treasures of wisdom and knowledge. The treasures of God consist in wisdom and 
knowledge, and both are found in Christ. Wisdom is the practical application of knowledge that 
consists in theological truth about Christ. By hidden, Paul means that is where they are found 
because God has revealed His wisdom and knowledge in Christ (cf. 1 Cor. 1:18ff). The Colossian 
heresy espoused a different view of wisdom and knowledge with ascetic tendencies, as implied 
later in this chapter. One does not need to look elsewhere than in Christ. 

2:4. There is a purpose as to why Paul is saying this. The words I tell you this (NIV) (I say this, 
ESV) (Gr. Τοῦτο λέγω, literally, This I say) imply that Paul may be dictating this letter and 
intended it to be read as were most of the NT letters and books. The word this refers back to 
2:3’s statement about the treasures of wisdom and knowledge revealed in Christ. His purpose is 
that no one deceives them with nice-sounding words. Deceive is from paralogizētai (Gr. 
παραλογίζηται) and is also used in James 1:22 of self-deception through not obeying the Word 
and simply just listening to it. In the present tense, Paul’s concern is a present reality of false 
teachers spreading a false gospel. The words fine-sounding arguments (NIV) (plausible 
arguments, ESV) are from pithanologia (Gr. πιθανολογία) and was used of the art of persuasion 
(BDAG). “What particular sophistries the false teachers, whose agitations at all events tended 
(see ver. 8 f.) to the disadvantage of the Pauline gospel, were guilty of, does not appear.”70 
“Truth and persuasion do not always correlate. Error can persuade, and truth can be compelling 
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at times. It all depends on whether one has the full truth and a complete commitment to it.”71 
Christianity during every generation, era, and culture needs to resist the prevalent and current 
philosophical understanding of reality that are in opposition to the gospel. Revelation has the 
upper hand in what we believe and do, with reason and philosophy as its servants. We must 
resist trying to understand God’s revelation through prevalent philosophy and reason and allow 
God’s Word to speak for itself. 

2:5. Paul is concerned for them because false teachers are trying to steer them away from 
Christ. In 2:5, Paul explains his statement in 2:4 about his concern for the situation they are 
facing. Even though he is physically absent from them, he is with them in spirit. He makes a 
contrast with his physical absence, yet presence “in spirit.” This does not mean that his spirit 
leaves his body to be with them when they meet. Paul means that in his mind and heart, he is 
with them. A similar statement is made in 1 Cor. 5:3. In his inner man, he is with them. In other 
words, he identifies and stands with them in what they are facing. This does not mean that he 
was previously with them on a visit. Paul prays for them and is concerned for them. At the same 
time, he rejoices to see their good order and the steadfastness of their faith in Christ. “Τάξις 
[taxis] and στερέωμα [stereōma] are military terms, denoting the ‘ordered array’ and ‘solid front’ 
of an army prepared for battle.”72 His concern then, is balanced by what he sees in their lives. 
Their faith is active – it is steadfast. The phrase “steadfastness of faith” is a grammatical 
construction called the subjective genitive where faith (in the genitive case) functions as a noun 
and “steadfastness,” functions as a verb. Their faith is steadfast. Paul adds, however, that their 
faith is not groundless. It is “in Christ” (eis christen, Gr. εἰς Χριστὸν). The Greek preposition eis 
literally means into; thus, their faith was placed in Christ. The object of their faith (Christ) is 
what produced order and steadfastness in their lives. The strength of our faith is not our faith 
but the object of our faith (who or what we believe in), and in this case, their steadfastness was a 
result of the object of their faith – Jesus Christ. “On Christ the solid rock I stand…” Thus, the 
Colossian church was a believing church. They had turned from their idols and had believed in 
Christ, and therefore, they had an orderly and steadfast faith in Christ.  

 

Application: 

Paul rejoiced in his sufferings because through his sufferings, the predominantly Gentile church 
in Colossae was established. Paul endeavored to see them become mature in Christ. God 
entrusted to Paul the mystery, which is Christ indwelling Gentile believers through the Holy 
Spirit. Through God’s power, Paul worked hard to bring the gospel to the Gentiles. His desire 
was that they would have unity in love and in their full assurance of who Christ is, in whom are 
hidden all God’s treasures of wisdom. 
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Suffering and the gospel go together. For the gospel to reach the ends of the earth, to all people 
groups, it will take great sacrifice. God’s wisdom is revealed in Christ. We must endeavor with 
God’s strength to disciple the nations with the wisdom of God revealed in Christ so that they 
have full assurance of who Christ is. Christ is worthy of the sufferings and toil that it takes to 
encourage and to assure those who believe in Him of all God’s wisdom. 
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Discussion Questions 

1. Paul spent time in several prisons and experienced persecution, mostly from the Jewish 
religious leaders. He spoke of his sufferings as something he experienced for the sake of 
others hearing the gospel. He says in verse 25 that God called him to preach the Word of God 
so others could hear the truth. Read Acts 9:15-16. How has God called you to be involved in 
the ministry of preaching, teaching, and speaking the Word of God so others could hear the 
truth?  

2. In what ways have you suffered in the cause of making Christ known to others?  

3. How does Paul describe the mystery that God used him to reveal that the prophets did not 
know about yet? v. 27 

4. In verses 28-29, Paul expresses concern that ALL PEOPLE have an opportunity to learn 
about Christ so they can become a believer and get to experience the IN CHRIST lifestyle. In 
what ways do you show concern and passion to help ALL PEOPLE hear the gospel so they 
can be IN CHRIST?  

5. What was Paul fearful of concerning the believers in 2:1-5?  

6. Today, with all kinds of false teachers and religions, what is the best way to be sure you are 
living in the truth and not being led astray to false teachings?  

7. What role do fellow believers have in helping each other continue to grow in the truth and 
gain knowledge of living IN CHRIST?  

8. In what ways are you helping other believers walk in the truth of God’s Word?  
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Warnings in view of False Teachers – 2:6-15 

Because we have been filled with Christ and possess the power through 
our union with Christ, we are to grow deeper in Christ. 

Therefore, as you received Christ Jesus the Lord, so walk in him, rooted and built up in him 
and established in the faith, just as you were taught, abounding in thanksgiving. See to it that 
no one takes you captive by philosophy and empty deceit, according to human tradition, 
according to the elemental spirits of the world, and not according to Christ. For in him the 
whole fullness of deity dwells bodily, and you have been filled in him, who is the head of all rule 
and authority. In him also you were circumcised with a circumcision made without hands, by 
putting off the body of the flesh, by the circumcision of Christ, having been buried with him in 
baptism, in which you were also raised with him through faith in the powerful working of God, 
who raised him from the dead. And you, who were dead in your trespasses and the 
uncircumcision of your flesh, God made alive together with him, having forgiven us all our 
trespasses, by canceling the record of debt that stood against us with its legal demands. This 
he set aside, nailing it to the cross. He disarmed the rulers and authorities and put them to 
open shame, by triumphing over them in him. 

Believers are to grow deeper in Christ – 2:6-7. 

2:6. With “Therefore,” Paul transitions to a new section, which is the main body of the letter, 
based upon his concern for the Colossian church’s situation regarding the false teachers and the 
doctrine of Christ as outlined in chapter 1. As they received Christ Jesus the Lord, they are to 
walk in Him. Received is from paralambanō (Gr. παραλαμβάνω), used for receiving instruction 
or a message (1 Cor. 11:23; 15:1; Phil. 4:9) or believing in Christ (John 1:11). Christ Jesus as Lord 
is literally, the Christ Jesus, the Lord. When they believed in Christ, they believed in Him as 
Messiah and as Lord. “The position of τὸν Κύριον [ton kyrion] after Ἰησοῦν [iēsoun] (instead of 
the usual τὸν Κύριον Ἰησοῦν) points to the two elements of which the true doctrine of the Christ 
consists, viz. first, the recognition of the historical person, Jesus; and, secondly, the acceptance 
of Him as the Lord.”73 The article preceding Lord emphasizes Christ’s position as exalted Lord. 
In chapter 1, Paul explained that Christ is preeminent in creation and in the church. Thus, He is 
to be preeminent in the life of the believer. “To vindicate this lordship, on which the Colossian 
error trenched so seriously, is the main object of the Epistle.”74 Paul exhorts them to walk in 
Him (en autō peripateite, Gr. ἐν αὐτῷ περιπατεῖτε). The prepositional phrase in him comes first 
in word order, thus emphasizing their relationship to Christ. In him or in Christ is a phrase Paul 
frequently uses to indicate the new status and personal relationship the believer has and enjoys 
with God through Christ. Believers are no longer in Adam with sin, death, and condemnation. 
This is the old that Paul speaks of in 2 Cor. 5:17. The new has come, and this newness is found in 
Christ with all the blessings of the indwelling Holy Spirit, complete forgiveness of sins, and 
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freedom from the law and condemnation. To walk is from the Greek word peripateite (Gr. 
περιπατεῖτε), used frequently for the Christian or spiritual life (cf. Gal. 5:16; Eph. 2:2, 10; 4:1; 
17) and literally means to walk around in an area. A person’s walk is how they live or conduct 
themselves. The life of the believer is to be centered around his/her relationship with Jesus 
Christ. The sphere in which believers are to live and conduct themselves is in Christ. This is to 
be understood in the context of the book of Colossians, where the doctrine of Christ was 
attacked. Christ is Creator and Sustainer of the universe and Redeemer and Head of the church. 
Everything points to Him, and the way believers are to orient their life is around Christ. The 
beginning of the verse, as you received… is an indication of how they are to continue to live. 
There is to be consistency or harmony with how they believed in Christ and how they currently 
live. “Paul has not written ἐπʼ αὐτόν [ep’ auton] (1 Cor. 3:12), or ἐπʼ αὐτῷ [ep’ auto] (Eph. 2:20), 
which would have been in harmony with the latter participle, but he exhibits Christ as the 
Person, in whom that which is meant by the being rooted and becoming built up has its specific 
being and nature, and consequently the condition of endurance and growth.”75 

2:7. With four participles – rooted, built up, established, and abounding – Paul indicates how 
they are to walk in Him. The tense of the participles is present tense except for rooted, and this 
indicates an ongoing growth and application of their commitment to Christ. Rooted is in the 
perfect tense and indicates that they were planted in Christ when they believed, but there is a 
need for their roots to go down deep in Christ. This image is from the plant world. The outreach 
and fruitfulness of a plant is directly related to the depth and width of its roots. Its leaves and 
branches will not stretch beyond the reach of its roots. The second image is of a building. They 
are to be built up in Him, have a firm foundation to support the building. Christ is the 
foundation and cornerstone of the building. Third, they are to be established in the faith, just as 
they were taught. Meyer takes in the faith as instrumental, thus the means of their 
establishment (established by faith). The faith is a reference to Christian doctrine (what is 
believed). Thus, it would be better to take the noun as a dative where it specifies what area they 
are to be established. They need to be established in the faith. Establishing continues the 
thought of a building. Just as they were taught is a call to faithfulness to the teachings that were 
given to them, not wavering and joining the call of the false teachers who were luring them away 
from Christ. Paul taught and discipled Epaphras, who had taught them, so Paul is confident of 
the quality of the teaching. Finally, they are to abound with thanksgiving. “Together, these 
participles emphasize that believers can live lives that exemplify the Lordship of Christ only by 
remaining, like branches, firmly attached to the vine in which God has himself placed them (cf. 
John 15) and by continuing to allow God to integrate them, like stones, into the new structure 
that is nothing other than Christ himself (cf. 1 Pet. 2:5–8; “body of Christ” in 1:18, 24; and esp. 
2:19).76 Thus, Paul focuses on the ongoing discipleship of these believers. They are to walk in 
Christ - being rooted wide and deep in the faith, being built up, firmly established, and 
abounding in thanksgiving. This is how a believer is to live today in Christ. 
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Warning #1 – Beware of False Philosophy – 2:8. 

2:8. Paul warns them to beware that no one takes them captive through false teaching. This is a 
stern warning to them to be on guard against false teachers. Take captive is from sulagōgeō (Gr. 
συλαγωγέω) and literally means “to gain control by carrying off as booty” (BDAG). The word 
pictures a warrior invading and conquering a city, taking captives and booty with him. False 
teachers accomplish this through philosophy and empty deception. Paul is not against 
philosophy per se, but he is against the philosophy that is characterized by empty deception. The 
phrase is governed by one definite article (before philosophy), indicating that philosophy and 
empty deception go together. “Rather, he has in view (comp. ver. 18) the characteristic 
speculation, well known to his readers, which engaged attention in Colossae and the 
surrounding district, and consisted of a Gnostic theosophy mixed up with Judaism 
(Essenism).”77 This fine-sounding system of understanding of reality is based upon traditions of 
men and the basic principles of the world, rather than upon Christ. Any religious system that 
undervalues Christ – His person and work – should be rejected. The problem facing this church 
was not an isolated incident. There has been and will always be religious systems that try to 
devalue the doctrine of Christ. This philosophy had three bases. First, it is based upon human 
tradition (kata tēn paradosin tōn anthrōpōn, Gr. κατὰ τὴν παράδοσιν τῶν ἀνθρώπων). Jesus 
rebuked the Pharisees in Mark 7:8 because their religious activities were based upon the 
traditions of men, rather than upon God’s Word. Paul’s statement may imply that the heresy at 
Colossae had an element of Judaism. Second, this philosophy was based upon the elementary 
spirits or teachings of the universe (kata ta stoicheia tou kosmou, Gr. κατὰ τὰ στοιχεῖα τοῦ 
κόσμου). Stoicheia (Gr. στοιχεῖα) can refer to elemental spirits or principles. Paul uses the same 
word in Gal. 4:3 and 4:9 as a reference to a return to former pagan beliefs. Before Christ, Paul 
says that we all were enslaved to the elementary or fundamental principles of the world. Finally, 
he says that this philosophy is not based upon Christ, which is a summary of the first two 
characteristics. In Paul’s theology, Christ is the center of everything, and this philosophy falls 
short because it does not focus on Christ. “The life and purpose of the Christian community 
must be determined by Christ and an understanding of who he is.”78 Thus, the new religious 
belief that they were embracing had a Jewish and pagan element to it. Simpson and Bruce 
explained it in this way: 

It appears, however, to have included elements of both Jewish and pagan origin. 
Its Jewish elements were not identical with those principles which at an earlier 
date Judaizing Christians had endeavoured to graft on to the faith of the young 
churches of Galatia, although there was an area of common ground between 
them. The teaching which Paul had to counter in Galatia was such as might have 
proceeded from ‘certain of the sect of the Pharisees who believed’ (Acts 15:5). At 
Colossae, while the legal element is prominent, it is associated with an asceticism 
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which was not characteristic of the main stream of Jewish life. The pagan 
elements were of the type which was later to be designated by the epithet ‘gnostic’ 
(more especially of the Valentinian tradition); in particular, a complete antithesis 
was maintained between spirit and matter, and therefore between the supreme 
God and the created universe. The existence of a specifically Jewish gnosis of this 
kind in the first century is becoming clearer as the result of recent discovery and 
research.79  

As a result of this belief, the biblical teaching of creation, the incarnation, and Christ’s 
mediatorial role were compromised. This is usually the case in false teaching. As one theological 
statement is denied, it impacts our understanding of others. Thus, Paul builds up these doctrinal 
beliefs in chapter 1. 

Through our union with Christ, we have received all the benefits of His 
fullness – 2:9-15.  

2:9. With “For” (hoti, Gr. ὅτι), Paul gives a reason for his last statement, “not according to 
Christ.” The basis for this new philosophy that they are to beware of is that it is not according to 
Christ. First, in Christ, dwells all the fullness of the deity in bodily form. Christ is 
100% God and 100% man. The philosophy the false teachers were espousing minimized the 
deity and preeminence of Christ. All the fullness of the deity dwells in Christ. The word fullness 
(plērōma, Gr. πλήρωμα) is also used in 1:19; Eph. 3:19; 4:13 and John 1:16 and means sum total 
(BDAG). This contrasts with the ta stoicheia tou kosmou (Gr. τὰ στοιχεῖα τοῦ κόσμου) 
(“elementary principles of the world”). Why settle for less and put your confidence in a fading 
principle? In His glorification and session seated on the throne dwells the Godhead. The present 
tense of the verb is used: katoikei (Gr. κατοικεῖ, to dwell). Paul may also be referring to the OT 
where God dwelled in the Most Holy Place of the Temple. “Accordingly, the essence of God, 
undivided and in its whole fullness, dwells in Christ in His exalted state, so that He is the 
essential and adequate image of God (1:15), which He could not be if He were not possessor of 
the divine essence.”80 Melick stated that “The fullness of deity was Paul’s way of stating that 
Jesus is every bit God. On the other hand, Paul avoided modalistic language. The fullness refers 
to the completeness of the divine nature, but it does not mean that Christ is all there is of God. 
In fact, the word for God chosen by Paul expresses deity, not divine nature. Jesus is every bit 
God but does not exhaust the dimensions of deity. Father and Spirit are equally divine.”81 The 
word for deity (from theotēs, Gr. θεότης) is a hapax legomenon (only used here in the NT) and is 
different from the word in Rom. 1:20 (“divinity”). This word focuses on the essence of deity, i.e., 
“the state of being God” (BDAG). The Godhead dwells in Christ in bodily form. Paul does not 
mean to say that Christ and the Godhead are separable, but that Christ is fully human and fully 
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God. Then, the philosophy that was being espoused in Colossae minimized the full deity of 
Christ. The Colossian heresy attacked the goodness of anything physical because anything of 
physical nature was considered bad. However, Paul does not share such beliefs but instead 
maintains that Christ since His incarnation possesses deity in bodily form. This was hard to 
accept for pre-Gnostic teachers. Therefore, they espoused ascetic practices since the body and all 
things visible are evil. Per Vincent, “The fullness of the Godhead dwelt in His person from His 
birth to His ascension. He carried His human body with Him into heaven, and in His glorified 
body now and ever dwells the fullness of the Godhead.”82 Essentially then, Paul’s statement 
maintains that Christ is all that they need – no ascetic practices, no mediators between them 
God. Christ is God’s mediator, and He is the only one we need. 

