


Discover�
1. Why does Paul, so often, mention that he is an apostle by the will of�
God?�

2.  How are faith, hope, and love connected?�

3.  What are Paul’s criterion for a true gospel?�

Display�
The Scriptures are clear that the way we love one another demonstrates�
our love for God (Jn 13:34-35; Matt. 25:40, 45).  To claim that we love�
God and then to not be loyal to other believers is to deceive ourselves.�
If you were to truly assess your love for God by the way you love His�
people, how would you grade yourself right now?�
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Over the span of coaching high school boy’s basketball for eight years, I had winning seasons and losing seasons.  Early on each season, it was usually pretty easy�
to get a fairly good idea of when a team was going to have a winning season or a losing one.  In my mind, though, there was always one thing that would�
demonstrate whether we had a team that was capable of going farther than just winning more games than they lost and actually winning our conference or even�
the state championship.  It wasn’t how impressive they looked, how many dunks they had per game, or even by how many points they won games.  What I always�
looked for as evidence of possible greatness was selflessness.  When I saw guys that cared more about passing to a teammate than adding to their scoring totals,�
or being more concerned with winning games as a team than how many impressive play they made, I knew that the fruit of selflessness was beginning to show and�
that true greatness would not be far behind.  It was of no coincidence, then, that the team that showed the most selflessness did not have the most talent that I ever�
coached, but did go the farthest.�

Paul had heard of the faith that the church in Colosse was demonstrating and he knew that the fruit of the Spirit and the life of Christ had begun to take root in their�
life.  What is interesting is that as evidence of this burgeoning life in Christ, Paul does not cite how evangelistic they were or how holy and pious had they had shown�
themselves to be.  Those were good things, and no doubt, there was evidence of those things, but they were not the real demonstration of growth in Christ.  The real�
demonstration that Paul relishes is the love that they have for one another.  When a community in Christ truly has love for one another, that is the evidence that they�
are bearing fruit in Christ.�

It doesn’t appear that there was any specific controversy in Colosse over the legitimacy of Paul’s apostleship, but he begins his letter with his common reminder that�
he is an apostle of Christ Jesus by the will of God (1 Cor. 1:1; 2 Cor. 1:1; Eph. 1:1; 2 Tim. 1:1).  Whatever position Paul might be in or whatever he was doing in�
his position as apostle in the church of the Messiah, he was doing it all at the call and will of God.  Paul was not, however, writing this letter alone.  He includes�
Timothy as a co-worker and co-writer of this letter.  This would also let the church in Colosse know that Paul was not alone and abandoned during his imprisonment�
in Ephesus.�

Paul is writing this letter to�  (could also be translated as saints)� .  When Paul referred to people as saints or holy�
ones, he is not referring to the degree of holiness to which they have attained, rather he is describing their status in Christ.  When we try to stand before God on our�
own recognizance, we can only stand as filthy rags (Isa. 64:6), but when we die to self and enter into the life of Christ, we become clothed with Christ (Gal. 3:27).�
Rather than trying to stand before God and cover our shame and nakedness by our own efforts (Gen. 3:7), we can stand confident before God as those who have�
been covered and properly clothed with the life of Christ, the only thing that will provide us access to God.�

Paul gives all praise to God on a consistent basis as he prays for the Colossians.  Paul mentions the distinctly Christian insight of God as Father, but he also calls�
Jesus the Messiah (Christ),� .  In this context, he is exalting Jesus to the same status and level as God, because the Greek word for “lord,”� , was the same�
Greek word used by the Jews for YHWH.  Although�  could be used to denote “master,” in this context, Paul is clearly reinforcing the idea the Christ was the very�
deity in whom God Himself was found.�

In verses 4 and 5, Paul introduces three concepts that were central to the early Christian view of the Christian life: faith, hope, and love.  These are two verse that�
are easy to scan quickly past, but we can learn a depth of knowledge about the Christian faith from these two short verses.  Paul says that their hope�  for�
them� .  What is that hope?  It is the life of the age to come (eternal life), which is God’s future when He will restore His good creation and make all things�
new (Rom. 8:19-21).  This is the resurrection when all those in Christ will be brought into God’s restored paradise, when the realms of heaven and earth will be�
brought back together again as in the original creation before sin, and God’s presence will fill the world.  Based on incorrect Greek philosophical beliefs of Plato�
and others, many in our society think that heaven is a location separate from earth where our disembodied souls go to be with God forever after death.  The Bible�
does teach that we do go into God’s heavenly realm when we die, but it is to await resurrection and the new creation.  This verse teaches us that this future is being�
stored in heaven, waiting to break forth into the world we now know (Rev. 21:1-5).  Heaven, then, is the place where God’s future is being stored, not our final�
destination.�

Faith is related to this hope, because only those who lay down their own life, realize that they could never enter this future on their own merit, and enter, by faith,�
into the life of Christ will enter into God’s age to come.  Hope and faith are both primarily internal items, though.  Love is important because it is the display and�
evidence that we have entered into the life of Christ.  The evidence of the fruit of the Christian life is displayed by how we treat and love fellow believers (John�
13:34-35).  Both faith in the life of Christ and the badge of love for other believers spring from the great hope of God’s future restored creation, His age to come.�

The same gospel, which embodies truth, that came to them was not some isolated event.  It was bearing the same kind of fruit all over the world.  The fruit of the�
gospel, though, it should always be remembered, comes not from our own effort or merit.  The life of Christ, access to the hope of God’s future, and the ability to�
truly love one another all come from God’s grace.  In this letter, Paul will deal with some heresies which were, evidently, becoming temptations to some of the�
Colossians.  As he begins his letter, he is already laying the foundations and establishing the criterion by which the Colossians can measure the false claims of the�
heretic teachers.  He wants the Colossians to test the claims of these false teachers and is giving them the tools to do so.  Any claim of the gospel must contain God’s�

.  It must produce fruit in peoples’ lives, and it must be  a universal message that is the same truth the world over.  A perfect example of this would be�
the modern prosperity gospel.  This is a gospel that matches up well with the Old Testament Scriptures but is rife with problems when the New Testament Scriptures�
are considered.  When stacked up against the criterion that Paul provides, it has definite problems.  It contradicts many truths of the New testament; it produces�
questionable fruit in people’s lives; and it is certainly not universal (it plays well in the United States but doesn’t really work in places like Haiti or the Sudan).�

