
STUDIES IN COLOSSIANS

INTRODUCTION

COLOSSAE was one of a group of three cities in the Lycus Valley, the other two being Laodicea
and  Hierapolis.  As  they  were  only  a  short  distance  apart,  close  contact  between  these
communities was inevitable and this is reflected in Paul’s letter (4:13). Laodicea was the chief
city of the region and, by contrast, Colossae at this period had become a small town over-
shadowed by its more wealthy neighbours.

It appears most likely that the Church at Colossae was founded through the agency of at
least one of Paul’s converts, for he himself had never visited this region (2:1), and had only
heard of their faith in Christ Jesus (1:4). Paul’s prolonged stay in Ephesus during his third mis-
sionary journey, however, had led to a far-reaching ministry to which Luke refers in Acts 19:10.
Speaking of Paul’s daily discussions in the lecture hall of Tyrannus, the text reads, “This went on
for two years, so that all the Jews and Greeks who lived in the province of Asia heard the word
of the Lord”. Epaphras, who was from Colossae was, apparently, one of those who responded
to  the  Gospel  and  subsequently  became  a  faithful  servant  of  Christ  and co-worker  of  Paul,
carrying the message back to his hometown. It seems probable that it was largely through his
ministry that the church was established there (1:7-8). Also, it was through his concern, which
precipitated his visit to Paul in prison in Rome, that Paul learned of the problem in that young
church and hence this letter to the Colossian believers.

The church had been infiltrated by the serious error of Gnosticism, which Dr Alexander
Maclaren, in referring to this particular brand, describes as “a peculiar form of heresy, singularly
compounded of Jewish ritualism and Oriental mysticism.” It stemmed from the basic idea that
all matter was evil and was therefore the source of all evil as well. The conclusion was derived
that because matter was evil then God and matter must be antagonistic and so the creation and
government of this material universe could not have come directly from Him. Subsequently there
was a huge gulf between the two, which was spanned only by “a chain of intermediary beings,
emanations and abstractions, each approaching more nearly to the material than his precursor”
until there was a form or link of communication between the two. In other words, the only commu-
nication humankind had with its Creator was through this imaginary chain of intermediary be-
ings and accompanying ritual. Such heresy seriously degraded both the Person and work of
Christ, depicting Him, at best, as only a part of this chain.

But further than this, if matter was the source of all evil, then it naturally followed that the
source of human sin was not perverted human nature and will, but rather the physical body itself.
The cure was to be reached not by saving faith, by which a new life is gained, “but simply by
*ascetic mortification of the flesh”. Accordingly communication with the Creator could possibly
be achieved through rigorous self-denial and strict discipline of the body. It was at this point that
the narrowest doctrines of Judaistic ritualism insisting on circumcision, laws regulating food, the
observance of feast days, etc., were united with the Oriental mysticism described above.

An understanding of the seriousness of such heresy and the realisation that it was being
introduced into a Christian church, gives some idea of the concern that Paul had and the ur-
gency of this letter stressing the supremacy, all-sufficiency and headship of Christ. These were
basic fundamental and vital facts of the Christian faith that were being undermined by such
heresy and needed dealing with before it became widespread.



It will be noticed that there appears to be much similarity between the letter to the Ephesians
and this letter to the Colossians. Baxter points out that “Colossians stands in the same relation
to Ephesians as Galatians to Romans. The special characteristic in both Colossians and
Galatians is ‘correction’ of serious doctrinal deviation from the already given standard. The
affinity of Colossians with Ephesians is so close that, if E. W. Bullinger’s comparison is exact,
78 out of the 95 verses in Colossians have a ‘marked resemblance’ to verses in Ephesians.
This means that, although Ephesians is two chapters longer, more than half its verses speak
again here in Colossians, only now they speak with a new pointedness against perilous devia-
tion from the Ephesian norm.”

The first two chapters are doctrinal, while the last two are practical. Both of these main
parts are implied in verses 9 and 10 of chapter one. “We have not stopped praying for you and
asking God to fill you with the knowledge of His will through all spiritual wisdom and understand-
ing” anticipates the doctrinal section. “And we pray this in order that you may live a life worthy of
the Lord and may please Him in every way” refers to the practical section.

*Asceticism: The attempt to achieve holiness by rigorous self-neglect (MacArthur).



CHAPTER 1

After the introduction of the first two verses Paul refers to the church to which he is
writing, mentioning their faithfulness and love for all the saints as a result of their receiv-
ing the Gospel. In the process of dealing with the false teaching infiltrating the church, he
confirms the teaching of Epaphras, referring to him as a fellow servant and minister of
Christ. Paul assures the Colossian believers of his prayers for their spiritual growth, that
they may be filled with the knowledge of God’s will and be living lives worthy of the Lord.

In the latter part of the chapter he stresses the glories and supremacy of Christ and
their relationship to Him. It concludes with a brief description of Paul’s own ministry.

VERSE 1: Because of the corrective nature of what he is about to say, Paul begins by asserting
his apostolic authority. The believers at Colossae had never met Paul personally and they needed
to know that he spoke by the command of Christ. “Thus his words are more than the opinion of
the great missionary of the early Church; they are rather the authoritative utterance of the divinely
appointed mouthpiece of Christ” (Carson). When the Colossians received his words they were
to receive them as the words of Christ Himself. Timothy, who was Paul’s co-worker at the time,
did not have apostolic authority as “an apostle of Christ” and he is therefore referred to as a
brother.

VERSE 2: The letter is addressed to the members of the Colossian church who are described as
“saints and holy and faithful brothers”. “Saints” denotes their status and relationship to God,
while “brothers” denotes their responsibility and relationship to one another. “Saint” is the trans-
lation of a Greek word meaning, “to set apart” in its verb form, and “set apart ones” in its noun
form. Saints, therefore, are believing sinners set apart from sin to holiness, from Satan to God,
and thus consecrated to fellowship with God, worship of God and service for God. While they
lived at Colossae, a small, unimportant Asiatic town stooped in paganism, they were to remem-
ber their high calling by God and behave accordingly (Phil. 3:20).

The latter part of the verse conveys Paul’s common greeting which has application to all of
God’s people and sets forth the heart of the Gospel. “Grace” — the unmerited favour of God,
and “peace” — the result of grace. In the words of Luther, “These two words, grace and peace,
comprehend all that belongs to Christianity. Grace releases from sin, and peace makes quiet
the conscience of the released”. Both have their origin in God the Father and come to us through
the redemptive work of our Lord Jesus Christ. The grace spoken of here is sanctifying grace,
that part of salvation given to the saint in which God causes him to grow in Christ-likeness
through the ministry of the Holy Spirit.

VERSES 3-4: After the appropriate greeting, Paul now expresses sincere gratitude to “God, the
Father and our Lord Jesus Christ” for the spiritual development and growth operating in the lives
of these believers. His prayer reveals that he recognises the true source of all such develop-
ment. It is God who works in the lives of every one of His people to achieve spiritual growth  (Phil.
1:6) but, at the same time, there needs to be appropriate co-operation on their part in under-
standing and applying His word.

VERSE 4: Here Paul is specific regarding the particular areas of their spiritual growth and
development, which display the genuineness, and reality of their profession. They had a strong
faith and a close relationship with the Lord Jesus Christ from whom they drew their vitality and
strength. Subsequently, they had a deep and genuine love for all the people of God.

VERSES 5-6: Their “faith in Christ Jesus and their love for all saints” sprang from (or was intensi-
fied by) an appreciation of the hope stored up for them in Heaven,  which they had received
through the Gospel. The believer’s hope involves --



 Rom. 8:22-25: Redeemed or glorified bodies.
1 Peter 1:3: An unfading eternal inheritance.
1 John 3:1-3: Seeing our Saviour and being made like Him.
The word “hope” as used in the NT can be defined as the glad and confident expecta-

tion of all that God has promised. Faith, hope and love are closely related in Scripture (1 Cor.
13:13). The sure hope laid up in Heaven provides the believer with great incentive for develop-
ing faith and love. It “is not the deepest reason or motive for faith and love, but both are made
more vivid when it is strong. It is not the light at which their lamps are lit, but it is the odorous oil
which feeds their flame” (Maclaren). The fact of the Christian’s hope and all that is involved is a
vital part of the Gospel itself, which is referred to here as “the word of truth” in contrast to the
spurious message of the false teachers seeking to infiltrate the church.