2:10. A second reason for “not according to Christ” in 2:8 is because “you have 
been given fullness in him.” In Christ, believers are fully complete. The connection between 
2:9 and 2:10 is the fullness that Christ shares with the church. Out of His fullness and 
connection to the body, the church is full. All the church needs are found in Christ. “The two are 
correlative: from the πλήρωμα τῆς θεότητος [plērōma tēs theotētos], which dwells in the exalted 
Christ, flows the πεπληρωμένον εἶναι [peplērōmenon einai] of the Christian, which has its basis, 
therefore, in no other than in Christ, and in nothing else than just in fellowship with Him.”83 The 
implication is that there is nothing lacking for the believer in Christ. Neither is Paul connecting 
deity to believers. “Although this is an obvious play on words, it is equally obvious that Paul did 
not mean the Colossian Christians were elevated to the same stature as Jesus. Nor did he mean 
that any one Christian became deity. He rather picked up the generic use of the term to state 
that, just as Jesus was fully God, believers are fully complete in him. Nothing lacks in salvation. 
The understanding of salvation may grow, and the appropriation of the blessings of salvation 
may increase; but in Christ, they had all there was, the ‘fullness’ of salvation.”84 God has not 
withheld any good thing from the believer. “Have been made complete” (Gr. ἐστὲ ἐν αὐτῷ 
πεπληρωμένοι) [este en auto peplērōmenoi] is translated by the NIV as “you have been given 
fullness” and by the ESV as “you have been filled.” The perfect tense of the participle implies 
that the fullness took place when they were saved with continuing results to the present. There 
is no reason for them to be led astray by false teachers.85 Plēroō (Gr. Πληρόω) literally means to 
fill or make full (BDAG). This filling is explained in 2:11-15. In Christ, this filling took place. 
Christ is also described as the head over every ruler and authority. In the context of Colossians, 
these are angelic rulers and authorities, to whom the false teachers were pointing the Colossian 
church to worship and approach. Since Christ is their head, there is no reason for them to 
approach angelic beings for favor from God.  
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2:11. In 2:11-15, Paul lists five implications for the believer’s fullness in Christ. The first is 
spiritual circumcision. With “in whom also,” Paul continues the thought of the fullness 
believers have in Christ and specifies in what ways the believer is full in Christ. Believers have 
been spiritually circumcised. The following phrases are difficult to interpret. The NIV’s 
translation is interpretive, favoring a spiritual circumcision of the stripping of the sinful nature, 
rendered by Christ. This circumcision is not merely a physical one made by hands but rather the 
stripping off the sinful nature, a circumcision that affects the affections and desires (Gal 5:16). 
Paul’s statement of the “body of the flesh” hits at the practices of the false teachers who 
practiced ascetic means of spirituality. Every person is born with a sinful nature, which is bent 
toward sin and disobedience. We were “dead in our sins and trespasses” (Eph. 2:1), but in 
Christ, we are a new creation created after God (Eph. 4:24). We are no longer of the sinful man 
(Rom. 7:5, 14) compelled by its sinful desires but freed from its power (Rom. 8:2). The sinful 
nature has been crucified (Gal. 5:24). This is the circumcision that OT prophets confronted 
Israel with. They were physically circumcised, identifying them as the covenant people of God 
under the Abrahamic Covenant. But this was only external and exterior. In the New Covenant, 
God promised a new heart. Thus, Paul reveals several truths about the believer’s circumcision. 
First, it was in Christ, by virtue of the believer’s union with Him at conversion. Second, it was 
not done with hands. Third, it was a circumcision that stripped off the sinful nature. Fourth, it 
was the circumcision of Christ. This means that Christ is the one who performed the spiritual 
surgery. The word stripping off (apekdusis, Gr. ἀπέκδυσις) and its verb (apekduomai, Gr. 
ἀπεκδύομαι) only occur in Colossians (2:15; 3:9). Many take this as having been accomplished in 
baptism, but the inconsistency in this understanding is that baptism does not strip off the sinful 
nature. Conversion does through the Holy Spirit. Reformed theologians see a correspondence 
between baptism and circumcision and thus, impose a tradition of baptism on infants as the 
entrance into the New Covenant. This, however, contradicts NT practice and theology. Baptism 
does not strip off the sinful nature; Christ does when a person believes. Entrance into the New 
Covenant is always through faith, as is evidenced in the book of Acts. Another way to interpret 
this is that it is a reference to Christ’s death. The “stripping off of the body of the flesh” is a 
graphic picture of the horror of crucifixion. Christ’s body was stripped. The phrase, “the 
circumcision of Christ,” is also a reference to His horrible death on the cross. Thus, Paul is 
stating that believers have been spiritually circumcised by Christ’s physical death, which was a 
literal, physical circumcision. The horror of the death on the cross provided the means for the 
believer’s spiritual circumcision. “But the image of ‘stripping off the body of flesh’ is far more 
intense and vivid. Dunn claims that this image was chosen to emphasize the physical nature of 
Christ’s death, and, we might add, its horror. ‘The circumcision of Christ’ is then a graphic 
metaphor. It refers to the ‘circumcision’ that Christ underwent in his crucifixion when his 
physical body was violently stripped off in his death.”86 Garland also notes that Paul uses this 
phrase “body of the flesh” in a literal sense elsewhere (cf. Col. 1:22). Believers participated in 
Christ’s circumcision because they are “in Him” and experience the blessings of the death that 
He underwent. Moo also noted that “the reference could be to Christ’s own death, ‘circumcision’ 
being used as a metaphor for violent death, and ‘body of flesh’ (as in 1:22) referring to Christ’s 
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own physical body, ‘stripped off’ when he died on the cross. It is in and with Christ’s own death, 
then, that believers were themselves brought from death to life.”87 However, this view has one 
problem contextually. Paul begins by stating that they were circumcised with a circumcision not 
made by hands. He is speaking about their circumcision, not Christ’s. Either interpretation has 
merit. 

2:12. The second meaning of fullness is  spiritual union with Christ in His 
resurrection. The participle buried (suntaphentes, nGr. συνταφέντες, from sunthaptō, 
συνθάπτω) indicates how they were circumcised. The aorist participle points back to the 
completed action of their conversion. They were buried with him in baptism. The combination 
of the prefix of the verb συν and the pronoun αὐτῷ emphasizes the union of the believer with 
Christ. When Christ was buried and raised, the believer was buried and raised with Him in a 
spiritual, metaphorical way. In whom also continues the emphasis of the believer’s position with 
Christ. However, the phrase en hō (Gr. ἐν ᾧ) can also refer to baptism (“by which”). The NIV 
follows the first interpretation, while the ESV, NASB, and KJV favor the latter. Looking at the 
overall context, in whom continues Paul’s line of reasoning of their union with Christ.88 They 
were also raised together with Christ. This verb is also used in Col. 3:1 and Eph. 2:6. This took 
place through the means of faith (dia tēs pisteōs, Gr. διὰ τῆς πίστεως). The object of the 
believer’s faith is the powerful working of God, who raised Christ from the dead. Baptism 
graphically portrays God’s raising of the believer with Christ. We must remember that the word 
baptism is not an original English word but a transliteration of the Greek word baptismos (Gr. 
βαπτισμός), which originally meant washing or dipping. The question then is what does 
baptismos (Gr. βαπτισμός) refer to? Does it refer to spiritual baptism (when the believer was 
united with Christ) or water baptism (when the believer proclaims his faith in Christ)? The 
context favors spiritual union with Christ. Notice the emphasis on “in Him” and “with Him.” 
“The many references to ‘in him’ and ‘with him’ demonstrate that this is done vicariously, as 
believers accept the work of Christ on their behalf. Clearly, it is at the time of salvation that this 
spiritual circumcision was performed.”89 “The spiritual aspects, not the symbolic, were 
uppermost in his mind. It is the same here. It is a baptism with him into the grave (“burial”), 
representing a death to the old life. Paul was not, however, addressing the event of water 
baptism; he was addressing the spiritual meaning that undergirds it. No one is baptized into the 
grave with Christ. Rather, believers are incorporated into the work of Christ at salvation. When 
Paul used the term ‘baptism’ in a soteriological context, it was spiritual rather than physical.”90 
This passage parallels Eph. 2:1-10 and Romans 6:1ff. God raised the believer to spiritual life just 
as He raised Christ to physical life. Meyer interprets God raising the believer as pointing to a 
future event at the Parousia. However, the verb is an aorist passive pointing to the completed 
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action in past time. There are no grammatical indicators that this is a future event. Key in this 
text is the resurrection of Christ in which they believed. In Acts, we see the kerygma (preached 
message) by the apostles in the resurrection of Christ from the dead. Thus, believer’s baptism is 
a picture of the believer’s union with Christ in death, burial, and resurrection, which took place 
at salvation. 

2:13. The third meaning is new life. With the word “And,” Paul adds to 2:10-12’s teaching 
about the fullness Christ has shared with believers. The first two blessings of Christ’s fullness are 
spiritual circumcision and spiritual union with Christ. Here, Paul changes the subject from “you” 
to “he,” i.e., God, who is the One acting in this verse. God made them alive with Christ. This 
verse is parallel to Eph. 2:1-5. In Eph. 2:1-5, Believers were once dead in trespasses, but God 
made them alive with Christ. The same is stated here also. The participle outlining their 
condition can be taken as concessive (“even though”) or adverbial (“when you were…”). The 
condition that they were in when God made them alive with Christ was (spiritual) death. This is 
what God warned Adam and Eve before they sinned by eating the forbidden fruit. Death was the 
curse pronounced upon all mankind as a result of Adam’s sin. “Death, in St. Paul’s theology, is ‘a 
collective expression for the entire judicial consequences of sin’ (see Cremer’s ‘Lexicon,’ on 
θάνατος [Thanatos] and νεκρός [nekros]), of which the primary spiritual element is the 
sundering of the soul’s fellowship with God, from which flow all other evils contained in it.”91 
Further, they were dead in trespasses (paraptōmasin, Gr. παραπτώμασιν) and in the 
uncircumcision of their flesh. Their pre-conversion condition was characterized by spiritual 
death and distance from the covenant relationship Israel had with God. Trespasses refer to acts 
of sin, where people rebel against God’s revealed commands. It literally means to step over a 
boundary that has been set. The phrase uncircumcision of their flesh could be a reference to the 
sinful nature (figurative) or that they are Gentiles (literal sense), not a part of God’s covenant 
people, Israel. The latter is probably meant (cf. T.K. Abbott). This was their condition, but it 
changed when they believed. God made them alive with Christ. “The union of believers with 
Christ in his death means that the Gentiles’ physical uncircumcision no longer signifies their 
present spiritual death (2:13) and future condemnation.”92 The words made you alive are 
sunezōopoiēsen (Gr. συνεζωοποίησεν) in Greek. This refers to their regeneration, where God, 
through the Holy Spirit, brought them to life spiritually. In Titus 3:5, Paul also speaks of 
regeneration performed by the Holy Spirit. We also read this in Ephesians 2:5, where God made 
believers alive together with Christ. This is one of the blessings of being in Christ. In addition, 
God forgave all their trespasses. Note that Paul switches from you to us. Forgiveness is all-
inclusive. This demonstrates that the uncircumcised state was an ethnic distinction that 
separated them from the covenant people of God. The implication is that Gentiles in their pagan 
condition and Jews as the covenant people of God were all guilty of trespasses, but believers in 
Christ – whether Gentile or Jew – are forgiven and pardoned of their trespasses and spiritual 
death. They were dead in trespasses, but God in Christ forgave all their trespasses. There is a 
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contrast in this verse of death and life. Whereas they were dead spiritually, God brought them 
alive with Christ.  

2:14. The fourth meaning is removal of our sin debt. The participle having canceled 
(NIV) is subordinate and is epexegetical to 2:13’s having forgiven us all our trespasses. The ESV 
translates it by canceling and shows the way in which God forgave the believer’s trespasses. 
How did God forgive our sins? By wiping away the debt of certificate the believer had. The word 
canceled is from the Greek word exaleiphō (Gr. ἐξαλείφω) and means to remove, wipe away, 
destroy, or obliterate (BDAG). This word was a technical term for wiping clean a sheet of 
papyrus for reuse (BDAG). The written code is from the Greek word cheirographon (Gr. 
χειρόγραφον) and literally means account of debts (BDAG). Some take this to mean a self-signed 
document of indebtedness taken from Greek culture, illustrated in Philemon 19. But against this 
thought is Paul’s following statement that it was with legal demands or ordinances. The 
document with ordinances brought condemnation and stood in the way of a right relationship 
with God. In Jewish thought, this would be the Mosaic Law, which was already embedded in the 
conscience of the Gentile (cf. Rom. 2:14-16). This stood against the believer (that was against 
us, NIV) and included legal demands (BDAG) or regulations (NIV) (cf. Eph. 2:15 for the same 
expression). In our unregenerate state, we trespassed against God’s legal requirements 
contained in the Mosaic Law. While the Mosaic Law was revelatory of God’s holiness and 
righteousness, it also revealed man’s sinfulness and inability to fulfill God’s righteous, holy 
standard. This stood against us and between us and God. There was no relationship between 
God and mankind because of this statement of accounts that stood against us and between 
us and God. However, in Christ, God took it away. The words he took it away is from the 
Greek verb ērken (Gr. ἦρκεν) from airō (Gr. αἴρω) and means to take away or remove (BDAG). 
In the perfect tense, the implication is that God removed it in past time with consequences 
continuing until the present. As Paul stated in Romans 8:1, there is now no condemnation for 
those in Christ Jesus. In the Greek NT text, Paul states literally that he took it away from or out 
of the middle, way, or midst (not translated in NIV or ESV). This is from ek tou mesou (Gr. ἐκ 
τοῦ μέσου) and implies that it stood between the sinner and God. The means by which He took 
it away was by nailing it to the cross. Our sins and trespasses were nailed to the cross. Christ’s 
sacrificial, atoning death has removed that which separated us from God. Meyer stated, “Since 
the law which condemned man lost its punitive force through the death of Christ on the cross, 
inasmuch as Christ through this death suffered the curse of the law for men (Gal. 3:13), and 
became the end of the law (Rom. 10:4), at the same time that Christ was nailed as ἱλαστήριον to 
the cross, the law was nailed to it also, and thus it ceased to be ἐν μέσῳ [en mesō].”93 “Since 
people cannot keep the Law, it is like a bill of indebtedness. So people, unable to pay the debt, 
are criminals. But Jesus took … away this criminal charge, this certificate of indebtedness, by 
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His death. It is as if He were nailing it to the cross with Him, showing He paid the debt. He 
wiped the slate clean.”94 

2:15. The fifth meaning is spiritual victory over demonic forces. The final aspect of 
Christ’s fullness that has been shared with the Church is victory over demonic forces (tas archas 
kai tas exousias, Gr. τὰς ἀρχὰς καὶ τὰς ἐξουσίας). In 2:10, Paul describes Christ as the head over 
the rulers and authorities. In 1:16, Christ created all these beings. In Ephesians, the rulers and 
authorities are mentioned frequently: 1:16, Christ was exalted far above rulers and authorities; 
3:10, God chose that through the Church, He would display His manifold wisdom to the rulers 
and authorities; and 6:12, the believer’s fight is not against mere human beings, but against 
rulers and authorities who are spiritual, wicked forces in dark places. The main verb of this 
passage is from edeigmatisen (Gr. ἐδειγμάτισεν) which means to expose, make an example of, 
or disgrace (BDAG). This word is used in Matt. 1:19 of Joseph not wanting to make a public 
disgrace of Mary when he discovered that she was pregnant. It is also used in John 8:3ff of the 
woman caught in adultery, publicly disgraced by the Pharisees. This is what Jesus’ death on the 
cross accomplished – it publicly disgraced the rulers and authorities and showed the world what 
they truly are – evil and wicked. Two participles support this idea – disarming and triumphing 
over them. God disarmed the rulers and authorities, through Christ’s death, of their power. They 
are ultimately defeated. Even though they are still active in this world, their defeat has already 
been accomplished. Disarmed is from apekdusamenos (Gr. ἀπεκδυσάμενος) a word used in 2:11 
in the noun form. In 2:11, the body of the flesh was stripped. In a similar vein, the rulers and 
authorities were stripped of their powers and stronghold on mankind, through the death of 
Christ. As Christ was stripped and publicly disgraced hanging on the cross, as a result, the rulers 
and authorities were stripped of their powers, especially the ultimate enemy, i.e., death (1 Cor. 
15). “A paradox occurred. Jesus hung naked and disgraced, dying publicly for sinners. The evil 
forces assumed they had triumphed. In reality, through this act of both sacrifice and triumph, 
God disgraced these evil beings. The tables were turned. God triumphed in the redemptive work 
of Christ.”95 Triumphing is consecutive and describes the result of Christ’s disarming and public 
gracing of the rules and authorities. As a result, He triumphed over them. “The verb thriambeuo 
can mean ‘to triumph over, to march in a triumphal procession, to make known, or to reveal.’ 
Paul uses the image of a triumphal procession in Ephesians 4:8, citing Psalm 68:18: ‘When 
[Christ] ascended on high, he led captives in his train.’ If he is drawing on the image of a Roman 
emperor celebrating his victories by leading a cortege of vanquished enemies, the irony is 
striking.”96 In many countries, the influence of the spirit realm is real. People deal with the spirit 
world in various ways, usually attempting to do something to ward off their influence or prevent 
them from cursing their family. Jesus’ death and resurrection resulted in His triumph over the 
evil spirit world. Those who are in Christ stand in victory over the spirit world. Victory is for the 
church as we look to Christ and His death, burial, and resurrection as the defining event of His 
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victory over and defeat of the fallen, demonic spirit world. The final phrase in him (en auto, Gr. 
ἐν αὐτῷ) can be interpreted as by the cross (NIV) or in Him (ESV). Literally, he says, “in him” or 
“in it.” The Greek form does not distinguish whether the referent is what Christ did on the cross 
or whether it is Christ himself. The early Church Fathers interpreted this as the cross (cf. 
Meyer), which is the subject of the whole discussion. Christ’s humiliating death resulted in 
triumphant victory. In the context of this epistle, Paul has demonstrated the superiority of 
Christ to the way that the false teachers were advocating. They advocated mediators on the way 
to God that included these rulers and authorities. There is no reason to approach them since 
they have been defeated.  

