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            Paul is identified as the author at the beginning (1:1, 23; 4:18), as is customary in his epistles. The testimony of the early church, including key figures such as Irenaeus, Clement of Alexandria, Tertullian, Origen, and Eusebius, confirms that the opening statement is genuine. Additional evidence for Paul's authorship comes from the close parallels to the book of Philemon, which is universally accepted as a letter written by Paul. Both were written (60-62 AD) while Paul was a prisoner in Rome (4:3, 10, 18; Philemon 9, 10, 13, 23); in addition, the names of the same people (Timothy, Aristarchus, Mark, Epaphras, Luke, Onesimus, and Demas) appear in both epistles, showing that both were written by the same author around the same time.
In the first two chapters, Paul confronts heresy with a decisive blow. First, he declares that Jesus is not only the creator and sustainer of all things, but also the exact representation of God. Nothing less than "God in all his fullness" dwells in him (Col 1:17, 19). Second, Paul debunks the false idea that philosophy and religiosity can successfully combat evil desires (Col 2:23). He reminds the Colossians that believers already have what they need for spiritual victory through "union with Christ" (Col 2:10).
In the last two chapters, Paul explains that the way to put God's will into practice is to think about who Jesus is and the life received "in Him." As you read this book, prepare yourself. Your relationship with Jesus could grow to a whole new level. As you recognize Jesus as Lord of your attitudes and actions, placing your life under His authority, you will grow in holiness. Absorb it all! As you receive it, your obedience and faith will grow. The message of the gospel is true, and any substitute pales in comparison to the original.
Colossae was a city in Phrygia, in the Roman province of Asia (part of modern Turkey), about 100 miles east of Ephesus in the region of the seven churches of Revelation 1-3. The city was located next to the Lycus River, not far from where it flowed into the Meander River. The Lycus Valley was about 2 miles wide at Colossae, and Mount Cadmus rose more than 8,000 feet above the city.
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Dear reader, as we begin our study of the epistle to the Colossians today, we would like to remind you that, first of all, this is another of the epistles that the Apostle Paul wrote while he was in prison in Rome. You will recall that we said that the Apostle Paul had written the letter to the Ephesians in a prison in Rome and, in that same place, he wrote the letter to the Philippians as well as the letter to the Colossians. And, still, we have yet to consider another rather short epistle and one that is very personal, the letter to Philemon.

Apparently these four letters were carried from Rome by four messengers. That took place around the year 62 AD. Four men left the city of Rome unobserved and took these valuable documents with them. Tychicus took the epistle to the Ephesians to the city of Ephesus where he was apparently the pastor or leader of the Church. Epaphroditus took with him the epistle to the Philippians, since he was the pastor of the Church of Philippi. And Epaphras carried the epistle to the Colossians, because apparently he was the leader or pastor of that Church. And then Onesimus took the letter to Philemon, since he was its owner and he was returning home.

So we have that these four epistles are complementary to each other, and all of them, together, have been called the anatomy of Christianity, or the anatomy of the Church. We can see that the themes of these epistles cover all aspects of the Christian faith.

In our opinion, in the letter to the Ephesians we have the Church itself, the body, of which Christ is the head.

The letter to the Colossians directs our attention to the head of the body, which is Christ. The body itself is secondary, because the subject is Christ. He is the center around which the whole Christian life takes place. In this letter we are going to study, the "Pleroma" is emphasized; Christ is the fullness of God.

Philippians shows us the church walking the earth. The theme is the Christian life; it is the periphery of the circle of which Christ is the center. Philippians emphasizes, "kenosis," a Greek term related to Christ becoming a servant.

And the epistle to Philemon presents Christianity in action, in daily life, in practical everyday life, just as the sandals worn at that time were in contact with the Roman roads. It showed how Christianity worked in a pagan society.

As we have already anticipated, we can see then how these documents have been called the anatomy of the church. And they complement each other to constitute a unit.

