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NIV Application Commentary

Series Introduction

THE NIV APPLICATION COMMENTARY SERIES is unique. Most commentaries help us make the journey from the twentieth century back to the first century. They enable us to cross the barriers of time, culture, language, and geography that separate us from the biblical world. Yet they only offer a one-way ticket to the past and assume that we can somehow make the return journey on our own. Once they have explained the original meaning of a book contemporary or passage, these commentaries give us little or no help in exploring its significance. The information they offer is valuable, but the job is only half done.

Recently, a few commentaries have included some contemporary application as one of their goals. Yet that application is often sketchy or moralistic, and some volumes sound more like printed sermons than commentaries.

The primary goal of The NIV Application Commentary Series is to help you with the difficult but vital task of bringing an ancient message into a modern context. The series not only focuses on application as a finished product but also helps you think through the process of moving from the original meaning of a passage to its contemporary significance. These are commentaries, not popular expositions. They are works of reference, not devotional literature.

The format of the series is designed to achieve the goals of the series. Each passage is treated in three sections: Original Meaning, Bridging Contexts, and Contemporary Significance.
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THIS SECTION HELPS you understand the meaning of the biblical text in its first-century context. All of the elements of traditional exegesis—in concise form—are discussed here. These include the historical, literary, and cultural context of the passage. The authors discuss matters related to grammar and syntax, and the meaning of biblical words. They also seek to explore the main ideas of the passage and how the biblical author develops those ideas.1

After reading this section, you will understand the problems, questions, and concerns of the original audience and how the biblical author addressed those issues. This understanding is foundational to any legitimate application of the text today.
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THIS SECTION BUILDS a bridge between the world of the Bible and the world of today, between the original context and the contemporary context, by focusing on both the timely and timeless aspects of the text.

God’s Word is timely. The authors of Scripture spoke to specific situations, problems, and questions. Paul warned the Galatians about the consequences of circumcision and the dangers of trying to be justified by law (Gal. 5:2–5). The author of Hebrews tried to convince his readers that Christ is superior to Moses, the Aaronic priests, and the Old Testament sacrifices. John urged his readers to “test the spirits” of those who taught a form of incipient Gnosticism (1 John 4:1–6). In each of these cases, the timely nature of Scripture enables us to hear God’s Word in situations that were concrete rather than abstract.

Yet the timely nature of Scripture also creates problems. Our situations, difficulties, and questions are not always directly related to those faced by the people in the Bible. Therefore, God’s word to them does not always seem relevant to us. For example, when was the last time someone urged you to be circumcised, claiming that it was a necessary part of justification? How many people today care whether Christ is superior to the Aaronic priests? And how can a “test” designed to expose incipient Gnosticism be of any value in a modern culture?

Fortunately, Scripture is not only timely but timeless. Just as God spoke to the original audience, so he still speaks to us through the pages of Scripture. Because we share a common humanity with the people of the Bible, we discover a universal dimension in the problems they faced and the solutions God gave them. The timeless nature of Scripture enables it to speak with power in every time and in every culture.

Those who fail to recognize that Scripture is both timely and timeless run into a host of problems. For example, those who are intimidated by timely books such as Hebrews or Galatians might avoid reading them because they seem meaningless today. At the other extreme, those who are convinced of the timeless nature of Scripture, but who fail to discern its timely element, may “wax eloquent” about the Melchizedekian priesthood to a sleeping congregation.

The purpose of this section, therefore, is to help you discern what is timeless in the timely pages of the New Testament—and what is not. For example, if Paul’s primary concern is not circumcision (as he tells us in Gal. 5:6), what is he concerned about? If discussions about the Aaronic priesthood or Melchizedek seem irrelevant today, what is of abiding value in these passages? If people try to “test the spirits” today with a test designed for a specific first-century heresy, what other biblical test might be more appropriate?

Yet this section does not merely uncover that which is timeless in a passage but also helps you to see how it is uncovered. The author of the commentary seeks to take what is implicit in the text and make it explicit, to take a process that normally is intuitive and explain it in a logical, orderly fashion. How do we know that circumcision is not Paul’s primary concern? What clues in the text or its context help us realize that Paul’s real concern is at a deeper level?

Of course, those passages in which the historical distance between us and the original readers is greatest require a longer treatment. Conversely, those passages in which the historical distance is smaller or seemingly nonexistent require less attention.

One final clarification. Because this section prepares the way for discussing the contemporary significance of the passage, there is not always a sharp distinction or a clear break between this section and the one that follows. Yet when both sections are read together, you should have a strong sense of moving from the world of the Bible to the world of today.

[image: 3]

THIS SECTION ALLOWS the biblical message to speak with as much power today as it did when it was first written. How can you apply what you learned about Jerusalem, Ephesus, or Corinth to our present-day needs in Chicago, Los Angeles, or London? How can you take a message originally spoken in Greek and Aramaic and communicate it clearly in our own language? How can you take the eternal truths originally spoken in a different time and culture and apply them to the similar-yet-different needs of our culture?

