Introduction to colossians
I. Preliminary considerations.

A. This letter to the Colossians is part of what are called the Prison Epistles since they were written during Paul’s first Roman imprisonment from 60-62 AD.

B. The Prison Epistles also include Ephesians, Philippians, and the short personal letter to Philemon.
C. The Prison Epistles are divided by the date of writing, with the letters to the Ephesians, Colossians, and Philemon being written in about 61 AD.

1. These letters were all sent by hand of the same messenger; both Ephesians and Colossians make it explicit that Tychicus delivered those letters.  Eph. 6:21-22; Col. 4:7-8
2. While there is no mention of the courier in the letter to Philemon, it has been concluded that Tychicus would have delivered that letter as well since Philemon was a resident of Colosse.

B. The letter to the Philippians was written about a year later in early 62AD when Paul’s imprisonment was coming to an end; however, it was delivered by Epaphroditus, who had brought the Philippian gift to Paul in Rome.  Phil. 2:25
C. Although many reject Pauline authorship of Colossians, it has some significant parallels to other Pauline writings; the most extensive parallels are found in the letter to the Ephesians.

D. In fact, Paul follows the same general outline, communicates the same or similar ideas, and both letters focus on Christ the Lord; Ephesians emphasizes Christ as the Lord of the Church, while Colossians emphasizes Christ as the cosmic Lord.
E. There is general agreement among interpreters that the primary reason Paul wrote this letter was to counter some type of false teaching or teachings that had some appeal but were a threat to the church.

F. Extensive study makes it apparent that there are differing views as to what the teaching was, but it has been generally labeled as the Colossian Heresy. 

G. The situation that prompted the letter will be addressed in greater detail in a subsequent point regarding the occasion and purpose for this letter.

II. History of Colosse.

A. Colosse was located in the Lycus River Valley in the province of Phrygia, but there is no extant information as to when the city was founded.

B. As early as the time Xerxes (c. 485-465 BC), it was described by Herodotus (a Greek historian) as a great city of Phrygia.
C. The region around the cities of Colosse, Laodicea, and Hierapolis was fertile and the pastures produced large flocks of sheep; their wool resulted in a wool industry that was devoted to the practice of dying wool.
D. It was well known for being the center of a thriving textile industry; in fact, there was a certain type of high quality dark red or purple wool that was known as Colossian wool (colossinum).

E. The city was at the crossroads of two important highways; the Central Road ran west to east and connected Ephesus and Sardis with the interior of Asia Minor and further east to the Euphrates.   See Lycus Valley Map
F. The other highway ran north and south; the intersection of these two important routes provided for some easier mobility but guaranteed the mixing of different ethnic groups and cultures.
1. Colosse’s importance as a business center diminished significantly around 100 BC, when the neighboring city of Laodicea established a banking center with a gold exchange. 
2. Additionally, Hieropolis and Laodicea were situated across the valley from one another and were about 6 miles apart; both began to eclipse Colosse (about 9 miles east) in importance when the north/south route was moved west to run through Laodicea.
3. Hieropolis was known for its mineral baths, while Laodicea was known for its textiles (competing with Colosse) and commercial banking interests.

4. Thus, if one had commercial/banking interests he would go to Laodicea, but for luxury or pleasure, Hieropolis would be the destination of choice.
5. Lightfoot notes that Strabo (a Greek geographer and historian), who wrote in the first 20 years of the first century, indicates that Colosse was a small town and Laodicea was the capital of the region.

6. He goes on to indicate that Colosse was the least important church to which any letter of Paul was written.

G. Thus, it should not be surprising the Colosse had a population that was quite diverse; this diversity coupled with constant exposure to the latest ideas via travelers on its major highways made Colosse a real melting pot.

H. This also meant that the city was a place where a number of different religious and philosophical viewpoints thrived and certainly mixed together. 

I. It is this mixture of cultures which explains the syncretistic (fusing of differing religious and philosophical views) beliefs and practices that were apparently affecting the local church in Colosse.

J. Colosse was known for its fusion of religious influences and beliefs, which included Jewish, Gnostic, and pagan influences.

K. Bruce states that one form of incipient (beginning to develop) Gnosticism involved the angel-cult of nonconformist Jews and pagan superstition.