We cannot imagine an armored car carrying four more valuable documents. Have you ever thought, dear reader, that if you had these four documents in your hands today, just as they came from the hands of their author, the apostle Paul, you could probably get whatever price you wanted for them? Then you would have the wealth of a king. Well, we evaluate them, not in human terms, which would give them an economic value: The spiritual value of these books cannot be calculated at all in human terms.

The church of Colossae

By way of introduction, we want to say several things regarding the place to which this letter was sent: Colossae. Colossae is in the same area where Laodicea is, and where Hierapolis can also be seen. If you have a chance to visit this place, you can see the ruins of the city, although no ruins of any church can be seen. The church of Colossae met in the house of Philemon. We doubt that there was a church building in that city.

In that area, there was a large civilization and also a large population. It was what could be considered as a gateway to the East, to the east. It was known as the Phrygian gate. And that's where the east and the west met. And, this was where the Roman Empire tried to dominate the east and bring it under the dominion of Rome.

Colossae was a fortified city, as was Laodicea. So were Philadelphia, Sardis, Thyatira, and also Pergamum. All these cities had been centers of defense against invasions from the East. But by the time of the apostle Paul, the danger had already been overcome because by that time the Roman Empire was in control of almost the whole world. As a result, in the days of the apostle Paul, people had given themselves over to paganism and great immorality. And the city of Colossae was a typical city of those times.

According to available reports, Paul never visited the city of Colossae. Now, why didn't Paul visit that place? Well, Paul entered the area north of Colossae. On his journey, it appears that he did not pass through the Phrygian gates, but came north of Colossae, by way of Sardis. He apparently followed the Roman road through that area to Ephesus and avoided entering Colossae.

Although he was never in the city of Colossae, Paul was the founder of the church in that city. Now, this man Epaphras, apparently was the leader of that church and may well have been the direct founder of the church. But it was really Paul who founded the Church, just as he was the founder of the Church in Rome. He was in contact with multitudes of people in the Roman Empire who later went to Rome and formed the church in the capital of the empire. Now, there is a possibility that Paul may have gone to Laodicea, (although we seriously doubt it) and believers may have come from there to Colosse. But converts from Paul's ministry in Ephesus, definitely yes, they could have come to Colosse to form the nucleus of that church. Colossae was located about 100 miles east of Ephesus.

Paul spent three years of ministry in Ephesus, two of which he was teaching in the school of Tyrannus. There was an advanced civilization in that area; let's keep in mind that the culture of the Roman Empire was centralized there. It was no longer centered in Greece, which had greatly deteriorated, along with its philosophy and culture. But Greek culture was firmly in place in Asia Minor, the area now known as Turkey. So it was in that region that Paul carried out his greatest work together with his assistants. With him were John Mark, Barnabas, Silas, Timothy and apparently some of the other apostles. We know that the apostle John later became the pastor of Ephesus.

The problem in Colossae

Asia Minor was then a great cultural center, but it was also a center for paganism and mystery religions. In other lands there was already Gnosticism, which was the first heresy of the church. There were many forms of Gnosticism, and in Colossae there were the Essenes. We can cite 3 points of identification in this group:

(1) They had an exclusive spirit. They were the aristocrats of wisdom. They thought they were the people. They acted as if they had the knowledge enclosed in a jar and had the stopper in their hands. They believed they had a monopoly on all knowledge. Consequently they considered themselves the ultimate exponents of knowledge and thought, believing they knew more than any of the apostles. Paul addressed a warning to them in the first chapter, verse 28, telling them: 28We preach Christ, warning every man and teaching every man in all wisdom, that we may present every man perfect in Christ Jesus. Perfection was not to be found in any cult or heresy, but in Christ Jesus.

(2) They held speculative principles about creation. They taught that God had not created the universe directly, but created a creature who, in turn, created another creature, until one, finally, created the physical universe. Christ was considered a creature in this long series of creations. This idea was known as the Greek pantheistic philosophy of the demiurge. Paul refuted this belief in Colossians 1:15-19 and 2:18.