VERSE 6: Because of the heresy plaguing the Colossian believers, Paul is anxious to re-
mind them of the Gospel which had originally come to them and of the way in which it had so
radically changed their lives. It had not only come to the Colossians, but all over the then known
world, and wherever it was received “in all its truth”, it was producing fruit and growing. All over
the world it was the message which was saving people through God’s grace, giving them a vital
faith, instilling in them genuine love for God and one another, and providing them with the living,
sure hope of a glorious future. It was having the same effect everywhere else as it was having in
the lives of the Colossian believers “since the day they heard it and understood God’s grace in
all its truth”. The word “understood” implies more than just a mental assent. It is translated from
epignosis. “It has the intensive meaning involved in the prefix, epi, and speaks of knowledge
which is much deeper than mere mental grasp…. It implies an assimilation of the inner meaning
of the Gospel, so that truth is transformed into experience” (Carson).

VERSES 7-8: Paul reminds them of the time when they first received the Gospel and that it was
Epaphras who had brought it to them, thereby endorsing his ministry. Paul describes him as
“our dear fellow servant”. He was in partnership with Paul in the work of the Gospel, but more
than this, he was a “minister” or “servant” of Christ, and Paul adds “on our behalf”. This implies
that, subsequent to his conversion, he had been sent by Paul back to his hometown to preach
the Gospel and this commission he gladly and faithfully fulfilled. He is, therefore, not to be set
aside for the new and erroneous teachers troubling the church.

VERSE 8: Not only did Epaphras originally take the Gospel to Colossae, but also he kept in
touch with Paul regarding progress in the church there. He reported their “love in the Spirit” (the
chief aspect of the “fruit of the Spirit” which pervades all other aspects Gal. 5:22-23) as well as
the situation regarding the dangerous heresy beginning to infiltrate the church.

VERSE 9: Paul’s response to Epaphras’ reports was one of continual prayer on their behalf. Not
only was he thankful for the quality of their faith and love (verse 4), but he prayed for their further
spiritual development, enlightenment and preservation. Paul prayed that “God would fill them
with a knowledge of His will through all spiritual wisdom and understanding” (see Eph. 1:9-12,
5:17 for an outline of God’s will concerning the headship of Christ as well as His will for His
people. Notice that His headship is not to be shared by any “intermediary beings”). Again, this is
not just a mental assent to certain theological teaching, but knowledge of God’s will that is basic
to, and expresses itself in, life-changing experience and growth, and also gives discernment to
that which is false. It is not a knowledge gained through human methods that tends to inflate the
ego (1 Cor. 1:20, 2:5-6, 13, 3:18-20), but that deep spiritual knowledge which is imparted by the
Holy Spirit through a close relationship with the Lord and a desire to obey Him. He alone is the
source of all true wisdom and understanding which gives such knowledge, and thus only through
Him can these attributes be attained.



VERSES 10-13: Paul’s prayer for the Colossian believers to have “spiritual wisdom and under-
standing” and as a result a knowledge of God’s will, was in order that such would be translated
into their lives. Hence these verses give a general outline of what God desires in the life of every
believer. They show what is involved in “living a life worthy of the Lord and pleasing Him in every
way” (see also Eph. 4:1). There are four basic requirements:

1. Bearing fruit in every good work -- living a life that counts for God. Good works constitute
fruit that is pleasing to the Lord (Titus 3:14). They do not merit salvation, but prove the
possession of it, being the result of it.

2. Growing in the knowledge of God. A vital relationship with God is that which generates
and sustains fruitfulness. It is through study and application of His Word. To know God
intimately is to love Him and to have increased desire to please Him.

3. Being strengthened with all power according to His glorious might (verse 11). A
lifestyle that is pleasing to God is not attainable in our own strength and for this reason His
power and might is available to us continually (Eph. 1:19-22). “No matter how wide the de-
mand of Christian service may be, nor how difficult by human standards, there are always
available divine resources to match it” (Carson). God’s divine strength equips us with endur-
ance (the ability to last the distance, in spite of difficulty or trial) and patience (or longsuffering,
James 5:7-8). It also imparts to us a deep-seated joy, and so the passage continues —

4. Joyfully giving thanks to the Father (verse 12). There are many things for which we can
joyfully give thanks to the Father and some major ones concerning our new status as Chris-
tians are mentioned here:

• He has qualified us to share in the inheritance of the saints in the kingdom of light.
This inheritance “can never perish, spoil or fade: and is reserved in Heaven for us”
(Romans 8:16-17, Eph. 1:5, 1 Peter 1:4).

• He has rescued us from the kingdom of darkness and brought us into the kingdom of
the Son He loves (verrse 13). Once we were in bondage to Satan and blinded by sin,
living in a world of spiritual darkness, ignorance and rebellion to God (Eph. 2:1-3).
But through the completed redemptive work of Christ we have been liberated and
brought out of a “loveless” kingdom, into “the kingdom of the Son He loves” – a
kingdom that is permeated by divine love (John 17:23).

• We have been redeemed. In order for redemption to take place a price had to be
paid and here we are reminded of the tremendous price that was paid for our re-
demption. The parallel passage in Ephesians 1:7 emphasises it was at the cost of
the precious blood of Christ (1 Peter 1:18-19, 1 Cor. 6:20).

• We have forgiveness of sins (2:13-14, Eph. 1:7). This is as a result of redemption
(see also Heb. 10:17-18).

Having shown that our redemption is completely through the Son (without the as-
sistance of any intermediary beings) Paul now proceeds to give a description of the Son
including  His  creatorial  and  redemptive  work  in  order  to  emphasise  the  truth  “that
in everything He might have the supremacy” (verse 18).

VERSES 15-18: These verses present us with an overview of the glories of our Lord Jesus Christ.
Here we see that He is –

1. The image of the invisible God, or the exact representation of God (verse 15). This
subject is also dealt with in John 1:1-3 and Hebrews 1:3. John describes Him as the
Logos (the Word) – the One who communicates or expresses God to us, but who at
the same time is the substance of that which He communicates. “The Son is the only
perfect representation of God” (Carson).



In Hebrews He is described as the very “outshining” or the “out-raying” (Vincent)
of God’s glory, exhibiting in Himself the glory and majesty of the divine Being. As its
light is an intrinsic part of the sun and of the same substance, so is Christ of the same
substance (namely deity) as the Father. And as we can only know the sun by the light
that shines from it, so is Christ the outshining, the revelation, of all that God is. By its
light the sun communicates its benefits to earth. Through the Son God communi-
cates, not only Himself, but also His blessings to earth. Its light also conveys the char-
acteristics of the sun to earth and so Christ is also “the exact representation of His
being” (NIV) or “the express image of His Person” (KJV). As the exact representation
of all that God is, He could say, “He who has seen Me has seen the Father” (John
14:9). The words “exact representation” or “express image” are a translation of the
Greek word charakter. Among its various meanings was that of “the type or character
regarded as shared with others. It also meant an impress or an image” (Wuest).
Thus, not only is Christ the exact image of all that God is but, as already shown, He is
essentially of the same character or substance.

“Firstborn” is translated from the Greek protokos. Vine comments that in this pas-
sage it is used to “express His priority to, and pre-eminence over, creation, not in the
sense of being the first to be born. It is used occasionally of superiority of position in
the O.T.”. (See Ex 4:22 where the nation of Israel is referred to as God’s firstborn. It
was not the first nation to be born, but in God’s economy it had priority).

With regard to “firstborn” Vincent says, “As image points to revelation, so first-
born points to eternal preexistence…. We must carefully avoid any suggestion that
Christ was the first of created things.” This is contradicted by the first phrase of verse
16, “By Him all things were created”.

2. The sole Agent of creation, all things having been created by Him and for Him
(verse 16, John 1:3, Hebrews 1:2). Not only is He the creator of tangible things, but
also of intangible, including angels (and fallen angels, although He obviously did not
create them as such), “thrones or powers -- rulers or authorities”, including human
and otherwise ((Eph. 1:20-21, 6:12). Such reveals His superiority over other spiritual
beings, and here Paul continues to lay a basis for dealing with the false teaching
infiltrating the Colossian church, teaching that was degrading Christ. Not only were all
things created by Him, they were created for Him. “They exist with a view to His glory,
and so are subservient to His eternal purposes” (Carson).

3. The Supreme One over all creation, all things holding together through Him (verse
17). He has unrivalled superiority in that He not only has created all things, but He
controls and sustains all things.

4. The head of the body, the Church (verse 18, also Eph. 1:22-23). The true relation-
ship of Christ to the Church is seen here. It is the body of which He is the Head, and
as such it contains the very fullness of Christ. Thus, the One who created, fills, controls
and sustains the universe, also fills, controls and sustains the Church which is His
body, and through which He manifests Himself to the world. (See also Eph. 4:16 and
1 Cor. 12:12-27 where the function of the Church is described).

