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COLOSSAE

• A city on the south bank of the Lycus 
River, in Asia Minor.  

• The fertile Lycus Valley made Colossae 
rich in olives and figs, and the city had 
a thriving wool industry, specialising in 
black wool and a famous woollen cloth 
dyed reddish-purple. 

• In the 1st century AD, Colossae was 
overshadowed by its northern 
neighbours, Laodicea and Hieropolis. 

• Roman Colossian coins indicate the 
worship of numerous deities, including 
Artemis, Helios, Demeter, Men, Isis, 
and Serapis.  

• To this religious milieu could 
presumably be added Phrygian 
mysteries, the Roman imperial cult, and 
Judaism. 



COLOSSAE

• An earthquake between AD 60 and 
64 devastated Laodicea and 
Hieropolis, and presumably 
Colossae.  

• It is not know how much Colossae 
was damaged, if at all.  

• The site has never been excavated 
by archaeologists. 

• Coins minted at Colossae appear 
again from AD 150 to ca. 250, but 
not later. 

• If the letter is Pauline, then the 
earthquake gives us a date before 
which it must have been written. 

• If the letter is Deutero-Pauline, the 
city was possibly no longer 
inhabited at the time of writing. 





















AUTHORSHIP

• The authorship of Colossians is hotly 
disputed. 

• Some really good scholars still think 
it is by Paul himself.  

• Many really good scholars think it is 
Deutero-Pauline. 

• Does it matter? Yes, of course! 

• For understanding the theology of 
the apostle himself. 

• For the dating of Colossians. 

• For the church context of Colossians. 

• Let's take a look!  



AUTHORSHIP

• Language 

• Many expressions and usages of 
Paul are found in Colossians. 

• But: 86 words not found in Paul. 

• 34 words unique to Colossians. 

• 28 words found elsewhere in the 
New Testament but not in Paul.   

• Vocabulary absent: sin, 
justification, freedom, law, 
salvation… 

• 17 conjunctions and particles 
(invisible in translation usually)… 

• So, this document is by someone 
else by the words alone. 



AUTHORSHIP

• Style 

• Missing: the engaged style of Paul, 
with interjections, questions, rhetoric. 

• Missing: addressing the readers as 
brothers and sisters.   

• Paul can write long sentences, but 
the sentences in Colossians are very 
long, loosely connected with 
conjunctions and relative pronouns.  

• The style is “solemn liturgical-
hymnic”, with a great deal of 
traditional language.  

• Dense use of synonyms.  

• Frequent use of nouns, verbs and 
adjectives with the same root.  

• Long chains of genitives, such as: 
“the kingdom of the son of his 
love” (1:13).



AUTHORSHIP

• Theology 

• Paul argues from Scripture; 
Colossians argues from tradition.  

• For Paul, “church” is mostly a local 
congregation; for Colossians, it is 
universal.  

• Paul teaches the already/not yet of 
salvation; for Colossians this tension 
is relaxed in favour of the present.  

• In Paul, the resurrection is in the 
distant future; in Colossians 
believers have somehow already 
been raised in Christ.  

• The Holy Spirit is central to Paul’s 
teaching but not to the teaching of 
Colossians. 



SOCIAL SCIENTIFIC OBSERVATION

• In intentional communities, there 
can be a crisis after the death of a 
charismatic leader.  

• The surviving supporting team has 
the task of ensuring the survival of 
the group in a new situation.  

• This involves special support for the 
leadership, as the faithful inheritors 
of the tradition.  

• Colossians 1:6-8 and 4:4-18 reflect a 
special effort to reinforce the 
authority of Paul’s co-workers, in 
particular Epaphras and Tychicus.  

• The Household Codes (present in 
Colossians, Ephesians, the Pastorals 
and the Apostolic Fathers) indicate a 
response to the continued desire for 
a marriage-free life, which was 
unsettling in the social context.  



SOCIAL SCIENTIFIC OBSERVATIONS

• The church founded by one of Paul’s 
associates, a certain Epaphras (1:7–8; 
4:12).  

• References to other Christian leaders 
in 4:7–17 — such as Tychicus, 
Onesimus, Mark, Barnabas, Luke, and 
Nympha — offer a lively picture of the 
importance of personal contacts and 
friendships in the Pauline churches 
and post-Pauline churches.  

• Colossians repudiates vigorously a 
false religious position which may 
tempt the addressees (2:8–23).  

• We take a quick look at that passage. 



Col 2:6 Therefore, just as you received Christ Jesus as Lord,   
continue to live your lives in him, 7 rooted   and built up in him 
and firm in your   faith just as you were taught, and overflowing 
with thankfulness. 8 Be careful not to allow anyone to captivate 
you through an empty, deceitful philosophy that is according 
to human traditions and the elemental spirits of the world, 
and not according to Christ.  

9 For in him all the fullness of deity lives in bodily form, 10 and 
you have been filled in him, who is the head over every ruler 
and authority. 11 In him you also were circumcised—not, 
however,   with a circumcision performed by human hands, 
but by the removal of the fleshly body, that is, through the 
circumcision done by Christ.  

