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Introduction

 


Whenever we
study one of the New Testament epistles (letters) it is important
that we firstly ask some questions. Where was the city situated?
Who wrote the letter to the Church there? Why was the letter
initially written to this Church? These questions are vital for
understanding the context of the letter, without which we may be
misinterpreting or laying our own ideas onto the text. It is also
important to understand how the culture which received the letter
was different to our own. We will do this as we study Colossians
and apply the lessons God has for us in this 21st
century?

 


I. Where?

 


The city of
Colossae was situated near the towns of Hierapolis and Laodicea in
the valley of Lycus in what is now Turkey. It was not a
particularly important city, rather one you would travel through on
your way to somewhere else. It is most likely that Paul never
visited this city in his life-time. The Church in Colossae was
apparently founded by Epaphras (1:7).

 


II. Who?

 


Like so many of
the New Testament letters, Colossians was written by the apostle
Paul. He was in prison at Rome when he wrote the letter, and it was
written about the same time as he wrote the letter to the
Ephesians. Colossians was written after Paul received a report from
Epaphras concerning a heresy which had surfaced and was threatening
the true teaching of the gospel in Colossae. There were several
Churches around and near Colossae who were also practising these
heretical teachings, so Paul wrote Colossians to an entire area,
rather than to only one group. In 4:16 he asks that this letter be
read in the church at Laodicea, and that the Colossians read one
from Laodicea. If Paul wrote a special letter to the Laodicean
church, it has been lost to us.

 


III. What?

 


What was the
heresy? The heresy confronted at Colossae was an early form of
Gnosticism, a heresy which swept through the Church for over 100
years and seriously threatened the purity of the gospel message.
The book of 1st John was specifically written to combat Gnosticism.
Here is an exert from my book Religion: History and Mystery
which explains this heresy.

The Book of
Acts, chapter 8, records the meeting of Simon Peter, an apostle of
Christ, and Simon Magus who was considered to be a sorcerer. After
seeing that people received the Holy Spirit after the apostles laid
hands upon them, Magus tried to purchase this power with money.
Simon Magus had taken an interest in Christian theology but was
never converted. According to tradition, he became the father of
Gnosticism. Keep in mind that Simon Magus was a Samaritan by birth.
His mother was a Jewess and father Persian. There was a great deal
of animosity between Jew and Samaritan, and perhaps this led Simon
to seek other answers to life rather than within the pages of his
mother's religion of Judaism.

Gnosticism
comes from the word 'gnosis', or knowledge, and in this case, a
secret knowledge available to only a select group. Gnostics
believed that there was an uncreated god/goddess who created
several Aeons, one known as Sophia (Greek for wisdom). Sophia, in
turn, created demigods. One of the demigods was the Hebrew God
Jehovah. According to the Gnostics, Jehovah created the universe
and all material things, but, because he was a jealous god, he was
responsible for evil in the world. Jehovah tried to stop the first
humans from receiving knowledge. After they tried to gain knowledge
by eating of the 'Tree of the Knowledge of Good and Evil', Jehovah
banned them from the Garden of Eden and punished them.

Lucifer is the
good guy in Gnostic teaching; he had crept into the garden to help
the humans find gnosis (knowledge) and was then cursed by Jehovah.
Sophia sent Lucifer's brother, Jesus, to teach people how to get
back to the truth, but His disciples misunderstood Him. Gnostics
believed that the entire material world was evil because it had
been created by a lesser god, Jehovah. Therefore, they claimed that
Jesus never had a real human body at all; He simply appeared to be
human. This particular idea is called 'Docetism', from the word
doce, 'to appear'. For Christians, this theology, apart from
being offensive, reduced the gospel message to a farce. Moreover,
if Jesus wasn't a real person, then His sacrifice on the cross was
not real, and therefore, ineffective. In his first letter to the
Church the apostle John writes against Gnosticism, putting an
emphasis on the real humanity of Jesus.

For Gnostics,
only the spirit world can be pure and holy, taking its roots back
to Sophia who has no material form. For the leaders of Gnosticism,
such as Simon Magus, the power to perform the supernatural was
given to those who climbed up through various stages of esoteric
teaching, and was closely tied to visitations of angels and other
spiritual beings.