In order to achieve these goals, this section gives you help in several key areas.

First, it helps you identify contemporary situations, problems, or questions that are truly comparable to those faced by the original audience. Because contemporary situations are seldom identical to those faced in the first century, you must seek situations that are analogous if your applications are to be relevant.

Second, this section explores a variety of contexts in which the passage might be applied today. You will look at personal applications, but you will also be encouraged to think beyond private concerns to the society and culture at large.

Third, this section will alert you to any problems or difficulties you might encounter in seeking to apply the passage. And if there are several legitimate ways to apply a passage (areas in which Christians disagree), the author will bring these to your attention and help you think through the issues involved.

In seeking to achieve these goals, the contributors to this series attempt to avoid two extremes. They avoid making such specific applications that the commentary might quickly become dated. They also avoid discussing the significance of the passage in such a general way that it fails to engage contemporary life and culture.

Above all, contributors to this series have made a diligent effort not to sound moralistic or preachy. The NIV Application Commentary Series does not seek to provide ready-made sermon materials but rather tools, ideas, and insights that will help you communicate God’s Word with power. If we help you to achieve that goal, then we have fulfilled the purpose for this series.

The Editors

1. Please note that when the authors discuss words in the original biblical languages, the series uses the general rather than the scholarly method of transliteration.



General Editor’s Preface

THE TEMPTATION TO TRUST in the wrong things is strong. “In God We Trust” may be inscribed on the coins in our pockets, but too rarely is that phrase etched on the walls of our hearts. We trust in everything but God—the wrong things.

The wrong things include material prosperity, friends’ opinions, corporate cultures, human philosophies, even gourmet food, diet programs, and exercise regimens. We trust in these things because we are insecure and are looking for the security that everyone claims their ideas and products have.

The book of Colossians is about trusting in the right things. Or to be more exact, about trusting in the right person, Jesus Christ. David Garland brings us back time after time to this central truth: The Colossians were trusting in the wrong things, and the way to be Christian was to trust in Jesus Christ.

This isn’t an easy lesson for us to hear, any more than it was for the Colossians. They were blocked by the fact that Christianity was a minority religion, new and unestablished in their culture. When times got tough, it was hard to hang on to the hope offered in Jesus Christ. It was easier to hedge bets and go back to some of the tried and true stuff, whether long-established mystery religions, Greek philosophies, or even the rites and rituals of traditional Judaism.

We too are blocked from an elemental trust in Christ Jesus, but for different reasons. For us Christianity is not new and strange, it is old and familiar. We live in a culture that has plenty to offer, a culture so rich in material goods that it is tempting to buy the advertising pitch with which these bounties are sold—secure your health with our medicine, secure your finances with our insurance, secure your future with our financial plan. Even religious marketers get into the act—secure your eternal destiny by following our religion’s rules.

By themselves none of these “securities” is bad. Medicine, insurance, financial planning, and religion are all good things. But they become bad when they are elevated from penultimate status to ultimate status. Ultimately they are not adequate. Medicines can’t cure all disease, insurance doesn’t cover all disasters, financial plans don’t help heartaches brought by disaster, and religion without submission to Jesus Christ turns into self-help psychology.

The suffering Paul refers to in Colossians is different from his other sections. It is the low-grade, chronic suffering of insecurity, a slight lack of confidence, a lessening of hope that sends us chasing after every semblance of certainty the world has to offer. But this suffering is no less real, and it is all the more painful because of its chronic, ongoing nature. It is particularly painful in a world where the ideal is an all-too-attainable happiness brewed of one part wealth, one part love, one part fame, and one part security. Preaching the gospel should produce those four parts, but it doesn’t—unless we reinterpret wealth, love, fame, and security through the only valid hermeneutical principle we have, Jesus Christ.

The way our culture is constructed, these penultimate “securities” that masquerade as the final answer are the real elemental powers of the universe (ta stoicheia tou kosmou). We have made simple creaturely comforts into gods that control our lives. We try to appease the insecurities brought on by our excessive individualism, and we appeal to these self-created elemental powers for security. They don’t deliver, of course. Only Jesus Christ can do that. That is the message of Colossians.

When we are faced with a specific problem, such as Paul was with the situation Philemon brought him, Paul teaches us what to do: Orient all social problems within the context of our basic humility before Jesus, and fulfill our social responsibilities in light of the eternal security offered in Jesus. Suddenly what seemed like an insolvable problem becomes clear in light of God’s reconciling work in the world—with Jesus Christ as center.