L. This unorthodox cult venerated the archangel Michael, who is said to have caused a curative spring to gush from a fissure in the earth.  Col. 2:18

M. This admixture of other ideas and practices from Jewish or Gnostic sources with Christianity (or the attempts to do so) was apparently one of the primary problems that made this letter necessary.

III. The church in Colosse.

A. There is no evidence that Paul ever visited Colosse, but it is certain that he did not found the local church there; in fact, he acknowledges that he had not visited the more important city of Laodicea.  Col. 2:1
B. Paul explicitly identifies Epaphras, a resident of Colosse, as the communicator who initially brought the gospel to that city.  Col. 1:5-7

C. Many believe that Epaphras was a convert of Paul’s (as was Philemon), who were both likely converted during the time (2-3 years) Paul had centered his ministry in Ephesus.  Acts 19:8-10
D. The composition of the church in Colosse.

1. There is historical evidence of some Jewish settlement in western Asia Minor as far back as the sixth century BC, but a significant Jewish settlement in Phrygia occurred in the early third century BC under Antiochus III.

2. In about 214 BC, Antiochus III took back the region of Phrygia from his seditious uncle Achaeus; he then ordered his satrap to send 2000 Jewish families and their property to settle in the garrison and other vital centers of that region.

3. Thus, there was some significant Jewish presence and influence in the Lycus Valley that cannot be denied; this would include the Colossian community.
4. While it is very difficult to pin down the exact nature of the Colossian heresy, there is some evidence of Jewish involvement since Paul attacks the observance of food restrictions, certain holy days, and Sabbath observance.  Col. 2:16   
5. Nevertheless, in this letter Paul appears to be addressing primarily a Gentile audience as seen in the following.
a. The Lord initially commissioned Paul as the apostle to the Gentiles (Acts 9:15); Paul cites his apostolic commission in the first chapter.  Col. 1:25-27 
b. Paul indicates that these believers (now saints themselves) now share in the inheritance with the saints, which is how Paul identified Jewish believers in Ephesians.  Eph. 2:19
c. The sins Paul addresses are consistent with the things he said to the largely Gentile church in Ephesus.  Col. 3:5-9: Eph. 5:3-6
d. He speaks only of the spiritual circumcision of Christ and does not reference the Jewish custom; however, it seems evident that the Gentiles were aware of the Jewish custom.  Col. 2:11
6. Therefore, like many Gentile churches, the majority were Gentile, with varying numbers of Jewish converts.

IV. Authorship and canonicity.
A. As with other Pauline epistles, the authorship of Colossians was generally not questioned by the early church; it was referenced by Justin Martyr (c. 100-165 AD), Theophilus of Antioch (c. 120-180 AD), Irenaeus (c. 120-200 AD), and Clement of Alexandria (c. 150-215 AD). 
B. Secondly, the letter to the Colossians is listed as one of Paul’s epistles in the Muratorian Fragment (c. 170 AD), which is the oldest extant list of the New Testament canon.

C. The history of interpretation has long held to the understanding that the epistles of Ephesians, Philippians, Colossians, and Philemon were written during Paul’s first Roman imprisonment (60-62 AD).

D. It was not until the time of Baur (c. 1850 AD) in the modern era that the Pauline authorship began to be questioned; today, scholars are nervous about claiming that Paul wrote this epistle.
E. One reason for the division is the actual composition and vocabulary of the letter; while it has a number of things in common with other Pauline letters, there are some notable differences found in Colossians.

1. There is no question that the vocabulary of Colossians differs somewhat from other Pauline works since there are 38 unique terms.

2. However, while there are only five unique terms found in Philemon, there are over 100 found in each of Romans and First Corinthians.

3. Compared to the 34 found in Galatians, the 43 found in Ephesians, the 41 found in Philippians, the number is Colossians is well in accord with Paul’s other works.

4. Most intelligent interpreters recognize that the Pauline corpus is not really large enough to put any emphasis on statistical observations as a means to determining authorship.
a. The sample size for determining the authorship of any document requires a larger statistical sample (10,000 words) than is available in any single Pauline writing.

b. It is also extremely difficult to determine authorship by language and style, since the language and style of an author are influenced by his mood, the recipient(s), the historical situation, and the subject matter.

c. In the case of biblical writings, one must also factor in the ministry of the Holy Spirit, who is leading the author as he addresses whatever issues are germane to that local church.