 


IV. Gnostic
Practices

 


Little is known
about Gnostic practices as much of their literature was destroyed.
However, some of the 'gospels' written by Gnostics to counter the
Christian gospels still survive, and also a lot of literature
written by Christians, such as Irenaeus, about their practices.
Salvation for Gnostics is to find the spark of the divine Sophia
which remains within and develop it through various techniques,
including meditation and asceticism. Many scholars have seen a very
direct link to Eastern religions here, especially some of the early
teachings in the Gathas and Avestas, the writings of the
Zoroastrians. This would not be unlikely as Simon Magus' father was
Persian and may have had access to such literature.

Women played a
large role in leadership, especially because of their communication
with spirits and angels (Col: 2:18) who presumably passed on secret
information about salvation. Within Gnosticism there is a great
emphasis on the human person as divine and self development to full
divinity. Self is essentially good because humans can become
divine, and many Gnostic practices resemble closely the religions
of the Aryans such as Hinduism and Buddhism.

From the
writings which have survived, it appears that Gnosticism split into
two radically different factions. On the one side were the ascetics
who taught that the body must be overcome and restrained. Strict
forms of self-discipline were applied in order to gain higher
spiritual awareness, a practice Paul mentions in Colossians
2:23.

On the other
side was almost the complete opposite. Some Gnostics believed that
the body could not affect the spirit at all and practiced extremely
liberal forms of sexuality, indulging in orgies. They believed that
the emotions, lusts, and desires must be released in order to free
the spirit from bodily bondage, in a similar way to the people of
the past who had worshipped Baal, Ashtorah, etc. In general terms,
anything that Jehovah banned must be the way to spiritual freedom.
Jehovah had destroyed the cities of Sodom and Gomorrah for their
immoral sexuality and homosexuality, so it was assumed that similar
practices must be beneficial in finding secret knowledge.

 


V. Points as
they relate to the Colossians

 


The first point
of Gnosticism separates people into groups, those with special
knowledge and those without it. In Colossae, the claim was that
this special knowledge was being given by angels, and angels were
being worshipped as a result of this teaching. As no angel of God
would ever accept worship, we can safely assume that it was fallen
angels (demons) which were being worshipped and giving these people
false experiences of ‘knowledge’.

The second
point is even more of a problem. If all matter is evil, then how
could a good God create such evil? Also, the Gnostics claimed that
God could never become truly human because He would have to touch
the physical/evil creation, and they believed that this was
impossible. The Gnostics taught that there were levels of holiness,
and many beings with less and less divinity until we get to Jesus
and the angels.

 


VI. Paul’s
Answer

 


In Colossians
Paul points out that every believer has received the Divine
knowledge through Jesus Christ, and that the Holy Spirit dwells in
all Christians, not just a chosen few with ‘special’ knowledge.
Paul also reminds them that Christ is the Creator of all things;
therefore, the physical universe is not evil. He tells them that
using extreme physical discipline has no value for holiness,
neither should they worship angels, nor think they are holy for
keeping human based rules and traditions. He reminds them not to be
involved in sexual immorality and gives them some practical advice
for Christian living.

The letter to
Colossae has many beautiful points, especially about the person of
Jesus Christ in chapter one. It is a book which I believe is very
useful in all cultures, especially in cultures where religious and
spiritual traditions have become superstitions. Here in Ukraine,
where I minister, the ‘worship’ of saints and angels is a common
practise among many who consider themselves ‘Orthodox’. In Western
cultures some churches have allowed eastern religious practices
into the Church, and there are many leaders claiming to have
special powers from the Holy Spirit which I consider very Gnostic.
We will discuss these further as we study this book.

There is also a
lot of practical advice for marriage, bringing up children, living
in the Spirit, Christian witness, and relationships. All of these
we will study while keeping in mind the cultural differences we
have with the original readers.

 


 



Chapter One:
Study One

 


The Great
Trilogy: Faith, Love and Hope

Colossians 1:
3-8

 



1 Paul, an apostle of Christ Jesus by the will of
God, and Timothy our brother ,2 To God’s holy people in Colossae, the faithful
brothers and sisters in Christ: Grace and peace to you from
God our Father.

3 We always thank God, the Father of our Lord
Jesus Christ, when we pray for you, 4 because we have heard of your faith in Christ
Jesus and of the love you have for all God’s people—
5 the faith and love that spring from
the hope stored up for you in heaven and about which you have
already heard in the true message of the gospel 6 that has come to you. In the same way, the
gospel is bearing fruit and growing throughout the whole world—just
as it has been doing among you since the day you heard it and truly
understood God’s grace. 7 You
learned it from Epaphras, our dear fellow servant, who is a
faithful minister of Christ on our behalf, 8 and who also told us of your love in the
Spirit.