Terry C. Muck



Author’s Preface

ONE INTERPRETER OF SCRIPTURE has written, “It is perhaps only to those who write them that commentaries are exciting.”1 Writing on Colossians and Philemon has been an exciting task, and one can only pray that this commentary helps make the reading of these letters more exciting and meaningful. In one of David Lodge’s novels a character named Morris Zapp is a professor of English at a large state school. Zapp has set for himself an ambitious scholarly project. He intends to examine the novels of Jane Austen from “every conceivable angle, historical, biographical, rhetorical, mythical, Freudian, Jungian, existentialist, Marxist, structuralist, Christian-allegorical, ethical, exponential, linguistic, phenomenological, archetypal, you name it; so that when one had finished each commentary, there would be nothing further to say about the novel in question.” The thought, “After Zapp, there would be silence,” motivated and deeply satisfied him.2

Unlike Professor Zapp, this commentator has no pretension of trying to offer an exhaustive word. Rather, I simply intend to help readers to mine the wealth of spiritual riches in Colossians and Philemon and to understand ways in which they apply today. The spiritual power of these letters does not allow either a final word or silence. My goal is to assist readers in developing their own insights into Colossians and Philemon, so that the world might ring anew with their messages about the all-sufficiency of Christ and the brotherhood that comes from being in Christ and that crosses all barriers.

This work would not have been possible without the help of many friends. I would like to express my deepest affection and appreciation for Steve Dwinnells, who was especially helpful in the preparation of the manuscript, and for David Drinnon, who helped in chasing down references. I also want to express my heartfelt fondness to the following students who, along with Dwinnells and Drinnon, brought joy and insight in studying the text together: Brian Anderson, Stephen Awoniyi, Troy Bryant, Gary Cost, Brian Curry, Jeff Douglas, Jeff Elieff, Gerald Feulmer, Cal Hampton, David Hewitt, Teruaki Hirao, Gregg Hodge, Jeff Jordan, Matt Lockett, Alan Lusk, Lamar McAbee, Keith McKinley, Yoon Jung Na, Cory Pitts, Jonathan Propes, Rob Schettler, Michael Sharp, Scott Tilton, Bert Walker, and Mark Webb. I would like to extend special thanks to Paul Debusman, reference librarian, for his many years of gracious and invaluable help in many research projects and especially this one.

I am particularly indebted to the close reading of the manuscript by Klyne Snodgrass, who offered much sage advice. I also appreciate greatly the input and encouragement of Jack Kuhatschek and Terry Muck and the careful and wise editing of Verlyn Verbrugge. I am also grateful for F. Matthew Schobert Jr. for his assistance in compiling the index. These persons naturally bear no responsibility for the weaknesses of this commentary, but their reading and those of the students listed above have provided tremendous help and stimulus, as did all who have written on this text before me.

I would like also to thank my wife, Diana, for her continued love and support, and my children, Sarah and John, who have brought such joy and delight to my life. This book is dedicated to the memory of Ruth Garland, a faithful missionary of Christ and loving mother.

David E. Garland

Professor of Christian Scriptures

George W. Truett Theological Seminary,

Baylor University

1. Ernest Best, “The Reading and Writing of Commentaries,” ExpTim107 (1996): 358.

2. David Lodge, Changing Places (London: Penguin, 1975), 44.
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Introduction to Colossians

WE KNOW LITTLE ABOUT the agricultural town of Colosse in the time of Paul except where it was located—on the southern bank of the Lycus River in the territory of Phrygia (modern Turkey), about 110 miles east of Ephesus. At one time it was a notable city; but during Paul’s day its neighboring cities, Laodicea, eleven miles to the northwest, and Hierapolis, twelve miles to the northwest on the opposite side of the river, had outstripped it in importance. Colosse was situated in a region prone to earthquakes, and one rocked the area in A.D. 61–62, causing severe damage and possibly destroying the city. Laodicea was also devastated but recovered quickly. Colosse may not have been rebuilt, since, according to Reicke, no references to the city appear in Christian or pagan sources after A.D. 61.1 Consequently, Paul must have written this letter before this date when the earthquake destroyed the city.

Primary evidence about the city is sparse. In 1835, W. J. Hamilton identified the site that had lain in ruins since being destroyed by the Turks in the twelfth century. The mound has been surveyed but not excavated, and only a few literary references and a handful of inscriptions survive.2 The unexcavated mound probably contains valuable information that might help in interpreting the letter.

Authorship

IN THE LAST two centuries, many scholars have questioned whether Paul wrote Colossians. The cumulative evidence of differences in vocabulary, style, and theology from the undisputed letters by Paul have led many to this conclusion.3 Lohse, for example, claims that the differences point to some one else as its author—“not a secretary but an independently acting and judging theologian of Pauline stamp.”4

The letter to Philemon reveals that Paul had some relationship to Colosse, and the city’s destruction in the earthquake may have offered an excellent opportunity for someone to contrive a fictional correspondence to a church that no longer existed. Some contend that the references to Timothy and Paul’s other colleagues were gleaned from the letter to Philemon to enhance the letter’s authenticity. The command to send the letter to Laodicea (4:16) was concocted as a clever device to explain how it appeared in that city.