It is as “Head over all things” that Christ is bestowed upon the Church. “There is
given to the Church, and for the Church’s benefit, a Head who is Head over all things.
The Church has authority and power to overcome all opposition and evil because her
Leader and Head is Lord of all” (Foulkes).

5. The firstborn from among the dead (verse 18). Christ is Head of the Church by
virtue of the fact that “He is the beginning and firstborn from among the dead”. In His



resurrection He was the first to fully conquer death and prepare the way for others to
follow. He was the first to be raised incorruptible, never to taste death again, and as
such became the very fount or source of life for the Church (1 Cor. 15:20).

Therefore, because of His supremacy in creation (all things having been created by Him
and for Him), because of His supremacy in the Church as its Head, and because of his su-
premacy in resurrection, it is obvious that in everything He should be recognised as possessing
unrivalled supremacy. The strong implication is that such supremacy is not shared with an imagi-
nary chain of intermediary beings in accordance with the false teaching Paul was seeking to
counteract in this epistle.

VERSES 19-20: Having shown Christ’s supremacy in creation, the Church and resurrection, these
verses continue the theme. It is God’s eternal purpose that in Christ, and in no other being, all
His fullness should dwell. He alone possesses all the characteristics and attributes of deity, and
is the expression of all that God is. The Amplified NT translates verse 19, “For it has pleased
[the Father] that all the divine fullness – the sum total of the divine perfection, powers and at-
tributes – should dwell in Him permanently”. It is through Him and Him only, because He pos-
sesses all the fullness of God, that reconciliation, both present and future, is to be achieved, for
it is also God’s eternal purpose that all of creation that has been ruined by sin will ultimately be
reconciled to Him (Romans 8:19-23). All evil will be dealt with and all is to be brought into line
with His holy requirements. Peace and righteousness in place of enmity and rebellion will reign
(2 Peter 3:11-13). It is  to be achieved only through the precious blood of Christ shed on the
cross and nothing else.

VERSES 21-23: Paul now turns his attention to the Colossian believers themselves to show how
that Christ’s redemptive work of reconciliation had personally benefited them and, by way of
further implication, that it was to Him they owed their full allegiance.

At one stage in their lives they were alienated from God because of the sinful attitude of
self-dependency and rebellion in their minds (Gen. 3:5), which permeated the very depths of
their beings, manifesting itself in evil deeds. As such they were under God’s condemnation and
objects of His wrath (Eph. 2:3).

VERSE 22: But now, even as Paul wrote to them, there had been a complete change. They
had been reconciled to God, in accordance with His pleasure and grace (verses 19-20) and, as
a result, could be presented before Him as holy, “without blemish and free from accusation”.
This had been accomplished, not with the assistance of intermediary angelic beings, but by
Christ Himself, becoming human and offering His physical body as a sacrifice on their behalf.

VERSE 23: Having reminded them of the blessing of reconciliation in their lives, Paul here
issues a warning against complacency and against being caught up with false teaching. Stead-
fastness is proof of genuine conversion and they needed to examine themselves as to the valid-
ity of their faith in order to be presented to God “holy, without blemish and free from accusation”.
They needed to ensure that they remained on track (Heb. 12:2) without moving away from the
sure foundation laid (1 Cor. 3:11) or the hope gained through the Gospel (1 Peter 1:3-5).

This Gospel that they had received through Epaphras was the same message that had
been proclaimed throughout the world and was that to which Paul had become a servant. It is
central to God’s eternal purposes as far as the Church and this world are concerned. Therefore
the Colossian believers were not a peculiar, isolated little group clinging to some strange belief
system and waging a losing battle for survival in the process.

VERSE 24: Paul’s servitude in the Gospel involved suffering, not only as a witness for Christ in the
actual proclamation and distribution of the Gospel, but also in his efforts for the spiritual welfare



of those who accepted the Gospel and thereby constituted the Church. Paul’s dedication and
devotion to Christ and His service is revealed in the fact that he rejoiced in such suffering,
regarding it as his share in the sufferings of Christ. Christ’s enemies could no longer persecute
Him, but they could turn their hatred on His followers -- which they did. This is what Paul means
when he says, “I fill up in my flesh what is still lacking in regard to Christ’s afflictions”. He is not
referring to Christ’s sufferings on the cross for human sin, for such was completed and no other
individual can ever share in those. Rather he is referring to that which Christ suffers through the
members of His body (the Church) in the ongoing ministry of the Gospel. Such suffering will
continue until Christ returns for the Church. The Amplified NT translates it, “[Even] now I rejoice in
the midst of my sufferings on your behalf. And in my own person I am making up whatever is still
lacking and remains to be completed [on our part] of Christ’s afflictions, for the sake of His body,
which is the Church.”

VERSES 25-27: Closely associated with Paul’s servitude in the Gospel in witness to the unsaved
was his servitude in the Church. He had become a servant to the Church by the commission
God gave him, in contrast to the self-appointed position of the false teachers. This commission
involved presenting the “Word of God in all its fullness” – which he had done, in further contrast
to the false teachers troubling the Colossian church.

VERSES 26-27: It also concerned the disclosure of the mystery, which had been hidden for
ages and from past generations. Now it had been revealed to the apostles and particularly to
Paul (as the apostle to the Gentiles) who, in turn, had revealed it to God’s people here referred
to as “the saints”.

The wonder of this mystery was that not only the Jews, but also the Gentiles would be
included in the rich redemptive blessings of the Gospel. “Christ in YOU, the hope of glory” has
specific reference to the Gentiles (Eph. 2:11-18, 3:6). It was never a mystery that the Jews would
be recipients of God’s blessings. But the fact that the Gentiles would be sharers together with
them in God’s eternal purposes and that Christ should dwell within and among them as part of
His body (the Church), was never openly revealed in the Old Testament. “Christ in you” is also
the pledge of future glory.

VERSES 28-29: Paul continues to emphasise the Person of Christ who is not only central in God’s
eternal purposes, but also in Holy Spirit inspired proclamation of the Word of God. In contrast to
the false teachers, He is the One the apostles proclaimed as, with the enabling of divine wis-
dom, they sought to teach and admonish everyone with the aim of spiritual maturity in those to
whom they ministered. Only Christ-centred ministry can ever achieve this result.

VERSE 29: To this end Paul laboured, even to the point of exhaustion. He not only laboured
in teaching and preaching but now, in prison, he agonized in prayer on behalf of all those in
Christ. As with all who are faithful and diligent in the work of the Gospel, Christ’s superhuman
energy within him powerfully enabled and sustained him in the ministry God had called him to
fulfil and through the various trials and difficulties he had to suffer.



CHAPTER TWO

The first section of this chapter gives further insight into the spiritual struggle Paul was
involved in as he agonized in prayer for all in Christ whom he had never personally met
which included the Colossian believers. He desires that they should understand that it is
in Christ, and Him alone, that all the resources of knowledge and wisdom are available.
Primarily he is concerned with those to whom he is writing that they do not succumb to the
erroneous teaching that was troubling the churches in the Lycus Valley, and which ap-
peared to be most prevalent at Colossae.

As the chapter proceeds, he encourages them to continue in full dependence upon
Christ (verses 6-7), reminding them that it was through Him they had been made spiritu-
ally alive (verse 13). He touches on some of the points of the false teaching (verses 16-
20) and challenges them regarding some of the practices they were beginning to be-
come involved in (verses 20-23).

VERSE 1: Here Paul expresses something of the spiritual struggle he was having on behalf of
those to whom he was writing and at the same time reveals a measure of the depth of concern
he had regarding the false teaching troubling them. He was not able to be with them in person
because of his imprisonment, but he was able to pray and intercede for them and be with them
in spirit (verse 5). We also see something of the carefulness and commitment of Paul’s pastoral
heart in that he had such concern for those he had never met. The scope of his vision and
ministry went far beyond just those he had had personal involvement with.

VERSES 2-3: The reason for Paul’s anxious struggle on their behalf is so that they might be en-
couraged (comforted, cheered or strengthened) in heart, and united (knit together or bonded) in
love. False teaching is debilitating and divisive and may well have been beginning to have this
effect on the Colossian church. Paul knew that only a close and intimate knowledge of Christ
would overcome this, and so he also prays that they might have “the full riches (benefit and
conviction) of understanding, in order that they might know the mystery of God, namely, Christ”.