 


Paul is in
prison. The year is 62 AD. He has never been to this city of
Colossae. An evangelist called Epaphras, who has reported
everything about the church to Paul, planted this congregation. The
letter also introduces Timothy who is staying with Paul in Rome at
this time. Paul tells them that he and Timothy thank the Lord for
three things.



1. The faith
they have in Christ Jesus.

2. The love
they have for all of the saints.

3. The hope
they have stored up for themselves in heaven.

 


These three are
the essence of Christianity: Faith, love and hope. Faith looks
upward to God, love looks outward to others, and hope looks forward
to the future. Faith rests on the past work of Christ, love works
in the present, and hope anticipates the future. These are the
great trilogy of Christianity.

 


I. Faith

 


Faith could be
defined as the soul looking up to God. Hebrews 11:1 states it this
way; 'Now faith is being sure of what we hope for and certain of
what we do not see'.

In the original
language of Hebrews the meaning of faith is a deeply philosophical
one, especially regarding the ideas of hope and certainty. The idea
expressed is that what we do not see is the underlying basis of all
that is real and tangible. In other words, faith is built on a
conviction, a knowing that God is the foundation of everything we
believe. Our 'hope', is not like a child hoping to get a particular
present for his/her birthday, but rather a deep conviction, a
certainty, because God is certain.

Faith is the
thing we put our trust in, that which we rely upon. Our faith is
built on certain facts, but facts are not enough. Facts give us a
basis to trust, but trust is a decision of the soul. Faith is
saying, 'I believe that my Creator loves me, that His promises are
true, and that He is the only absolute certainty in this life and
the next'. Faith hears the words, the promises of God, and then
acts on those promises. Faith, then, stands upon a conviction, a
revelation which must always be confirmed by Scripture, and then
acts upon that conviction. Without the action of trusting, there is
no faith, merely dead knowledge. Let's look at an example from Luke
6:46-49.

 


'Why do you
call me, 'Lord, Lord' and not do what I say? I will show you what
he is like who comes to me and hears my words and puts them into
practice. He is like a man building a house, who dug down deep and
laid the foundation on rock. When a flood came, the torrent struck
that house but could not shake it, because it was well built. But
the one who hears my words and does not put them into practice is
like a man who built a house on the ground without a foundation.
The moment the torrent struck that house, it collapsed and its
destruction was complete.'

 


In this
well-known parable the Lord calls us to hear His words and
practice them. His words are the facts, the promises. That
is His part, and ours is to act, to trust Him in every area of our
lives. Sometimes it will be difficult, sometimes it will seem
almost impossible. These are the storms of life. Jesus mentions a
great flood, the power of the water completely beyond human
control. The life built on Jesus Christ will not even be shaken; it
will stand under the power of the water.

But if we hear
Jesus words and refuse to practice them, when the flood comes, as
it does to all people, our lives will be like a house which
collapses into rubble and is completely destroyed. Jesus' words are
also a warning about final destruction at the judgment. No person
can escape the floods of this life; every one of us will be in
situations which are out of our control. But Jesus Christ is the
Creator, the One who protects us from the storm.

Jesus' question
is incredibly important. "Why do you call me, 'Lord, Lord,' and do
not do what I say?" That's the challenge for every one of us. If
our faith is real faith, the proof is in our doing as He says, in
trusting Him with our lives.

 


II. Love

 


Love looks
outward to others. Paul says in verse 5 that 'faith and love spring
from the hope we have that is stored up in heaven'. Love, then, is
the outward fruit of those who have faith and hope. Paul writes
about love in 1st Corinthians 13. He is writing to Christians who
thought they were very spiritual because of their spiritual gifts,
but, at the same time they were arguing and fighting among
themselves. In other words, they were not exercising love. Paul
tells them that no matter what great deeds they do, if those deeds
are not done in love, they are eternally useless.

The Greek word
'love' that Paul uses is 'agape'. In 1st John 4:16 it says 'God is
love', the same word, 'agape'. Therefore, we could replace the word
'love' in Corinthians 13 with 'God'.