(3) Another identifying mark of this group was their ethical practice of asceticism and uncontrolled debauchery. They assumed asceticism due to the influence of Greek Stoicism and uncontrolled licentiousness from the influence of Greek Epicureanism. Paul refuted these ideas in Colossians 2:16, 23 and 3:5-9.

The message of Colossians

Colossians contains the outline and the limits that enable the believer to live those situations, which are always present in the Christian experience, of falling into extremes, or of not being able to avoid one danger without falling into another. On the one hand, there is always the danger of a Christianity that freezes in a form, in a ritual. In many areas this has happened, so that Christianity implies nothing more than the fulfillment of a ritual. On the other hand, there is the danger of Christianity evaporating into a philosophy. In that sense someone once asked the professor, "What theory of inspiration do you have?" To which he replied, "I don't believe in any theory. I believe that the Word of God is the Revelation of God, as it claims to be. And this is not a theory." So much for the quote. When you get to talk so much about theories of inspiration or atonement, for example, Christianity becomes just another philosophy.

So there are two dangers. One is to freeze into a mere form and become a ritualistic church; and the other is to fade away like a vapor and end up as a false philosophy. Let us remember that the Lord Jesus Christ claimed to be the water of life. He did not claim to be the water of life transformed into ice, nor did He claim to be the vapor of life. He is the water of life. He is the water at the very temperature of life, neither freezing nor boiling.

The Water of Life is "Christ in you, the hope of glory" (Col. 1:27). Christ is to live in you. He is to walk the street where you live. Christianity is Christ right where you are, in the very essence of life's circumstances and experiences.

There is always the danger of trying to add something to Christ, or to take something away from Him. By the way, the oldest heresy is always the most modern heresy. Christianity is not a mathematical problem of addition and subtraction. Christianity, dear reader, is Christ. And this reality is what Paul taught in this letter. As he said in 2:9, For in Him dwells all the fullness of deity bodily. In Him resides or dwells all the fullness - that is, all the fullness. All the fullness of God is visible in Christ. And all you need is to be united to Christ.

Some general comments

We have here a quote from William Sanday: "In the letter to the Ephesians, the Church is the main object, and the thought passes, or moves upward, to Christ, as the head of the Church. In the epistle to the Colossians, Christ is the main object, and that thought moves downward, to the Church, as the body of Christ." So much for the quotation.

The predominant thought in this epistle is that Christ is everything. He is all I need. He is everything! Charles Wesley expressed it this way in one of his beautiful hymns: "Thou, O Christ, art all that I want, in Thee I find more than all".

Preacher Charles Spurgeon said, "Look to your own insignificance; be humble. But look to Jesus, your great representative, and be glad of it. It will save you pains and anguish to learn to regard yourself as united to Him, accepted in the Beloved, finding in Him our all."

If you are resting spiritually in Him, you will find that you need not go through ritual. You will not find it necessary to argue about theories of inspiration. Either you believe the Bible is the Word of God, or you do not believe it is the Word of God.

Let us leave aside the intellectual approach that we sometimes try to adopt in order to be theologically correct. Let us remember that in expounding the Word of God we must imitate the example of Jesus Christ, who came to feed sheep, not giraffes.

And so, the practical section of this letter points us to the person of Christ, the fullness of God, poured out in the lives of believers. The alabaster jar of expensive perfume needs to be broken today. The world not only needs to see something, but to perceive a pleasing aroma. The pollution of the world is giving off a bad smell these days. We need some of the fragrance and charm of Jesus Christ, and only the church is allowed to break the alabaster jar containing the precious perfume, to let the fragrance out.

Perhaps it would be best for us to look a little at the outline of this epistle. This epistle is divided, like all of Paul's epistles, into a section that is doctrinal and a section that is practical.

In the DOCTRINAL section, Christ is set forth, as the fullness of God: in Christ we are made complete. This section covers chapters 1 and 2.

In the PRACTICAL section, Christ, the fullness of God, is poured into life through believers. This section covers chapters 3 and 4.
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