Perhaps one reason he uses the word “mystery” is to counter the so-called “mystery
knowledge” that the false teachers claimed to have and were endeavouring to impart to the
believers. Paul infers that the only “mystery” they needed to know was Christ Himself. It is in Him
that all the divine treasures of wisdom and knowledge are hidden and He does not share such
treasures with an imaginary chain of intermediary beings, but they are accessible to all who
belong to Him. To know Him and to give Him His rightful place is to have true enlightenment,
wisdom and knowledge of the ways and purposes of God. Wisdom is the God-given ability to
grasp and apply the knowledge of God and the Christian faith, and Christ is the source of it all.
In another sense, such treasures and blessings are a mystery to those who do not know Christ
because they cannot understand nor experience them.

VERSES 4-5: Having reminded the believers of the source of their true spiritual wealth and bless-
ing, Paul issues this warning. They needed to be aware of false teaching in the form of “fine
sounding” yet deceptive “arguments” that would undermine the Person, glory and work of Christ
and seriously hinder their spiritual progress. In Him they already had all the fullness of God and
in Him they were complete (verses 9-10).

VERSE 5: It was most likely through Epaphras that Paul learned with delight of the strength,
steadfastness and Christ-honouring orderliness of the Colossian church. But he was also aware
of the fact that the false teaching beginning to pervade the church would soon put an end to all
this. It is the strong, vigorous churches that Satan attacks in order to destroy their effective
witness and ministry.



Paul now encourages his readers to continue in full dependence upon Christ (who he
shows to be all-sufficient) without wavering or succumbing to the insidious deception of
false teaching.

VERSES 6-7: Just as they had fully depended upon Christ Jesus for their salvation and had ac-
knowledged Him as Lord, realising that only He could forgive and save them, so they should
continue to be just as dependent upon Him in obedience for the resources to live their Christian
lives.

VERSE 7: As plants draw their nourishment from the soil in which they are rooted and as a
result grow or are built up and become strong, so are believers to continually draw their spiritual
nourishment from the One in whom they have been “planted”. Only by doing so can we be strength-
ened in the faith and the stronger we become in the faith the more real and precious Christ is to
us. Thus, as we appreciate Him and what He has done for us, our hearts overflow with thankful-
ness. Accordingly, Paul encourages the Colossian believers to be strengthened in the faith (the
body of revealed truth), which they had originally been taught and from which they should not
deviate.

VERSE 8: With a call to watchfulness, Paul now refers directly to the false teaching being intro-
duced in Colossae. The believers had experienced true freedom through the Gospel of Christ,
but to take on board this man-made religious system would be to step back into bondage and to
allow their spiritual progress and growth to be ruined. The Greek conveys the thought that they
would thus “be taken captive or taken as spoil” by the forces of evil operating behind this errone-
ous system. The philosophy of such a system is described as “hollow” or “vain” and “deceptive”.
In contrast to the Gospel of Christ, it was completely devoid of life-changing power and was
dangerously deceptive in that it did not deliver what it promised but rather led away from the One
who is the true source of life and truth. It depended on “human tradition and the basic principles
of this world rather than on Christ”. This “hollow and deceptive philosophy” was conceived by
man’s ideas and degenerate human reasoning, and led away from dependency on Christ into
the dark mists of mystical speculation.

VERSES 9-10: In view of the hollowness and deception of the false teaching Paul has just warned
against, he restates a truth first mentioned in 1:19 only this time with greater emphasis, stress-
ing the humanity of Christ. The false teachers propagating their heresy in Colossae claimed to
possess a higher knowledge and more advanced spirituality, but without Christ they had nothing
themselves and nothing to offer others, for it is in Him that “all the fullness of the Deity lives in
bodily form”. Here we see in clear terms that Christ not only possessed the very essence of
Deity, but that as such He took upon Himself the human form (John 1:1, 14), a fundamental truth
that the false teachers rejected.

VERSE 10: Believers (those who have received Christ), possess fullness or are complete in
Him. With the entrance of sin into the human race each individual was robbed of “completeness”
for each was out of touch with God. Each became less than God intended and came “short of
the glory of God” (Romans 3:23). But through the redemptive work of Christ “completeness” can
be restored. The Colossians needed to know that in Christ they already had everything neces-
sary for spiritual growth and maturity. Through their eternal link with Him they shared His divine
nature and had been “blessed in the heavenly realms with every spiritual blessing in Christ”
(Eph. 1:3).  Furthermore, they belonged to Him “who is the head over every power and authority”
and so they did not need to depend on “angelic mediators” to attain their spiritual goal.  In
placing these truths before the Colossian believers Paul seeks to steer them away from the
pervading false teaching that could only rob them of the benefits of these blessings they already
possessed.



VERSES 11-12: Part of the Colossian error involved a call to return to Judaism, including the rite of
physical circumcision. But in Christ, that of which the physical rite was only a shadow is in reality
fulfilled. Speaking of the rite of circumcision, Carson says, “The actual form of the rite, dealing
as it did with the organ of procreation, emphasised that it was human nature as such that was
unclean and needed cleansing. It is not the act of procreation that is sinful, but the product of that
act, namely human nature. Thus circumcision spoke vividly of the cutting away of what was
unclean that the man might be acceptable to God.” Judaism, however, was occupied solely with
the powerless symbol: The reality and power for cleansing is in Christ. The symbol was physical
and powerless; the reality is spiritual and powerful. The truth of which the physical rite of circum-
cision spoke is “not a circumcision done by the hands of men” in which part of the physical flesh
was cut away. Rather, it is a circumcision done by Christ in which the old sin nature is cut away
and the believer is made a new creation in Him.

VERSE 12: Here is how this “spiritual circumcision” takes place. Believers have died with
Christ. Upon conversion they are immersed (baptised) into His death and water baptism is
symbolic of this fact, showing also that the believer has been raised to a new life with Christ.
Thus, in God’s economy, the old sin nature has been fully dealt with and defeated in their death
with Christ and now, with Christ, they have been raised to a new life through the power of God –
the same power by which Christ was raised from the dead.  As has been pointed out, all this
takes place for the believer when saving faith in Christ is exercised (see also Romans 6:1-4).
Having died and been raised with Christ, it is now the responsibility of the believer to “count
himself dead to the old sin nature, but alive to God in Christ Jesus” and, by the enabling that God
in His grace imparts, to live accordingly (Romans 6:11).

VERSES 13-15: These verses show the completeness and perfection of the redemptive work of
Christ and, subsequently, the completeness of the believer’s salvation. Paul’s use of the word
“you” has particular reference to the Colossians who were in danger of moving away from total
dependence upon Christ.  He reminds them that it was while they were spiritually dead and
helpless in their sins that God in His grace reached into their lives and, through their response to
the Gospel, made them spiritually alive with Christ (see Eph. 2:1-10). As believers, Christ not
only gave His life for us; He also shares His life with us (3:4). This act of divine grace involves the
forgiveness of all sins as well.

VERSE 14: The reason that all sins are forgiven for the believer is because of the cancella-
tion of the debt we owed because of our sinfulness. “The written code with its regulations” (NIV)
or “handwriting of ordinances” (KJV) is the bond of debt embodied in the Law which was against
us, and which reveals the hopeless extent of our indebtedness. It has been entirely removed
from us and nailed to the cross, signaling the fact that Christ has paid it in full on our account. In
the words of Romans 8:1, we can be assured that “… there is now no condemnation for those
who are in Christ Jesus” (Romans 8:1).

VERSE 15: The cross not only meant the cancellation of the debt against us, but the con-
quest of all other powers and authorities, showing them to be subject to Christ. This refers pri-
marily to the defeat of evil Satanic powers, but at the same time it strikes a blow at the Colossian
heresy, and we are reminded that all angelic powers are subservient to Christ as well. Therefore
believers should be totally dependent on Him to whom they owe their entire submission and
allegiance. Here Christ’s victory is pictured in terms of the triumphant Roman general who strips
his foes and leads them as captives behind his chariot in the victory procession.

VERSES 16-17: Since Christ has abrogated the Law by His perfect redemptive work, His su-
premacy and triumph, the Colossian believers should not allow themselves to be enslaved or
even influenced by the false teachers. These “teachers” were arrogantly sitting in judgment on



the believers, falsely inferring that they were out of line with God’s commands, and were thus
seeking to bind them up with various legalistic requirements and man-made regulations.

Apart from that which was purely man-made, these regulations were part of the “written
code”, which has been “nailed to the cross” or cancelled, having been fulfilled in Christ to whom
the Law pointed. It was only the shadow, but a shadow cannot exist without the reality. Now that
the reality has come the believer is no longer bound by an external Law, but is governed by a
higher law – the law of Christ (1 Cor. 9:21). This new and higher law is internal and provides the
necessary desire, motivation and direction to please God (Romans 8:2, Hebrews 10:16).