But why would such a ruse have been undertaken? The letter commands no specific actions and rebukes no specific persons. Some argue that it was drafted to introduce Paul to Asia Minor since Tychicus and Onesimus are to make known “the news about [Paul]” and “everything that is happening here” (4:7, 9). Such a letter would serve the purpose of advancing the apostolic position of Paul and of lending authority to his supporters.5 This conclusion about the dual purpose of such a pseudepigraph is not convincing. If the letter to Philemon is any indication, Paul was not an unknown in these parts, and there would be no need to introduce him. If this were the aim of later Pauline supporters, why did they not choose to distribute one or more of his genuine letters instead?6 The letter does not look like an introduction to Paul’s thought, and “the news about [Paul]” in 4:7 (cf. v. 9) refers only to Paul’s situation in prison, not his life and ministry. Tychicus and Onesimus come to tell the congregation how Paul is faring, not to introduce his theological perspective.

If the purpose of this letter, as some claim, were also to certify a “succession of teachers” commended by the apostle (4:7–15), why would the list of names in Philemon and Colossians be almost identical? Pokornyaclaims that Tychicus and Onesimus “represented the apostolic heritage in the Lycus Valley.”7 The description of Onesimus, however, does not give him any ministerial role; it simply identifies him as a Christian. The emphasis in 4:8 is not on the confirmation of these two brothers but on the Colossians’ comfort. Moreover, we must also ask why the forger would list Demas (see 2 Tim.4:10) and mention Nympha in Laodicea? The whole issue of “succession”seems anachronistically imposed on the text.

What can we say in defense of Paul as the author of this letter? (1) Much of the supposedly “unpauline” vocabulary occurs in the section dealing with the “philosophy.” We should not expect Paul to express himself in the same way with the same ideas in every circumstance. This argument against Pauline authorship assumes that he was incapable of theological innovation in a fresh situation.8 How do we limit the parameters of what Paul could or could not have said? How do we make judgments about what ideas Paul could or could not have entertained, particularly since he claimed that he could become all things to all men that he might save some (1 Cor. 9:22)? Distinctive vocabulary is an unreliable criterion to rule out Paul’s authorship.

(2) Nothing in Colossians is completely inconsistent with Paul’s theology known from his undisputed letters.9 Some so-called theological differences have been pressed too far. For example, Lincoln argues that too much has been read into the statement that believers have already been raised with Christ (2:12).10 While this assertion contrasts with Paul’s affirmation in Romans 6:5, 8 that the resurrection with Christ lies in the future, Lincoln persuasively argues that the two passages represent opposite poles in Paul’s thinking on the resurrection life—the “already” and the “not yet.” Believers enter this resurrection life when they are joined to Christ, but “its consummation still lies in the future.”11

Colossians stresses the realized aspect of eschatology for two reasons. (a) It counters any doubt whether the Colossian Christians have already attained a heavenly dimension through Christ. (b) It makes unnecessary the visions and mortification of the flesh offered by the rival philosophy to reach a higher spiritual plane (2:18). In addition, the “not yet” aspect is present in Colossians in the assertion that our life in Christ is hidden and will not be revealed until he appears in glory (3:3–4). Paul’s sense of eschatological urgency also emerges in 4:5. It fits Paul’s “sense of the period of his mission as a time pregnant with eschatological importance, to be used to the full in proclaiming the gospel.”12 The presumed theological differences do not tip the scale against Paul’s authorship of the letter.

(3) The differences in style are problematic but may be explained in a variety of ways.13 Paul may have relied on a secretary who fleshed out the general line of thought, and Paul then signed the final copy. Some recent scholars attribute the differences in style and vocabulary to Timothy. He is identified as the coauthor of the letter but may have composed the entire letter. Dunn concludes that Paul did not write the letter, but his authority lay behind it:

If modern scholarship is persuaded by differences of style and emphasis that the letter cannot have been composed/dictated by Paul himself, that still leaves the possibility that Paul (incapacitated in prison)  approved a letter written in his name and willingly appended his signature to a document whose central thrust and main outlines he approved of, even if the details were not stated quite as he would himself.14

This view allows Timothy to be a theological and stylistic “wild card.” His input can explain any differences from other Pauline letters.

The stylistic differences may be explained in another way. Paul’s writing to a congregation that he did not found and did not know personally may be a key factor in the differences. When we look at Colossians, Ephesians, and Philemon, we can see how this works out.15 Philemon is accepted as genuinely from Paul while the other two letters are disputed. But the differing purposes and audiences of the three letters, which I believe were written around the same time, explains the variations in the style and tone of the three letters. Philemon is a highly personal letter of request addressed to three individuals. It deals with a delicate private matter with explosive social consequences. Colossians is addressed to a whole church community that Paul has not founded and may never have visited.16 He feels compelled to write to them about a particular problem to bolster their faith. Ephesians is a circular letter intended for several churches in different settings.