d. In that regard, each of the local churches to whom Paul wrote was different; each church had a unique history, faced different tests, and each was at differing stages of growth.
5. Given that the situation in Colosse is difficult to pin down, there is some chance that Paul uses the language of those teaching various false doctrines; this would account for some of the unique terms.
6. The ability to tailor a letter to the specific issues facing a local church has been observed in Paul’s other writings.
a. In Philippi, Paul used language that was more politically charged to address the mentality of those living in a Roman colony, putting things into a Christian perspective.
b. Paul uses language in Galatians that is not used elsewhere to confront the Judaizing tendencies that were plaguing those churches.

c. The same is obvious in the letters to the Corinthians; Paul speaks of things in those letters like incest, believers suing one another, the Lord’s Table, and other matters that are unique to those books.
7. As one interpreter stated, there are really only two options, either Paul wrote the letter to the Colossians or someone else wrote it in Paul’s name to convince people that Paul wrote the letter.
8. However, the idea of pseudonymity should not be taken very seriously since the early church was greatly concerned with the problems of literary fraud; following the incident in Thessalonica, Paul was also.  Gal. 6:11; IIThess. 2:2; Colossians 4:18
9. Another problem is that Paul had never visited Colosse; so what would be the purpose of fabricating a letter purportedly from Paul and sending it to Colosse?
F. What is apparent is that the author claims to be Paul the apostle of Jesus Christ, whose companion at the time of writing was Timothy.  Col. 1:1
G. Additionally, the letter concludes with Paul stating that he is writing a personal greeting in his own hand, which is designed to corroborate the fact that this letter was from Paul.  Col. 4:18; IIThess. 3:17
H. One of the most powerful arguments in favor of Pauline authorship and the authenticity of Colossians is its close connection to the letter to Philemon.
1. That letter’s authenticity has never really been questioned, nor has it been seriously challenged.
2. Outside of Ferdinand Baur (a German with an affinity for Hegel and higher criticism) and those influenced by him, Philemon enjoys wide acceptance.
3. Both these letters share a number of things in common; the first is that the author and companion are the same in both books.  Col. 1:1; Phm. 1:1
4. The second feature is that the author is in prison during the composition of both these letters.  Col. 4:3,18; Phm. 1:1
5. Next, both Philemon and Colossians mention the same people, which include Aristarchus, Mark, Epaphras, Luke, and Demas.  Col. 4:10-14; Phm. 1:23-24
6. Paul addresses the letter to Philemon to Archippus (likely his son) as well (Phm. 1:2) and sends an exhortation to the same man in Colossians.  Col. 4:17
7. Finally, Philemon is specifically written with Onesimus (the runaway slave) as the subject of Paul’s request; the same man is to be the companion of Tychicus when he journeys to Colosse.  Phm. 1:10; Col. 4:7-9
8. Therefore, if Paul authored Philemon and it is recognized as being authentic, the similar names and circumstances in Colossians would argue for Pauline authorship.
I. Lastly, even though many liberals reject Pauline authorship of Ephesians, the theology of Colossians and Ephesians is quite obviously similar.

J. Moo points out that the letters are similar in theology, content, and, in some places, in their exact wording.

K. Given what is known of biblical chronology, the similarities between the books are due to the fact that they were written at about the same time during the first Roman imprisonment.
L. As with other New Testament writings, most conservative, orthodox commentators still favor Pauline authorship, and those objecting to it have not really met the burden of proof for their claims to the contrary.

V. Place and date of composition.

A. As seen in the introduction to the Prison Epistles, the book of Colossians was one of the letters that Paul composed during his first Roman imprisonment.  

B. Thus, Rome was the place of composition, and the date must be placed during Paul’s first imprisonment, which extended from Feb. 60-March 62 AD.

C. Given what is said in Philippians, it was evident that Paul recognized that the Roman imprisonment was coming to an end and that he would be released.  Phil. 1:24-26

D. There is no such sentiment expressed in the other three Prison Epistles, which leads to the conclusion that Ephesians, Colossians, and Philemon were likely written during an earlier part of Paul’s imprisonment.

E. Given these few facts, it seems best to place the date of writing during the early part of the Roman imprisonment, with a date sometime during 60-61 AD.