 

Application: 

Believers are to live with vigilance against false doctrine and false teachers that are not 
according to Christ. In Christ, all the fullness of deity indwells Him. We have all we need in 
Christ – His fullness indwells us. Paul explains the meaning of this in five ways: (1) spiritual 
circumcision where the sinful nature has been stripped away; (2) spiritual baptism where we 
were united with Christ in His resurrection; (3) spiritual regeneration where we were made alive 
in Christ; (4) forgiveness of sins where the account of trespasses was taken away; and (5) 
triumph over the spiritual rulers and authorities. Therefore, we are to grow deep in Christ by 
understanding His nature of the fullness of deity and growing in our relationship with Him. 
Believers are to grow their roots deep down in Him, be established in Him, and continue 
growing in Him. 
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Discussion Questions 

 

1. Verse 6, since we read in the previous verses that the believers had learned of Christ and 
trusted in Him for salvation, they are now admonished to continue to “walk in Him.” What 
does it mean to continue in the new faith to “walk in Him”?  How are you being obedient in 
your attitude and conduct to “walk in Him”? 

2. What are the four aspects associated with “walk in Him”? How have you seen these four 
working in your life?  

3. What is the fear Paul is concerned about regarding the Colossian church in verse 9?  How 
have you seen false teachings add the world philosophies and man-made traditions to be 
almost equal to the teachings of the Bible? 

4. In verses 9-12, list the things that we have IN HIM.  

5. Why is the deity of Christ most important for the Christian?  In what ways does Jesus Christ 
being fully God in a human body give you hope?  

6. In what ways are you made fully complete in Christ?  

7. Since Christ is the supreme ruler over all things and the only truthful authority you can trust, 
how does this encourage you? What does this mean about you being able to trust Him in all 
things?  

8. How would you describe the idea of “circumcision made without hands”? How have you seen 
your heart change since you have been IN HIM? 

9. What does it mean to you to know that Jesus’ death on the cross made the full and complete 
payment to God for your sin?  

10. Since Christ has full authority over evil spiritual forces, and as a believer, you are IN HIM, 
how does this encourage you to defeat Satan’s sinful schemes when tempted by him?  
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Beware of Any Teaching Deviating from Christ that Has No 
Power against the Flesh – 2:16-23. 

Self-made religious practices that deviate from Christ have no power to 
deal with the sinful nature. Only Christ, not rules, religion, or asceticism, 
can give us the power to war against the flesh, the devil, and the world. 

Therefore let no one pass judgment on you in questions of food and drink, or with regard to a 
festival or a new moon or a Sabbath. These are a shadow of the things to come, but the 
substance belongs to Christ. Let no one disqualify you, insisting on asceticism and worship of 
angels, going on in detail about visions, puffed up without reason by his sensuous mind, and 
not holding fast to the Head, from whom the whole body, nourished and knit together through 
its joints and ligaments, grows with a growth that is from God. If with Christ you died to the 
elemental spirits of the world, why, as if you were still alive in the world, do you submit to 
regulations— “Do not handle, Do not taste, Do not touch” (referring to things that all perish as 
they are used)—according to human precepts and teachings? These have indeed an 
appearance of wisdom in promoting self-made religion and asceticism and severity to the 
body, but they are of no value in stopping the indulgence of the flesh. 

Warning #2: Let No One Condemn You – 2:16-17 

2:16. With the word “Therefore” (oun, Gr. οὖν), Paul makes an application from 2:9-16 of the 
fullness Christ has shared with the believer. He had warned in 2:8 about a vain philosophy that 
they should be aware of and should avoid. Now, he specifies what this “philosophy” taught. 
Essentially, Paul says that since these things are true, here is what you are to do. His exhortation 
(lit. command) is not to let anyone judge them regarding eating, drinking, and participating in 
festivals or special day celebrations. Apparently, false teachers had made a big deal with these 
things. What they ate or drank and did not eat or drink was important. Participation at festivals, 
new moon celebrations, or Sabbath days was important. But Paul, in contrast, says not to let 
anyone pass judgment (ESV) on them with regard to eating or celebrating. The order of the 
celebrations is annual (festivals), monthly (new moons), and weekly (Sabbaths) (Meyer). Note 
also that the word Sabbaths is plural because the plural was used in the Hebrew for the single 
day (cf. Luke 4:31). There were many Sabbaths in the OT, among which was the weekly Sabbath. 
In 1 Chronicles 23:31, the order is inverted (weekly, monthly, and annually) as is also in Gal. 
4:10, where a similar problem existed (cf. also 2 Chron. 2:3; 31:3; Neh. 10:33; Isa. 1:13-14; Ez. 
45:17; Hos. 2:11). Thus, the false teachers were Jewish and imposed a rigorous asceticism based 
upon the Mosaic Law in terms of diet and days. Since God had eradicated the written code 
(2:14), there was no purpose in following these celebrations anymore. In Romans 14:17, Paul 
stated that the kingdom of God is not about eating and drinking but righteousness, peace, and 
joy. “At Colossae the Jewish nature of the philosophy predominated. It seems, therefore, that the 
question dealt with matters of Jewish law, that is, the eating of clean and unclean meats as 
forbidden or condoned in the Old Testament. The ascetics added to the Old Testament 
regulations and made them more intense than the Old Testament required. Paul did not handle 
the issue in Colossians as he did in 1 Corinthians. The second issue of asceticism concerned 
special days. Again, two aspects of this issue surfaced in the first century. Some believers in 
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more Gentile settings concerned themselves with whether to worship on the Sabbath or on 
Sunday. They also debated the question of participation in pagan holidays.”97 Thus, this heresy 
was one of Jewish identity. God had established Israel with their special diet and days, and these 
Jewish teachers felt that the Colossian church should continue these practices. The false 
teachers were using diet and days as a litmus test of the believer’s standing with God and 
spirituality. “These opponents have apparently arrogated to themselves the role of determining 
who belong to God’s chosen people and who do not. They use the keeping of food laws and 
sacred days as part of their criteria for deciding this issue.”98 Thus, the believers at Colossae 
were to not allow “anyone” to pass judgment on them. Believers from a Gentile background may 
feel intimated by Jewish teachers who had a better grasp on the Old Testament than they had 
since they grew up studying the OT Scriptures. However, instead of helping these new believers, 
they brought confusion and a false gospel. God has given believers liberty as to their 
participation in these matters, and they are a matter of conscience and consideration, not 
essential to their standing or walk with Him. 

2:17. The relative pronoun these refers back to 2:16’s list of diet and days and is causal. Why 
should they not allow people to sit in judgment upon them? Because these things are a mere 
representation (skia, Gr. σκιὰ) of a greater reality. This greater reality is called “things that were 
to come.” The things that were to come are the things fulfilled by Christ, the things described in 
2:10-15, that are part of the kingdom that Christ reigns over, of which believers are now a part 
of. These things are here already, but not yet in its fullest expression. Finally, Paul says, “but the 
body (sōma, Gr. σῶμα) belongs to Christ.” How this fits in the context is not at first apparent. 
There is a contrast between σκιὰ and σῶμα, where the first is just a shadow; the latter is the 
“reality” (NIV) or “substance” (NAS, ESV). Shadows are empty and show that there is substance 
reflected. Paul, thus, highlights the temporary nature of dietary and ceremonial holy days. Christ 
fulfilled all these things. He is the substance of all that which the Mosaic Law foreshadowed. The 
implication is that there is no need for those dietary laws and holy days any longer since Christ 
fulfilled them. “A shadow is less significant than the object which causes it. A shadow is 
temporary, lasting until the substance arrives in view. A shadow is inferior in that it imperfectly 
resembles the object. No one prefers the shadow to the substance. Thus, the reality is of more 
significance and value than the shadow. The shadow is anticipatory. In historical sequence, the 
“the old covenant” shadow came first and provided a representation of the “new covenant” 
object. Although vague, it was enough to point people to the reality so that when they saw the 
object itself, they could recognize it for what it was. As Paul employed this terminology, each 
aspect was appropriate. The law, Paul argued elsewhere, was temporary and inferior (Gal 3:19–
20). Inasmuch as it was a revelation of God’s character, however, it was a representation of 
Christ.”99 Once the body (i.e., Christ) is evident, there is no longer any need to follow the 
shadow. This is Paul’s point. “Living in the shadow side of religion tends to produce 
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superstitions, fears, and inhibitions.”100 The contrast between shadow and body shows that the 
reality is Christ and the Law with its practices was only a type of what Christ would fulfill. So far, 
in this letter, Paul has communicated the truth that Christ is sovereign and enough. He is the 
fulfillment of the shadows prefigured. Now that the substance is here (i.e., Christ), the shadows 
(holy days, dietary laws) are no longer necessary. 

Warning #3: Let No One Disqualify You – 2:18-19. 

2:18. Paul exhorts them not to let anyone with this teaching disqualify them. The word 
disqualify (from katabrabeuetō, Gr. καταβραβευέτω) means to disqualify or rob someone of a 
prize. (NIV, ESV, NAS). The verb is rare, only occurring here in the NT. The root word (brabeuō, 
Gr. βραβεύω) is used for someone who awarded prizes, thus, functioned as a judge or ruler 
(BDAG). The preposition κατα intensifies the verb and is usually translated “against.” The 
picture then is of someone judging against them or condemning them for not doing something. 
The prize was spiritual life, life in Christ, and walking with God. The false teachers were 
sitting in judgment and deciding against them – that their worship and service 
were inferior and lacking. This is in line with v. 16, where Paul says not to let anyone judge 
them. Paul describes this person in four ways. (1) They take pleasure in or desire false 
humility. They appear to be humble. In addition, they worship angels. “What is referred to, 
then, is the humility which finds expression in the worship of angels, and this worship again is 
that which is inspired by this false humility.”101 Worship is a noun from thrēskeia (Gr. 
θρησκεία) and refers to devotion to someone or something. They are devoted to angels or 
spirit beings. Paul does not indicate to which ones. In the OT, angels were active in the life of 
Israel. Melick interprets this as worship with angels. “Consistent with the Jewish traditions that 
the angels were higher than humans and that they worshiped and served God, the false teachers 
seem to have developed a procedure to induce a higher spiritual experience equivalent to the 
angels’ experience. To effect it, however, required severity to the flesh. Through ascetic 
practices, they taught that the mind and spirit could be sensitized to higher spiritual realities. 
These became an evidence of spiritual superiority.”102 In contrast, the false teachers could have 
mixed paganism with Jewish beliefs, where they invoked angels for protection and blessing (cf. 
Garland, 178). (2) They go into detail about what they have seen. They may have claimed 
to receive dreams and visions from the Lord. They are addicted to spiritual experiences that they 
have had, and others have not had. This leads to the third characteristic. (3) They are inflated 
about themselves without cause by the fleshly mind. This is what is motivating them in 
their teaching and influence of others. Pride from their flesh is steering their activities. 
Essentially, their experience became their downfall. “They pretend to have found the way to a 
higher plane of spiritual experience, as though they had been initiated into sacred mysteries 
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which give them an infinite advantage over the uninitiated. Naturally this kind of claim 
impresses those who always fall for the idea of an “inner ring.” But (says the apostle) don’t be 
misled by such people. For all their lofty pretension, for all the delight which they take in self-
humiliation and angel-worship, for all their boasting of the special insight which they have 
received into divine reality, they are simply inflated by the pride of their own unspiritual minds, 
having lost contact with Him who is the true head and fount of life.”103 Thus, these false teachers 
who excelled in spiritual ecstasies looked down upon the Colossian believers and their spiritual 
life. Paul’s message is Christ is all you need. 

2:19. (4) The fourth and final description of the false teachers is that they are not 
holding fast to the head, i.e., Christ. This is the reason for the previous three descriptions. 
The word hold (kratōn, Gr. κρατῶν) is also used in Mk. 7:3; Acts 2:24; 2 Th. 2:15; Heb. 4:14; 
Rev. 2:14f and means to adhere to (BDAG). They do not adhere to Christ but to their 
traditions. People can be religious, even religious leaders, but still separated from Christ. From 
the head, the whole body through its joints and ligaments is supported and held together. The 
word from has a causal sense (cf. Meyer, Abbott); thus, the head, because from it, the whole 
body grows. The body grows as God gives its growth (cf. Eph. 4:16 for similar wording). The 
false teachers were puffed out from their fleshly minds, but they were not part of the body that 
was interdependent and connected to the Head. These false teachers are not holding on to 
Christ, but onto their traditions and understanding through philosophy or superstition. The 
head holds the whole body together.  

There are various parts of the body that support its structure and growth. God is the One who 
causes it to grow. In the context, vv. 16-17 states that the dietary and holy days are just a shadow 
of the body. While the false teachers focused on the shadow, they were not part of the body and 
not connected to the head. The Head (Christ) holds the whole body together, and without Christ, 
we cannot do anything (cf. John 15:5). “These four characteristics reveal the progressive 
seriousness of the false teachers’ worship goals. The hermeneutic of experience predominated. 
One experience led to another, and the hunger for such experiences was fed by the mind of the 
flesh which so delights in experiential religion. Paul called for an experience based on Christ and 
the gospel and suited to the building up of the whole body. Individualistic experience-seekers 
fell far short of God’s will.”104 

Understand the Reasons for Rejecting this False Philosophy – 2:20-23. 

2:20. After warning the Colossian church about this heresy attacking the superiority and 
sufficiency of Christ, Paul now confronts them in their role with the false teachings. Paul begins 
with, “Since you died with Christ” (NIV) (ei apethanete sun christō, Gr. Εἰ ἀπεθάνετε σὺν 
Χριστῷ). The ESV and NASB begin 2:20 with “If” instead of “Since.” There are two parts to the 
sentence: the independent clause called the apodosis, and the dependent (conditional) clause 
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called the protasis. In this verse, the conditional clause is “If you died…” In the Greek grammar, 
there are four kinds of conditional sentences: (1) assumption of reality, (2) contrary to fact, (3) 
conditional (if a condition is met, then something is true), and (4) a wish. In this verse, Paul 
follows the first category. The word died is an aorist tense verb pointing to the historical event of 
their union with Christ in His death. If is rightly translated since in the NIV. Some scholars, 
including Daniel Wallace (Greek Grammar Beyond the Basics), believe that since is too strong a 
word. In the context, Paul has already pointed out the believer’s union with Christ in His death, 
burial, and resurrection (Col. 1:2, “saints,” 1:4, 13-14; 2:10-15). Here, Paul implies his 
uncertainty about their spiritual status and is asking them to evaluate their standing with the 
Lord. Because of the believer’s identity with Christ in His death, they are separated from the 
basic elements of the world and the spirits who controlled these elements (apo tōn stoicheiōn 
tou kosmou, Gr. ἀπὸ τῶν στοιχείων τοῦ κόσμου). Paul had warned them against false teachers 
whose philosophy is not according to Christ but according to the basic principles of the world 
(2:8). Death with Christ severed the believer from these elemental principles, but the believers 
in Colossae had submitted themselves again to them, as had some in the church at Galatia (cf. 
Gal. 4:3, 9). Meyer defined the stoicheiōn (Gr. στοιχείων) as elementary religious principles of 
the Law. They are defined in 2:21 as having to do with ascetic practices. The question Paul asks 
is, “why as living in the world do you submit yourselves to it?” Thus, Paul sees the believer as 
living in the world, but not having to submit oneself to its philosophy or rules. Yet, the believers 
at Colossae had done this very thing. Submit yourself is from dogmatizesthe (Gr. δογματίζεσθε), 
which is defined as placing oneself or obligating oneself to rules and practices, its dogma 
(BDAG). The verb can be taken as middle or passive voice (permissive passive). Passive would 
imply that the false teachers had deceived them while the middle voice implies a willingness of 
the believers to submit themselves to these rules. Either way, the church was in danger of being 
deceived by false teachers purporting an asceticism that sounded persuasive but, in reality, was 
a return to slavery. The rules that Paul is referring to is what was mentioned in 2:14 that were 
nailed to the cross. The verb is in the present tense, meaning that they were in the process, and 
it was not yet a done deal. 

2:21. Paul now gives examples of the ascetic practices that the false teachers were advocating. 
“Do not handle; do not taste; do not touch.” The verb handle (from haptō, Gr. ἅπτω) is used of 
eating (cf. BDAG), touching (cf. 2 Cor. 6:17), clinging to (John 20:17) or sexual contact (1 Cor. 
7:1). The idea here is probably the same as 2 Cor. 6:17, where the teachers infiltrating into the 
Colossian church were prohibiting the church from touching things or food that was believed to 
contaminate them. Taste is used literally of tasting food (cf. Jn. 2:9; Acts 23:14) or experiencing 
something such as death (cf. Luke 9:27). Here, the reference is to tasting food. There were foods 
prohibited as well as holy days mentioned earlier in the context. Finally, he says, “do not touch.” 
The word touch (from thinganō, Gr. θιγγάνω) is only used here and in Heb. 11:28 and 12:20. In 
12:20, it is used of animals crossing the boundary that Moses set up, thus touching a forbidden 
area, resulting in death. In the eyes of the false teachers, a person is more spiritual or holy if he 
or she avoids certain things. But Paul, however, rejects these ideas. “These rules form part of a 
prohibitory regimen by which sinful tendencies to bodily pleasure were to be repressed (ver. 23), 
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and spiritual truths symbolically enforced…”105 However, God is glorified when believers eat and 
drink for His glory (1 Cor. 10:31). The earth belongs to the Lord and everything in it (1 Cor. 
10:26). The kingdom of God is not about food and drink but is about peace, joy, and the Holy 
Spirit (Rom. 14). What we eat or drink does not defile us, but what comes out of us is what 
defiles (Mark 7:19). We should accept all foods with thanksgiving (1 Tim. 4:4). We should also be 
cautious not to use our freedom to offend others who do not feel the same freedom (Rom. 14:15). 
The main concern of these teachers was purity, but the way to achieve purity for them was 
through the continuance of obedience to the old covenant, which Paul says is passé now that the 
New Covenant has been installed by Christ, who perfectly fulfilled the old covenant. 