The theological issues in the three letters also differ. Philemon does not address a matter of theological controversy but a social issue. Colossians and Ephesians deal with similar theological issues from a different tack. Johnson cogently argues,

The themes and images of Colossians are placed within the framework of a theological exposition concerning God’s reconciling work in the world. The relation of Ephesians to Colossians is almost precisely that of Romans to Galatians; the issues forged in controversy are elevated to the level of a magisterial statement.17

Some contend that the agreements between Paul and his later followers who wrote in his name so outweigh the differences that the question of Paul’s authorship of the letter is not important.18 We should point out, however, that if Paul had nothing to do with the writing of Colossians, it must then be regarded as a deliberate forgery. The counterfeiter deliberately lifted names from Philemon to give verisimilitude to Colossians and to defraud readers into thinking that it was a genuine letter from Paul.19 In contrast to Philemon, which has simply a list of names, the Colossian author supplies further remarks for each name, summarizing their circumstances and work in the churches. The hoax is intentional; “a clever trickster is at work.”20 Apparently the forger did not believe that the command not to lie to one another (3:9) applied in such a case. This problem is eliminated if Paul is the author of the letter. The close connection between Philemon and Colossians makes this the most reasonable conclusion.

Provenance

PAUL COULD HAVE written this letter from Ephesus, Caesarea, or Rome, and cases have been made for each place. Until recent times, it was taken for granted that the letter was written from Rome. The close connection between Colossians and Philemon means that what we decide about Philemon will determine where Colossians was written. In the introduction to Philemon we present more fully the arguments for a Roman origin for the letters.

Situation 

PAUL’S LETTERS CARRY on conversations with his churches and serve as substitutes for his personal presence (2:5). The recipients did not need Paul to explain to them the things going on in their church that prompted his letter, but we might wish he had provided more information so that we would have a clearer understanding. We can only read between the lines to guess what was happening, and the letter to the Colossians is particularly puzzling. Anyone who has ever overheard a conversation on the telephone and tried to guess who was calling and what was being said on the other end of the line knows firsthand how easy it is to draw false conclusions.

A “philosophy” was apparently threatening the Colossian congregation, causing some concern for Paul and Epaphras, the missionary who founded the church. We do not know how Paul heard about the circumstances in Colosse. Unless he received a flash bulletin from someone in the church, Epaphras may have informed him of the brewing problems.21 Epaphras’s own imprisonment with Paul (Philem. 23) may have prevented him from coming in person to intervene.

In the past, it was common to refer to the problem as the “Colossian heresy.” That term is misleading because it anachronistically assumes that there were widely accepted criteria for judging orthodoxy in the time of Paul. It also assumes that the opponents are Christians who are corrupting the Colossians’ faith. Arnold uses the word “syncretism” to avoid prejudging the teaching as “bad, heretical, or unorthodox.”22 Paul, however, calls it a “philosophy” (2:8). Putting this term in quotation marks prevents us from understanding it as a logical system of truths and principles and allows it to apply to a religious way of life. What this “philosophy” was and how it threatened the congregation has occupied scholars’ attention for some time and no consensus has been reached.23

To identify the “philosophy” we have only meager snippets in a short but clearly polemical section (2:8, 16–23). The problem is compounded because this section is the most unclear passage in the letter. Many interpreters look outside the text for some evidence in Paul’s environment that will help stitch all the allusions in the letter together into a coherent pattern. It is like looking for a needle in a haystack, however. What is worse, the diverging conjectures reveal that scholars are looking in quite different haystacks for this magic needle. When one examines all the conflicting proposals by scholars who muster impressive primary evidence to buttress their arguments, the conflicting accounts resemble the story of blind men trying to describe an elephant when they are touching different parts of the animal.24 This does not mean that if we piece together all the different proposals, we will have our answer. The evidence is confusing and enigmatic.

The nature of the error has a vital bearing on how one interprets the whole tenor of the letter and some of its individual phrases, but we cannot reconstruct it from a “shopping list of terms” that have parallels in other religious or philosophical movements of the time.25 We must be aware that Paul may be using irony, caricature, and exaggeration. His purpose, after all, was not to describe its tenets for the Colossians but to dissuade them from being beguiled by it.26

We must also exercise caution and resist finding allusions to the “philosophy” everywhere in the letter. It is possible that Paul takes up favorite terms of the false teachers, which he then deftly turns to his own advantage. But almost every word in the letter has been identified by one commentator or another as an echo of the opponents’ teaching. Such arguments tend to be circular.27 We can expect Paul to refer to the false teaching in the strongly worded polemical section (2:8, 16–23), but we should not expect to find allusions to it throughout the letter.28 In defining the nature of the “philosophy,” we should therefore limit ourselves to direct statements from the polemical section of the letter and Paul’s critical evaluation of it. We should also consider Paul’s direct injunctions to the Colossians.

(1) Direct statements in the polemical section reveal the following about the “philosophy.”