F. The epistle was very likely composed at the same time the letters to the Ephesians and Philemon were written; all three letters were sent by the hand of Tychicus, who was obviously present in Rome.  Eph. 6:21; Col. 4:7

G. Tychicus was accompanied by Onesimus (that fact is only mentioned in Colossians), who had lived in Colosse prior to running away from his master Philemon.  Col. 4:9

VI. Occasion and purpose.
A. It is evident that the letter to the Colossians does not make any suggestion or provide any explicit reason for Paul’s purpose in writing.  cf. IICor. 13:10; ITim. 3:14-15

B. As with the book of Ephesians, it seems apparent that Paul is not addressing any specific problem in that local church.
C. It is clear that Paul is not responding to some crisis (as with Second Thessalonians), since the letter seems to lack any real urgency; this has led to a vast array of ideas concerning the occasion for the letter and Paul’s purpose in writing.
D. When attempting to reconstruct Paul’s purpose in writing, it should be remembered that Colosse was not nearly as important as Ephesus but was situated about 120 miles from that major city.
E. Since both lay in Asia Minor, along with the churches that had been founded in Smyrna, Pergamum, Thyatira, Sardis, Philadelphia, Laodicea, and Hieropolis, one might expect that the spiritual environment they faced would have some things in common.
F. The reality of the spiritual warfare, which was explained in the last chapter of Ephesians, would have been a very real issue in other places in Asia Minor where Christianity had been established.  Eph. 6:10-17

G. In regard to Ephesus, Hodge has noted, “With the worship of Diana, the practice of sorcery was from the earliest times connected.  The ‘Ephesian letters,’ mystical monograms used as charms or amulets, are spoken of frequently by heathen writers.  Ephesus was, therefore, the chief seat of necromancy, exorcism, and all forms of magic arts for all Asia”.

H. Metzger also indicates that of all ancient Greco-Roman cities, Ephesus, the third largest city in the Empire, was by far the most hospitable to magicians, sorcerers, and charlatans of all sorts.
  Acts 19:13-19
I. As will become evident in the letter to the Colossians, the mystery cults were prevalent in Asia Minor, which would include their practices such as magic, spells, sorcery, amulets, and even seeking to control the spirits.
J. However, it was not merely Gentiles that promoted these things; Arnold provides significant evidence from the writings of the Jews that they were also involved in magical practices, wearing amulets, and invoking the aid of angels.
  Col. 2:18
K. He has concluded that angels were perceived as accessible supernatural beings, who came to the aid of people in need; invoking spirits was a practice common to both Gentile and Jewish paganism.
L. What is evident is that despite all the work that has been done regarding Colossians, there is no consensus among interpreters regarding the problem(s) that were confronting that local church.

M. Earlier scholars have argued for an incipient form of Gnosticism, with Greek, philosophical, and ascetic elements, while others have suggested that the false teaching was Jewish in its origins.

N. However, it was not the type of Judaizing legalism that Paul addressed in several of his letters; rather, it was a syncretism (a blending of differing cultures, philosophies, doctrines, etc.) that involved some asceticism, some mysticism, and some angelic elements.

O. Since there is still no real consensus, it is possible that the Colossian heresy was an amalgamation of Jewish input, pagan input, and local religious practices.
P. However, as Pao points out, with the limited number of first-century documents that survive for the modern reader, one should not expect to have full knowledge of the various types of teachings propagated within the few years of Paul’s ministry in the Greek East.

Q. While this interpreter could find no reference to it, one additional purpose for writing involved the return of the runaway slave Onesimus to Colosse.

R. While the primary test was going to be Philemon’s, it is evident that Paul addresses the return of Onesimus in this letter to the church so they would be aware of his conversion and new status.  Col. 4:7-9
VII. Outline.

A. Address and greeting.  1:1-2

B. Thanksgiving. 1:3-8

C. Prayer for Colossians.  1:9-14

D. Praise for the God/Man.  1:15-20

E. Reconciliation.  1:22-23

F. Paul’s part in and his commitment to God’s plan.  1:24-29

G. Paul’s commitment to those in the Lycus Valley.  2:1-5

H. The letter’s theme.  2:6-7

I. Warnings against various forms of false teaching.  2:8-23

J. Life in the new realm.  3:1-4

K. Putting off the old man.  3:5-11
L. Putting on the new man.  3:12-17

M. Instructions for the household.  3:18-4:1

N. Concluding exhortations.  4:2-6

O. Introduction of messengers.  4:7-9

P. Greetings.  4:10-14

Q. Messages to be relayed.  4:15-17

R. Final greeting and benediction.  4:18
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