2:22. In 2:22-23, Paul gives three reasons for rejecting their theology. (1) These rules 
are all for digestive consumption. There is a deterioration of these things after they are 
consumed. They are only temporary and physical. Ascetic practices are merely physical. “The 
thought is that these things which are merely material, as is shown by their dissolution in the 
ordinary course of nature, have in themselves no moral or spiritual effect.”106 “Like so many 
other similar religious systems, this one substituted the temporal for the eternal, making food 
and observances the center of its practice.”107 Food consumption is of this earth and is only 
temporary, while Paul endeavored to point people to Christ and eternal truths (cf. 3:1f). (2) 
These rules are based upon the commandments (entalmata, Gr. ἐντάλματα) and 
teachings (didaskalias, Gr. διδασκαλίας) of men. They are man-made (cf. Mt. 15:9 and Mk. 
7:7 where the same word is used). They are merely man-made commandments. 

2:23. The third reason for rejecting this false teaching is that it does not have any power 
in restraining the sinful nature. It had the appearance of wisdom (Gr. σοφία). Sophia 
would have appealed to the Greek mind, but in Paul’s evaluation, it was just an appearance of 
wisdom. The word appearance comes from Gr. Λόγος, which usually means word or some form 
of communication or reckoning. Paul enumerates three characteristics of this false so-called 
wisdom. The false teachers had a system that appealed to the Greek mindset. First, it was a 
man-made religious system not based upon divine revelation. The words self-imposed 
worship (NIV) or self-made religion (ESV) are from ethelothrēskia (Gr. ἐθελοθρησκία) and it 
means a do-it-yourself religion (BDAG), occurring only once in the NT. This has to do with the 
worship of angels mentioned earlier in the text. Second, it was also ascetic with the 
characteristic of false humility. There was a strict treatment of the body. This is understood 
in the light of 2:22 about what not to touch, handle, and taste. Such an approach would have 
appealed to immoral Greek people since it focused on self-discipline. Third, it involved 
severity to the body. But Paul concludes that it did not have any value against the indulgence 
of the flesh. Such an approach sounds appealing, but while physical desires are curbed, it was 
only surface. It did not transform the heart and soul where fleshly desires reside and spring 

 

105 Spence-Jones, p. 95. 

106 Abbott, p. 274. 

107 Melick, p. 277. 



65 
 

from. Meyer commented that “Those commandments and doctrines have a repute of wisdom, 
etc., in order to afford thereby full satisfaction to the material-psychical human nature. Thus, 
while the repute of wisdom is procured among other things by mortifying the body, the flesh is 
satisfied; the fleshly sinful lust of these men gets fully satisfying nourishment conveyed to it, 
when they see that their doctrines and commandments pass for wise.”108 But Paul probably did 
not mean that these men satisfied the flesh. The strong negative at the end of the verse implies a 
contrast. While this nice-sounding philosophy appealed to people, their system did not curb the 
lust of the sinful nature. “The flesh could not be conquered through such practices. Therefore, 
the entire system was flawed. The teachers devoted themselves to ascetic practices and physical 
torture, hoping to produce a higher spiritual state. In the end, their approach was misguided at 
three points. It was only a product of this world. It focused on perishable (earthly) objects, and it 
did not offer a means of conquering the desires of the flesh.”109 Paul’s evaluation implies that 
asceticism and rough treatment of the body do not conquer the sinful nature. In the next 
chapter, he corrects this false system with instruction on conquering the flesh. “Paul says that 
these ascetic observances, while they appeal to men as indications of superior wisdom and piety, 
have no value as remedies against sensual indulgence.”110 “Now what has been implicit in Paul’s 
argument all along becomes explicit: their claim to offer a wise and comprehensive system of 
spiritual growth is nothing but a sham.”111  

 

Application 

Self-made religious practices do not have the power to transform a person’s heart. Man-made 
rules that are philosophically and culturally appealing have no lasting effect in curbing fleshly 
appetites. The focus of today’s culture on strict diets, harsh physical regiments, and self-focused 
practices on finding oneself do not last and do not transform the heart and soul. For the 
transformation of a life, there must be a transformation of the heart and soul first. The weakness 
of the do-it-yourself religion is self-apparent. It is do-it-yourself and is not according to Christ 
nor focused on Christ. Paul has made it plain in the first two chapters that the only way for 
transformation to take place is to focus our hearts on Jesus Christ. We must avoid all schemes of 
anything requiring regimens that result in arrogant judgment of others who fail to meet 
whatever standard has been erected. “They lead us to regard our obligations to God as a 
checklist, which, when we have completed the duties, mislead us into thinking we have done all 
that God requires.”112 Evangelical Christians must guard against self-righteous tendencies that 
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elevate rules and practices that makes one believe that he or she is spiritual. Likewise, we should 
warn those who are self-absorbed into visions and dreams purporting “new revelations” that are 
not connected to Christ, i.e., the Head. Dreams and visions do not transform a person’s heart 
and soul, either. Only Christ can do this through His indwelling Holy Spirit. Christ is God’s 
mediator of His blessings and plan and purpose today. Anything that deviates from Christ is 
suspect. 
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Discussion Questions 

 

1. How have you seen believers being judged for their actions or attitudes? Why were they 
being judged?  

2. What “rules, traditions, or philosophies” have people placed on believers that are not 
important to true spiritual growth and a life IN CHRIST?  

3. How would you describe the difference between the SHADOW and the REALITY as it refers 
to Christ?  

4. What examples have you seen of false teachers showing the characteristics as described in 
verses 18-19? 

5. How should believers evaluate whether a person is a false teacher or not?  

6. Paul asked the question in verse 20, if you know the false teachers are teaching falsely and 
judging people without true cause, why do you still submit and follow them? How have you 
been led astray by things that are not biblical teaching and you followed them?  How did you 
come to realize that you should not follow them and determined to follow the truth taught in 
Scripture?  

7. What victories have you gained in submitting to follow the Bible teachings rather than the 
traditions of men?  
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Living Out Your New Position in Christ – 3:1-4:6 

Introduction: Living under Christ’s Supremacy – 3:1-4 

Paul instructed the Colossian Church on how to live under the Supremacy 
of Christ. 

Believers are to focus their hearts on things above. Lasting change begins 
in our hearts. 

If then you have been raised with Christ, seek the things that are above, where Christ is, seated 
at the right hand of God. Set your minds on things that are above, not on things that are on 
earth. For you have died, and your life is hidden with Christ in God. When Christ who is your 
life appears, then you also will appear with him in glory. 

Because Christ is preeminent, believers are to set their hearts on Christ as 
ruler in our lives – 3:1-2. 

3:1. With the inferential conjunction “Therefore,” Paul transitions to instruct them how to live 
out their position in Christ. The following exhortations are based upon what Paul said in 2:20-
23, which hints at their wrong attempt at sanctification. Asceticism does not make them closer 
to God. Rules, regulations, and religious practices do not bring us closer to God or transform our 
hearts with lasting change. They participated with Christ not only in His death but also in His 
resurrection. Critically foundational to a correct and healthy life is the gospel. Since they were 
raised with Christ, there are implications. Raised is an aorist passive verb meaning that their 
union with Christ in His resurrection took place in past time and was something that God did to 
them by the working of the Holy Spirit. This was not something that they accomplished on their 
own. This is a first-class conditional clause, meaning that Paul is speaking of reality. They were 
raised with Christ, as far as he knows their inner heart belief evidenced by their outward 
confession, usually at baptism, witnessed and reported by Epaphras, their shepherd. With Christ 
indicates their position. They are no longer in Adam; they are in Christ. They died, were buried, 
and were raised with Him. This all took place when they believed in Christ as Lord. 
Sanctification is based upon conversion, which is a radical break from the past. Based upon their 
relationship with Christ, Paul exhorts them to seek the things which are above (ta anō zēteite, 
Gr. τὰ ἄνω ζητεῖτε). Seek is in the present tense, implying that what he is exhorting them to do 
is a lifestyle. While their position in Christ is a historical fact, their subsequent lifestyle is an 
ongoing reality and challenge. Seeking has to do with desires which spring from the heart.113 
The things above are defined later in the chapter (cf. 3:12-17). The higher life has to do with 
relationships with fellow believers and responsibilities within the household. Our position in 
Christ is daily lived out in relationship with the church and the family. The things above are 
where Christ is, seated at the right hand of God the Father. The heavenly life that God has 
prepared for us to live is focused on our earthly relationships. The reign of Christ above is 
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demonstrated in our relationships here below. How we live out those relationships reflects who 
we are in Christ and how we are relating to Him as Lord over our lives, our church, and our 
family. “If Jesus, the Christ, is so highly favored and acknowledged to be God’s “right hand 
man,” with all the power and authority to effect God’s will and to protect his own which is 
implicit in that claim, then Christian life should be entirely oriented by reference to this 
Christ.”114 That Christ is seated at the right hand of God, the Father means that Christ occupies a 
place of honor, power, and preeminence. Christ is preeminent in Creation (ch. 1) and in the 
Church. Thus, He is to be preeminent in our lives and families as well. 

3:2. The second injunction (imperative verb in the present tense) is from phroneō, to think or 
set one’s mind on (BDAG). Paul regularly uses this in commands (Gal. 5:10; Phil. 2:2; 3:15; 2 
Cor. 13:11; Rom. 12:3) for how people view themselves in relationship to others. Here they are 
to set their minds on things above. They are not to set their minds on the things that are on the 
earth. There is a contrast here in values – heavenly values where Christ reigns and worldly 
values where the sinful nature reigns. As Max Anders stated, “Heavenly values are to capture our 
imaginations, emotions, thoughts, feelings, ideas, and actions. The believer is to see everything, 
including earthly things, against the backdrop of eternity. With a new (resurrection) 
perspective on life, the eternal is to impact the temporal.”115 Beginning in v. 5, Paul lists the 
things that are a part of the world, and in v. 12, he lists the things that are a part of the heavenly 
citizenship. Christ’s rule in heaven has an impact in how we live here on earth. Being “heavenly 
minded” does impact earthly values and relationships. “The alternative commended is not to 
abandon a heavenly perspective, but to maintain one which results in a less earthly outcome, to 
foster and follow a way of living and of practicing religion which always and again takes its 
starting point from the true reality (Christ, 3:1, 3–4) in heaven (ta anō, τὰ ἄνω).”116 

There are three all-encompassing reasons why we should focus our hearts 
on Christ’s rule in our lives – 3:3-4. 

3:3. With the conjunction “For” (gar, Gr. gar), Paul gives three reasons for this way of 
living. The first reason looks back in the past, the second at the present, and the 
third looks to the future. First, they died (an aorist tense verb looking back at a finished, 
completed action), i.e., they were united with Christ in His death. When they died, they died to 
sin, Satan, and the world. These forces no longer have power or authority over them. So how 
could they think and live dominated by the world anymore? They belong to a heavenly kingdom 
and are in Christ. Second, their life is hidden in God with Christ (perfect passive tense of 
the verb kryptō). The action of the verb reveals that this hiding began at conversion (when they 
died) and continues to the present and will continue to the return of Christ, the parousia. The 
perfect tense of the verb expresses the results of their death (aorist).117 They are hidden in God. 

 

114 Dunn, p. 205. 

115 Anders, p. 327. 

116 Dunn, p. 206. 

117 Cf. Abbott, 279. 
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This speaks of their right standing and peace with God and echoes Gal. 2:20, where Paul states 
that he no longer lives, but Christ lives in Him and that he lives by faith in Christ because He 
loved Paul and gave His life as a sacrifice for Paul. The believer is in God because Christ is in 
God and with God. Eternal life is a present possession, currently in secret form, to be fully 
manifested at Christ’s coming. This is the tension with which we currently live – in the now but 
not yet. Now we are dead. We have eternal life. We are no longer under the authority of sin, 
Satan, and the world. We are hidden with Christ in God. But who and what we will become, has 
not been fully revealed. We live in the now still here on earth as representatives of the King, but 
also in the not yet stage of the full expression of the kingdom of God because the King will be 
present in all His glory, and we will be revealed with Him in His glory. Because of our present 
standing in Christ and present hidden form and future revelation, the way we are to live is stated 
in vv. 1-2. We are to set our hearts and minds of the life above that God has for us to walk in it. 
Meyer well stated that the Christian “finds himself still in the realm of the earthly, but he no 
longer lives therein.”118 Ernest Martin noted that Paul’s statement about being hidden is a 
reference to security. “It is better to take the expression as a statement of security, as in this 
paraphrase: Your life in Christ is securely tucked away (EDM). The tense of the verb (perfect 
passive) means that your life has been hidden and stays that way. Ephesians 2:6 has a similar 
thought: “[God] raised us up with [Christ] and seated us with him in the heavenly places in 
Christ Jesus.” The “sure and steadfast anchor of the soul” (Heb. 6:18–20) is yet another way to 
express the security of being in Christ.”119 Thus, Paul states that our lives are secure in Christ 
and also secret because Christ is unseen. 

3:4. A third reason that they should focus their hearts on eternal values is a future 
reality and promise. Believers have a glorious future revelation with Christ. When Christ is 
revealed, they will also be revealed in glory. Paul does not say when Christ is going to be 
revealed. He says that He will be revealed. God the Father will send Christ, and He will be 
revealed in magnificent glory (cf. Phil. 3:20-21; 1 Jn. 3:1-3). Believers will also be revealed in 
glory. The verb revealed is from phaneroō, to reveal or appear or and means to cause to become 
visible (BDAG). Both verbs appear in the passive voice, future tense. Believers are to set their 
hearts on eternal realities because their future is glorious, and this world is not all there is. There 
is more coming. The first verb (speaking of Christ) is in the subjunctive mood, meaning that the 
timing of Christ’s coming is uncertain. The second verb is in the indicative mood, meaning that 
the believer’s glorious revelation is certain. Christ is your life. The reality of the Christian life 
centers on Christ. Just as Christ is preeminent in creation and in the Church, so He also should 
be preeminent in the believer’s life. The glorious revelation of believers will be with Christ. Just 
as the believer died and rose again with Christ, he will be revealed with Christ. The believer’s 
identification with Christ is complete – with Him in His death, burial, and resurrection. 

 

118 Meyer, p. 419. 

119 Martin, pp. 136-37. 
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Application: 

Here is effective, true transformation: a person’s life is changed when their thinking is changed, 
and when that thinking is focused on Jesus Christ. Our life is bound up in Christ. We died with 
Christ, we were buried with Christ, and we rose with Christ. We are identified with Him. He is 
seated at the right hand of God in heaven. We are seated in the heavenlies with Christ. When our 
focus is on Jesus Christ, everything lines up. Our minds change and are transformed, and as a 
result, our lives are transformed. We are to focus our hearts and minds on Christ. Why? We died 
with Him in the past (spiritual transformation). Our life is protected in Christ. We possess 
eternal life now but not yet in its fullest manifestation (present transformation). Finally, we shall 
appear with Him in glory. We will be changed in the twinkling of an eye, and we shall appear 
with Christ with a glorified body. The final transformation is stated clearly – physical 
transformation. 
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Discussion Questions 

 

1. Since believers are dead to their sin and alive IN CHRIST, how does the believer focus his 
attention on things ABOVE rather than things of this earth?  

2. Where do you find the things that are ABOVE?  

3. How are you submitting and walking in obedience to the Word of God?  

4. What are your thoughts on verse 4? When Christ is revealed (when he comes), you will be 
revealed with Him in glory. 
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Put to Death the Earthly – 3:5-11. 

When Christ rules our lives, we are freed from sins of the flesh – 3:5-11. 

Put to death therefore what is earthly in you: sexual immorality, impurity, passion, evil desire, 
and covetousness, which is idolatry. On account of these the wrath of God is coming. In these 
you too once walked, when you were living in them. But now you must put them all away: 
anger, wrath, malice, slander, and obscene talk from your mouth. Do not lie to one another, 
seeing that you have put off the old self with its practices and have put on the new self, which is 
being renewed in knowledge after the image of its creator. Here there is not Greek and Jew, 
circumcised and uncircumcised, barbarian, Scythian, slave, free; but Christ is all, and in all. 

Sexual sins and sins of Greed – 3:5-6. 

3:5. The believer’s new nature in Christ does not automatically annihilate fleshly desires. While 
we live in the world with the sinful nature, we will face the war between the old nature and the 
new nature. We not only live in the tension of the already, but not yet of the kingdom of God. We 
also face the struggle between the sinful nature and the new nature in Christ. God has given us 
the resources to face this battle through the Holy Spirit, the new nature, the Word of God, and 
the Church (other believers). With “Therefore,” Paul makes an application from 3:1-5. Because 
believers are united with Christ in His death, resurrection, and future glory, they are to put to 
death the things that belong to the earth (3:2). In 3:2, Paul urged them to think about the things 
which are above, not the things that are of this earth (Gr. ta epi tēs gēs). Here, he continues with 
this thought line of things that are of this earth. The verbs in 3:1 and 3 are in the indicative 
mood indicating foundational beliefs upon which to build a lifestyle. Put to death is in the 
aorist imperative mood, emphasizing the urgency of the action. Paul transitions from the 
indicative mood (reality) to the imperative mood (contingent upon their action). In other words, 
believers are to put into practice what is true. Put to death is from the Greek word nekroō and 
means to deaden or cause to cease completely (BDAG). It is used two other times, both in the 
passive voice in reference to Abraham’s body, which was good as dead in that he was incapable 
of fathering children at such an old age (cf. Rom. 4:19; Heb. 11:12). The same idea is 
communicated in Romans 6:11, where Paul directs the Roman church to “consider 
yourselves dead to sin and alive to God in Christ Jesus.” They are to put to death “what is 
earthly in you” (ta melē ta epi tēs gēs, Gr. τὰ μέλη τὰ ἐπὶ τῆς γῆς), literally the members which 
belong to the earth. In other words, believers are to put to death worldly attitudes and actions 
that are in opposition to God and that are not the things of above. According to Melick, “The 
unifying idea between the physical and attitudinal definitions of the term is that the members 
are agents through which persons express themselves. Their motivating force (sin or 
righteousness) finds expression through their members. Certainly, people sin through the 
vehicle of the various parts of their make-up.”120 According to Anders, “He starts with external 
actions and then moves to the internal drives which cause the conduct. In his “vice lists” Paul 
mentions three categories of behavior: (1) perverted passions, (2) hot tempers, (3) sharp 

 

120Melick, p. 289. 
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tongues.”121 Paul lists the things associated with the earthly attitudes and actions: sexual 
immorality (porneia, Gr. πορνείαν), impurity (akatharsia Gr. ἀκαθαρσίαν), (evil) passion 
(pathos, Gr. πάθος), evil desire (epithumian kakēn, Gr. ἐπιθυμίαν κακήν), and covetousness 
(pleonexian, Gr. πλεονεξίαν). Here is another sin list in Paul’s writings (cf. Rom. 1:29–31; 1 
Cor. 5:11; 6:9–10; Gal. 5:19–21; Eph. 5:3–4). Sin or vice lists were common among Greek 
philosophers and Jewish teachers. All of these have to do with attitudes, thoughts, and actions. 
A thought life that is consumed with evil passions will eventually give birth to evil actions. 
Porneia referred to all sexual sins outside of marriage. Impurity was wider-reaching than 
immorality. Passions referred to uncontrolled and evil passions. Paul defines covetousness as 
idolatry. Idolatry was characteristic of the Greco-Roman world, with Greek gods and goddesses 
abounding throughout temples in the Roman Empire. Paul takes idolatry a step further to inner 
desires. Covetousness was forbidden in the Ten Commandments (“You shall not covet your 
neighbor’s house…” Ex. 20:17). Covetousness is an overwhelming desire to have what belongs to 
someone else. Paul’s list of things of the earth all has a connection with a person’s inner desires 
and passions. “These five, therefore, are sins of personal aggression. The individual who 
commits them thinks more of himself than he does of others. For Paul, sexual sin harmed the 
individual himself—it was a sin against one’s own body (1 Cor 6:18); it ruins relationships; it 
contributes to autonomy—the anti-God spirit; and it represents a lack of self-control. These all 
characterize the old self.”122 In 3:1-2, the believer’s passion is to focus on Christ. With Christ at 
the center of one’s heart and desire, these thoughts and actions are put to death. 