VERSES 18-19: Here the false teachers and their doctrine are more clearly defined and Paul
instructs the believers not to allow such to “defraud” them or to “disqualify them for the prize” (2
John 8). Firstly, they “delight in false humility” – or, to use a well-worn saying, they were proud of
their humility. In reality, therefore, it was not humility but rather pride that motivated them. Theirs
was a “humility” that was external only and did not emanate from a true heart condition. Such an
attitude arose from their doctrine, which also had an appearance of humility in that it purported
a reverence for God in which He was too holy for human beings to approach directly and could
only be communicated with through a chain of intermediary angelic beings. However, such an
approach to God is not only contrary to His Word, it exalts angels and belittles Christ, and this
puts it into the realm of disobedience and perversion. In common with all false teaching and
cults it was apparently based on various alleged visions, which further misled its adherents,
causing their unregenerate minds to be even more inflated with pride and empty conceptions.

VERSE 19: Paul points out that the truth of the matter is that those caught up with such false
teaching were out of contact with the One who is the Head of the Church (which is His body).
They were therefore separated from Him (Christ) who, in accord with God’s purposes and as
the metaphor shows, provides the Church with spiritual life and nourishment, strength, unity,
direction and the means of growth. They were out of contact because they failed to recognise
and hold fast to His Headship and to honour Him accordingly.

VERSES 20-22: The apostle now turns his attention to those who were beginning to succumb to
this false teaching, showing the absurdity and futility of their position by posing a question. Hav-
ing died with Christ (verse 12) to the basic principles of this world, or to “human commands and
teachings” which were a part of this world’s system (verse 22), why were they living as though
what He had done for them meant nothing or was without effect? In submitting to the bondage of
a man-made religion this is what their actions inferred. They were allowing themselves to be
ruled by the evil spiritual powers of the world as if they still belonged to it.

VERSE 21: All man-made religions have one fallacy in common: They all strive by human
effort to achieve a right relationship with God and fail to simply accept what God has already
done to put people right with Himself through Christ. Therefore they tend to put much emphasis
upon legalistic external rules – “Do not handle Do not taste! Do not touch!” These heretical
teachers who were troubling the Colossian Church retained an outward appearance of piety
while inward reality was missing (Isaiah 29:13).

VERSE 22: Because such regulations are “based upon human commands and teachings”
and are not ordained by God, they are part of the corruptible order of the world’s system and
along with it they too will pass away. Consequently, they can never be binding upon believers.

VERSE 23: Here Paul reaches the climax of the argument. To the superficial observer such a
religious system could have “an appearance of wisdom” but, as he has already shown, in reality
it was a system of self-imposed or man-made worship, false humility and legalistic asceticism.



It had a great deal of outward display, but lacked inward reality and life-changing power. It did
nothing to restrain “sensual indulgence” and give s true desire for holiness.  Rather, because of
its pandering to human pride, it only tended to indulge the sinful nature.



CHAPTER THREE

Having shown the error of the false teaching plaguing the Colossian Church and having
laid a doctrinal foundation, in this second section of the epistle, Paul now erects a practical
superstructure. He clearly outlines what is to be the lifestyle of the true believer in Christ. Such
could never be achieved through the deceptive and empty philosophy of the false teachers.
Only Christ Himself can provide the power, motivation and direction for such a life and so He
continues to be pre-eminent in Paul’s teaching.

The characteristics of the believer’s new life in Christ are outlined in this practical section.
The first four verses deal with the attitude of the believer in view of the fact of new life. Verses 5-
11 mention things pertaining to the old sin nature that need to be discarded, while verses 12-17
mention virtues the believer should be characterised by. The final part of the chapter (verses 18
to 4:1) deals with instructions for various human relationships.

VERSES 1-3: Paul begins the chapter by referring back to 2:13 where he shows that the believer has
been made alive or, as this passage says, “raised with Christ”. Since this is the case it logically
follows that, as believers, our hearts should no longer be centred on worldly things, whether they be
human religion or philosophy, attitudes, sensual gratification or materialism. Rather, they should be
centred on things above – in the realm where Christ is seated at the right hand of God, the place of full
authority, power and holiness.

The parallel passage in Ephesians makes it clear that this is the realm in which God, by His
grace has placed us. Just as we are to “count ourselves dead to sin and alive to God in Christ”
(Romans 6:11) so we are to count ourselves risen with Christ and “seated with Him in the heavenly
realms” (Ephesians 2:6). This is the sphere of our new life in Christ and, accordingly, this is where our
heart’s desire should be also.

VERSE 2: The mind is specifically mentioned, for it is that which governs and controls our whole
being and behaviour. Believers are to resist evil thoughts and consciously and continually to set their
minds on things above. Our natural human ambition is in terms of this world, but the overriding ambi-
tion of the believer should be to please God. To set our minds on things above is to “aim at emulating
the characteristics of the Christ of glory. Thus growth in holiness, depth in prayer and advance in
spiritual power should be the aims which fill the believer’s horizon” (Carson). On the other hand, we
are not to set our minds on “earthly things”. Not only will they seriously detract from what our minds
should be set on, but also they are, at best, temporary and fleeting. The “things above” are eternal and
possess a depth of quality and abiding value that earthly things can never possess.

“As a compass points north, the believer’s entire disposition should point itself toward the
things of Heaven. Heavenly thoughts can only come by understanding Heavenly realities from Scrip-
ture” (McArthur).

VERSE 3: The reason Paul gives as to why our hearts and minds should be set on things above
rather than earthly things is because, as believers, in Christ we have died to the world. Subsequently,
our lives are now centred in a completely new sphere – “hidden with Christ in God”. The word “hidden”
indicates that the source and motivation of this life, as far as the world is concerned, is a mystery. But
as far as the believer is concerned it means eternal security and victory.

VERSE 4: It is the guarantee of ultimate salvation and the fulfilment of the amazing purpose of
God’s great plan of redemption – that Christ should have a people of His own to be with Him for
eternity. In accordance with His promise He will not always be hidden from the world as He is now, but
“He will appear a second time, not to bear sin, but to bring salvation to those who are waiting for Him”
(Hebrews 9:28). Here we learn three truths concerning our Lord Jesus Christ:

(1) He “is our life”. Christ is not only the centre of the believer’s new life; He is its source. He
not only gave His life for us; He has given His life to us.

(2) He will appear a second time (John 14:3, Acts 1:11).
(3) Believers will appear with Him in glory – ultimate and complete salvation. “ . . . And so we

will be with the Lord forever” (1 Thes. 4:17).



VERSES 5-7: In view of the tremendous transformation that has taken place in the life of a believer, all
that pertains to the old life and is opposed to God and His ways, is to be “put to death”. This includes
all immoral sexual acts and impurity. Not only are the outward physical acts referred to, so is the
activity of the mind (Matt. 5:27-28). In Christ it is to be “renewed” and “set on things above” (Romans
12:2) so that lustful thoughts, evil desires and greed are also put to death. “Greed” is here referred to
as “idolatry” for it implies that the heart is set on something else other than God and His will. Carson
makes the point that “when godliness is rejected, and the lust of the flesh encouraged, it is not long
before sex is worshipped instead of God”. (See also Eph. 5:3-5).

VERSE 6: It is because of these things just mentioned that God’s wrath and judgment are coming
upon the world, and how then can a believer be caught up with those sins for which His judgment is to
be poured out? It is surely most inappropriate. We are assured that not only is Christ coming for those
who receive Him and therefore belong to Him (verse 4), God’s judgment is also coming on those who
are disobedient and reject Him.

VERSE 7: The Colossian believers are reminded that such used to be their lifestyle, but that is all
in the past – before they knew Christ. Then the driving force was the gratification of the sinful nature,
“following its desires and thoughts”. Along with those who “follow the ways of this world and the ruler
of the kingdom of the air” they, too, were once objects of God’s wrath (Eph. 2:2-3).

VERSES 8-11: But now, through regeneration (being raised to newness of life with Christ) the whole
direction of life has changed and there is to be a totally different attitude toward sin (Gal. 5:16, 25). This
different attitude toward sin is to be shown by getting rid of or putting off all the natural impulses of the
old sinful nature and putting on or cultivating all that pertains to the new. (See also Eph. 4:22-32, 1
Peter 2:1, 4:1-3).

A sample catalogue of sins pertaining to the old nature is given here. Self-centred and uncon-
trolled anger and rage are to have no place in the life of a believer (Eph. 4:26). Malice and slander -
harmful or revengeful thinking or animosity, and gossip are also to be discarded. Any unwholesome,
obscene or abusive speech, swearing and blasphemy are to be repudiated as well.