(a) It passes judgment on the Colossians for not submitting to the observances of certain holy days and food and purity restrictions (2:16). Doing so will disqualify them in some way or rob them of the prize (2:18). Because the opponents disparage the Colossians in these matters, the Colossian believers apparently have not yet submitted to them.29

(b) Its practices are linked to regulations regarding food and drink and observing festivals, Sabbaths, and New Moons (2:16; 2:23). It issues prohibitions: “Do not handle! Do not taste! Do not touch!” (2:21).30

(c) It has an interest in self-abasement, angels, and visions (2:18).

(2) Paul’s negative appraisal of the error reveals the following.

(a) The “philosophy” is vain deceit, based on human tradition and the elemental spirits (or principles) of the universe, and is not according to Christ (2:8). It clearly deviates from Christian teaching.

(b) It has the “appearance of wisdom” (2:23). The opponents present persuasive, fine-sounding arguments (2:4) that can take the unwary captive (2:8). The opponents may identify their teaching as “wisdom,” or Paul may deride its deceptive appearance of possessing wisdom.

(c) The opponents have “lost connection with the Head,” from which divine growth comes (2:19). We must decide whether the opponents would have disagreed with this statement if they were Christians or agreed with it if they were not.

(d) The regulations about food, drink, and the observance of holy days are only a shadow of things to come, which is found in Christ (2:17).

(e) The dogmas are based on the “basic principles [or elemental spirits] of this world,” from which those in Christ have been set free (2:8).

(f) The rules are dismissed as the “human commands and teachings” (2:22; cf. v. 8), which cannot compare to divine revelation.

(g) The references to their “false humility” (NRSV, “self-abasement”), “worship of angels” (or “worship with angels”), the things a person “has seen,” and “puffs . . . up” in 2:18 are the most disputed phrases in the letter; but they are all associated with a “fleshly [NIV, unspiritual] mind.”

(3) Paul gives the following direct commands to the Colossians, which shed further light on the “philosophy” and the Colossians’ involvement with it.

(a) Paul applies the poetic material in 1:15–20 to the Colossians in 1:22– 23 and tells them that they need to remain firm in the teaching they heard previously. He does not tell them that they need to renounce some error.

(b) Paul affirms in 2:9–10 that they are already complete, having attained fullness in Christ. We can infer from this statement that someone is claiming that they have not attained this fullness, that they need something more.

(c) Paul assures the Colossians of their status before God in Christ, who is “the head over every power and authority” (2:10) and who has secured for them the forgiveness of their sins.31 We can infer from this that the Colossians are less confident of this status either because they have begun to doubt it themselves or because someone from the outside has cast doubt on it.

(d) Paul insists that Christ alone is sufficient for their salvation.

(4) Conclusion. Rather than rehearse all of the options that scholars have proposed as candidates for the “philosophy,” I will argue the case for only one.32 The evidence does not suggest that visitors from outside have somehow wormed their way into the church or that wrongheaded members of the church have become charmed by the lures of outside cults and practices. The opponents are outsiders. Most have argued that the error has some Jewish dimension. Using Occam’s razor, we can cut away the needless multiplication of assumptions about some pagan concoction with Jewish trimmings. The most streamlined view that adequately explains all the data is that newly formed Gentile Christians in Colosse are being badgered about their faith by contentious Jews who took affront over their claims.33 Jews could argue persuasively from the same Scriptures used by Christians.34 Consequently, they would be far more intimidating and devastating to a young, developing church than a pagan syncretistic philosophy, a mystery religion, or a folk religion with a potpourri of superstitions and practices.35

When the Colossians became Christians, they believed that they had become heirs to the promises of Israel. Paul affirms that they are “God’s chosen people, holy and dearly loved” (3:12), the language of Jewish self-identity in the Scripture. It makes more sense that Jews would take umbrage at the presumption of Gentile Christians and respond by impugning their hope as false.36 If we are to trust the evidence in Acts, indignant Jews are the most likely opponents since most of the conflict incidents are struggles with Jewish contenders.37 The opponents from a local synagogue are not prodding the Colossian Christians to follow their lead but informing them that they are disqualified from being part of the people of God as defined in the law.

There is no reason to believe, however, that they have already swept the Colossians from their theological moorings in Christ. Paul’s concern is that they might undermine the new Christians’ confidence in their hope. He is therefore writing to curb the insidious influence of a false “philosophy” and to confirm the Colossians’ faith (2:4–5). They are to take care that no one preys on them and lures them into deceit (2:8). The warning against questions of food and drink, festivals, and worship of angels and visions assumes that they are not doing these things (2:16, 18), since it prompts the opponents’ condemnation. Paul’s response is therefore a warning shot across the bow; but, more importantly, it is a booster shot designed to inject greater assurance.

