Theme Message

"Christ is all you need. He has done everything on the cross.  Live in Christ."

Key Verse

"See to it that no one takes you captive through philosophy and empty deception, according to the tradition of men, according to the elementary principles of the world, rather than according to Christ."

Colossians 2:8

Summary

Paul writes to the church in Colossae out of pastoral concern.  He corrects some wrong practices due to the wrong theology of the Colossian Christians.  Paul gives them a proper understanding of who Christ is and what He has accomplished at the Cross.  Based on this understanding of Christ, Paul gives the Colossians guidelines for Christian living.

Theology of the Colossians

Paul warns the Colossian believers against being swayed by non-Christian philosophies (2:8).  The following is wrong with their theology.

1.  
Paul strongly emphasizes the deity of Christ - 

a. 
Paul mentions God's fullness dwelling in Christ twice (1:19 and 2:9).

b.
Paul also emphasizes that Christ is above every earthly and heavenly authority. (1:15-19 and 2:9-10)

This emphasis could be because he was trying to correct this deficiency in the 

Colossian's theology.

2. 
The Colossians worshipped angels (2:18).  This may not be too surprising in the light of the previous point.  If Jesus was not God, and was merely a man, then, it seems likely that the Colossians would consider angels, which were spiritual beings, to be higher than Christ, to be deserving of worship.

3.
The Colossians Christians were listening to false teaching from some people who had claimed to have had received this teaching from visions. (2:18)

The Colossians followed self-made laws concerning food, drink (that were possibly 

ascetic (2:23)) and kept man made laws concerning religious festivals and the Sabbath 

(2:16, 21-22) which gave an impression of religiosity and (2:23).  

Paul's Response

1.
Paul writes about Christ's supremacy over every authority. (This corrects error 1).  Christ's deity also meant that angels, who were created (and hence lesser) beings to Christ were not to be worshipped.  (This corrects error 2.)

2.
Paul also writes that Christ's work on the cross was all-sufficient, hence there was no need to follow any man made religious laws, as these are useless. 

(This counters error 3.) Christ's work is to transform not only an individual's life, but to also to transform his relationships with others. 

1.   The Colossian Church

The letter was written to a young church in Colossae, a city in the Lycus valley in south-eastern Asia Minor (Modern Turkey). (N.T. Wright).  There has been some dispute as to whether Paul was the original author as discussed by P.T. O'Brien.  However, for the purpose of this discussion, I will refer to the writer as Paul.

2.  The Colossian Heresy

There have been numerous suggestions made as to the nature of the Colossian heresy.  In fact J.D.G. Dunn questions whether the word "heresy" should even be used to describe the teaching that Paul is refuting as Christian orthodoxy had not been clearly defined yet...  Nevertheless, I will continue to use the term "Colossian heresy" to describe this philosophy.

Reconstructions of the Colossian heresy range from Judaism at one end (N.T. Wright, J.D.G. Dunn) to a pagan mystery cult (Dibelius) at the other end.  The rest of the theories fit somewhere in between these two bounds: Essene Gnostic Judaism (Lightfoot), Syncretism of Gnostic Judaism and Pagan Elements (Bornkamm), Ascetic Judaic Mysticism (F.F. Bruce), Jewish Christian Mysticism (Francis) and Judaising Syncretism (Lyonnet) to name a few.

3.  Textual Evidence

Despite the differing views of the various commentators, we can make some observations and draw some conclusions from the text.

3.1  Jewish Element

Paul makes mention of "new moon" and "Sabbath day" regulations (2:16).  Paul also makes reference to "circumcision/uncircumsion" (2:9-11) in his arguments.  This presupposes that the recipients of Paul's letter had some Jewish background.  This idea is also consistent with the food and drink laws that Paul alludes to (2:16).

3.2  Ascetic Element

Paul refers to "severe treatment of the body" (2:23) which strongly indicates an element of Asceticism in the Colossian heresy.  This is also further evidenced by the quote Paul refers to: "Do not handle, do not taste, do not touch" (2:21) This instruction appears to be more stringent than what the Jewish laws require and more in line with Asceticism.

Again this view is consistent with Paul's critique that the Colossians were following a "self-made religion" (2:23) that was based on "tradition/teachings of men" (2:8; 2:22)

3.3 "Gnostic" Element

Paul uses the word "mystery" numerous times in the text (2:2; 2:27; 3:2; 4:2).

This suggests the Colossian heresy could involve the possession of some form of esoteric knowledge.  In the text, Paul speaks against those who gave instructions based on "visions [they had] seen" (2:18).  This further supports this view.

To summarize, it appears that the Colossian heresy involves Judaistic, Ascetic and Gnostic forms of  practice.  The analysis up to this point seems to rule out the two extreme views: that the Colossian heresy is Judaim (due to the non-Jewish elements that Paul addresses) and that the heresy is simply a pagan mystery cult (due to the Jewish elements that Paul addresses).

4.  Historical Information

4.1  Jewish Community

F.F. Bruce traces the origins of a sizeable Jewish settlement in Phyrgia from the late third century B.C. in the rule of Antiochus III and continuing to at least A.D. 200 in neighbouring Hierapolis.  

P.T. O'Brien mentions a record of the Roman governor Flaccus in 62-61 B.C. confiscating the half-shekel temple tax collected from Jews in the region.  Based on the amount of gold collected, the number of Jews in the region has been estimated to range from 11,000 (P.T. O'Brien) to 14,000 (J.D.G. Dunn).  Due to the sizeable Jewish community in the region, it would not be surprising to find part of Paul's letter addressing Jewish issues.

4.2  Mystery Religions and Gnostic Traditions

There were various gnostic traditions and mystery religions existing at that time.

However, the fact that there exists similarity between the various mystery religions of the region and the Colossian heresy does not necessarily imply that that was the nature of the heresy.

Dibelius identifies the pagan mystery cult of Isis and draws similarities in the initiation rites.

Lightfoot points out the resemblance of  the Essene sect at Qumran who claimed possession of knowledge of God's "wonderful mysteries" to what Paul addressed.

F.F. Bruce examines the possible influence of (Jewish) merkabah mysticism on the Colossian heresy.  This idea is developed from the phrase "worship of angels" which is understood to mean that   "the angels are worshipped".  However, this phrase could also mean "the worship that the angels offer" which thus nullifies this line of argument (Francis).

There is also the possibility that Paul was "borrowing" the terminology of the religions in the surrounding regions when writing, in order to contextualize his message to the Colossians.

Paul in his missionary journeys in the surrounding regions was probably aware of the religious views that were existing there.  Paul has been known to present his message in culturally relevant forms (cf Athens in Acts 17:16-23).

This could be the device that Paul uses to counter the legalistic Jewish practices. 

(c.f. N.T. Wright)

5.  The Correct View? 

In all likelihood, the actual nature of the Colossian heresy will not be known.   At best, there can only be conjecture.  However, there are boundaries as to which our speculations cannot cross.  First, there is the Judaistic element which most commmentators agree on.  Secondly, there is the issue of spiritual pride that the Colossians felt the possessed (v 18) irrespective of whether the basis for this pride was Judaism, Gnosticism, Ascetism or some combination of the three.  Thirdly, there is the necessity of obeying religious laws with regard to handling food/ drink and celebrating religious festivals.  

In our attempt to determine the actual nature of the Colossian heresy, we should not lose sight of Paul's main argument of Christ's supremacy and sufficiency.  Only Christ is worthy to be worshipped - not angels.  And Christ's work is all sufficient - there is no need for legalistic obedience to Jewish/Ascetic regulations.  These points are indisputable.
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