3:6. One reason why the believer should put to death these things is because the wrath of God 
is coming upon these things. The preposition dia (Gr. διά) is causal, giving the reason for the 
injunction to put to death. The relative pronoun (“these”) is plural, referring to the whole list in 
3:5. Paul states that the wrath of God is coming. Wrath (Gr. ὀργὴ) is God’s response to evil 
behavior that people do. In Romans 1:18ff, Paul describes God’s response to man’s rejection of 
His revelation. Because people continually reject God’s revelation, God responds in wrath. 
Wrath is righteous indignation that results in retributive punishment. On the other hand, people 
experience the consequences of their actions because God has established the universe with a 
planting and sowing principle. People reap what they sow. They experience the consequences of 
their actions. This does not mean that God does not love people. The greatest expression of 
God’s love is the sacrificial death of Christ (John 3:16). Paul also says that God’s wrath is coming 
(present tense). Retribution is imminent. This is another reason why God’s people should put to 
death these actions. Finally, he says that God’s wrath is coming upon the sons of disobedience. 
This phrase is also found in Eph. 2:2 and 5:6. In Eph. 5:6, Paul listed a similar list of vices and 
said that God’s wrath is coming upon the sons of disobedience. The sons of disobedience are 
unbelievers, not believers who are merely disobedient (cf. Eph. 2:2). They are walking and living 
in disobedience and do not have eternal life. Thus, there has been some doubt as to whether this 
phrase is to be included in the original because it is omitted in an early manuscript made by 
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papyrus (p46) and another early manuscript called B, but well attested in other manuscripts. It is 
also not mentioned by many of the early church fathers, including Chrysostom, Clement, and 
Cyprian. 

3:7. Paul gives a second reason for putting to death earthly things. The description in 3:5-6 is 
the lifestyle the Colossian believers once lived. With the words in which, Paul connects the list of 
vices in 3:5 to the Colossians. They once walked in them. The word walked (peripateō, Gr. 
περιεπατήσατέ from περιπατέω) is indicative of one’s lifestyle. This is a favorite term for Paul, 
who uses this extensively throughout Galatians, Ephesians, and Philippians for the lifestyle of a 
person. The aorist tense of the verb and the adverb formerly points to their past lifestyle. The 
final phrase is when you lived in them. The word lived here is a different Greek word (from zaō, 
Gr. ζάω) but is synonymous with the former word. Their lifestyle consisted of the list in v. 5. This 
was characteristic of how they lived, talked, and treated other people. The keyword in this verse 
is formerly. This shows separation and that their current life is and should not be the same. 
Something radically happened to change their lives – they heard the gospel and believed in 
Jesus Christ, who changed their lives. But unfortunately, it seems they have fallen back into old, 
fallen patterns, and Paul is exhorting them to know who Christ is – the preeminent Creator, Son 
of God, and Head of the Church. He is Lord, and they were buried and raised with Him to new 
life. The old is gone, and the new has come. There is no need to look back, but to join God in 
reaching the Lycus Valley for Christ. 

Anger & Speech Sins – 3:8-11 

3:8. With the conjunctions “But now,” Paul contrasts the believers’ lives with the sons of 
disobedience who face the wrath of God and with their former lifestyle. They lived according to 
the sinful nature, but it should not be this way anymore. With the pronoun “you” and the 
imperative aorist verb apotheste (Gr. ἀπόθεσθε) Paul makes an emphatic statement to the 
Colossian believers. The use of the pronoun adds emphasis. Paul exhorts them to lay aside all 
the things he is about to list– the lifestyle according to the earth. The words lay aside are from 
apotithēmi (Gr. ἀποτίθημι), also used in other texts dealing with the same issues (cf. Rom. 13:12; 
Eph. 4:22; Heb. 12:1; James 1:21; 1 Pet. 2:1). It is used literally in Acts 7:58, where the ones 
stoning Stephen laid aside their clothing. As dirty clothing, they are to remove these habits. The 
list includes anger, rage, wickedness, blasphemy, and abusive language. This list is a 
relational list - in that people get angry at others, respond in rage with others, live a life of 
wickedness towards others, blaspheme God in front of others and use abusive language to 
control and hurt others. Life in the church should not be this way. 

3:9. A second exhortation Paul adds is to not lie to one another. We are to speak the truth in 
love (Eph. 4:15), speak the truth with our neighbor (Eph. 4:25), and use our speech to encourage 
and build up others (Eph. 4:29). The reason (the participle is causal) for vv. 8-9a he gives is 
because the old man was stripped off with its practices. Old man is another way of saying 
the sinful nature. The old nature has been stripped off. In the Old Covenant, circumcision was 
an outward and physical act of stripping off the flesh as a sign of the covenant. Under the New 
Covenant, Christ has stripped off the sinful nature, the inner disposition whose bent is rebellion 
and sin against God. The word for stripped off is apekdusamenoi (Gr. ἀπεκδυσάμενοι), the 
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same word used in 2:15, of Christ stripping fallen angels of their powers. The noun form was 
used in 2:11 of the stripping off the flesh in circumcision. The verb is in the middle voice 
reflexive idea (you yourselves have put off the old self).  

3:10. With the conjunction and, Paul adds a second reason for the exhortations in vv. 8-9a. 
Not only has the sinful nature been stripped off, God has given something in its place. They 
had put on the new man. A new disposition or bent has been given to the believer. This is the 
promise of the New Covenant where God would give a new heart (Jer. 31:33). In salvation, 
this is the work of the Holy Spirit who indwells the believer, beginning at salvation. In Eph. 1:13-
14, we learn that the Holy Spirit is the down payment until Christ returns, and He is the seal, or 
mark of ownership, of the believer. The Holy Spirit not only cleanses the believer at the point of 
salvation, but He also imparts new life and a new disposition of obedience towards God. 
According to Meyer, “this transformation which, in principle, has taken place in and with the 
conversion to Christ, must manifest itself practically by the laying aside of those vices.”123 The 
new man is being renewed (anakainoumenon, Gr. ἀνακαινούμενον a passive voice, present 
tense participle from anakainoō, Gr. ἀνακαινόω, to renew). The passive voice implies that 
someone else is renewing the believer; namely, the Holy Spirit is working in the life of 
the believer, renewing him or her day by day (cf. 2 Cor. 4:16). The next phrase in knowledge (eis 
epignōsin, Gr. εἰς ἐπίγνωσιν) indicates the goal in which the renewal is taking place. The 
preposition in (eis, Gr. εἰς) is a marker indicating the goal and is used of verbs indicating change. 
Knowledge is conceptual and relational. Paul qualifies this knowledge in saying that it is 
according to the image of the One who created him. All were created in the image of God, but 
this image was marred when sin came. All were born in sin and in Adam, with condemnation, a 
sinful nature. Now, through knowing Christ, the believer is transformed back into the image of 
the One who created him in His image. This transformation is a work of God; believers 
cooperate with God in the process through appropriating all that Christ accomplished. “It also 
becomes clear that this renewing after the image of God is God’s work in the believers, with their 
cooperation, and not a matter of self-reformation or self-actualization.”124 The measure of 
growth is the restoration of the image of God in believers. “The goal is knowledge. 
Knowledge was a preoccupation of the false teachers. Paul stressed knowledge (epignōsis), 
genuine knowledge attained through Christ in the process of renewal. This is progressive, not 
instantaneous. It comes through Christ, not some other flash of insight as, perhaps, the false 
teachers were saying at Colossae. This genuine knowledge is of the Creator. Paul used the 
language found in the creation accounts. Specifically, the term “image” is significant. People 
were created in the image of God. That image was marred when they sinned. Through 
conversion and growing in Christlikeness, believers are renewed ‘according to the image’ of God. 
The measurement of growth is the restored image of God in people.”125 
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3:11. Paul adds a qualifying note to 3:10 about the new man. The concept of the new man does 
not just pertain to individual believers but has implications for the whole church. This includes 
all peoples – Greek, Jew, circumcised, uncircumcised, Barbarian, Scythian, slave or free. The 
conjunction but is adversative, contrasting the idea of ethnic differences. “The four pairs of 
opposed terms represent distinctions (1) of race, (2) of religious privilege, (3) of culture, (4) of 
social rank.”126 Christ is all and is in all. “But in Christ these barriers must come down — iron 
curtains, colour bars, class distinctions, national and cultural divisions, political and sectarian 
partisanship. It is not difficult to re-phrase, in terms of the divisions of modern life, Paul’s 
affirmation that “we were all baptized in one Spirit into one body, whether Jews or Gentiles, 
whether slaves or freemen” (1 Cor. 12:13). In the unity of that body there is no room for the old 
cleavages: Christ is all, and in all.”127 This statement means that Christ indwells every believer – 
regardless of race. He is preeminent in creation and in the church. Moo stated, “The Christian 
community is comprised of people who maintain their gender, familial, and social identities. 
Jews are still Jews in Christ; Gentiles are still Gentiles in Christ; slaves are still slaves in Christ. 
But these earthly identities are no longer what is most important: solidarity in Christ is now the 
ruling paradigm for the new community.”128 This is the “things above” mentality that believers 
are to take. Because Christ is all, He is Lord over the church. Everything bows to Christ because 
He is preeminent. Because He is in all, racial prejudice or ethnocentrism has no place in the 
church. In fact, just the opposite is to occur – reconciliation, acceptance, and integration in the 
church body. In Christ, the curse is reversed. J. B. Lightfoot stated, “Christ has dispossessed and 
obliterated all distinctions of religious prerogative and intellectual preeminence and social caste; 
Christ has substituted Himself for all these; Christ occupies the whole sphere of human life and 
permeates all its developments.”129 

 

Application: 

When Christ rules our lives, we are freed from the sins of the old, sinful nature. The step we 
need to take about these actions and attitudes is to put them to death. This is a step in our minds 
and in our hearts. We are to consider ourselves dead to them – sexual sins, sins of greed, and 
sins of anger and speech. The reasons: God will judge us, and this is the way we used to live. Like 
clothes soiled from hard work, we are to take them off and put on the new man, which is being 
renewed by God’s truth according to the image of Christ. Socially, the new man has no racial, 
religious, educational, or social inferiorities. Christ is all and is in all. The path to becoming like 

 

126 Spence-Jones, p. 151. 
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Classic Commentaries on the Greek New Testament (London; New York: Macmillan and Co., 
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Christ is by putting to death the evil desires and destructive habits that damage relationships. 
When Christ rules our lives, there is victory over the sinful nature and sinful actions and 
attitudes. 
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Discussion Questions 

 

1. Describe the things that we are “dead to” since we are IN CHRIST? 

2. What is God’s plan for those who practice these sinful ways of the earthly, fleshly life?  

3. What sinful practices are you still living in as a follower of Jesus Christ?  

4. Describe the NEW MAN IN CHRIST, according to verse 10?  

5. What spiritual principle is taught in verse 11 that we should be living out in our daily 
Christian life?  

 

  



80 
 

Put on the New Man in Christ – 3:12-17. 

When Christ rules our lives, we have harmonious relationships. 

Put on then, as God’s chosen ones, holy and beloved, compassionate hearts, kindness, humility, 
meekness, and patience, bearing with one another and, if one has a complaint against another, 
forgiving each other; as the Lord has forgiven you, so you also must forgive. And above all 
these put on love, which binds everything together in perfect harmony. And let the peace of 
Christ rule in your hearts, to which indeed you were called in one body. And be thankful. Let 
the word of Christ dwell in you richly, teaching and admonishing one another in all wisdom, 
singing psalms and hymns and spiritual songs, with thankfulness in your hearts to God. And 
whatever you do, in word or deed, do everything in the name of the Lord Jesus, giving thanks 
to God the Father through him. 

3:12. With the conjunction “Therefore,” Paul makes an application from the previous verses 
giving two reasons for avoiding the lifestyle that belongs to the earth. He stated that the old man 
had been stripped off and that they had put on the new man which is being renewed into the 
image of its Creator. Finally, he stated that Christ had removed cultural, religious, and 
intellectual barriers between people and that Christ is all and in all. Now, he makes an 
application from this. Because of these truths of a new standing and provision by God to live a 
transformed life, Paul exhorts them to a new lifestyle, which includes “compassionate hearts, 
kindness, humility, meekness, and patience.” He addresses them as God’s chosen ones, who are 
holy and beloved. Chosen is from eklektos (Gr. ἐκλεκτός), which is used of Christ (1 Pet. 2:4), the 
holy angels (1 Tim. 5:21) and believers (cf. Rufus, Rom. 16:13). Being holy is positional, i.e., at 
the point of salvation, God set them aside for a special purpose and made them holy. Thus, 
believers are to live a holy life because they are holy. Beloved means that believers are dearly 
loved by God. The lifestyle believers are to live include compassion, kindness, humility, 
meekness, and patience. “Compassionate hearts” is literally bowels of compassion. The word 
bowels (Gr. σπλάγχνα) refers to one’s inner being, i.e., the heart. Kindness is from chrēstotēs 
(Gr. χρηστότητα) and is also a fruit of the Spirit (Gal. 5:22). Humility is one’s view of oneself 
and is needed for unity (Phil. 2:3) and is the opposite of pride (1 Pet. 5:5). Meekness is how we 
deal with one another and is also translated gentleness. Moses was the meekest man in all the 
earth during his time. “Now the man Moses was very meek, more than all people who were on 
the face of the earth” (Numbers 12:3). Patience is from makrothumia (Gr. μακροθυμίαν) and is 
also translated longsuffering. It is used in Ephesians 4:2 alongside meekness. All these qualities 
are relational qualities that God develops in us through the Holy Spirit as we surrender to the 
Holy Spirit’s work in us. 

3:13. Paul continues listing character qualities. The two participles bearing with one another 
and…forgiving one another (anechomenoi allēlōn kai charizomenoi eautois, Gr. ἀνεχόμενοι 
ἀλλήλων καὶ χαριζόμενοι ἑαυτοῖς) support the imperative verb put on in 3:12. These two 
participles indicate the way they are to obey this exhortation. They are to put on these qualities 
in this manner. They are to bear with one another. The idea of bearing is toleration and 
endurance (cf. Eph. 4:2). They are to tolerate one another’s idiosyncrasies and weaknesses. They 
are also to forgive one another. When people tolerate one another and put up with others’ 
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weakness and misgivings, there are bound to be hurt feelings and offenses. Forgiveness, then, is 
necessary, Paul states – if they have any complaints against anyone else. These things are bound 
to happen within the church as people relate to one another and work with one another. Paul 
adds that they are to forgive, just as the Lord forgave them. This is the basis and provision for 
forgiveness. God’s forgiveness in Christ is the basis and provision that enables us to forgive one 
another. When we realize how much God has forgiven us, we become grateful and are to forgive 
one another with the same measure that God forgave us. The disciples found forgiveness 
difficult as Jesus instructed them to forgive 70 times seven. God’s forgiveness is based upon 
Christ’s substitutionary, sacrificial death on the cross. 

3:14. With the conjunction “and” (de, Gr. δὲ), Paul makes an additional statement regarding the 
list of qualities that the Colossian church is to put on. The words above all these refer to the 
previous list in 3:12-13. The word above emphasizes the last quality he lists as having the 
priority among all the virtues listed. The verb put on from 3:12 is omitted to emphasize the last 
virtue, love. Love is described as the bond of perfection (sundesmos tēs teleiotētos, Gr. 
σύνδεσμος τῆς τελειότητος). The word bond is used literally as in chains (cf. Eph. 4:1, where 
Paul is chained). Love holds all the virtues together. Perfection (teleiotētos, Gr. τελειότητος) 
means completeness or maturity (BDAG). Thus, love is what holds the church together. This is 
the characteristic that Jesus said to his disciples by which he desired his disciples to be known. 
The whole world would know that believers belong to Jesus because of their love for one another 
(John 13:35). 