In 4:12, Paul mentions Epaphras’s concerns for his friends in Colosse: “He is always wrestling in prayer for you, that you may stand firm in all the will of God, mature and fully assured.” The key word is “fully assured.” The letter’s theme statement appears in 2:6–7, “So then, just as you received Christ Jesus as Lord, continue to live in him, rooted and built up in him, strengthened in the faith as you were taught, and overflowing with thankfulness.” It shows that Paul worries about the congregation’s crisis of confidence.38 Under a torrent of hostile criticism, the Colossians may begin to perceive Christianity as only an abridged form of Judaism and may be fooled into thinking that only Judaism offered the fullness that they yearned for and the protection from malign forces. Paul responds that Christians will find completeness only in Christ (2:10) and that they have already been delivered from the powers and authorities.

The following evidence lends support to the view that the opponents are rival Jews.

(1) In the late third century B.C., Antiochus III (223–187 B.C.) transported a substantial Jewish population from Mesopotamia and Babylonia to Lydia and Phrygia (Josephus, Antiquities 12.3.4 §§ 147–53). Cicero reports that in 62 B.C. Flaccus, the governor of Asia, confiscated twenty pounds of gold that had been collected from this area for the temple tax (Flaccus 28.68); such a sum averages out to a Jewish adult male population of 10,000. The Jews in the Diaspora did not retreat into ghettoes but were well integrated into society and had open dealings with their Gentile neighbors. The church, therefore, would have informal contacts with Jews in the city, and that contact was likely to create friction. Devout Jews who refused to accept Jesus as the Messiah and who scorned the gospel that accepted Gentiles as coheirs would not sit idly by while Gentiles, in their opinion, pirated their Scriptures and stole their hopes.39

(2) Paul identifies the error as a “philosophy” in 2:8. Those defending Judaism to the Greco-Roman world commend their ancient tradition as a venerable philosophy.40 They emphasized that Judaism was rational and that its laws were in accordance with nature, not against it. Judaism also gained a reputation for wisdom, for high ethical standards, and for esoteric knowledge (cf. 2:23).

(3) The mention of circumcision, Sabbaths, New Moons, food laws, and purity regulations are not random elements selected by a syncretistic pagan cult or philosophy enamored with Judaism. They are distinctive Jewish identity markers that set Jews apart in the ancient world and confirmed their special status as God’s chosen people. In Justin Martyr’s Dialogue with Trypho the Jew , the rabbi Trypho urges Justin to be circumcised and to “keep the Sabbath, the festivals and the new moons of God”!41

By referring to these practices—eating and drinking, religious festivals, New Moon celebrations, and Sabbath days—as “a shadow of the things that were to come,” namely, Christ (2:17), Paul can hardly be referring to pagan rituals or regulations. He must be referring to the Old Testament.42 On the other hand, if he is talking about Jewish ordinances, Paul could not renounce them as entirely useless. They were inadequate to accomplish salvation or perfection, but they did point to the forgiveness, reconciliation, and new life fulfilled in Christ.

(a) Paul brings up the circumcision issue in 2:11 to reaffirm that Gentile Christians were not handicapped or disqualified for remaining uncircumcised, as some Jews might claim. They received a spiritual circumcision in Christ, which made them a part of the elect of God.

(b) The dietary prohibitions in 2:16 best fit Jewish food laws, which were also important identity markers.43 The parenthetical comment in 2:22 that the prohibitions listed in 2:21 are based on “human commands and teachings” alludes to Isaiah 29:13. Jesus appealed to this passage in his assault on Pharisaic interpretations of food laws and ritual purity (Matt. 15:9; Mark 7:7).

(c) Sabbaths, New Moons, and feasts appear in Jewish literature as a standard way of referring to the primary celebrations of Judaism.44 These feasts, according to Ezekiel 20:18–20; 22:8, 26, “preserve the identity of this nation in a special way as the people of God; and they show that Yahweh is God of this nation.” 45 The mention of the Sabbath is a smoking gun since it was distinctive to Jews.

(d) The reference to not touching (2:21) reflects a fear of impurity from physical contact (Lev. 5:2–3; 7:19, 21; 11:8, 24–28; Isa. 52:11). Dunn cites a parallel in The Letter of Aristeas 142: “So, to prevent our being perverted by contact with others or by mixing with bad influences, he hedged us in on all sides with purifications connected with meat and drink and touch and hearing and sight in terms of the law.”46

(e) The phrase “worship of angels” in 2:18 is exceedingly difficult. It does not refer to some cult of angels but in my opinion fits in with widespread Jewish speculation about angels. Jews believed the law was delivered by angels (Acts 7:53; Gal. 3:19; Heb. 2:2), and insisting on strict obedience to the law could be likened to venerating angels.47 Various strands of Judaism also reflect a great interest in angels.48 One can easily get the impression from reading the “Songs of the Sabbath Sacrifice” (4Q400–405) from the Dead Sea Scrolls or the Testament of Solomon in the Pseudepigrapha, for example, that angels were objects of veneration.49

(f) The opponents are not Christians. Paul’s assertion in 2:20, “Since you died with Christ to the basic principles of this world, why, as though you still belonged to it, do you submit to its rules,” seems to imply that the opponents have not died with Christ as the Colossian Christians have. In Paul’s estimation, the opponents have “lost connection with the Head” (2:19). Presumably, they hold to something else, such as human traditions (compare Mark 7:8).