VERSE 9: Dishonesty in dealing with others, particularly other believers, has no place among
God’s people. This includes exaggeration and distortion or embellishment of the facts. Believers should
be characterised by integrity and truth in all situations (Eph. 4:25, 6:14).

VERSE 10: These sins should not characterise believers simply because they have taken off the
old self, ruined by man’s fall into sin, and have put on the new, made in the likeness of Christ as God
intended mankind should be when He created him. The new nature is constantly being nourished and
developed, through the ministry of the Holy Spirit and an intimate knowledge of the Creator and His
Word (1 Peter 2:2).

VERSE 11: Not only is the individual made new, but also he/she is made part of the new creation
– the Church of God, the sphere of the redeemed (Eph. 2:14-18). Here there are no divisions, whether
they be national, cultural, religious or social. There may be differences in culture or social standing,
but the differences are no longer the means of division because the former state is transcended by a
new relationship in Christ who is over all supreme, and who indwells each believer. (Such differences
should complement believers rather than divide them). All are on the same ground, bought by the
same precious blood, and united to one another through divine grace no matter what the background
may be.

(It is noteworthy that Paul mentions again the supremacy of Christ – “Christ is all, and is in all” –
further countering the erroneous doctrine of the false teachers.

VERSES 12-14: Having dealt with the negative evils that believers are to discard, Paul now mentions
some of the positive virtues they are to replace them with. He begins by reminding believers of their
true status: They are chosen by God (John 15:16), not on the basis of merit, but on that of divine
grace. Not only so, but they are holy — God has sanctified them, set them apart for Himself. But
positional holiness or sanctification must have its practical counterpart, and so believers are to live
holy, or spiritually healthy, lives – lives that are pleasing to the Lord. As His chosen, set apart ones,
believers are “dearly loved” by God. They are precious to Him.



Practical holiness is to be expressed in terms of the virtues listed in this passage. Having been
born again and indwelt with the Holy Spirit believers now have the capacity, not only to put off that
which pertains to the old nature, but to put on or to “clothe” themselves “with compassion, kindness,
humility, gentleness and patience”. These are all part of the fruit of the Spirit (Gal. 5:22-23). The
greatest example of these virtues is seen in our Lord Himself.

For instance, He was often “moved with compassion” when He saw the crowds (Matt. 9:36,
14:14, 15:32, and 20:34). But He not only understood, had pity and sympathised deeply with the sad
plight of people; He was prepared to do something about it. Believers are to imitate this attitude.
(Greek oiktirmos is used to describe God’s compassion Rom. 9:15).

Closely related to compassion is kindness (Greek chrestotes) and is seen most clearly in the
way God has treated us in view of our sinfulness. Basically, it is seeking the good of others. Believers,
then, are to extend kindness to all people, without impartiality, whether it is merited or not.

Humility (Greek tapeinophrosune) or “lowliness of mind” is another virtue believers are to be
characterised by. It implies having a correct estimate of self in the light of God’s Word (Phil. 2:3-5).

Gentleness or meekness (praotes). Vine points out that the meaning of the Greek is not easily
expressed in English. “It is an inwrought grace of the soul, and the exercises of it are first and chiefly
toward God. It is that temper of spirit in which we accept His dealings with us as good, and therefore
without disputing or resisting. It is closely linked with the word tapeinophrosune (humility)”. Meekness
should not be confused with weakness. Rather, it is strength under control, as seen in our Lord. He
was meek and had the infinite resources of God at His command. It is the opposite of self-assertedness
and self-interest. In relating to others it is the ability to deal with them in a Christ-like way.

Patience (makrothumia) includes longsuffering, endurance, steadfastness, perseverance, and
forbearance. “It is that quality of self-restraint in the face of provocation which does not hastily retaliate
or promptly punish. It is the opposite of anger and is associated with mercy. … It is that quality that
does not surrender to circumstances or succumb under trial. It is the opposite of despondency and is
associated with hope” (Vine).

VERSE 13: Flowing from these virtues that are to characterise believers, Paul now deals with
their relationship to one another. Because of the false teaching pervading the Colossian Church divi-
sions may well have occurred and relationships damaged by unwise dealings. While not accepting
the doctrinal position of those who had wandered from the truth, the believers were to be careful in
their relationships and to “forgive whatever grievances you may have one against another”. Of course,
this exhortation is to apply in all circumstances. The fact that every believer has experienced the
Lord’s forgiveness should provide the motivation to forgive others.

VERSE 14: That which is to pervade all the other virtues is love (agape) — that divine quality
demonstrated first of all by God Himself in giving His Son as a sacrifice for sin (John 3:16). It is
unconditional, impartial and, although they may be involved, it is not dependent upon feelings or emo-
tions. When operating in the regenerate human heart it puts God first, the good of others second and
self last. Love is not additional to the other virtues; it is that supreme virtue which is their “lifeblood” and
is to operate with the others making them complete and functional, more than just a dutiful moral code
(Gal. 5:22).

VERSES 15-17: There are three imperatives given in this passage, and the first is here in verse 15. The
governing factor in all situations, in the hearts of all believers, is to be the peace of Christ. They are to
“let the peace of Christ rule in their hearts”, a conscious effort to allow it to be the continual inner
attitude of mind and will in all relationships. The reason for this is that every believer is a part of the one
body of Christ and as such has been called to peace. Thankfulness is also to be an attitude of mind for
the believer. Rather than taking our position in Christ for granted, as believers we should be continually
thankful for the grace of God, through which we have been called, to such a position. Such an attitude
will have a positive effect on our relationship with others as well as our own spiritual maturity.

VERSE 16: As well as the peace of Christ ruling, believers also need the Word of Christ dwelling.
Each member of the body of Christ is to allow His Word to dwell in them richly or abundantly. It is to
have its settled abode in rich measure in the hearts of believers and there is to be a glad submission
to it. Believers are not to be satisfied with a spiritual pittance, but are to give God’s Word its rightful



place in their lives. As a result there will be a rich harvest of spiritual joy, blessing and maturity. It is only
the Word of Christ that gives substance and depth to our teaching and admonishing of one another
and that subsequently permeates all we do or say with divine wisdom. The parallel passage in Ephesians
equates “let the Word of Christ dwell richly” with “be filled with (or controlled by) the Spirit” (Eph. 5:18).
In other words, to be filled by the Spirit is to live in obedience to God’s Word.

 Furthermore, only as the Word of Christ dwells richly can a believer engage in effective and
meaningful worship and praise. It is through the Word of God that we gain a deep appreciation of what
God in His grace has done for us and the position into which He has brought us. It is through His Word
that God reveals Himself to us, and such revelation of His grace, power, holiness, greatness and
majesty brings forth the appropriate response of true worship, praise and sincere heartfelt gratitude.

Verse 17: The third imperative is really the natural outcome to compliance with the first two.
As the peace of Christ rules in our hearts and His Word dwells in us richly, the result will be that
everything we do or say will be consistently according to His character and will. To “do all in the name
of the Lord Jesus” is to live and act as those who bear His name and so seek to live worthy of Him. It
is the practical acknowledgement of His Lordship. Such a lifestyle is not to be undertaken as a duty,
but rather as the thankful response to the grace of God. Here again Paul stresses the sovereignty and
pre-eminence of Christ in accordance with the main theme of the epistle.

RULES FOR FAMILY AND EMPLOYER/EMPLOYEE RELATIONSHIPS (3:18-25, 4:1)

It has been pointed out (verse 15) that all believers are members of the one body (the Body of
Christ or the Church) and therefore are to behave accordingly. In this next section rules are set out for
various personal relationships within the Body of Christ. The areas dealt with are wives and husbands,
children and parents and slaves and masters or, more applicable to our day, employers and employ-
ees. The first two of these concern the basic unit of human society – the family. If relationships are not
right here, they will not be right in the Church either, or in society for that matter. The properly ordered
Christian family is a tremendous witness to the truth and power of the Gospel. (See also Eph. 5:22 –
6:9 and notes).

VERSES 18-19: The first family relationship to be mentioned is that of wives and husbands. (The sub-
ject is dealt with more fully in Ephesians 5:22-33 where the roles of this relationship are seen as a
reflection of that which exists between Christ and the Church. See also 1 Peter 3:1-7). It is important
to understand that with regard to the roles of husband and wife, one is not inferior to the other but
rather they are complementary. The wife’s role is characterised by submission, while the husband’s
is characterised by headship, and both are to be exercised within the context of love (agape). Submis-
sion is particularly mentioned in relation to the role of the wife but it should be noted that Ephesians
5:21 shows that it is an attitude that is to pervade all relationships within the body of Christ. It is the
opposite of aggression and self-assertedness, which are not characteristic of the Holy Spirit and
therefore will not characterise the believer who is controlled by Him.