3:15. In addition (And) to love, the Colossian church is to allow Christ’s peace to rule in their 
hearts. Peace is harmony in personal relationships (BDAG). In other words, they are to work 
toward good, harmonious relationships among one another. His exhortation is to let Christ’s 
peace rule in their hearts. The imperative rule is from brabeuetō (Greek βραβευέτω) which 
means to “be in control of someone’s activity by making a decision, be judge, decide, control, 
[or] rule” (BDAG). The judge of their relationships is peace. Paul’s exhortation is not to ignore 
relational issues but to work out relational difficulties. This peace starts in one’s heart and 
works out in good, harmonious relationships. Moo stated, “In this verse, then, similarly, Paul is 
saying that the peace that characterizes the ‘new self’ should be a ruling principle or virtue in our 
innermost being and that it should affect all our relationships—and, in this context, our 
relationships with one another.”130 Further, he stated, “In general, then, Paul wants the Colossians 
to make ‘peace’ the arbiter, the factor that should be given preference over competing concerns 
and interests.”131 Some have used this verse to advocate the feeling of peace in one’s heart for 
making decisions. However, as Melick explained, “Although the peace is generally an individual 
matter, in this case the church was addressed. Paul advocated that peace guide all its collective 
activities. Thus, rather than a command for personal peace, this one stresses harmony in the 
group, as the rest of the verse demands. The basis of this peace was the work of Christ, as Paul 
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made clear in Eph. 2:1–10.”132 The reason for this is that believers were called into one body. 
When the Holy Spirit called them, they were called into one body, and the element that holds 
them together and judges them is peace or harmony. The concept of calling is repeated 
throughout Paul’s letters (cf. Eph. 4:4; 1 Cor. 7:15; Gal. 5:13; 1 Thess. 4:7; 2 Tim. 1:9). “In all 
these texts the point is that God has chosen his people not simply to be his people but to live a 
certain kind of life. That life is bound up with the calling and cannot be separated from it.”133 
Calling to salvation is both individual and communal. When the Holy Spirit called us to 
salvation, this calling was individual, but He called us into one body, which is communal. Our 
salvation, then, has individual characteristics with relational implications. Because they are one 
body, harmonious relationships are important, and peace should be the judge in how they relate 
to one another. In addition, they are to be thankful. Thankfulness also has implications for life 
in Christ’s community. “Believers who are full of gratitude to God for his gracious calling (v. 15a) 
will find it easier to extend to fellow believers the grace of love and forgiveness and to put aside 
petty issues that might inhibit the expression of peace in the community.”134 

3:16. Paul continues his exhortations. They are to let the word of Christ dwell richly among 
them. The Word of Christ is the teaching about Christ. This has been the subject of this book up 
to this point. In chapter 1, the teaching about Christ is that He is preeminent in Creation and the 
Authority over the Church. Dwell is from enoikeō (Gr. ἐνοικέω) and has to do with making one’s 
home. It is used of God (2 Cor. 6:16), making His home in the believer, of the Holy Spirit 
indwelling the believer (Rom. 8:11; 2 Tim. 1:14), of Timothy’s faith which dwelled in him (2 Tim. 
1:5), and sin which dwells in a person (Rom. 7:17). Among you is plural, so Paul’s exhortation 
has relationship to their interpersonal relationships, not in individual terms as many 
Westerners would understand this. Christ is to be preeminent among them in their relationships 
– how they relate to one another. The teaching about Christ – who He is and what He taught His 
disciples – is to dominate our relationships. The teaching about Christ is to regulate their 
relationships richly. This adverb adds emphasis and intensity to Paul’s exhortation. God 
provides for us richly (1 Tim. 6:17), and the Holy Spirit has been given richly to us (Titus 3:6). 
The idea is abundantly and pervasively – not just lip service, but abundantly among believers. 
The remainder of the verse teaches how the teaching about Christ is to be worked out– with all 
wisdom teaching and admonishing one another, singing in your hearts to the Lord with 
psalms, hymns, and spiritual songs with thankfulness. With all wisdom indicates how they are 
to relate to one another, along with teaching about Christ to dwell among them. Paul has already 
said that in Christ, there are no racial boundaries. Their position in Christ is to dominate their 
relationships – in all wisdom, i.e., the application of the truths about Christ, who is preeminent 
over creation and the authority over the Church. He continues explaining how this is to be 
worked out – teaching and admonishing one another. They are to teach one another about 
Christ and the Christian life. When necessary, admonishing is to take place. Worship also has a 
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place – singing with their hearts to God with psalms, hymns, and spiritual songs. Singing 
together (worship) is a dynamic that is transformational and sets the stage for teaching about 
Christ to dwell among them. Corporate worship sets the stage for interpersonal development 
and growth. With their hearts indicates that their singing is to be from the heart and with their 
soul, not just a voicing of the words. This does not mean that musical instruments are excluded. 
He is speaking about their hearts’ intentions and involvement. Their singing is directed towards 
God. 

3:17. Finally, Paul exhorts them to do all that they say and do (in word or in deed), to do all in 
the name of the Lord Jesus Christ. The conjunction and adds a general exhortation to the 
previous verses that sums up all that they are to do. The first verb is a subjunctive mood verb – 
all that you do in word and in deed. Paul omits the second verb, which would be an imperative 
mood verb exhorting them to do all in the name of the Lord Jesus Christ. The words “whatever 
you do in word or in deed” are a figure of speech called Merism, where word and deed comprise 
all that the believer does. As Moo stated, “everything, including what we say and what we do, 
should be governed by the consideration of what it means to live in the realm of the risen 
Christ.”135 In the name of the Lord Jesus Christ indicates the way they are to do all things. In the 
Scriptures, the phrase the name of indicates all that person is and represents – all the teachings 
about Him and the characteristics of Him. In the context of Colossians, Christ is preeminent as 
Creator and Authority over the Church. Everything a believer does and says should be done 
under the banner of who Jesus is and what He represents and teaches. We are to live life 
holistically, not segmented. Everything that we do is to be done under the Lordship of Christ. 
There is no area where He does not rule – how we use our time, resources, how we talk, how we 
treat others, etc. All of life is under Christ’s rule. The participle, giving thanks, tells how they are 
do all things. How we live is to be done with thanksgiving to the Father, through Christ. Because 
Christ is our mediator, we have access to God the Father. We have been restored to a right 
relationship. We live with the constant acknowledgment of Christ’s lordship with thanksgiving – 
not begrudgingly but with thanksgiving – for all that comes our way because Christ is Lord and 
Christ rules our lives and allows things to happen for the glory of His name. 

Thus, Paul summarizes life under the Lordship of Jesus Christ in the last few verses:  
(1) believers are to maintain good relationships with others, forgiving one another, and showing 
one another love. Instead of ignoring grievances, believers are to work out their problems, 
allowing peace to rule their lives.  
(2) The Christian life is one of worship, with Christ in the center.  
(3) All that one does is to be done for the glory of Christ. 

 

Application: 

Relationships in the body of Christ matter. Sound doctrine is not only to be studied and taught 
but also to be applied and lived out. That Christ is preeminent means that He rules how we live 
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and treat others. As we put on new clothes, we are to put on Christlike attitudes and actions. 
This includes compassion, kindness, humility, gentleness, longsuffering, forgiveness, and love. 
We are to let Christ rule our relationships – where He rules, there is peace, i.e., harmonious 
relationships. We are to let the teaching about Christ fill us and dwell among us as we worship 
together, teach His Word, and exhort one another to obedience. Finally, we are to do everything 
under the authority and for the glory of the Lord Jesus Christ. Where Jesus rules, there is peace 
and harmony. 
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Discussion Questions 

 

1. What are the characteristics of a true believer in Jesus Christ?  

2. How do you see yourself living out these characteristics in your daily Christian life?  

3. What is the meaning of “bearing with one another”? 

4. What lesson should the Christian practice regarding forgiveness?  

5. What is the key ingredient that helps you want to live as a NEW MAN IN CHRIST?  

6. How have you experienced the Word of God dwelling in you and ruling in your heart?  

7. What does it mean to be THANKFUL and GRATEFUL to Christ? 
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Household Instructions – 3:18-4:1 

When Christ rules our families and businesses, there is harmony, love, 
and peace. 

Wives, submit to your husbands, as is fitting in the Lord. Husbands, love your wives, and do 
not be harsh with them. Children, obey your parents in everything, for this pleases the Lord. 
Fathers, do not provoke your children, lest they become discouraged. Bondservants, obey in 
everything those who are your earthly masters, not by way of eye-service, as people-pleasers, 
but with sincerity of heart, fearing the Lord. Whatever you do, work heartily, as for the Lord 
and not for men, knowing that from the Lord you will receive the inheritance as your reward. 
You are serving the Lord Christ. For the wrongdoer will be paid back for the wrong he has 
done, and there is no partiality. Masters, treat your bondservants justly and fairly, knowing 
that you also have a Master in heaven. 

In this next section, Paul prescribes healthy relationships within the family and extended family. 
There is a progression from married couples to children to the extended family. The point of this 
section is that Christ is supreme not only in creation and in the Church, but also in the 
household. God has a prescribed order for the family. Some appeal to culture to jettison this 
passage for contemporary families since the culture of that time has changed. During the time of 
the early Church, household management was a discussion even among philosophers.136 As 
Melick succinctly noted,  

The argument most often used against the universal nature of these commands is that 
the culture accepted such an order for the family, but when the position of women and 
slaves changed, the biblical mandates had little meaning. If this is the case, the real 
meaning of the command is ‘to let the order of society be true in the church.’ That 
principle will not work. Similar statements could possibly be said of any ethical position 
that is out of character with the New Testament. The end result is an authority (the 
Bible) which is no authority since at any place where the culture differs with express 
biblical commands the Bible will be perceived as secondary to culture.137 

Moo also stated, “The new family of God gave believers their fundamental identity, but the 
spiritual family did not eliminate the continuing significance of the physical family and the 
relations appropriate to its smooth functioning. Colossians 3:18–4:1, like the other household 
codes, is best seen as giving guidance for the way Christians are to bring all of life under the 
Lordship of Christ.”138 
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Husbands and wives – 3:18-19 

Wives, submit to your husbands, as is fitting in the Lord. Husbands, love your wives, and do 
not be harsh with them. Children, obey your parents in everything, for this pleases the Lord. 
Fathers, do not provoke your children, lest they become discouraged. 

3:18. Paul instructs wives to subject themselves to their husbands. Subject is from hypotassō 
(Gr. ὑποτάσσω) and is the middle voice, meaning that the verb is reflexive, i.e., submit, 
subordinate or subject yourselves. Wives can choose to submit themselves to their husbands. 
God has established an order in the home. Husbands are the head of the household. A wife is to 
place herself under her husband’s authority. God has placed a man as the head of his home 
means that he is the authority. Those with authority have a greater responsibility as they are 
responsible for all who are in the home. Wives are to submit to their husbands as is fitting in the 
Lord. Fitting is from anēko (Gr. ἀνήκω) and refers to what is appropriate. This word is also 
used in Ephesians 5:4, where it speaks of appropriate speech. Filthy, crude, and foolish talking 
is not appropriate for a believer. While children and slaves are to obey those in authority over 
them, wives are to submit themselves to the authority over them. Submission and obedience are 
different. As is fitting in the Lord implies that Christ’s lordship should be evident in the home. 
Melick stated, “Voluntarily taking a position of submission is a matter of a wife’s relationship to 
the Lord, not to her husband.”139 This does not imply a superiority on the part of the husband. 
Christ is said to be subject to God the Father as He was sent by the Father and only spoke what 
the Father directed Him to say. There is an essential quality of men and women, but functional 
differences. Functional differences do not imply inferior or superior essence. God has 
established a functional order in the home. Wives should not submit to their husbands if the 
husband is prescribing disobedience to the Lord. Zuck stated, “She is not obligated to follow her 
husband’s leadership if it conflicts with specific scriptural commands.”140 

3:19. Next, Paul addresses husbands. Husbands are exhorted to love their wives. Love is from 
agapaō (Gr. ἀγαπάω), which is sacrificial, unconditional love. They are also exhorted not to 
become embittered against them. Embittered is from pikrainō (Gr. πικραίνω) and is used 
literally in Rev. 8:11; 10:9-10. It also means to “cause bitter feelings” (BAGD). The NIV and ESV 
translate pikrainō (Gr. πικραίνω) as “do not be harsh.” “The verb πικραίνω (only here in the 
Paulines) is a vivid one. It comes from pikros (Gr. πικρός), which, from an original meaning of 
“pointed, sharp,” gained the particular sense of “sharp, bitter” to the taste.”141 The following 
phrase with them is from pros autas (gr. πρὸς αὐτάς). Pros (Gr. πρὸς) has the force of towards 
or against. Paul’s exhortation deals with how a husband treats his wife. Instead of barking 
orders as a commando, he is to love his wife as Christ loved the Church (Eph. 5:23f). He is not to 
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embitter them, nor is to become bitter against his wife. Melick stated, “Since Paul issued the 
command here, he probably meant that the marriage relationship could become an irritant to 
the one who does not love properly. The husband was to take care to see that bitterness did not 
develop.”142 Dunn stated, “What is in view, therefore, is probably the feeling of the dominant 
partner who can legally enforce his will on his wife but who will not thereby win her love and 
respect and can thus feel cheated and embittered at not receiving what he regards as his due.”143 

Children and Fathers – 3:20-21 

Children, obey your parents in everything, for this pleases the Lord. Fathers, do not provoke 
your children, lest they become discouraged. 

3:20. Children belonged to the father (Garland) are addressed and exhorted to obey their 
parents. While a wife is to place herself under her husband’s care, a husband is to love his wife, 
and children are to obey their parents. Children are probably younger and are still in the home 
(Melick). They are exhorted to obey their parents in all things (kata panta, Gr. κατὰ πάντα). No 
other qualification as in the Lord is given. The reason (for) for this exhortation is that this is 
pleasing in the Lord. Because they are in the Lord, obedience is pleasing to the Lord. 

3:21. Fathers are exhorted not to provoke their children. Paul, then, implies that the primary 
responsibility for the family is the father. Even though some have interpreted fathers as generic 
of parents, Paul uses a different word here than for parents in 3:20. Using the same word as in 
3:20 would have indicated both father and mother are being addressed. Here the emphasis is on 
the father of the children taking primary responsibility for raising children. Provoke has a 
similar meaning to the exhortation to husbands in relating to their wives. It has the meaning of 
embitter. Harsh, dictatorial treatment of children could embitter them, resulting in 
discouragement. This is the purpose of Paul’s exhortation, as stated in the passage: so that they 
may not become discouraged. Vaughn noted, “Parents can be so exacting, so demanding, or so 
severe that they create within their children the feeling that it is impossible for them to 
please.”144 

Masters and Slaves – 3:22-4:1 

Bondservants, obey in everything those who are your earthly masters, not by way of eye-
service, as people-pleasers, but with sincerity of heart, fearing the Lord. Whatever you do, 
work heartily, as for the Lord and not for men, knowing that from the Lord you will receive 
the inheritance as your reward. You are serving the Lord Christ. For the wrongdoer will be 
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paid back for the wrong he has done, and there is no partiality. Masters, treat your 
bondservants justly and fairly, knowing that you also have a Master in heaven. 

3:22. Slaves are exhorted to obey (same word as in 3:20 exhorting children to obey their 
parents) their earthly masters in everything. Earthly masters is literally masters in the flesh. 
Paul is not saying that they are living in the flesh. Instead, he is focusing on physical masters, 
the masters that they can see. He simply uses flesh in contrast to Jesus Christ, who is their 
unseen Master in heaven. Next, he explains how they are not to obey and how they are to obey 
their masters. They are not to serve with eye service (ophtalmodoulia, Gr. ὀφθαλμοδουλίᾳ). This 
word means “service that is performed only to make an impression in the owner’s presence” 
(BDAG). One who serves with eye service does so to please men. Instead, they are to serve with 
sincerity of hearts, fearing the Lord. While slaves have earthly masters (kyriois, Gr. κυρίοις), 
they serve one Lord (kyrion, Gr. κύριον) (same root word). They are to fear the Lord since they 
are serving Him, no matter what capacity they are serving in. Dunn stated, “The implication 
here is clear: the main motivation for such single-minded obedience is not the human 
relationship of slave to master (a servile fear, as in Rom. 8:15), but the obligation that, whatever 
one’s position in human society, one should live as before the Lord and for the Lord (cf. 1 Cor. 
7:17–24).”145 

3:23. Paul exhorts slaves from their hearts (ek psyches, Gr. ἐκ ψυχῆς) to work as to the Lord 
and not as to men. “With all your heart” (NIV) or “heartily” is literally from your soul or 
innermost being. From the inner man, they are to work, and they are to work for the Lord. Jesus 
is their real boss. Paul does not advocate the removal of the institution, nor does he condone the 
abuses of slavery but instead exhorts slaves and masters toward the transformation of the 
institution. When a person works with his heart to the Lord, no one needs to be watching. 
Slavery in the Greco-Roman world and culture was different from the most recent forms of 
slavery. The problem of Onesimus may have stirred up the church at Colossae (see Philemon). 
In the Roman Empire, there were numerous slaves, sometimes more than free people. Jones 
stated, “The vast majority of servants of all kinds at this time in the Greek and Roman world 
were slaves. In most districts the slaves were much more numerous than the free population.”146 
Melick stated: 

Most slaves (douloi, sometimes translated “servants”) found themselves in 
situations of hopelessness. Slaves were, generally speaking, victims of war. The 
slavery was political and economic, not racial. Similarly, virtually every class of 
person lived with the realization that war could cause them to lose everything and 
be sold into slavery. Those who revolted, seeking to use power to gain freedom, 
found themselves in a worse position than before. It simply would not do for Paul 
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to advocate slaves walking away from their masters. That would endanger many 
innocent lives and frustrate the spread of the gospel.147 

Thus, Paul’s exhortation transformed the slave and instructed the slave to have the right heart 
attitude in his work. Christ is his Lord and Master, and he or she is not to work as unto men, but 
unto Christ. Christ is preeminent not only in creation and in the church, but also in the 
household. 

Zuck and Walvoord stated that this applies to the workplace today. “Principles in Colossians 
3:22–25 for Christian slaves may be applied today to Christian employees. If more Christian 
employees today served their employers with genuine concern and as though they were serving 
God, quality and productivity would increase dramatically!”148  

3:24. The reason (the participle Paul uses is causal) for this kind of service now on earth is 
because of a future reality. They will receive an inheritance as the reward. Literally, the phrase 
reads “the reward of the inheritance.” The phrase “of the inheritance” (tēn antapodosin tēs 
klēronomias, Gr. τὴν ἀνταπόδοσιν τῆς κληρονομίας) is a Greek construction known as a genitive 
of content. The reward they will receive consists of their inheritance. Thus, Paul points slaves to 
a greater reality. Their work today, even though they may be under a difficult circumstance and 
difficult master, they really are serving Christ, and He will reward them in the coming age with 
an inheritance. Christ will reward those who have faithfully served Him. He states emphatically, 
“You are serving Christ.” Serving (douleuete, Gr. δουλεύετε) has the same root word as “slave” 
(doulos, Gr. δοῦλος). Christ’s preeminence in their lives today has a future reward. Slaves should 
keep this in mind as they are serving, no matter what circumstance they are facing. 