 


'God is
patient, God is kind. He does not envy, He does not boast, He is
not proud. He is not rude, is not self-seeking, is not easily
angered, He keeps no record of wrongs. God does not delight in evil
but rejoices with the truth, etc.'

 


Without the
love of God within us, motivating our actions, our actions are not
actions of love done in faith. There are many people who do good
things, have a great amount of knowledge, can give everything they
have to the poor, and are even willing to die for what they
believe, all actions which Paul describes, but if they don't have
'agape love', if they don't have God, everything they did was
eternally useless.

We are called
to love each other, not just a feeling of love, but putting
each other before ourselves. Agape love is an action which often
requires self-sacrifice. God Himself set down this precedent for
'God so loved the world that He gave His only begotten Son' (John
3:16). We are called to act in love towards others, just as God
acted in love towards us. 1st John 4: 7-21.

 


17 This is how love is made complete among us so
that we will have confidence on the Day of Judgment: In this world
we are like Jesus. 18 There is no
fear in love. But perfect love drives out fear, because fear has to
do with punishment. The one who fears is not made perfect in
love.

19 We love because he first loved us.
20 Whoever claims to love God yet
hates a brother or sister is a liar. For whoever does not love
their brother and sister, whom they have seen, cannot love God,
whom they have not seen. 21 And
he has given us this command: Anyone who loves God must also love
their brother and sister.

 


When we are in
Christ we have no need to fear judgement because God's love has
been made perfect in us. However, we are called to manifest this
same love outwardly to others, just as God acted in love towards
us.

 


III. Hope

 


Hope looks
forward to the future. Paul said our faith and love spring from the
hope we have stored up for us in heaven. What do we have stored up
for us? John 14:1-4;

 


“Do not let
your hearts be troubled. You believe in God; believe also in
me. 2 My Father’s house has many
rooms; if that were not so, would I have told you that I am going
there to prepare a place for you? 3 And if I go and prepare a place for you, I
will come back and take you to be with me that you also may be
where I am. 4 You know the way to
the place where I am going.”

 


Jesus asks us
to trust in Him, and then tells us He is going back to heaven to
prepare a place for us so that we can be with Him. Do you believe
this? In 1st Peter 1:3-5 the apostle calls this a 'living hope' and
speaks of our inheritance. He says that it can 'never perish (be
destroyed), spoil, or fade, and it is kept in heaven for us'. The
word 'kept' means a garrison or keep, a fortress. Peter's analogy
is that Jesus Christ Himself is guarding our inheritance. While we
wait for it, we are also shielded by our faith and God's power.
This is our hope. It isn't an uncertain hope like the child who
hopes he will get a particular present at Christmas; this
inheritance of ours has been promised by the Lord Himself, the One
who never lies, the One whose promises can be trusted. The Bible
says that we are heirs, and co-heirs with Christ (Romans 8:17).
That means that all that belongs to Christ belongs to us.

What will
heaven be like? I don't know, but I've always liked the words of
Keith Green, a Christian singer who died in a plane crash with his
son some years ago. Keith said this. "The Lord spent 6 days
creating this world, but He's been preparing our home for 2000
years". Do you have hope in the promises of Jesus, that He is
preparing a place for you? Are you excited about that? And does
this hope make faith and love spring from you?

In the next
three verses (6-8) Paul summarizes his opening remarks about the
gospel of faith, hope and love. He says it is producing fruit all
over the world and growing as it should.

Faith, love and
hope are the great trilogy. Faith looks upwards towards the Lord,
trusting in Him, letting Him build the house on the rock against
the storms of life. Agape love looks outwards to others and is the
natural expression of those who are born again. This kind of love
is only available to those who know Christ, those who are filled
with His agape love. And hope looks forward to the future, and
lives for that future. We know that whatever happens to us, we have
an inheritance waiting for us which is infinitely more incredible
than anything we can have or imagine in this life.

 


 



Chapter Two:
Study Two

 


Knowing God's
Will

Colossians
1:9

 


In this second
part of the opening remarks of his letter, Paul tells the Colossian
what he prays for them.

 


'For this
reason, since the day we heard about you, we have not stopped
praying for you and asking God to fill you with the knowledge of
his will through all spiritual wisdom and understanding'.