VERSE 19: The Christian husband’s attitude towards his wife is to be neither domineering nor
harsh, but one that is characterised by love (agape). Ephesians 5:25 says, “Husbands love your
wives, just as Christ loved the Church…”. It is true that deep human affection (phileo) is present in
every normal marriage relationship, but agape love is the love which shows itself in the responsibility
of commitment and action by seeking the good of the other person before that of self, and is not
dependent upon human emotion. It was demonstrated to the highest degree by our Lord Jesus Christ
when He showed His love for the Church by “giving Himself up for her”, referring, of course, to the
death of the cross. Thus, when we put together the wife’s submission to her husband and the husband’s
love for his wife we really have, in the words of Ephesians 5:21, mutual submission — pervaded by
love and respect.

VERSES 20-21: As with husbands and wives, Paul addresses children directly. They are an important part
of the Christian family and, if they are truly converted, are also an important part of the larger family of
God, the Church. While Paul is addressing his remarks primarily to those who are “in the Lord”, the



principle outlined here applies to all children. (See also Ephesians 6:1-4). In the Ephesians parallel
passage three reasons are given why children should obey their parents:-

1. Nature demands it - for this is right. It is part of the natural law that God has written into
human conscience (Rom. 2:15), and it is just plain common sense. Parents naturally have the advan-
tage of age and experience and, by virtue of this, are in a position to direct their children according to
that which is best. “Virtually all civilizations have regarded the recognition of parental authority as indis-
pensable to a stable society” (Stott). Therefore, any society that undermines parental authority is taking
a significant step towards its own collapse.

2. The Law of God demands it. Honour your father and mother is the fifth command of the
Decalogue (the Ten Commandments) and is part of our duty, not only to parents but, more importantly to
God (Exodus 20:12). “Honour expresses the frame of mind from which obedience proceeds” (Vincent),
so the whole attitude is included here, not just actions. In other words, children are to acknowledge the
God-given authority of their parents and give them, not only obedience, but love and respect as well.

With this command there is an accompanying promise — “that it may go well with you and that
you may enjoy long life on the earth”. One of the first steps to a successful, happy, well-adjusted life is
obedience to parents.  A healthy attitude towards authority is essential for a properly ordered life, and if
it is not learned in the home, it is not likely to be learned anywhere.

3. Christian duty demands it. This has particular significance for those young people who
profess to know Christ as Saviour and Lord, for it should be their desire to do that which “pleases the
Lord”, and this is one of the things that does indeed please Him. As a young person, Christ Himself set
the example in that He was always obedient to His parents (Luke 2:51). Later on in His earthly life, the
Lord Jesus said to His disciples, “If you love Me, you will obey what I command” (John 14:15). Obeying
His commands is the most effective way of showing our love for Him, and one of His commands is for
children to obey and honour their parents.

VERSE 21: The child-parent relationship is two sided, and here the exhortation is to parents.
Although the Greek word is translated “fathers” in most English translations, it is the same word that
appears in Hebrews 11:23 concerning Moses’ “parents”. As head of the family fathers have a special
role to play in setting the spiritual tone, but both husband and wife are “workers together” in parental
responsibilities, and so the exhortation is really to both.

Parents are not to abuse their God-given authority by placing upon their children demands that
are unreasonable or beyond their capabilities, otherwise children will become exasperated, discour-
aged and even embittered. Parents also need to take care that they are not too harsh on the one hand,
neither over-indulgent or given to favouritism on the other. Rather, they are to “bring them up (or
nourish and educate them) in the training and instruction of the Lord” (Eph. 6:4). This means that
parents are to provide a suitable spiritual input and environment for their children so that they can
reach their full potential and develop well-balanced Christian characters. Fathers have a leading role
to play in this process.

The words “training and instruction of the Lord” indicate a positive, on-going, and consistent
disciplinary or training programme, including example, guidance and correction, in which children
come to understand the Lord’s requirements for righteousness or right-living. It is important that par-
ents, first of all, demonstrate in their own lives the Lord’s requirements otherwise guidance and cor-
rection will be largely ineffective. However, good example, by itself, is not sufficient, because a child
left to his or her own devices will not naturally come to a knowledge of the Lord and His will (see
Proverbs 29:15) and, therefore, proper guidance and correction are necessary as well.

There is no better guidance than the regular reading and explanation of the Word of God, and
parents cannot begin this process too young in a child’s life. But no matter how thorough we may
teach our children, each has a sinful nature and there are times when corrective, punitive discipline
must be administered. This needs to be done consistently and justly, and this is not likely to be the
case if punishment is carried out inconsistently and only after the parent has “reached the end of his
or her tether”.

Paul now deals with the attitude of Christian employees towards their employers and Chris-
tian employers towards their employees. (See also Ephesians 6:5-9 and notes). In New Testa-
ment times the general relationship in this area was that of slaves and masters. Slaves were
either purchased by their masters or were born into their households and very often were treated
as nothing more than chattels for the convenience of those they served. It is important to notice,
however, that the principles outlined in these two passages apply equally to the employer/em-
ployee relationship as we understand it today, and this is indicated by the words “whether he is



slave or free” (Ephesians 6:8). Today, in western society, a master or employer does not own the
employee, but he/she enters into a contract with the employer in which agreement is made to sell
his/her labour. Such a contract makes a Christian employee or employer responsible to heed
the admonition given here.

VERSES 22-25: Obedience and honesty are to characterise the service of all Christian employees. The
focus and motivation for a Christian employee to render such service to his/her employer is to be the
Lord Himself. He is to look beyond the employer and the task and realise that he is actually serving the
Lord and this realisation should provoke integrity, sincerity and wholeheartedness (verse 23). Employ-
ers may not be able to see everything an employee does, but the Lord always sees. Such a realisation
should also ensure that any employment that a believer undertakes comes within the sanction of the
Word of God. No Christian can honestly be expressing his commitment to Christ by involvement in
any occupation that runs counter to Christian principles as expressed in the Word of God.

VERSE 24: In a situation where an employer does not deal fairly or compensate sufficiently, a
Christian employer should maintain his/her focus on the Lord, realising that wherever obedient, whole-
hearted service is rendered, whether in favourable or unfavourable circumstances, the Lord will com-
pensate. Again Paul emphasises the fact so that, as believers, we should never lose sight of the truth
that “it is the Lord Christ you are serving”.

VERSE 25: However, wherever a Christian employee or employer does wrong and behaves in an
unscrupulous manner towards those to whom or for whom he is responsible, the Lord will see to it
that he or she will reap the consequences of their actions. Whether the person is an employee or an
employer makes no difference for there is no favouritism with Him.

CHAPTER 4, VERSE 1: As implied by the last verse, masters or employers also have their responsibilities
towards those in their employment. They must provide for them that which is “right and fair”, remem-
bering that they are answerable to their Heavenly Master. Their actions, too, are to be governed by the
realisation that they are also serving the Lord and that they are stewards of all that the Lord has put
into their hands.



CHAPTER 4

This last chapter, which really begins with verse 2, contains a short list of instructions believ-
ers need to heed in order to be effective in ministry and witness (verses 2-6). In the latter part of
the chapter Paul gives his final greetings.

FURTHER INSTRUCTIONS

VERSES 2-4: Prayer is an important part of the Christian life and Paul touches on it here briefly (Eph.
6:18-20). Believers should devote themselves to it or continue steadfastly in it, with an attitude of
watchfulness and thankfulness. Watchfulness should be exercised towards a sluggish or careless
attitude or anything in the life that would hinder effective prayer. It is “the prayer of a righteous man”
(the one who is living rightly) that is “powerful and effective” (James 5:16). Thanksgiving is a charac-
teristic element in prayer to which Paul constantly refers, because praise imparts a spiritual fresh-
ness to prayer, acting as an antidote to that sluggishness of soul, which he is seeking here to combat.

VERSES 3-4: Paul realised his own need for the prayers of God’s people regarding the ministry
the Lord had committed to him. Here he requests specific prayer that, even as a prisoner behind
locked doors, God may open a door of opportunity for him to proclaim the Gospel. His great desire
was that whenever he had occasion to witness for the Lord and to declare the mystery of the Gospel,
he would be given freedom of speech in order to say the right words so that his hearers would under-
stand, and that he would then say them fearlessly. It is somewhat paradoxical that, according to the
law of the nations in Paul’s day, ambassadors could not be put in chains, and yet here is Christ’s
“ambassador” in that very position! (See Eph. 6:20).