12 Having been buried with him in baptism, you also have been 
raised with him through your faith in the power of God who 
raised him from the dead. 13 And even though you were dead 
in your transgressions and in the uncircumcision of your flesh, he 
nevertheless made you alive with him, having forgiven all your 
transgressions. 14 He has destroyed what was against us, a 
certificate of indebtedness expressed in decrees opposed to us. 
He has taken it away by nailing it to the cross. 15 Disarming the 
rulers and authorities, he has made a public disgrace of them, 
triumphing over them by the cross.   

Col 2:16 Therefore do not let anyone judge you with respect to 
food or drink, or in the matter of a feast, new moon, or 
Sabbath days— 17 these are only the shadow of the things to 
come, but the reality   is Christ!    

18 Let no one who delights in false humility and the worship 
of angels pass judgment on you. That person goes on at great 
lengths about what he has supposedly seen, but he is puffed up 
with empty notions by his fleshly mind.   19 He has not held 
fast to the head from whom the whole body, supported   and 
knit together through its ligaments and sinews, grows with a 
growth that is from God.   

Col 2:20 If you have died with Christ to the elemental spirits of 
the world, why do you submit to them as though you lived in 
the world? 21 “Do not handle! Do not taste! Do not touch!” 
22 These are all destined to perish with use, founded as they are 
on human commands and teachings.   23 Even though they 
have the appearance of wisdom with their self-imposed 
worship and humility achieved by an unsparing treatment of 
the body—a wisdom with no true value—they in reality result in 
fleshly indulgence.   



CONTEXT

• Its advocates called it a “philosophy”  

• “The elemental spirits of the universe,” 

• visions and worship of (or alongside) 
angels,  

• the observance of special festivals 
(including sabbaths),  

• and certain ritual and ascetic 
regulations (including circumcision 
and the avoidance of certain foods).  

• Pagan mystery cults  

• Gnosticism  

• Apocalyptic Judaism 

• More simply,  some combination of 
Phrygian folk religion, local Jewish folk 
religion and the Gospel. It is hard to be 
clearer. 



CONTEXT

• Multi-layered response 

• Baptism and no further repetitive rituals. 

• Christ is sufficient and there is no need to beyond him.  

• Attempt to outlaw ritual and ascetic practices. 

• Victory in the face of evil reaches cosmic proportions.  

• Christ is head of the church and of the cosmos. 

• He holds everything in harmony.  

• Foundational teaching: Colossians 1:15-20 



A BRIEF OVERVIEW

Colossians (1,582 words) 

1:1-11     Letter Introduction 

  1:11-2:23   Part I Universal Christ 

  3:1-4:6    Part II Ethical Instructions 

4:7-19     Letter Conclusion



A COMPREHENSIVE OVERVIEW

The Letter Introduction (1:1-11) 

1:1-2   Greeting 

1:3-11  Thanksgiving



A COMPREHENSIVE OVERVIEW

Part I (1:12-2:23): Theological Instruction: Universal Christ 

1:12-23    Theological foundation 
  1:12-14   Redemption 
  1:15-20   The Christ Hymn 
  1:21-23   Reconciliation 

1:24-2:5    The Apostolic Office and Mission 
2:6-23    The “Colossian Heresy”



A COMPREHENSIVE OVERVIEW

Part II (3:1-4:6): Ethical Instructions 

3:1-4    The Basis: Risen with Him 

3:5-17   The Old Life and the New 

3:18-4:1   Life in the Orderly Christian Household 

4:2-6    Prayer and Conduct



A COMPREHENSIVE OVERVIEW

Letter Conclusion (4:7-19) 

4:7-9    Concerning the Apostle 

4:10-17   Greetings 

4:18    Farewell



AND SO…

• Colossians is a second generation Pauline 
document. 

• It comes from the area around Colossae, 
Hierapolis and Laodicea. 

• There are curious links with Philemon and 
Ephesians (which we will see). 

• New issues have arisen, not foreseen in Paul’s 
own day. 

• We observe a community in transition to the 
next generation. 

• Some of the original Pauline tradition is 
retained.  

• A great deal is really innovative and exciting.  

• Sequence: Colossians - Ephesians - Pastorals 
(1 and 2 Timothy and Titus). 

• New ministries are emerging but nothing as 
elaborate as in the Pastorals. 



QUESTIONS FOR REFLECTION

• Any surprises? 

• Anything which makes me think again about Scripture?  

• Which parts of this presentation are the important bits? 

• Something I would like to ask…



TASK

• Read through all of Colossians (it’s not that long). 

• On the website, there is a “segmented” version (NET translation), with 
headings on the different parts as a guide.   

• Mark any parts that you find especially inspiring.  



NEXT STEP

1:1-11:    Letter introduction 
1:12-2:23   Part I: Instruction — the universal Christ 

1:12-14 Redemption 
1:15-20 The Christ Hymn 
1:21-23 Reconciliation 
1:24-2:5 The Apostolic Office and Mission 
2:6-23  The “Colossian heresy” 

3:1-4:6    Part II: Ethical living  
4:7-18    Letter conclusion

Our focus will be on the Christ Hymn