 


The first thing
he prays for is that they will be filled with 'the knowledge of
God’s will'. In this study we will examine in brief what Scripture
says about how we can know the will of God for our lives. Why does
Paul mention this first? For two reasons! This letter is written
against Gnosticism which is about 'knowledge', so Paul is praying
that they have the most important knowledge. Also, we cannot
accomplish God's will unless we know what it is. The whole of the
Christian life is about doing the will of God. Jesus stressed this
continually in His teachings, so it is vital that we understand.
Consider this verse from Matthew 7: 2.

 


21 “Not everyone who says to me, ‘Lord, Lord,’
will enter the kingdom of heaven, but only the one who does the
will of my Father who is in heaven. Matthew 7: 21

 


I. God's
General Will

 


We may speak of
God’s will as general and individual. God’s general will is that
which we find outlined in Scripture. Scripture is full of warnings,
encouragements, commands, advice and so on. Every major topic
concerning our salvation, sanctification, being filled with the
Holy Spirit, living in loving relationships, repentance, and so on,
is on every page we read. God's general will for all of us is
non-negotiable, and we can fill our hearts with this knowledge
through the daily reading of His word.


II. God's Will
for Individuals

 


But what about
His will for us as individuals? This is often more difficult for us
to know. We all have questions such as: Who should I marry, which
university should I attend, what do you want me to do in the future
Lord, are you calling me into full-time ministry, how do I win my
friends and family to the gospel? Most of us would be thankful if
the Lord just sent us an e-mail, but that would not be 'walking by
faith' or being 'led by the Spirit'. Everything in our Christian
life must be by faith because 'without faith it is impossible to
please God' (Hebrews 11:6). I believe that the Lord wants us to
know the answers to all of these personal questions, in His time,
because in my reading of Scripture He always tells people His will
before commanding them to act in faith. He doesn't often give them
the outcome, but He always lights that first step.

There are some
who teach that God doesn't tell us His will for us as individuals.
I once heard a pastor giving young people advice on who to marry.
He told them to look for a list of godly characteristics and 'go
for it'. One person asked if God wanted to be involved in the
choosing process and the pastor's reply was 'there is no mandate
for that in the Bible'. I would disagree entirely. God chose
Isaac's wife (Genesis 24). The issue is not that the Lord isn't
interested in telling us who to marry, or what university to
attend, or any other important question; the problem is people are
too afraid to ask or trust Him in these decisions.

 


III. Conditions
for Knowing God's Will

 


This raises the
very first condition for knowing God's will. If we have already
decided what we are going to do, despite what the Lord says, we
will never hear His voice; never know His will concerning that
thing. The first condition to knowing God's will is to come to Him
with open hands asking Him to take out or put in whatever is His
will for us. If we can do this sincerely, in the same way we should
have done when we were born again, then we will be practicing
'taking up our cross daily' (Luke 9:23) and He will give us the
knowledge of His will. But there are several other conditions to
knowing God's will. They are found in Romans 12:1-2.


'Therefore, I
urge you, brothers, in view of God's mercy, to offer your bodies as
living sacrifices, holy and pleasing to God - which is your
spiritual worship. Do not conform any longer to the pattern of this
world, but be transformed by the renewing of your mind. Then you
will be able to test and approve what God's will is - his good,
pleasing and perfect will'.

 


1. Offer our
bodies as living sacrifices, holy and pleasing.

2. Do not
conform to the world.

3. Be
transformed by the renewing of our minds.

 


'Holy and
Pleasing'.

 


Paul's appeal
in Romans 12:1-2 abolishes any idea that we can live immorally in
our bodies and deceive ourselves that this does not affect our
'spiritual worship'. Holiness implies sanctification, the action of
'being made holy' (Hebrews 10:14). The Holy Spirit dwelling within
every believer works to empower us to holy living, our part is to
be 'led by the Spirit' (Galatians 5:16ff).

The offering of
our bodies also implies other powerful and positive aspects. We can
use our bodies for various forms of service. Every day we make
intellectual decisions as to how we can use our bodies to worship
God. In an emotional sense we can lift our hands to express what we
feel in our hearts, or we can dance, bow down, etc. All of these
are emotional responses, but Paul appeals to us on an intellectual
level in this verse. He calls us to practical worship. Jesus
offered his body in practical service and we are called to do the
same. It is about serving Christ even when we don’t feel
like serving Christ.

 


'Do not
Conform...to the pattern of this World'.

 


The 'world'
Paul
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