It was for his faithfulness in the proclamation of the Gospel that he had been placed under
arrest, and Paul wanted to remain faithful. For this purpose he requested the prayers of God’s people.
This is an eloquent reminder that, although every Christian is in the battle against Satan and his evil
hosts, there are those who are in the front line who need special prayer that they may have the
necessary strength from God to stand and remain faithful.

VERSES 5-6: Not only did Paul have a passion to witness for the Lord and proclaim the Gospel, his
desire was to see other believers do the same. He therefore exhorts the Colossian believers to “be
wise in the way you act towards outsiders”. The wisdom referred to here is not human wisdom, but
divine – that imparted by the Holy Spirit to those who belong to Christ. Such wisdom ensures that we
not only witness to non-Christians, but that we do so effectively, in a relevant manner and also that we
“make the most of every opportunity” (see Eph. 5:15-16).

VERSE 6: Appropriate speech plays an important part in effective witnessing. It should be
characterised by grace – something that every believer has received from God. Salt is that which
makes our food more palatable and attractive and our speech should have a similar effect on our
hearers regarding the Gospel. Salt is also a preservative, helping to prevent corruption, and believers
should ensure that their speech does the same by bearing the characteristics of purity and edification.
With the aid of godly wisdom and perception they will know how to answer everyone in a way that is
pleasing to the Lord (see Eph. 4:29).

FINAL AND PERSONAL GREETINGS

VERSES 7-9: One of Paul’s trusted and faithful fellow labourers was Tychicus who was the bearer of
both this letter and the one to the Ephesians (Eph. 6:21-22). He was first mentioned as a companion
of the apostle during a portion of his return journey from the third missionary tour (Acts 20:4). Now,
during Paul’s first imprisonment in Rome, he is with him once again, not only as a companion but also
as a servant. Because of their bond in Christ, Paul refers to him as “a dear brother, a faithful minister
and fellow servant in the Lord” and Tychicus had proved to be all of these in a very practical sense.

VERSE 8: Paul is sending him, not only as the bearer of this letter, but also with personal news
concerning Paul’s circumstances. This would be an aid and stimulus to the Colossian believers in
their prayer for him.



VERSE 9: Accompanying Tychicus was Onesimus, the subject of Paul’s letter to Philemon. He
who at one time was a runaway slave had now become “our faithful and dear brother” in the Lord. Paul
draws attention to the fact that, despite social distinction he “is now one of you”. Such distinctions
have no place in the Church of God (see 3:11).

VERSES 10-11: Paul now singles out three of his companions, referring to them as “the only Jews
among my fellow workers for the kingdom of God”. A large proportion of the opposition he endured
came from his fellow countrymen, the Jews, and so these three must have been of special signifi-
cance to him as inferred by his words, “they have proved a comfort to me”.

Aristarchus (his Greek name and a Jewish native of Thessalonica) became a companion of
Paul on his third missionary tour and was associated with him in the riot in Ephesus where he was
almost killed (Acts 19:29). Paul refers to him as “my fellow prisoner” and there is a question as to
whether Paul was referring to their common bond in Christ or actual physical imprisonment (Philemon
24). However, Unger says, “He left that city (Ephesus) accompanying Paul to Greece, thence to Asia
(Acts 20:4), and subsequently to Rome (Acts 27:2), whither he was sent as a prisoner, or became
such while there.”

John Mark, after having fallen out of favour with Paul for some time and having been the cause
of sharp contention between Paul and Barnabas (Acts 12:25, 13:5, 13, 15:36-41), is here seen as one
of his key helpers (see also 2 Tim. 4:11). He was a cousin of Barnabas on his mother’s side, whose
name was Mary (Acts 12:12) and was presumably a native of Jerusalem.

“Jesus, who is called Justus” is the third mentioned in this category and there is not a great
deal known about him. He was possibly one of the Roman Jews who responded to the message Paul
preached and became a believer.

VERSES 12-13: Next Paul mentions the brother who had played a major part in establishing the church
at Colossae (1:7-8) and who was deeply concerned for the welfare of that church. This is born out by
Paul’s words, “He is always wrestling in prayer for you, that you may stand firm in the will of God,
mature and fully assured (or complete in everything willed by God” — Vincent). Also, it was through
his concern, which precipitated his visit to Paul in prison in Rome, that Paul learned of the
problem in that young church and hence this letter to the Colossian believers. He is referred to
as “one of you”, meaning that he was a member of the Colossian church. He laboured not only
on behalf of the Colossian believers, but also those of the wider region, in Laodicea and
Hierapolis.

VERSE 14: Two others complete the list of those, with Paul, sending greetings to the Colossian
church. They are “our dear friend, Luke, the doctor, and Demas”. Luke was apparently of Gentile
origin and wrote both the Gospel bearing his name and the Book of the Acts. He first joined
Paul’s company at Troas and sailed with them to Macedonia (Acts 16:10-11) and accompanied
him as far as Philippi, although was not involved in the persecution and imprisonment there. He
was once again closely associated with Paul near the end of his third missionary journey as
again Paul left Philippi (Acts 20:6). Luke remained with Paul during his journey to Jerusalem
and accompanied him to Rome, continuing to be one of Paul’s fellow labourers until the end of
his first imprisonment (Philemon 24). The last glimpse we have of “the beloved physician” finds
him remaining faithful to Paul and the ministry near the end of Paul’s earthly life amid general
defection (2 Tim. 4:11).

While Demas is named with Luke here, and Paul refers to him as a fellow worker in Philemon
24, near the end of Paul’s life, we find that Demas had deserted him (2 Tim. 4:10) and the
reason Paul gives is because “he loved this world”. Carson asks the question, “Was he one of
those who are carried forward by the momentum of another’s faith, but whose own faith is too
shallow to endure the demands of a major test?” MacArthur comments: He was “a man who
demonstrated substantial commitment to the Lord’s work before the attraction of the world led
him to abandon Paul and the ministry”. This being the case, Demas stands as a warning that, no



matter how zealous we are for the Lord, we all have the capacity to become sidetracked. Thus
we need to be watchful in prayer (verse 2).

VERSES 15-16: Paul now turns his attention to the wider area, indicating that the truths he has
dealt with in this epistle have a broader scope than just Colossae. He not only sends greetings
to those at Laodicea, but instructs that this letter be read to the believers there and that, in turn,
the Colossian believers read a letter he had apparently sent to those at Laodicea. “Here we see
in germ the conception of the Scriptures as being not only messages for a given situation, but as
having reference to the whole Church of God” (Carson). Specifically he sends greetings to “Nym-
pha and the church in her house”. Some manuscripts take the masculine gender and read
“Nymphas”. But whichever is correct, it is to this family and the church that meets in their house
that Paul sends greetings.

The fact that Paul instructs that this letter to the Colossians be also read to the Laodicaeans,
indicates that the same gnostic error which plagued the Colossian church had spread at least
as far as Laodicea. The identity of the letter written to the Laodiceans is somewhat uncertain
although there is a suggestion that it was the letter to the Ephesians, which was originally written
as an open letter to the churches. In regard to this, the introduction to this letter in earlier manu-
scripts translates, “Paul, an apostle of Christ Jesus by the will of God, to the saints — the faithful
in Christ Jesus”, omitting “Ephesus”. Vincent says, The composition known as the Epistle to the
Laodicaeans is a late and clumsy forgery, existing only in Latin MSS, and made up chiefly of
disconnected passages from Philippians, with a few from other epistles”.

It is noteworthy that the Laodicaean church degenerated in a relatively short space of time
to the “lukewarm” and pitiful spiritual condition reveal by Christ’s personal message to that church
in Revelation 3:14-22.

VERSE 17: In his closing remarks Paul sends a specific exhortation to Archippus regarding the
ministry he had received from the Lord. This implies that Archippus was struggling in his minis-
try and needed to be encouraged and reminded that it was the Lord who had given him the
commission, and it was therefore most important that it be completed or fulfilled. It is worth
noting that Paul refers to him as “our fellow soldier” in Philemon 2.

VERSE 18: Finally, Paul takes the pen into his own hand for the final greeting. In doing so he
requests that they remember his chains. “When we read of his chains, we should not forget that
they moved over the paper as he wrote; his right hand was chained to the soldier who kept him”
(Alford). Such remembrance was not only an incentive for them to pray for him in his imprison-
ment, but to obey his admonition in this epistle and disassociate themselves from the false
teaching that was plaguing them and had caused Paul so much concern and anxiety on their
behalf.


