Overview of Paul’s Epistle to the Colossians

Paul wrote his epistle to the church in Colosse in a challenging time. First, he had never visited the city, and therefore the church had been established by Epaphras if we are to interpret Paul’s words in Chapter 1:7-8 that way, as he calls him “our dear fellow servant, who is for you a faithful minister of Christ”. With the church being as young as it was, it stands to reason that he probably was the first minister/pastor of the church although we do not have Scriptural confirmation of that. It was, however, the home of Philemon. 

Given its close proximity to Ephesus, (about 100 miles (about 161 km), it is likely that Epaphras met Paul here. 
The letter was written about AD 60, meaning that it was written during Paul’s time while in prison in Rome. 

One challenge of the letter was a new and confusing faith that was taking hold in the church. It was mixing the true faith of a sovereign, holly God on one plane, and a broken fallen man on another, yet mixing up the accountability of just who was responsible for the state of this. It also skewed the idea of how, or even if, it was possible to ever make things right. Called Gnosticism, it questioned the existence of ethics and morality, and when reshaped into what would become new world religions of today, such as Hinduism and Sikhism, would rewrite them in strict, legalistic guidelines with a reward and punishment system. Read below, a brief overview of Gnosticism as explained by one of their own leaders:
The Gnostic World View: 
A Brief Summary of Gnosticism http://gnosis.org

Stephan A. Hoeller (Tau Stephanus, Gnostic Bishop)
All religious traditions acknowledge that the world is imperfect. Where they differ is in the explanations which they offer to account for this imperfection and in what they suggest might be done about it. Gnostics have their own -- perhaps quite startling -- view of these matters: they hold that the world is flawed because it was created in a flawed manner…Human beings, with their complex physiology and psychology, are aware not only of these painful features of earthly existence. They also suffer from the frequent recognition that they are strangers living in a world that is flawed and absurd. 

Many religions advocate that humans are to be blamed for the imperfections of the world. Supporting this view, they interpret the Genesis myth as declaring that transgressions committed by the first human pair brought about a “fall” of creation resulting in the present corrupt state of the world. Gnostics respond that this interpretation of the myth is false. The blame for the world’s failings lies not with humans, but with the creator. Since -- especially in the monotheistic religions -- the creator is God, this Gnostic position appears blasphemous, and is often viewed with dismay even by non-believers. .. The Gnostic God concept is more subtle than that of most religions. In its way, it unites and reconciles the recognitions of Monotheism and Polytheism, as well as of Theism, Deism and Pantheism. 
Given this, it does not take much to see how far Gnostics had strayed from a Gospel of grace and mercy, of the God of the Bible.  Ephesians 4:4-8 (KJV) 
4  There is one body, and one Spirit, even as ye are called in one hope of your calling; 
5  One Lord, one faith, one baptism, 
6  One God and Father of all, who is above all, and through all, and in you all. 
7 But unto every one of us is given grace according to the measure of the gift of Christ. 
8 Wherefore he saith, when he ascended up on high, he led captivity captive, and gave gifts unto men.
John 14:5-7 (KJV) 
5 Thomas saith unto him, Lord, we know not whither thou goest; and how can we know the way? 
6 Jesus saith unto him, I am the way, the truth, and the life: no man cometh unto the Father, but by me. 
7 If ye had known me, ye should have known my Father also: and from henceforth ye know him, and have seen him.
While the message in Colossians is much the same as that in Ephesians, one difference is that the letter to the Ephesian church emphasizes the church as the body of Christ, whereas the Colossian theme is more one of Christ as the head of the church. Still using the body as an entire unit, and one that was used even to the Roman church in Romans 12 where he stressed that, in verse 3, we are not to think of ourselves more highly than we ought, going on to explain our different rolls in the body, there is evidence that this was an ongoing struggle in the early church just as it is today. Look at how Paul warns the Corinthians much the same way as he does the Colossians to not be persuaded by the influences of the world. 