3:25. With “For” (gar, Gr. γάρ), Paul gives a second reason why slaves should serve Christ as 
their Master. The one who does wrong will be paid for his wrongdoing. Paul is ambiguous in 
who he is talking about, and this could refer to masters or slaves, or both. Masters who take 
advantage of their slaves will face judgment and scrutiny from the headmaster, Jesus Christ. 
With Him, there is no partiality. Slaves who take advantage of masters will also face judgment. 
“Repaid” is from the Greek word komizō (Gr. κομίζω), which is also used in 2 Cor. 5:10 and 1 
Peter 5:4 of judgment before Christ. Slaves do not need to act into their own hands but trust God 
to settle all accounts. 

4:1. Masters are exhorted to grant what is right and fair to their slaves. Paul expected slave 
owners to apply their Christian values with their slaves; thus, transforming the basic fabric of 
society. According to the Baker Encyclopedia: 

In Greek and especially in Roman times, when the number of slaves increased 
dramatically, household slaves remained the best treated. Many became servants 
and confidants; some even established good businesses to their own and their 
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masters’ benefit…The NT attitude toward slavery indicates that the status of the 
slave was more like that of a servant and that the institution of slavery generally 
was declining. There was no strong opposition to slavery from Jesus or the 
apostles, but an admonition that slaves and servants should serve their masters 
faithfully and that masters should treat their slaves humanely and fairly (Eph 6:9; 
Col 4:1; 1 Tim 6:2; Phlm 16). Frequently masters and servants as a household 
became Christians (Acts 16:31, 32) and worked together to the glory of God (Eph 
6:5–8; Col 3:22).149 

The New Bible Dictionary states, 

Domestic and public slavery were the most widespread forms. In the former case 
the slaves were purchased and employed as an index of wealth. Where only one 
or two were owned, they worked beside their master at the same occupations. At 
Athens they were indistinguishable in the streets from free men, and the 
familiarity of slaves towards their owners was a stock theme of comedy. At Rome 
the great houses employed scores of slaves for sheer luxury. Their work was 
highly specialized and often largely effortless. In the case of public slaves, their 
status conferred a good deal of independence and respect. They performed all 
sorts of duties in the absence of a civil service, including even police services in 
some cases. Professions such as medicine or education were commonly filled by 
slaves.150 

The reason why masters are to treat slaves this way was that they also have a Master in heaven 
who is watching how they treat them. 

In applying this passage to the contemporary situation, Melick succinctly states the following: 

Several applications are clear, however. First, the primary concern in the text is a 
Christian response to life’s situations. If circumstances cannot be changed, 
Christians must respond with a sense of responsibility to God who has chosen 
not to alter their circumstances. No circumstance more dramatically presents 
that than slavery. Second, a theology of work emerges. Genuine service in honest 
vocation brings honor to God. God watches the stewardship of energy, time, and 
life. This passage teaches that work is honorable even if the profits do not accrue 
to the worker. Selfish gain should not affect Christians’ work. They work in 
response to the Lord, realizing that God will ultimately supply the proper wages. 
Third, the passage clearly teaches the equality and dignity of all persons. Masters 
had a master, and slaves had a freedom when they realized that their labors were 
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not confined to this life and the coffers of earthly masters. Ultimately, individuals 
are judged by personal responses to the Lord in each situation. These principles 
are adequately taught here. In contemporary life, the most probable parallel is 
the workplace, where these principles may be applied.151 

 

Application: 

The Lordship of Christ applies to one’s personal life and relationships within the church, but 
also in one’s household. Christ’s rule has implications for husband-wife relationships as well as 
children-parents relationship. Christ’s rule also applies to work relationships. Even under the 
most difficult work situations, employees and employers should work for Jesus Christ and treat 
one another with dignity and respect as each will give an account to the Lord Jesus Christ. 
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Discussion Questions 

 

1. How would you describe a healthy spiritual family from verses 18-21?  

2. How does the wife show submission to her husband as she would show submission to 
Christ?  

3. How is the husband supposed to treat his wife?  

4. What is the instruction for Christians regarding their relationship with their parents?  

5. What principle is taught in verse 21? How have you seen this carried out well and how has it 
been abused?  

6. Since we do not have slaves today, how should we, as employees, serve our employers as 
unto the Lord?  

7. How does being a faithful, humble, and hard-working employee get rewarded on earth? 
What relationship does HOW you work on earth relate to Christ?  

8. What is the principle taught in verse 1 for employers?  

9. Who is the ultimate rewarder of employers and employees? 
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Relations to Unbelievers & Effective Evangelism – 4:2-6 

Continue steadfastly in prayer, being watchful in it with thanksgiving. At the same 
time, pray also for us, that God may open to us a door for the word, to declare the 
mystery of Christ, on account of which I am in prison— that I may make it clear, which 
is how I ought to speak. Walk in wisdom toward outsiders, making the best use of the 
time. Let your speech always be gracious, seasoned with salt, so that you may know 
how you ought to answer each person. 

Paul’s exhortation has been to refuse the teaching of false teachers. Paul does not mean 
to avoid unbelievers and people in their community. While some believers avoid false 
teachers and unbelievers, the church is to be constantly reaching out to the world, as is 
evidenced in the example of Paul. Jesus’ command to make disciples of all nations is still 
in effect, and we are to endeavor to obey His command. This section discusses 
harmonious relationships with unbelievers and how to effectively evangelize them. Jesus’ 
Lordship extends not only to one’s church, family, and workplace. He is also Lord over 
our relationships with unbelievers. 

4:2. Paul exhorts (imperative) them to continue steadfastly in prayer (cf. Acts 1:14; 
6:4; Rom. 12:12). Continue steadfastly is from proskartereō (Gr. προσκαρτερεῖτε) and 
is a military word (cf. Acts 10:7). It is used here of the believer engaging in prayer. 
Prayer proseuchē (Gr. Προσευχή) is the general word for prayers. He does not specify 
how they are to pray as in 1 Tim. 2:1ff, but commands them to devote themselves to 
prayer. The participle, being watchful is from grēgorountes (Gr. γρηγοροῦντες) and 
indicates the way they will devote themselves to prayer. They will pray with expectation. 
Watching means being alert as they pray. This word is used in Mt. 26:38 when Jesus 
exhorted His disciples to watch as He was praying (see also Mt. 24:42; 25:13; 26:41; Mk. 
13:35, 37; 14:38; Acts 20:31; 1 Cor. 16:13; 1 Th. 5:16; 1 Pt. 5:8; Rev. 3:2; 16:15). In  
1 Thess. 5:10, this word is translated as being awake and is about Christ’s return. Being 
watchful has to do with how a believer lives in light of Christ’s imminent return. Moo 
stated, “The verb here could well connote this idea: the devotion to prayer that Paul calls 
for should be characterized by a strong sense of expectation about Christ’s near return 
that governs and motivates prayer.”152 Believers are to devote themselves to prayer, 
especially then for the salvation of their unbelieving friends and relatives because Jesus’ 
return is near. They are also to pray with thanksgiving. Paul has already spoken of 
thanksgiving several times in this epistle (cf. 1:2; 2:7; 3:17; Phil. 4:6; 1 Thess. 5:17). 
Thanksgiving is to be the attitude of the believer’s heart, looking to God’s sovereign hand 
involved in the life of the believer. Melick stated: 

Thankfulness is the environment for good praying, and it provides a 
safeguard for informed praying. Paul’s circumstances could have been 
discouraging as he awaited trial for the gospel. To ensure a proper 

 

152 Moo, p. 320. 
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perspective, Paul urged that their prayer be offered in an attitude of 
thanks. This kind of prayer sees clearly the obstacles and difficulties but 
recognizes that God is able to work. The circumstances need not affect 
one’s joy.153 

4:3. The participle proseuxhomenoi (Gr. προσευχόμενοι), is translated by the NIV as a 
separate sentence (“And pray for us, too…,” NIV) as well as the ESV. The NASB 
translates it according to the Greek structure, where the participle is dependent upon the 
verb, “devote.” Here, Paul is more specific in what they should pray for. Pray at the same 
time for us. While they are praying in general for their concerns and needs, Paul also 
asks them to pray for his team. Paul’s mission was to bring the gospel to the Gentiles, 
resulting in gospel groups of people (called the church). His first prayer request 
(introduced by the conjunction ἵνα) is that God would open a door for them for the word, 
i.e., the gospel. Paul used this image of a door opening frequently (cf. 1 Cor. 16:9; 2 Cor. 
2:12; Acts 14:27). The infinitive (to speak) further clarifies his statement. In other words, 
he wants to preach the mystery about Christ. In the context of Colossians, the mystery of 
Christ is “Christ in you (Jews and Gentiles), the hope of glory” (1:27). The mystery is that 
Christ dwells in the Church, which is composed of Jews and Gentiles, all believers from 
around the globe. Due to his preaching of the gospel, Paul is imprisoned. God’s mission 
in the world in making disciples of all nations may result in suffering. Not all will 
appreciate this message. As Paul stated in 1:24, suffering is needed to take the gospel to 
people who do not know the message of the gospel. 

4:4. His second prayer request (also introduced by the conjunction ἵνα) is that he would 
make it clear (from phanerōo, Gr. Φανερόω, to make clear – not proclaim) as he should 
(dei, Gr. δεῖ). Phaneroō (Gr. Φανερόω) has the sense of making clear what was hidden, 
thus, a reference to the mystery. Paul needed God’s direction and help in making the 
message clear. God has revealed to us His message of the gospel with its implications of 
reconciliation of all races into one body. Now it is our responsibility with God’s help to 
make it clear to the world. Meyer and Dunn take this to mean that Paul desires to be set 
free from prison and that his defense before Caesar would be clear. In the context, Paul is 
speaking about the gospel and God opening doors for proclamation. He is not speaking 
of prison doors, but opportunities for gospel preaching. Paul desired opportunities for 
preaching the gospel and that his presentation would be clear. “As I should” implies 
Paul’s heartfelt compulsion and burden to preach the gospel (cf. Rom. 1:14-16; 1 Cor. 
9:16). With regard to Paul’s request, Martin stated, “By rallying the church at Colossae to 
pray for him, Paul calls the believers to share in the responsibility of an effective ministry 
of the word of Christ. As they support him in prayer, they participate in his ministry. 

 

153 Ibid, 322. 
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Paul’s thanks to the saints at Philippi for their “sharing in the gospel” (Phil. 1:5) has the 
same thought.”154  

4:5. The second exhortation is to walk in wisdom towards outsiders. The words in 
wisdom (en Sophia, Gr. Ἐν σοφίᾳ ) are written first, emphasizing the need for the kind of 
lifestyle one is to live with regard to unbelievers. This word sophia (sophia, Gr. σοφίᾳ) is 
used six times in Colossians: 1:9, 28; 2:3, 23; 3:16; 4:5. Wisdom was a catchword of the 
false teachers, but Paul uses it to show that the truth is in Christ. Paul has prayed that 
they would be filled with spiritual wisdom (1:9). Paul and his team preach Christ with all 
wisdom (1:28). In Christ are hidden all the treasures of wisdom (2:3). The asceticism of 
the false teachers had an appearance of wisdom (2:23). They are to teach one another 
with all wisdom (3:16).  “At the beginning of the epistle, Paul prayed for the Colossians 
to know wisdom; here he prayed for them to live it.”155 The word outsiders is literally, 
towards the ones who are outside (pros tous exō, Gr. πρὸς τοὺς ἔξω). Outside gives the 
picture of someone on the outside of a house, or in this case outside the church (not 
building), i.e., outside the assembly of God’s people. The way in which they are to do this 
is by making the most of the time (ton kairon exagorazomenoi, Gr. τὸν καιρὸν 
ἐξαγοραζόμενοι), i.e., making the most of every opportunity or “’gain or reclaim time’ 
which would otherwise be lost or slip away.”156 The root word of making the most 
(exagorazomenoi, Gr. ἐξαγοραζόμενοι) is agorazō (Gr. ἀγοράζω), “to redeem.” Paul says 
in Eph. 5:16 that believers are to make the most of the time because the days are evil. In 
this context, Paul is speaking of evangelism and one’s relationship with unbelievers. In 
Eph. 5:16, he is speaking of understanding the Lord’s will. Thus, every opportunity with 
outsiders is to be redeemed by making the most of the opportunity. What they are to 
redeem is the time (Gr. kairos). Kairos is used not as a point of time on a clock. “Kairos, 
however, is sometimes used for significant time, God’s time, or opportunity, and this 
appears to be the sense to be preferred in the present passage.”157 Peter exhorts believers 
to be ready to give a defense for what we believe (1 Pet. 3:16). As believers are ready to 
live out what they believe and speak the truth in love to those outside the Church, they 
are to redeem every opportunity. The days are evil, and society is growing further away 
from God. 

4:6. The final exhortation deals with their talk. In v. 5, he deals with their time 
management; now he focuses on speech management. There is no verb in v. 6. Paul 
omitted the verb to emphasize the kind of words they use. The NIV translates it in this 
way, “Let your conversation always be full of grace,” while the ESV translates it, “Let 
your speech be gracious.” Conversation or speech is from Gr. logos, literally word and 
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refers to how and what one speaks. Let your word or speaking be full or characterized 
by grace. The adverb always emphasizes the extent of one’s conversation – not just 
sometimes, but all the time. Grace is literally with grace (en chariti, Gr. ἐν χάριτι). A 
more accurate translation would be Let your word always be filled with grace. How 
one speaks to others is an indication of what is in the heart. Jesus is a prime example of 
speaking with graciousness (Luke 4:22). One’s speech is also to be seasoned with salt. 
Seasoned is a perfect, passive participle, emphasizing the resulting seasoning that began 
in the past and continues into the present. This word picture helps the readers 
understand what Paul is saying - how one speaks should make people thirsty for a 
relationship with Christ. The purpose of speaking this way is so that one may know how 
to answer everyone in conversation. When our speech is gracious and seasoned with salt, 
we will answer people in a way that glorifies and pleases God. Lenski stated:  

Paul wants to say just the right thing at the critical time of his trial so as 
not to damage the cause of the gospel in any way. But this is what we 
should always strive to do in all our contacts with those outside. Foolish 
remarks, ungracious, surly, or cutting retorts, finally saltless talk that is 
vapid and from which the hearer’s mind turns away because it is not 
worth considering, never do the Christian cause any good. These three 
qualities here touched upon briefly by Paul are only too often missing 
from what Christians say especially also to outsiders.158 

 

Application: 

The Lordship of Christ also extends to our unbelieving neighbors, friends, and relatives. Here, 
Paul focuses on dedication to prayer, our lifestyle, and our talk. All come under the reign of 
Christ. We are to devote ourselves to prayer so that God would give us a door for sharing the 
gospel with clarity. We are to live with wisdom and make the best of every opportunity. Finally, 
our talk is to be full of grace and seasoning, so we know how to answer every person who asks 
about our relationship with God. 

 

  

 

158 R. C. H. Lenski, The Interpretation of St. Paul’s Epistles to the Colossians, to the 
Thessalonians, to Timothy, to Titus and to Philemon (Columbus, OH: Lutheran Book Concern, 
1937), p. 194. 
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Discussion Questions 

 

1. What two things do you learn about the way Christians should pray in verse 2? 

2. What does it mean to have an attitude of thanksgiving as you pray to the Lord?  

3. When you pray and meditate on the notion that Christ could return at any moment, how 
does this affect the seriousness of your prayers and daily walk IN CHRIST?  

4. How does Paul show concern for the unbeliever in verse 3?  

5. How have you prayed and seen God open a door of opportunity for you to share the gospel 
with someone?  

6. Do you know how to clearly explain the gospel to someone so they can hear it, believe it, and 
be forgiven for their sin and experience salvation IN CHRIST? If not, ask someone to teach 
you how to explain the gospel clearly.  

7. Regarding unbelievers, why should our minds and hearts be about the urgency of sharing 
the gospel with them with clarity and spiritual wisdom?  

8. What does speaking with spiritual wisdom look like when God presents you with the 
opportunity to share the gospel?  
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Final Greetings and Conclusion – 4:7-18 

Tychicus will tell you all about my activities. He is a beloved brother and faithful minister and 
fellow servant in the Lord. I have sent him to you for this very purpose, that you may know 
how we are and that he may encourage your hearts, 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. 
Aristarchus my fellow prisoner greets you, and Mark the cousin of Barnabas (concerning 
whom you have received instructions—if he comes to you, welcome him), and Jesus who is 
called Justus. These are the only men of the circumcision among my fellow workers for the 
kingdom of God, and they have been a comfort to me. 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. For I bear him witness that he has 
worked hard for you and for those in Laodicea and in Hierapolis. Luke the beloved physician 
greets you, as does Demas. Give my greetings to the brothers at Laodicea, and to Nympha and 
the church in her house. And when this letter has been read among you, have it also read in the 
church of the Laodiceans; and see that you also read the letter from Laodicea. And say to 
Archippus, “See that you fulfill the ministry that you have received in the Lord.” I, Paul, write 
this greeting with my own hand. Remember my chains. Grace be with you. 

Paul now concludes his letter to the church in Colossae. This conclusion is somewhat protracted 
as he delivers greetings and sends greetings. The final greetings of this letter are very 
informative as we learn about the one who will deliver the letter, Tychicus, about Mark the 
cousin of Barnabas, Epaphras, who also started the churches in Laodicea and Hierapolis, Luke 
the beloved physician, and Archippus. The conclusion to this epistle is robust with tidbits of 
information that give greater insight into Paul’s imprisonment and his colleagues. 