(g) Paul’s reaffirmation of the Colossians’ relationship to Christ makes sense as a response to a Jewish challenge. God has revealed the mystery to them, hidden for ages and generations, and it is the good news that the Messiah is among the Gentiles (1:26–27). Gentile believers are “qualified” for the inheritance of the saints, Israel’s inheritance (1:12). Paul declares in the strongest terms that “there is no Greek or Jew, circumcised or uncircumcised” for those renewed “in knowledge in the image of its Creator” (3:10–11). Consequently, Gentiles have become “God’s chosen people, holy and dearly loved” (3:12). The Colossians therefore need to remember that their baptism in Christ’s death is a far more effective circumcision than any trivial excision of flesh. They have nothing to gain from anything the opponents might offer and should not allow any criticism directed their way to fluster them.

What Colossians Means For Us Today

COLOSSIANS WAS WRITTEN to a negligible Phrygian Christian community almost two thousand years ago, and yet it still speaks relevantly today. It gives witness “to the finality, adequacy and all-sufficiency of the cosmic Christ—by whom and for whom all things were made, in whom they cohere, and with whom in God the life of the Christian and of the Church is hidden.”50 That truth will never go out of date.

But the situation facing the Colossians is also similar to ours today. They faced opponents who challenged and belittled the sufficiency of Christ and their hope. Christians today live in a secular society, which regularly scoffs at Christian faith. Many Christians in the West have become increasingly uncertain of their faith and consequently hold it uncertainly. The acids of criticism can eat away at the foundations of a weak and vacillating faith. There are also fewer cultural forces to keep people in the church. When confronted with the laughter and scorn of the modern-day scoffers, nominal church members may be tempted to capitulate. They will abandon their faith or trade it in for the latest craze. In Paul’s language, they return to the darkness where the rulers of this age hold sway.

When Christians do not understand their faith, they are likely to water down the gospel and accommodate it to cultural expectations. They will cut out any offending articles of faith or append specious ones more in accord with the fashion of the age.51 Paul wrote to the Colossians to help them grasp ever more firmly who Christ is and the rich glories of all that God has done in him.

When Christians have little confidence in their faith, they will be overly tentative in their claims and easily shaken by challenges. Paul hoped to fortify the Colossians in their assurance of the hope they had in Christ. The letter affirms that God’s creation has a divine purpose, which is brought to fulfillment in and through Christ. It affirms the supremacy and sufficiency of Christ as the fullness of God and as our Creator and Redeemer.

When Christians do not live with a deep sense of gratitude for what God has done for them in Christ, they will become engulfed in anxieties and will be tempted to look for security in something other than Christ. Paul repeatedly urged the Colossians to be thankful for the victory already won for them by Christ’s cross and resurrection. Salvation can be found only in Christ, and Christians do not need something else or something more. The cross brings redemption, the forgiveness of sin, and triumph over all the powers that would oppress human life. Every believer is made complete when placed under the complete claim of Christ, and all the spiritual ills of our world find their only cure in him.

When Christians live no differently from those around them who do not know God or who defy God’s commands, they bring discredit to their faith and cause others to think that their claims are false. The letter to the Colossians argues that Christians must not only be solidly grounded in their faith. They must also be ethically above reproach. Discerning, confident, grateful, and ethical Christians lead lives worthy of the Lord, are pleasing to God, and will bear spiritual fruit in a spiritually blighted world. Paul intends in this letter to help form this kind of believer.
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48. In addition to the Dead Sea Scrolls, see Pseudo-Philo, Biblical Antiquities 13:6; 1 Enoch 48:5; 62:6, 9; Apocalypse of Zephaniah 6:16; Apocalypse of Abraham 17:2; Ascension of Isaiah 7:21;Adam and Eve 13–15; Philo, On Flight and Finding 212; On Dreams 1.232, 238. Warnings against too great a veneration of angels in rabbinic literature may provide evidence that it was done (t. Hul. 2:18). Later Christians accused Jews of worshiping angels; see the evidence in Dunn, The Epistles to the Colossians and to Philemon, 179.

49. The term ta stoicheia tou kosmou (“basic principles [or elemental spirits] of the world”) in 2:8, 23, is linked to Judaism in Gal. 4:3, 9.

50. James S. Stewart, “A First-Century Heresy and Its Modern Counterpart,” SJT 23 (1970): 420.

51. Ibid., 423, mentions the danger of substituting “immanence for incarnation, evolution for redemption, psychological subjectivity for the Holy Spirit, progress for the Kingdom of God.”
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