Look at the powerful prayer of the second chapter of the letter: 9 For this cause we also, since the day we heard it, do not cease to pray for you, and to desire that ye might be filled with the knowledge of his will in all wisdom and spiritual understanding; 10 That ye might walk worthy of the Lord unto all pleasing, being fruitful in every good work, and increasing in the knowledge of God; 11 Strengthened with all might, according to his glorious power, unto all patience and longsuffering with joyfulness; 12 Giving thanks unto the Father, which hath made us meet to be partakers of the inheritance of the saints in light: 13 Who hath delivered us from the power of darkness, and hath translated us into the kingdom of his dear Son: 14 In whom we have redemption through his blood, even the forgiveness of sins: 15 Who is the image of the invisible God, the firstborn of every creature: 16 For by him were all things created, that are in heaven, and that are in earth, visible and invisible, whether they be thrones, or dominions, or principalities, or powers: all things were created by him, and for him: 17 And he is before all things, and by him all things consist. 18 And he is the head of the body, the church: who is the beginning, the firstborn from the dead; that in all things he might have the preeminence. 19 For it pleased the Father that in him should all fullness dwell; 20 And, having made peace through the blood of his cross, by him to reconcile all things unto himself; by him, I say, whether they be things in earth, or things in heaven. 21 And you, that were sometime alienated and enemies in your mind by wicked works, yet now hath he reconciled 22 In the body of his flesh through death, to present you holy and unblameable and unreproveable in his sight: 23 If ye continue in the faith grounded and settled, and be not moved away from the hope of the gospel, which ye have heard, and which was preached to every creature which is under heaven; whereof I Paul am made a minister; 24 Who now rejoice in my sufferings for you, and fill up that which is behind of the afflictions of Christ in my flesh for his body's sake, which is the church: 25 Whereof I am made a minister, according to the dispensation of God which is given to me for you, to fulfill the word of God; 26 Even the mystery which hath been hid from ages and from generations, but now is made manifest to his saints: 27 To whom God would make known what is the riches of the glory of this mystery among the Gentiles; which is Christ in you, the hope of glory: 28 Whom we preach, warning every man, and teaching every man in all wisdom; that we may present every man perfect in Christ Jesus: 29 Whereunto I also labour, striving according to his working, which worketh in me mightily. Col 1:9-29 (KJV) (emphasis mine)

Notice how Paul, in his plea to the church, stresses not only the work of God the Father, and the sacrifice of Jesus Christ the Son, giving unwarranted forgiveness to the believer, but it then goes without saying further, that without these, we are lost, doomed, and without hope. Jesus must be the head of our body, the church, or we will have no direction. 
Looking again above at verses 16-23, we see Paul not only putting Christ at the head of the church today, but, as John said in John 1:1, when he wrote that “1 In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God.” , and further in the chapter that nothing was made that He did not make, this undoubtedly puts Jesus at the head of not only the church, but all creation from the beginning of time. 

In Chapter 2, Paul shows concerns about false teachings, and confusion over worship of angels. He calls for church unity as well. Regarding these things, I will add this myself. Reading and studying the Word of God is one of the only ways to know what is in it. Going into your time with Him without a predisposed idea of what God will reveal to you, or the answers you seek is important. Be open to hear His voice. Sometimes this is difficult as we open the Bible and want to hear something a certain way. Seek wise counsel for interpretation and learning. No matter how much you have learned, how much you have studied, someone else can help you learn more. In fact, it may be that you have been a Christian for many years, and the experience of a new believer will be one that shows you something you needed to hear. 

Paul told Timothy to “Study to show thyself approved unto God…”. This still holds true for us today. There are too many Christians who embrace partial truths of many different false religions and wrap them all together with the actual truth of the Bible. This is particularly easy with new believers coming into the faith from religions which have practices such as rituals and sacrifices, rites and such which are written into the necessary process to a person’s relationship with God, as if earning this relationship is possible. 
Paul closes out Chapter 4 with a request the people remember him and the other saints abroad who suffer for and otherwise serve for the faith. 

Our next study will include both letters Paul wrote to the Thessalonians. This is of particular interest to me in that I not only have been to Thessalonica, but still have family living there. Granted, the city I visited in 1974 was much different from the one Paul wrote, and has probably changed even since I was there, but it is the home of my father’s family none the less. 
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