4:7. Tychicus will inform the church everything that is happening with Paul (ta kat’ eme’ panta, 
Gr. Τὰ κατʼ ἐμὲ πάντα, literally, “the things according to me, everything”). Tychicus was the 
messenger and deliverer of this letter to the Colossian church. He is also mentioned in Acts 
20:4; Eph. 6:21-22; Titus 3:12 and 2 Tim. 4:12. He was from the province of Asia and evidently 
delivered several of Paul’s letters. Tychicus served in a special, trusted role during Paul’s third 
missionary journey until the end of his life. Next to Timothy and Titus, Tychicus occupied a 
significant role in Paul’s ministry. Paul wanted the churches he planted or associated with to 
know what was happening in his life. He sent people like Tychicus to inform them. Tychicus is 
described in three ways: (1) the beloved brother, which shows that Tychicus was dearly loved by 
Paul, (2) a faithful servant or minister (Gr. πιστὸς διάκονος) and (3) fellow slave (sundoulos, Gr. 
Σύνδουλος). Paul uses two words for servant: diakonos and sundoulos. Paul used both 
frequently in describing himself (Cf. Col. 1:23). One is descriptive of what was entrusted 
(diakonos) and the other attitude (doulos). As a doulos, Paul knew that he belonged to Jesus 
Christ, and Christ saved him from his ignorance and sin. As a diakonos, Paul had been entrusted 
with the gospel ministry to the Gentiles. Finally, Paul states that Tychicus is a sundoulos in the 
Lord. This qualifies his position and describes who he belongs to. He belongs to Christ, and he is 
in Christ. Meyer stated that this is “a mark of honour, [and it] places him as to official category 
on a footing of equality with himself; while ἐν κυρίῳ, belonging to the two latter predicates, 



100 
 

marks the specific definite character, according to which nothing else than simply Christ.”159 
From the list that follows, Garland made this appropriate comment.  

The early Christians relied much on a network of friends. Without supportive 
friends and partners throughout the world, Christians could never have 
succeeded in advancing the gospel across national barriers. All Christians need a 
community of friends and fellow workers. Maintaining such a network across the 
empire required much time-consuming, costly, and dangerous travel.160 

In addition to needing a community of fellow workers, we should observe that Paul’s mission to 
the Gentiles was a shared mission as he developed the gifts and abilities of fellow workers. This 
was not just a community, but a team that Paul developed in line with his gospel efforts among 
the Gentiles. Effective ministry begins with the understanding that ministry is not solo. Effective 
ministry brings others along and trains and equips them for effective work. One of the failures of 
the Bible seminary movement was the assumption of the seminary’s role. In many minds, 
seminary training became the Cadillac of training rather than supplementing the role of the 
local church. We take our cue from Jesus in how He trained the 12. He trained them in 
relationship with himself by modeling effective ministry, by teaching them sound doctrine, by 
giving them guided opportunities, and by entrusting to them ministry. Barnabas followed this 
pattern with Paul (Acts 11:19-30), and Paul continued this example with his team. Paul 
developed his team of faithful men to carry out specific tasks that was entrusted to him from the 
Lord. Evident from this is the truth that we cannot achieve significant impact unless we develop 
people around us to carry out specific tasks in line with their giftedness. Western Christianity 
has focused more on personal experience rather than the communal aspects of biblical 
Christianity. Asian believers demonstrate this community aspect quite well.  

4:8. Paul is sending (in the Greek the verb is in the aorist tense and is called an epistolary 
aorist) Tychicus for these two purposes: (1) that they might know Paul and his team’s situation 
(ta peri ēmōn, Gr. τὰ περὶ ἡμῶν, “the things concerning or about us”) and (2) he may encourage 
the hearts of the Colossian believers. Tychicus would inform and encourage. Tychicus was also 
the bearer of the Ephesian letter (cf. 6:21-22). Moo believes that by encourage, Paul means that 
Tychicus would also aid in interpreting and explaining Paul’s letter. Tychicus was a trusted 
disciple of Paul’s and no doubt would have aided in explaining Paul’s situation and intentions. 
Tychicus carried the letters to the church of Ephesus, Colossae, and the letter to Philemon. Since 
the letter to Ephesians was a circular letter, he would have also traveled to Laodicea and other 
churches in the province. He would have traveled from Rome to Ephesus, which would have 
taken several weeks since this would have necessitated travel by ship. From Ephesus to Colossae 
was about 120 miles. Tychicus, then, was charged with a serious responsibility. Tychicus, then, 
was a faithful man who could be entrusted with responsibility and ministry. This is a character 
trait of Christlike leaders who are trustworthy and responsible with God’s message. 

 

159 Meyer, p. 469. 

160 Garland, p. 275. 
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4:9. Tychicus is with Onesimus, the runaway slave that is returning to his master, Philemon. 
Onesimus is described as the faithful and beloved brother (tō pistō kai agapētō adelphō, Gr. τῷ 
πιστῷ καὶ ἀγαπητῷ ἀδελφῷ). “Faithful” means trustworthy and dependable (BDAG). He was 
useless to Philemon, but God changed his life, and he is returning as a useful person (cf. 
Philemon 11, 16). He is also described as one of them. Onesimus is one of them in the sense he is 
from Colossae and is a believer in Christ and part of the local church. Before he ran away from 
Colossae, he was not one of them, but now returning, he is one of them. There is much irony in 
Paul’s statement about Onesimus – faithful, beloved, and one of them. His tone is setting the 
stage for Onesimus’ return and acceptance by the church. Finally, Paul says that they will inform 
the church about “everything that is happening here” (panta…ta ōde, Gr. πάντα…τὰ ὧδε, literally 
everything that is here). The church at Colossae was concerned about Paul’s situation. Tychicus 
and Onesimus would inform them about their situation. Anders stated, “Only the gospel (1:3–8) 
can cause such a radical and absolute change.”161 This is the gospel that is making inroads all 
around the world. 

4:10. Aristarchus is described as a fellow prisoner with Paul, evidently one of Paul’s trusted 
companions who had elected to remain with Paul in prison and accompany him. About this, 
Dunn stated, “In a culture dominated by ideas of honor and shame, the willingness to accept the 
stigma of prison (Rapske ch. 12: “The Shame of Bonds”) would indicate a high degree of 
personal commitment to Paul on the part of those he designates his ‘fellow prisoners.’”162 The 
word Paul uses for fellow prisoner (sunaichmalōtos, Gr. συναιχμάλωτός) is literally prisoner of 
war and not the usual word for prisoner (sundesmos). Lenski believed that “‘Fellow war captive’ 
means that Aristarchus shared the special hardship that was incident to Paul’s gospel 
warfare.”163 In Acts 19:29, Aristarchus was dragged into the mob in Ephesus due to Paul’s gospel 
preaching in the city. In Acts 20:4, Aristarchus is listed as one of Paul’s team that went before 
him to Troas. In Acts 27:2, Aristarchus is described as a Macedonian from Thessalonica. In 
Philemon 24, he is listed as one of Paul’s companions. Aristarchus sends his greetings to the 
church. Mark also sends his greetings. Mark is identified as the cousin of Barnabas – the same 
Mark who abandoned Paul and Barnabas during their first missionary journey. Because of this, 
Paul and Barnabas separated at the start of their second missionary journey (cf. Acts 15:36-41). 
About Mark, they had received instructions that if he comes, they are to receive him. To receive 
meant to show hospitality and to support. Paul is probably the one who gave the instructions to 
the Colossian church. By 2 Tim. 4:11, Paul requested Timothy to send Mark because he was very 
useful for the ministry. Simpson and Bruce stated, “It is perhaps best, with Lightfoot, to suppose 
that the “commandments” came from Paul himself, and that the words, “if he come unto you, 
receive him,” sum up the substance of these commandments.”164 

 

161 Anders, p. 347. 

162 Dunn, p. 276. 

163 Lenski, p. 198. 

164 Simpson and Bruce, pp. 305–306. 



102 
 

4:11. Paul adds Jesus, who is called Justus. Jesus was his Hebrew name, while Justus was his 
Latin name (means “righteous”). These three (Aristarchus, Mark, and Justus) are from the 
circumcision group. This means that they were Jewish and were not antagonistic to Paul, his 
message, and his mission. Paul emphatically states that these three only are his fellow workers 
(sunergoi, Gr. συνεργοὶ) (among the circumcision group) for the kingdom of God. They had 
become a comfort to him because they were fellow workers for the kingdom of God. In 1:13, Paul 
stated that God rescued us from the kingdom of darkness and transferred us to the kingdom of 
light. This is the kingdom that Paul is speaking of – a spiritual realm into which all believers are 
members of. In Paul’s ministry, this kingdom consisted of Jews and Gentiles who had believed 
in Christ. Garland stated, “In the context of Jewish opposition in Colossae, however, it is more 
likely that Paul wants to remind them that some Jews, whom they know or know about, have 
been willing to throw aside their religious entitlements for the sake of the gospel in which there 
is no Jew nor Greek, circumcised or uncircumcised. They also serve with him in his mission 
among the Gentiles.”165 Moo stated, “But a reference to the comparatively few Jewish-Christians 
who are participating with Paul in gospel ministry would serve to remind his readers of the 
tensions that Paul’s Gentile-oriented ministry had created. If, as we think, Colossians is written 
from Paul’s Roman imprisonment, then Philippians (which we also think was probably written 
at that time) would provide something of a parallel.166” One of the major theological issues of 
Philippians is explained in Philippians 3:1-11. Paul jettisoned his Jewish privileges in favor of 
knowing Christ. Thus, implied in this verse is animosity that existed between Paul and others 
due to the nature of his ministry to the Gentiles. 

4:12. Epaphras also greets them. First, Paul describes him as “one of you,” i.e., a member of the 
church at Colossae. Epaphras, then, was not one of the circumcision group and was probably a 
Greek or Gentile. Second, he is also described as a servant of Christ. “Servant” is from doulos, 
meaning slave or bondservant. In 1:7, Epaphras was called a fellow servant with Paul. This is 
descriptive of his character and attitude that Paul uses of himself and Timothy. Third, he is 
always interceding for them. Literally, he is always agonizing (agōnizomai, Gr. ἀγωνίζομαι) (cf. 
1:29 where Paul struggled for them and Luke 22:44 where Jesus agonized in prayer) or 
struggling in behalf of them in his prayers (general term for prayer). Epaphras’ prayers were 
intercessory in that he prayed on behalf of (Gr. preposition hyper, ὑπέρ) the Colossian believers. 
He prayed consistently, agonized in prayer, and prayed for them. His prayer is that they would 
stand fully assured in all the will of God. “Stand” is a metaphorical word expressing complete 
confidence or perseverance. They are to stand mature in Christ (cf. 1:28) and fully convinced in 
all God’s will. Full convinced is from plērophoreō (Gr. πληροφορέω) and is used in Rom. 4:21, 
where Abraham was fully convinced that God would raise Isaac and in Rom. 14:5, where 
believers are to be fully convinced in their minds in what they eat or not eat. His desire is that 
they would be fully convinced in all God’s will. Paul mentioned the will of God in 1:9-10, where 
Paul prayed that they would be filled with the will of God. The will of God is what God desires 
for believers. Here in the context of Colossians, Paul is referring to who Christ is and how one 
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lives out the doctrine of Christ in his daily life. He desires that they would be fully convinced of 
this doctrine of Christ. Garland stated, “Epaphras, like Paul, wants the Colossians to become less 
tenuous in their understanding of all that God has done in Christ so that they will not become 
easy marks for false teaching that has an “appearance of wisdom” (2:23).”167 

4:13. With the conjunction “for,” Paul confirms Epaphras’ character and example. Paul 
witnesses (martureō, Gr. μαρτυρέω) and by doing so, stands up for Epaphras. Epaphras is 
described as having much toil for the Colossian church, the church in Laodicea, and the church 
in Hierapolis. The word for toil is a rare word, with the idea of pain. Moo succinctly stated: 

Ministers who are faced with threats to the spiritual well-being of their charges 
have to devote great energy to the defense of the gospel, and such work brings 
great stress, out of concern for the spiritual health of the community and because 
of attacks from opponents. Epaphras surely needed support from Paul in the 
midst of such a difficult and taxing ministry.168 

Laodicea and Hierapolis were about 12 miles from Colossae and were six miles apart. According 
to Vincent: 

Hierapolis owed its celebrity to its warm mineral springs, its baths, and its trade 
in dyed wools. It was a centre of the worship of the Phrygian goddess Cybele, 
whose rites were administered by mutilated priests known as Galli, and of other 
rites representing different oriental cults. Hence the name Hierapolis or sacred 
city.169 

By stating this, Paul is commending Epaphras to the church as one who is working hard and 
worthy of respect. Epaphras is probably the church planter of all three churches and continued 
to lead them. One could imply from this that there was doubt on the Colossian’s part about 
Epaphras’ ability and character. Paul is commending him in contrast to the false teachers who 
were leading them astray. 

4:14. Luke, the beloved physician, and Demas also send greetings. From this, we know that 
Luke was a physician. Paul describes him as “dear” or “beloved” and was probably a Gentile 
since he is not mentioned as one of the circumcision group. Luke was probably a resident of 
Antioch (according to a prologue to Luke in the second century) and accompanied Paul many 
times during his missionary travels. In Acts, we learn that he accompanied Paul in his journey to 
Rome (Acts 27:1-28:16), and here we learn that he was still with Paul. In 2 Tim. 4:11, Luke was 
the only one left with Paul when Paul faced death. Luke, then, was a faithful brother to Paul and 
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to the gospel. Demas is also mentioned in Philemon 24 as a coworker with Paul, but in 2 Tim. 
4:10, he had abandoned Paul and returned to the world, probably due to impending persecution. 

4:15. Paul and his group ask that greetings be given to the brothers in Laodicea. “Brothers” is 
probably generic, referring to the believers, i.e., the church. “And” has the sense of “and 
especially.” He singles out Nympha. According to Vincent, this name is “probably contracted 
from Nymphodorus.” No other reference occurs in the NT. The church met in his or her house. 
Paul, thus, implies that this is a different church than the one mentioned in Laodicea. According 
to Simpson and Bruce, “Such house-churches appear to have been smaller circles of fellowship 
within the larger fellowship of the city ekklesia.”170 If Bruce is correct, the house church that met 
at Nympha’s house was a smaller part of the larger city church. According to Abbott and Martin, 
churches met in homes until the 3rd century when they then assembled in buildings. For the 
possessive pronoun her, other manuscripts read their and some his. The name Nympha can 
either be feminine or masculine. The pronoun her is read only in one manuscript. The pronoun 
their has the good attestation and probably refers to Nympha and her household. Alternatively, 
Nympha can also be masculine, and in this case, Paul would be greeting the owner of the house. 
Since there is only one occurrence of the feminine pronoun her, there is a high probability that 
the name is masculine. Regardless, this verse’s significance indicates that the church met in 
Nymphas’ house, who allowed the church to come and meet. Nymphas was probably a wealthy 
businessperson who accommodated the believers in his home. 

4:16. Paul adds a request to the greeting of Nymphas. When this letter is read among them, they 
are to send the letter to the church in Laodicea so that they can also read it. Letters like this were 
read aloud during the church assembly. They are also to read the letter Paul sent to the 
Laodiceans. This letter is not existent, which means that God did not intend that we possess it. 
The implication is that Paul’s letter was intended to be circular. After being read in Colossae, it 
was to be read by the church in Laodicea. The letter he sent to the church in Laodicea was to be 
read by the church in Colossae. Some have conjectured that this letter was the letter to 
Philemon, but Philemon lived in Colossae. Others have conjectured that it was the letter of 
Ephesians, but Ephesians was probably penned after Colossians. The probable conclusion is that 
this epistle is lost. 

4:17. A third request is to tell Archippus that he is to complete the assignment he received. This 
is an exhortation given to the church. The church is to exhort the leadership, implying that the 
church has a role in the leadership’s service. He transfers accountability to the church 
concerning a ministry assignment that Archippus has received. Paul does not indicate when he 
received this assignment. In Philemon 2, Archippus is called a fellow soldier, probably 
indicating that he was a leader of the Colossian church. Some believe that Archippus was 
Philemon’s son since he is mentioned along with Philemon’s wife, but this is not clear from the 
text. The word for “ministry” is diakonia (Gr. διακονία) which has the connotation of 
assignment (BDAG) or commission (cf. Dunn). “In the Lord” reminds him of his position in 
Christ and that this ministry is in service in the Lord (Abbott). Finally, Paul says that he is to 

 

170 E. K. Simpson and F. F. Bruce, p. 310. 
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fulfill (a word used frequently in Colossians) this ministry, which means he is to complete it. 
Paul gave this exhortation to Timothy as well (2 Tim. 4:5), where it means to fully work out his 
ministry. Martin noted, “By adding in the Lord, Paul identifies the source and elevates the 
importance of the task.”171 

4:18. In conclusion, Paul states that this greeting is written by his hand. Literally, he says, “The 
greeting by my hand, Paul.” This is how he finished 1 Corinthians 16:21; Gal. 6:11; Philemon 19; 
and 2 Thessalonians 3:17. In doing so, he added a personal touch. This implies that an 
amanuensis wrote the letter, which was dictated by Paul to him. Paul, then, finished the letter 
with greetings. Speculation is that he may have had an eyesight problem (cf. Gal. 6:11). Next, he 
requests that they remember his bonds. This could mean two things: one, that they remember 
him in prayer; and two, that life in Christ is sometimes riddled with hardships, and in this case, 
he was in prison. He is asking for prayer as he is still in prison and is awaiting the outcome of his 
appeal to Caesar. Finally, he prays that the grace of God would be with them. Grace or God’s 
favor in this context is not grace for salvation, but for service and suffering. His prayer is that the 
grace of God would be sufficient for everything they face because of the truth  of Christ’s 
superiority. 

 

Application: 

Paul concluded his letter by sending greetings to various individuals and by sending greetings 
from his colleagues. Paul’s gospel work among the Gentiles was a team effort. Paul devoted time 
to developing workers who could add value to this work. Ministry is a team effort, and while 
there will be a person who leads the team, there are many others that he or she must develop to 
be effective. Effective workers can be entrusted with special duties. Effective workers encourage 
one another. Effective workers pray together. Effective workers labor in teaching the disciples in 
sound doctrine. 

 

  

 

171 Martin, p. 216. 
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Discussion Questions 

 

1. List all the words that Paul uses to describe Tychicus and write the meaning beside each 
word.  

2. Read the short letter of Philemon and tell what you learn about Onesimus and his past life 
and his new life IN CHRIST?  

3. What role did Aristarchus play in the life of Paul? What was his commitment?  

4. Where were Paul and these men during this time? How did Justus help Paul during a 
difficult time in his life?  

5. What was the prayer of Epaphras for the believers at Colossae, Laodicea, and Hierapolis?  

6. How did Paul encourage Archippus?  

7. What characteristics did you learn from these men so that you can live as a committed 
follower of Jesus Christ?  
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