 1Paul, an apostle of Christ Jesus by the will of God, and Timothy our brother,�

 2To the holy and faithful brothers in Christ at Colosse:�
      Grace and peace to you from God our Father.�

 3We always thank God, the Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, when we pray for you,�
4because we have heard of your faith in Christ Jesus and of the love you have for all�
the saints— 5the faith and love that spring from the hope that is stored up for you in�
heaven and that you have already heard about in the word of truth, the gospel 6that�
has come to you. All over the world this gospel is bearing fruit and growing, just as it�
has been doing among you since the day you heard it and understood God's grace in�
all its truth. 7You learned it from Epaphras, our dear fellow servant, who is a faithful�
minister of Christ on our behalf, 8and who also told us of your love in the Spirit.�



Discover�
1. What two things can Paul do, while he is in prison, to encourage the�
growth of the Colossians?�

2.  Why are thanksgiving and gratitude such important aspects of the�
Christian life?�

Display�
Overflowing gratitude for God, His people, and the life that He has�
made available to us are sure signs of the growth and maturity of the�
gospel in the life of believers.  How grateful to God are you for what He�
has made available to you?  What are some ways that your gratitude�
should be made manifest in your life?�
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After being raised in a home with a very Christian worldview, I decided to do my own thing in college.  I was decidedly not trying to follow God’s�
will in any way shape or form.  I had made this decision and then set about resolutely to justify my decision.  Part of my justification that I used to�
argue with people who continued to have some sort of an allegiance to God (which bothered me because it made me feel guilty), was that God was�
just a big, mean, power-hungry being who created fun and then punished us if we try to have any.  This was my impression of God and I was quite�
determined to have every bit of fun that I could think of.�

The reality is, I was not, by far, the only one who felt this way.  I would venture a guess, that among non-Christians, this is one of the most popular�
viewpoints in the world today.  Many people have an image of God as a grumpy old man with a long white beard sitting on His throne in heaven,�
making sure that no one in the physical realm enjoys anything.  And if they do . . . ooh boy, are they going to get it.  Paul will have nothing to do�
with that sort of distorted picture, though.  God doesn’t want to stifle us or keep us from enjoying life; quite the opposite.  He wants us to have lives�
that are fruitful and full in every way possible.  The rub comes in that we often identify the good things of life with sinful and ultimately destructive�
behavior.  God wants us to have life to the full, but in ways that are healthy and fruitful in His reality.  This is the life that Paul wanted for the�
Colossians and that God still wants for us today, but it is a life that takes time to learn.�

If there is one common theme in all of Paul’s letters it is that Paul desires that God’s people would learn to operate in the new reality of which they�
find themselves as those who have entered into the life of Christ and now find themselves already seated in the heavenly realms (Eph. 2:6).  Even�
though Epaphras, Paul’s dear fellow servant planted the church in Colosse, planted the church, and Paul is currently in prison and cannot come to�
see or teach them, he still desires this level of maturity for them.  In his current situation in an Ephesus prison, there are two ways that Paul can�
encourage this growth.  He can write a letter, which he is doing.  But he can also pray for them, which he continually did, asking God that they would�
be filled� .�

Paul’s desire for them to be filled with the knowledge of God’s will and the life of the age to come, indicate that he realizes that there are some areas�
of lack in their community which need filling.  Paul wants them to be filled with the knowledge of God’s will which has at least three important�
functions in the life of the believer.  First, it allows the believer to live as God wants them to.  Second, it allows the believer to�

.  Third, it allows the believer to be fruitful in� .  In verse 6, Paul said that the gospel was bearing fruit and growing all over the�
world.  Now he says the same thing for the lives of believers.  What is true of the gospel around the world should also be taking place in the individual�
lives of believers.  The faith that they heard in the message of the gospel always manifests itself in the changed and fruitful life of the believer as�
made evident in their good works (although that is not the only sign, as some people have changed lives but are clearly not in Christ).�

Truly grasping the new Christian life that those in Christ have in them takes the work of the Holy Spirit and the experience of living that life out as�
believers are� .  Knowledge of the Christian life cannot come just through book learning�
or head knowledge.  To have the Christian instinct truly take hold of one’s life, it takes the power of the Holy Spirit strengthening (a word which is�
written in the present participle tense indicating that it is a continuous activity of God rather than a one-time event) the believer.�

All of this should lead to great thanksgiving on the part of the Christian, a state that is nearly synonymous throughout the New Testament with the�
Christian life.  There are three main things that Paul mentions here for which the believer should give� .  In each of them,�
we should be sure to notice the allusion to the Exodus that Paul is making here.  What God has done through the life of Jesus is the new Exodus,�
one in which rather than being freed from Egypt, people are freed from sin and death.�

First, those in Christ can� (the promised land was the inheritance during the original�
Exodus).  God has rescued us from the kingdom of darkness and our certain fate of death and separation from God and allowed us to come into�
the inheritance of God’s people.  This is, of course, the life of the age to come both now in the present age and at its final consummation at the�
resurrection and new creation.�

Second, those in Christ have been rescued�  by God� (God’s people�
were freed Egypt and brought to the promised land during the original Exodus).  Those who are not in Christ are stuck in sin with no hope of exiting�
that realm and entering into the kingdom of God.  The kingdom of God is, in sense, the life of of genuine humanity, free from the marring of sin,�
that only Jesus realized.  Through the life of Christ we have access to that life and God’s kingdom.�

Third, those in Christ have redemption, the forgiveness of sins (an allusion to the original Passover event).  It is only in Christ that sins are forgiven.�
Those who are hidden in Christ will be judged according to his life rather than our own.  Once we realize, truly, that God has done all of this for His�
people in Christ, we should live live lives of constant and unquenchable gratitude.�

 9 For this reason, since the day we heard about you, we have not stopped praying for�
you. We continually ask God to fill you with the knowledge of his will through all the�
wisdom and understanding that the Spirit gives, 10 so that you may live a life worthy of�
the Lord and please him in every way: bearing fruit in every good work, growing in the�
knowledge of God, 11 being strengthened with all power according to his glorious�
might so that you may have great endurance and patience, 12 and giving joyful thanks�
to the Father, who has qualified you to share in the inheritance of his people in the�
kingdom of light. 13 For he has rescued us from the dominion of darkness and�
brought us into the kingdom of the Son he loves, 14 in whom we have redemption, the�
forgiveness of sins.�



Discover�
1. What does Paul mean by “image” in this passage?�

2.  What does he mean by labeling Christ as the “firstborn”?�

3.  What is the significance of Paul casting the church in the role of the�
body of the Messiah?�

Display�
The people of Paul’s day were enamored with the concept of wisdom.�
Paul has clearly depicted Jesus as the ultimate wisdom, as though he’s�
saying, “if you really want wisdom, here’s who you need to know.”  What�
‘wisdom’ of the world have you accepted, and now need to go about the�
work of realizing that the life of Christ is the only source of true wisdom?�
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I had an idea once while I was teaching (and all of you comics out there can declare, “only once”).  I decided to try something new and teach one of my U.S.�
History classes in a very different way from the norm.  I was going to teach the class by using, as a one of our primary sources, songs that dealt with the time�
period of history that we were covering.  Many of the songs were Johnny Cash songs, but we also used songs by many other artists.  It’s not that we only�
listened to songs, but they did play a major part in the class.  It turned out to work pretty well.  The students were able to easily identify with and understand�
the topics being discussed in the songs in a way that just reading a book couldn’t have accomplished.  Songs and even poems can be useful to try to teach�
things of great emotional depth, yet there is a limit to them.  Because of the space limitation of most songs and poems and the desire for structure and beauty,�
not everything can be included in a song.  It is also true that songs and poems use picturesque language and metaphors that are intended to get across a�
certain point, but can be misleading if they are pushed too far.  For instance, in one Johnny Cash song about General Custer, he says, “he got barbered�
violent.”  This is a brilliant word-picture that is painted here, referring to his fate in being scalped, but one of my students could not seem to get past the�
understanding that Custer somehow died at the hands of an angry barber rather than in a crushing defeat at the hands of a Native American army.�

The passage that we will consider today is most likely an early Christian hymn of some sort.  There is much debate as to whether or not Paul wrote it, with the�
most likely answer being that Paul took an existing hymn and added a few lines to it to fit his specific point he is trying to make to the Colossians.  Like any�
song, the lyrics are rich, majestic, and emotion-invoking.  Yet, they have the same down side that any song lyrics can have if not understood as word-pictures�
and metaphorical language teaching beautiful truths but open to dangerous interpretation if not interpreted correctly.�

Paul’s intention is to build and maintain a proper understanding of who Jesus Christ is over and against the false teachings that had begun to creep into the�
community of the Colossians.  He, thus begins the hymn by stating that� .  Paul does not mean that Christ resembles�
or is similar to God.  His use of the Greek word�  demonstrates that the Messiah participates in and with the very nature of God.  He is not a copy but is�
the visible manifestation that perfectly reveals God in human form.  Through the miracle of Incarnation, the invisible God has revealed Himself to humanity�
through the person and life of Jesus the Messiah (john 10:30; 14:9).�

He is truly the image of God, but Paul says there is more.  He uses the imagery of the�  to teach another important truth about Christ.  This is an image�
that has often been used inappropriately to assert that Paul was intending to say that Jesus is a created being, albeit the first creation of God.  This false�
teaching goes back at least to the fourth century, and probably earlier, and continues to our day, primarily in the false teachings of groups such as the�
Jehovah’s Witnesses.   We can only get to misunderstandings like this if we fail to take into consideration both the fact that this is a poetical metaphor as well�
as the Old Testament background to this term.  In using the term “firstborn,” Paul brings to mind at least two Old Testament images.  The first is that Israel�
was referred to as God’s firstborn (Ex. 4:22).  The concept describes the fact that God elected Israel as His people to play a part in His special redemptive�
purposes.  It implies God’s faithfulness to Israel to not abandon them.  The second concept tied into “firstborn” is the connections that it had with inheritance�
within a family.  The firstborn received the inheritance and would become the leader of the family.  Christ was the one that inherited resurrection and the life�
of the age to come, so he could rightly be called the heir of God’s creation, but that does not imply that he was created or somehow less than God.  Those�
who enter into his life, then, can rightly be called co-heirs (Rom. 8:17), because what is true of him is true of those who have entered into him.  By calling�
Christ the firstborn, Paul is stressing the primacy of his function as Messiah, not implying anything about His being a created being.�

Paul wants to be very clear to stand over and above many of the false understandings of God and the created order that existed in the pagan world, and he�
carefully words this hymn to do just that.  In Christ and through Christ,� .  As if to stress the point, Paul extrapolates on “all things,”�
clarifying that this includes� , the spiritual forces that�
some of the false teachers in Colosse were evidently stressing.  Christ� .  In other words, all of history�
has been about revealing Christ to humanity, so he is not only the source of all events in history, but he also preserves and sustains the creation.   Paul’s point�
is that Christ is supreme to every conceivable aspect of the universe.  Paul will leave no room for the spheres that we like to create in our life where Jesus can�
be the Lord of the “spiritual” areas of our life but we are still in charge of things like our work or personal life.�

There was a popular Greek image during the first century which depicted the universe as a body that was governed by a head, which was usually wisdom or�
knowledge of some type.  Paul takes that popular pagan image and casts Christ in the central role, with an important twist.  He has already stated that the�
whole world is held together by Christ, he is the head of the whole world.  Christ is the true fulfillment of the wisdom that was often seen as ruling over and�
ordering the world, so Paul has filled in one blank.  But he also changes the image of the “body.”  No longer is the body the whole universe.  No, that distinction�
is reserved for the church.  So, Paul does not offer a picture where wisdom makes itself manifest throughout creation.  Rather, he offers a description of Christ�
making himself manifest through� .  Thus, Christ is the head of the whole world, but only the church can rightly be called the body of Christ.�

God�  Christ, because he is has received the inheritance, as the� .  This means that�
Christ is the one who entered into death, but as a genuine human being, free from sin, he was worthy to be resurrected and enter into God’s presence and�
His age to come.   Jesus said that he is the way, the truth, and the life (John 14:6), and he also said that he was the resurrection and the life (John 11:25).�
Through the death and resurrection of Christ, God is reconciling the entire creation back to himself.  Those who choose to enter into the life of Christ will be�
reconciled to God and wait for the moment when Christ redeems and restores the entire creation, uniting the now separated realms of heaven and earth back�
to their original state of oneness.  We cannot miss Paul’s point throughout this passage: the one through whom the world was made is the same one through�
whom the world has been redeemed.  What an incredible God we serve.�

 15 The Son is the image of the invisible God, the firstborn over all creation. 16 For in�
him all things were created: things in heaven and on earth, visible and invisible,�
whether thrones or powers or rulers or authorities; all things have been created�
through him and for him. 17 He is before all things, and in him all things hold�
together. 18 And he is the head of the body, the church; he is the beginning and the�
firstborn from among the dead, so that in everything he might have the supremacy. 19�
For God was pleased to have all his fullness dwell in him, 20 and through him to�
reconcile to himself all things, whether things on earth or things in heaven, by making�
peace through his blood, shed on the cross.�



Discover�
1. Why does Paul remind the Colossians that were once alienated from�
God?�

2.  What has changed the status of the Colossians to move them from�
alienation to reconciliation?�

Display�
The message of the gospel is not some grand message that is so large and�
universal that individuals get lost in it.  The message of new creation is for us to�
share in as individuals because it is about the renewal of the entire world, not in�
spite of it.  Are you standing firm in and establishing your faith as a part of that�
great renewal project or do you lose sight from time to time of the incredible�
privileges you have as a result of your access to God in Christ?�
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A few years back I took a trip to Orlando, Florida with my wife and our two sons.  While we were there we went to both Disney World and Universal Studios.  We�
got in line at Universal for a ride (although I would have to say that it was part ride, part 3-D movie, part interactive experience) that came highly recommended�
and we were all very excited.  The way the event operated was that they would let a large group of people, maybe 50 or 60 in at a time, into the ride.  We had�
been in line for a long time and thought we were going to get in when suddenly the door shut.  We were locked out and would have to continue to wait.  We were�
pretty bummed at having been shut out of the show one more time.  Suddenly, the door opened up and they announced that they could let four more people in.�
We had made it!  It felt good to be included and we certainly enjoyed the ride.�

No one likes to be excluded, but often times once we are included, we forget the great privilege of being included.  As soon as we were let into the show, we forgot�
about what it felt like to be on the outside, and quite, frankly didn’t think much about those who were still out there.  Paul has just finished a hymn about the limitless�
and incredible depth of who Christ is.  It would be easy for someone to read a majestic passage like that and wonder where they fit into all of this.  Paul wants them�
to know exactly where they fit in when it comes to all of this.  They were once on the outside, looking in, but Paul is going to make it very clear that this is no longer�
the case.  They have been let in and they need to buckle up and enjoy the ride.�

Sometimes considering who Jesus Christ is and what is has done can be so overwhelming that the best way to proceed is to take a step back and focus on what�
he has done for us personally.  It seems that Paul has a sense of this in this passage.  He realizes that the hymn he just wrote could be overwhelming, so he will�
now take a step back and remind them not only where they stand but where they stood.  They were not just�  from God and locked out of His presence,�
but they were actually�  to God because of their� .  Why, however, does Paul stress that they were enemies in their� ?  As Paul wrote in�
Romans 1:21, “For although they knew God, they neither glorified him as God nor gave thanks to him, but their thinking became futile and their foolish hearts�
were darkened.”  All rebellion against God begins in the mind with futile thinking, which leads to a will darkened by that distorted thought process.  The mind is�
where the spiritual battle is fought and either won or lost.  If one loses the battle in the mind, they will end up in full rebellion against God.  The way to combat the�
mental assault is to take every thought captive and make it obedient to Christ (2 Cor. 10:5).  Paul gives a wonderful paradigm for doing just that in Philippians 4:8�
when he offers eight criterion to which any thought must measure up in order for it to be worthy of dwelling on.�

So what has moved the sinner from the status of being alienated from God?  Exactly what he states in verse 22, which connects Paul to the primacy of Christ that�
he mentioned so eloquently in verses 15-20.  The thing that has changed their status from being on the outside to being on the inside of God’s people is the�
reconciliation that is made available in Christ.  Paul is clear to distinguish that the reconciliation between God and man has come as a result of Christ’s actual�
physical body, not the church, which Paul has already called the body of Christ (v. 18).  Paul talks frequently of the reconciliation that took place between God and�
man (Rom. 5:10-11; 2 Cor. 5:18-20; Eph. 2:16), and that God has even entrusted this ministry of reconciliation to His people (2 Cor. 5:18).  Because Christ, who�
was without sin, suffered death as a man and came out the other side as a result of his resurrection, those who enter into his life can stand before God holy in his�
sight, without blemish and free from accusation.  The most important aspect of being in Christ for Paul is the access to the presence of God that we are allowed in�
the present age, and even more importantly, the ability to be fully in God’s presence in the age to come.�

One thing that should not be missed about the reconciliation of which Paul speaks in verse 22 is that, as he has already made clear in verse 20 is that through�
Christ, God has set about reconciling his entire creation to Himself.  The reconciliation that Christ has enacted is not just limited to man.  Paul states this clearly in�
Romans 8:20, saying, “the creation was subjected to frustration, not by its own choice, but by the will of the one who subjected it, in hope that the creation itself�
will be liberated from its bondage to decay and brought into the freedom and glory of the children of God.”  Keeping this in mind helps us to understand that�
God’s age to come is a completely restored and renewed creation that is fully physical and spiritual, not one or the other.  Many in the religious culture of our day�
have an incorrect notion that heaven is a non-physical, spiritual reality in which those souls that have been saved, go off to be with God while the rest of the evil,�
physical creation is destroyed.  This is exactly wrong, however.  Through Christ, God has set in motion the process through which He is redeeming and reconciling�
the whole world to Himself so that paradise lost will be paradise restored.  The age to come, then, will be a reality in which heaven and earth are once again fully�
united in God’s presence (Rev. 21:1-5).�

Paul is wise enough to know, however, that the incredible effects of this reconciliation don’t automatically take effect on the individual believer.  It’s not as though�
we are thrust into the presence of a holy God, completely transformed immediately, and then can sit back, do nothing, and enjoy the rest of the ride.  A perfect�
foundation has been laid, but it is up to us to build a secure house on that foundation.  It is our responsibility (although always with the assistance and guidance�
of the Holy Spirit) to� in our� ,� .  If we do not stand firm on the foundation or move from the hope held out in the gospel then it is�
easy to begin to wonder if we really do stand in God’s presence.  Were we ever part of the great ministry of reconciliation in the first place.?  If we continue in that�

, though, we will begin to see the building grow and conform to the perfect foundation on which it is built.�

Paul declares, at the end of verse 23, that the� , the pronouncement of this great ministry of reconciliation through Christ, has been proclaimed to�
.  If we don’t properly understand that Paul has been discussing the reconciliation that has taken place for all of creation, it is easy to take�

this portion of the verse out of context.  Paul is not discussing, as some have claimed, whether or not the gospel has been preached to every human being on the�
face of the earth within the first generation of the church (which it had not been, although it had traveled far and wide).  This verse has even been erroneously used�
to back up a belief that each and every generation subsequent to Christ has been commanded to evangelize the entire world in its own generation, rather than�
building on what the previous generations have done and following the wisdom and guidance of the Holy Spirit.  Paul’s point is that the gospel of reconciliation�
that is being proclaimed is sending shock waves through everything “being created” (the literal meaning of “creature”).  In other words, the reconciliation that has�
been made available to the Colossians and to us, is the same message that will reclaim and restore all of creation.�

  21 Once you were alienated from God and were enemies in your minds because of�
your evil behavior. 22 But now he has reconciled you by Christ's physical body through�
death to present you holy in his sight, without blemish and free from accusation— 23 if�
you continue in your faith, established and firm, and do not move from the hope held�
out in the gospel. This is the gospel that you heard and that has been proclaimed to�
every creature under heaven, and of which I, Paul, have become a servant.�



Discover�
1. Why is Paul able to rejoice in suffering for the sake of the Colossians?�

2.  What does Paul see as his vocation in Christ?�

3.  What is the significance of the fact that Paul says he struggles with the�
energy of Christ?�

Display�
The road to maturing in Christ comes through carefully being taught and�
instructed in the word of God.  It takes transformation through information�
not excitation through titillation.  Do you take advantage of the teaching�
and instruction available to you or do you blow much of it off as though�
you will transform into the life of Christ through some other means?�
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There were three seconds left in the basketball game, and the team I coached was behind by one point.  We were in a timeout and would have the ball at�
half-court when the game resumed.  We had one particular player who was our leading scorer, our steadiest player, and the team captain.  Everyone in the�
gym knew that he was going to get the ball.  What the other team didn’t know is that our team had confidence in other players as well.  The young man actually�
suggested that the last play go to one of those other players.  He and I knew that all of the heat and pressure would come down on him.  Our opponents�
double-teamed him and took him out of the play, and once they did they were sure that they had ended any threat that we could pose in that situation.  With�
all of the attention on him, though, one of the other players were freed up, the ball was swung to him, he hit a big shot and we won the game.�

Paul seems to be operating under a similar line of thinking.  He is more than willing to suffer, to take the attention and heat that is coming down on this new�
movement of people gathering around the Messiah.  He knows that they will suffer as well, but he seems to believe that by him suffering, he can, in many�
ways, protect them from the violent winds of persecution.  Many Christian persecutors were probably under the assumption that once they had taken Paul out,�
the young Gentile churches would be of no threat.  Paul, however, believed that if he could take the brunt of the opposition, it would give them time to grow,�
mature, and prosper in Christ.  In modern sports terminology, Paul has allowed himself to be taken out of the play and is now waiting for the Colossians to�
step up and hit the big shot.�

This is why Paul says he can� .  He may be in suffering in prison, but he can truly rejoice because he knows that he is drawing�
the fire of those opposed to the gospel.  Having Paul imprisoned and limited, they will suppose that they have struck a death blow to the young Christian�
communities.  What is really happening, though, is that the young Christian communities are quickly growing up in the interim.�

Paul says that he is filling up in his flesh what is still lacking in regard to� .  Does he mean that Christ dying on the cross wasn’t complete and�
that Paul must do more suffering to complete the work of Christ?  Absolutely not.  There are a number of ways that the New Testament writers categorize�
afflictions: as a consequence of the Christian life and to further the gospel message (2 Cor. 6:4; Phil. 1:17, 18, 24; 3:10); as a means to keep someone humble�
(2 Cor. 12:10); as a preparation for future glory (2 Cor. 4:17); as a trial that is part of the refining process for faith (1 Pet. 1:6, 7); as a means of producing�
steadfastness (James 1:3-4).  Here, though, Paul seems to be indicating the belief that what is true of the Messiah is true of his people.  The Messiah suffered�
and so must he, and Paul knows that this process of becoming like Christ is a continuing process (Phil. 3:10).  The suffering that he is enduring (and that the�
church will eventually endure) is for his completion in becoming more like Christ.  It has nothing to do with a belief that there was something lacking in the�
suffering and death of Christ.�

Paul has already mentioned that he was a servant of the gospel (v. 23), and was joyful about his suffering (v. 24).  Now he points out that it is his vocation,�
 by�  to present the word to them� .  In those three aspects Paul demonstrates three important aspects of the Christian life that�

we would all do well to learn.  First, he knows that his life belongs to God and not himself, as he is God’s servant.  Second, he knows that an integral aspect�
of belonging to God means that we joyfully accept whatever difficult circumstances God may bring into our lives as a result of the gospel.  Finally, that each�
of us has a vocation, a calling from God, based on the gifts that He has given us and we need to carry out that vocation to the best of our ability.�

When Paul says that he presented the word of God in its fullness, we should assume that he is not implying that Epaphras did not present the full gospel.  Paul�
is speaking the fullness or glory of the word of God, he is not implying that Epaphras or any other Christian teacher has not done a good job.  He has been�
called, however, to present the mystery of the gospel.  We would do well to remember that most of the time when Paul refers to a mystery, he speaks of�
something that was previously hidden but has now been revealed and made known.  God has been so gracious as to reveal the life of Jesus Christ not only�
to Jews, but He has also�  it� .  Because they have gone through the death of baptism as a result of their faith in the�
life of Christ, God has made available to them the glorious riches of the life of Christ, and the hope of glory which is the resurrection and the age to come.�

The natural response of anyone who has truly entered into and embraced the life of Christ is to realize that the next step is to proclaim it.  The level to which�
we struggle with shame or embarrassment in wanting to proclaim the message of the gospel and the victory that is available to those who would die to�
themselves and enter into the life of Christ, is equal to the degree to which we have not fully understood or embraced the life of Christ.  Thus Paul declares that�
he proclaims him, admonishing and teaching everyone with all wisdom.  Paul knows that it is quite possible to be in Christ, but to not be fully mature or to fully�
understand either the glorious riches that are available or the responsibility that comes with the life of Christ.  The life of Christ is, in many ways, a demanding�
transformative process, and all Christians need to be admonished and taught with wisdom constantly to learn how to fully embrace it.  Therefore, one should�
not feel guilty or inferior when we realize that there are areas in which we still need to grow.  Rather, it should fill the Christian with resolve and determination�
that we may, as Paul says, be presented� .�

Paul has grown in the life of Christ to the point where he understands that living and proclaiming the life of Christ is all that matters.  This is what he labors in.�
Notice, that Paul makes an important distinction here.  He says that he works constantly, but it is not by his own strength, ability, or worth.  He struggles with�
God’s� .  That makes all the difference.  If we try to live the life of Christ by our own energy or to please other people, we will eventually crash and burn.�
It is only through the strength of Christ,�  in each one of us, that we can attain the full measure of the life that we have entered and�
has been marked out for us.�

 24Now I rejoice in what was suffered for you, and I fill up in my flesh what is still�
lacking in regard to Christ's afflictions, for the sake of his body, which is the church.�
25I have become its servant by the commission God gave me to present to you the�
word of God in its fullness— 26the mystery that has been kept hidden for ages and�
generations, but is now disclosed to the saints. 27To them God has chosen to make�
known among the Gentiles the glorious riches of this mystery, which is Christ in you,�
the hope of glory.�

 28We proclaim him, admonishing and teaching everyone with all wisdom, so that we�
may present everyone perfect in Christ. 29To this end I labor, struggling with all his�
energy, which so powerfully works in me.�



Discover�
1. Why does Paul point out to the Colossians how much he has struggled�
for them?�

2.  Why does he want them to know so clearly that in Christ they have the�
full riches of God’s revelation?�

Display�
Do you view your life in Christ and the body of Christ as the full treasure�
that God has in store for His people or do you tend to live as though�
there might be more out there?  Have you given yourself fully to God’s�
people as though this really were the full treasure?  How might you�
behave or think differently if you did?�
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As I write this, I have already had a rather interesting morning.  I got my youngest son all ready to go to school.  My wife had already left for work, so�
we went about getting his things together so that I could take him.  As we were ready to walk out the door, I went to where I always keep my keys and�
realized that they were not there.  We had a few extra minutes, so I calmly began to look for them.  After a few minutes, however, I began to get a little�
more hurried and intense in my search.  I began to look in and under everything for those keys.  Then, I had a thought, so I called my wife, who was�
still driving to her work which is about 70 minutes away.  I asked her if she knew where the keys were, she looked in her coat pocket and, to her horror,�
realized that she had them with her.  Knowing that she had the keys, though, I could stop looking.  The location of the keys had been revealed so it�
would not make any sense to continue looking any further.�

Nearly all people are on a journey in life.  We all seem to have this sense that there is something to life out there greater than ourselves.  Most people�
understand that this “something” is spiritual in nature.  So, we set about to find it, some more frantically than others.  What Paul wants to make quite�
clear to his readers is that, In Christ, they have found the thing that all humans are looking for.  Paul has given them the map to the treasure and they�
have now found it.  That means that they can stop looking for anything beyond the full gospel message that Paul had already given them.  Continuing�
to look for something beyond Christ would make as much sense as continuing to look for my keys after I discovered that my wife already had them.�

Paul continues to describe for them the�  that he has done on their behalf, for them,� , and even all those who had not�
 met him.  Paul is not trying to boast about himself to put the Colossians in his debt.  His point, among the others he has already stated, is�

to draw another distinction between himself and the false teachers that he is about to discuss in more depth.  False teachers don’t tend to struggle or�
go through persecutions for what they are teaching.  Quite the opposite.  Usually false teachers find a way for their message to bring more comfort to�
themselves.  That is not the case with Paul.  He has struggled and been persecuted for their sake, something only a worker of the true gospel would�
normally do.�

His�  in all of that was� .  Paul wants them to be encouraged by what he has gone�
through for them rather than feeling ashamed or saddened by his sufferings, nor does he want them to ever have to feel like Paul has somehow unduly�
benefited from them.  Their encouragement should come not only from the fact of his struggles, but also because they are united in love.  The NIV�
leaves the impression that the encouragement and the unity in love are separate outcomes from Paul’s struggles, but the ESV gives a more literal�
understanding of what Paul wrote: “that their hearts may be encouraged, being knit together in love.”  Love is the principle that that unites them�
together as the people of God and encourages them to stand up to the false teachers.�

The knitting together in love is how the revelation (mystery) of God in Christ is made known to those who have entered into his life.  Many people in�
our society today have come under the impression that Christianity is primarily an individual spiritual experience and that “going to church” is an�
important, but ultimately optional aspect of that spirituality.  This is completely wrong when measured against the Scriptures though.  In John 13:34-35,�
Jesus promised that the world at-large would know his disciples, not by how spiritual they were or how much they loved God (neither of which can truly�
be seen or demonstrated to others), but by how they loved one another.  There is simply no other plan to be the people of God than to�  the people�
of God.�

The Colossians had, apparently, been tempted by false teachings and lured to go beyond the simple message of the gospel and the life of Christ that�
had been preached to them.  That would be not only dangerous but unnecessary.�  (Paul means the life of Christ which both refers to Christ�
himself, but also to the corporate life of Christ) are hidden all the treasures of wisdom and knowledge.  Paul has already demonstrated in vv. 15-20�
of chapter 1 that Christ is the complete revelation of God in human form, so it should be of little surprise that all the�
of God can be found in the life of Christ.  There is no religious system, no community organization, no career, nor circle of friends, no family, no other�
community that contains the full treasures of God.  It can only be found in the life and community of Christ, so why bother looking beyond that.  Once�
you have the real treasure, it would be a worthless waste of time to continue looking.�

Paul wants them to understand the fullness of the life they have in the body of Christ because these false teachers, as they usually are, were particularly�
convincing.  They have the ability to� (a word that could also mean “seductively charm”) and to use persuasive language, translated here as�

.  False teaching is always dangerous because it sounds so reasonable.  This is why Paul wanted the Christians in Colosse to�
be so firmly rooted in their understanding of the true gospel and to know that they already contained the true treasure found in Christ.�

Paul is delighted to see that, in fact, they are� in their� .  Paul is so firmly connected to them in their common faith and in the Spirit that�
he can actually speak in terms of being able to�  them.  When he looks, he sees that there is reason to rejoice because they have not given into the�
false teaching.  His prayers have not been in vain, because they are standing firm in their faith in the life of Christ.�

 1I want you to know how much I am struggling for you and for those at Laodicea, and�
for all who have not met me personally. 2My purpose is that they may be encouraged�
in heart and united in love, so that they may have the full riches of complete�
understanding, in order that they may know the mystery of God, namely, Christ, 3in�
whom are hidden all the treasures of wisdom and knowledge. 4I tell you this so that no�
one may deceive you by fine-sounding arguments. 5For though I am absent from you�
in body, I am present with you in spirit and delight to see how orderly you are and how�
firm your faith in Christ is.�



Discover�
1.  Why does Paul call his readers to continue to live their lives in Christ?�
Why is that so important?�

2.  When Paul says to “see to it” that they are not taken captive, what�
responsibility does that put on individual Christians?�

Display�
What are the philosophical and religious teachings that attract people in�
our world today?  What are the teachings that can seem attractive to�
those who are already in Christ?  What teachings have lured you during�
your Christian life?  What does this passage teach about standing firm�
in the life of Christ?�
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One aspect of human nature that seems to be a characteristic that almost all of us share is the belief that the grass is greener on the other side of the fence.  It almost doesn’t�
matter what we have or where we’re at, we always have a tendency to look to someone or somewhere else and wish we had that.  It doesn’t matter whether it’s a car, a�
house, the college you attend, the job you have, your friends, your family, or whatever else, people will find at least one thing in their life that they wish they could improve�
upon.  Sometimes we are in an inferior situation or have inferior possessions, but more often than not this phenomenon of human character seems to be attached to a�
curiosity and envy that someone might have something better than us.�

The Colossians had been presented with the gospel and had responded.  They had laid down their lives and entered into the life of Christ.  Now, though, it appears, false�
teachers, men with impressive and deceptive words were coming along presenting other ideas.  These were ideas that seemed pretty good, maybe even better than the�
gospel, at least in the minds of a few.  Paul wants to make sure that this normal human curiosity to check out what others has, does not sway them to do so in this instance.�
They already have the absolute best, the supreme life that is in Christ that has no rivals.  Why, Paul might ask, would they even consider other ways of life when they already�
have the only true way of life in the world?�

The Bible has never been very fond of those who begin in one direction and then look back (Gen. 19:26; Luke 9:62).  In a similar way of thinking, Paul urges them to continue�
going forward in their life in Christ.  It’s similar to riding a bicycle; if you do anything other than go forward you’re going to have a difficult time.  They had�

, they had entered into the life of the Messiah so the only way forward would be to continue to� their� .  Sometimes that forward movement might�
seem slow, but it is still vital.  As Martin Luther King Jr. once said, “If you can’t fly, run.  If you can’t run, walk.  If you can’t walk, crawl.  But by all means, keep moving�
forward.”�

In order to keep moving forward in living their life in Christ, they need to be�  like a plant in good soil.  Of course that brings forth the image that Christ had used�
himself, saying that the seed of the word of God needed to find good soil in the hearts of its hearers (Matt. 13:8).  Not only did they need a solid and strong root system,�
they needed to be� , brick upon brick, like a solid building on a strong foundation.  For “rooted,” Paul uses the perfect tense, indicating a present state that is the result�
of some past action.  For “built up,” Paul uses the present tense, which describes continuous action.  As Paul will demonstrate shortly, he is alluding to their baptism, the�
moment when they laid down their own lives and entered into the Messiah, as the action which rooted them� .  This was all part of what they had been originally�
taught.  This is an important reminder because Paul is about to launch into an exposition of the false teachings that are swirling about them and they need to know that their�
building up and growing in Christ depends upon following the gospel message that was first given to them, not chasing after some man-made traditions that are full of�
fine-sounding arguments.  Of course, this should all lead to the normal Christian response of� to the God who has made all of this possible.�
A sure sign of a Christian that is growing and being built up in their faith is that they are full of thankfulness for God and His people.�

Paul wants the young Christians to be careful that they are not led astray by false teachers, whether pagan or Jewish.  He points out, in this passage, three aspects of these�
false teachings.  First, they enslave and take�  rather than the freeing effect of the true gospel.  Second, they are� , because they do not contain truth, and it is�

, because it prevents people from seeing the truth when they encounter it.  This stands in stark contrast to the gospel which is truth.  Paul, no doubt, has in mind,�
the many pagan philosophies that are competing for the attention and allegiance of the Colossians, but he might also be including here Judaizers of some sort, similar to�
those that had attacked the nearby churches in Galatia.  The first reason to say this is that the word Paul uses for “captive” is “� ,” a word so similar to the Greek�
word for synagogue that Paul was very likely using it as a play on words to hint at his point.  The second reason is that he is about to launch into some thoughts on circumcision�
that seem to be intended to either refute the false teachings of those that were demanding Gentile Christians to become circumcised or to at least head them off.�

Whatever it was, it is clear that these false teachings, whether pagan or Jewish, depended on� .  That they depend on�
human tradition rather than� , is proof that they are not truth.  When Paul says they are also based on the elemental spiritual forces, he is most likely referring to the�
evil forces and powers that the pagans believed governed the world.�

There was no need to grasp after the straws of empty philosophies and false deities when one had already found the true treasure of the life of Christ.  Rather than grasping�
after partial truth or no truth at all, the Colossians had Christ in whom� .  This is perhaps Paul’s clearest statement in all of his�
writings, of the early Christian understanding that Christ is the incarnate God with all the fullness of the divine being.  Paul’s point is that there is no need to look to false�
teachers for further revelation or authority in their spiritual life when they have access to the only life that can bring them into the presence of the one, true God who created�
and rules over any other forms of authority.�

The next important issue that Paul will discuss is the nature of that union with Christ.  Judaizers in Galatia had convinced some that they needed to go beyond their baptism�
into the life of Christ and be circumcised to fully be the people of God.  He does not want the Colossians to fall prey to that same lie, so he reminds them that they have no�
need for such things as circumcision.  They were brought into the life of Christ when they died to themselves and submitted to Christ at their baptism.  They needed nothing�
more and should settle for nothing less.  Paul discusses the dying of self and the raising to the resurrected life of Christ that takes place in baptism in a manner similar to�
Romans 6:1-11; Galatians 3:26-27; and Ephesians 2:1-10, which suggest that this may have been at the heart of pre-baptismal instruction in the early church.  Think,�
though, how freeing this message would have actually been for a group that was being enticed by false teachers who were still enslaved to cosmic evil powers and authorities�
and seeking to free themselves through worthless rituals and harsh self-denial (which Paul will discuss later in this chapter).  None of that nonsense was needed.  All they had�
to do was lay down their own life and enter into the life of Christ.�

Of course, very few of us will ever be enticed by the things that enticed our ancient counterparts, but there are still principles of this world and hollow and deceptive�
philosophies that seduce us, that seem to make so much sense.  I’m sure that Paul’s answer to us would be the same as it was to them.  It simply does not make sense to�
seek after other experiences and regulations when we have entered into the life of the only one in whom the fullness of the deity lives.�

 6 So then, just as you received Christ Jesus as Lord, continue to live your lives in him,�
7 rooted and built up in him, strengthened in the faith as you were taught, and�
overflowing with thankfulness.�

    8 See to it that no one takes you captive through hollow and deceptive philosophy,�
which depends on human tradition and the elemental spiritual forces of this world�
rather than on Christ.�

    9 For in Christ all the fullness of the Deity lives in bodily form, 10 and in Christ you�
have been brought to fullness. He is the head over every power and authority. 11 In�
him you were also circumcised with a circumcision not performed by human hands.�
Your sinful nature was put off when you were circumcised by Christ, 12 having been�
buried with him in baptism, in which you were also raised with him through your faith�
in the working of God, who raised him from the dead.�



Discover�
1.  When and how are people made alive in Christ?�

2.  How is it that the powers and authorities had lost just when they thought�
they had gained another victory?�

3.  What is the connection between Christ and the body described here?�

Display�
Have you ever felt that you could have your own relationship with God�
and Christ, without having a relationship with His body?  Why has Paul�
made it so clear that being connected with the head means being�
connected with the body?  How does this challenge the normal religious�
thinking of our day?�
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The other day I was watching a movie that was based on the true story of Western Kentucky University, the first college basketball team made up of black players to�
win the NCAA championship.  During the semi-final game, Western Kentucky was playing the University of Kansas.  Kansas’ star player, JoJo White had the ball with�
just seconds left on the clock and his team trailing by one point.  From the deep corner, White stepped back from the defender, pulled up and launched a long shot.�
The shot soared towards the basket and then whipped through the net perfectly to win the game.  The Kansas players were jumping up and down and their fans�
began to storm onto the floor in celebration.  Just then, everyone realized that the side referee was running towards the spot where White had shot the ball.  He was�
blowing his whistle, which could barely be heard above the crowd, and pointing to the floor.  White had stepped out of bounds which nullified his shot.  Kansas had�
actually lost the game and Western Kentucky would move onto the national championship.  The very play that Kansas thought had brought them victory, had actually�
sealed their loss.�

Paul has been trying to demonstrate to the Colossians the incredible victory that Jesus Christ had won for them and then made available in his life.  They have the�
victory; it has already been secured and now they just need to learn to realize that victory in the life of their community.  In describing that they have victory, Paul will�
recount how Christ won the victory.  Not only did it happen on the cross, it happened at the exact moment that the evil forces that those who rule over the world�
thought they won.  They were celebrating their humiliating victory over the Messiah, only to find out that what they thought was victory had actually sealed their defeat.�

Before entering into the life of Christ, they were� and in the�  their� (sinful nature is a misleading translation that demonstrates�
a Calvinistic bias of the interpreter’s, leading to the impression that sin is part of our nature that cannot be changed or denied and is part of the so-called total�
depravity of man).  Paul’s point is that they were made�  when they died to themselves.  The irony of that is that the life that so many want to cling to�
leads to nothing but death.  Because all men have sinned, all men who remain in their own lives are headed for certain physical and spiritual death.  Any life other�
than the life of Christ leads to death.  Once we enter into the life of Christ, all of the sins committed in the flesh have been forgiven.�

In the ancient world, symbols were every bit, if not more, powerful than they are today.  After gaining a great military victory, one thing that Romans, in particular,�
liked to do was to display the conquered king at the end of a long parade.  It was humiliating to the king and conquered people and sent a powerful symbolic message�
of their victory to anyone else who cared to watch.  Often they took the conquered king to Rome to do all of this.  Jesus wasn’t important enough in the minds of the�
Romans to take him to Rome, but they still put a sign above his cross marking him out as king of the Jews and crucified him as such to send a strong message to�
anyone looking on.  The authorities and powers of Rome had stripped Jesus of his armor and clothing, made a public spectacle of him, and demonstrated their might�
in their triumph over Jesus and anyone else who would challenge the power of Rome and the evil forces that stood behind the power of Rome.�

Right at this point, stop and read verse 15 again three or four times.  Let it sink in for a moment.  Right at the very moment and in the very act in which the powers�
of the world thought they were defeating and humiliating Jesus, they had lost.  God had stripped the armor from the� .  He was, in fact, making�
a�  of them.  The cross was not a stunning defeat for the God of the universe, it was the very moment of His incredible and earth-shattering triumph.�

With that victory in hand, those in Christ need to stand in defiant opposition to any powers or authorities that might try to take over the life of the Christian.  They�
were defeated and shamed at the cross along with all other rulers and powers that would stand opposed to God.  This included the Jewish law (� ) that�
kept the Gentiles alienated from God’s people and condemned the Jews for violating its commands.  All of that was nailed to the cross, never to be able to condemn�
God’s people.  As Paul wrote in Romans 8:1, “there is now no condemnation for those who are in Christ Jesus.”�

This means that Christians never have to be enslaved by any particular form or system of religious piety and regulation.  The Colossians could breathe a sigh of relief�
because no one had the right to restrict them by telling them that they had to eat or drink certain things, or could not eat and drink certain things.  They did not have�
to order their lives by strict festivals and calendars.  None of that mattered anymore because Christ had gained the victory over those things.  Those things served a�
function in the Old Testament but they were but shadows.  There are still religious groups to this day that feel the need to tie people to certain calendars, food�
regulations, Sabbath days, etc.  To follow these things is not a sin, but to demand that others follow them in order to be in right standing before God is to stand in�
direct opposition to Christ.  These laws and festivals were given to man to teach us that we needed something outside of ourselves in order to be God’s people, but�
they were also intended to show that they were not that thing.  They could not accomplish what they pointed to.  They were but a� ; Christ is the reality.�

Paul mentions some of the specific heresies that were being floated around in Colosse, which had to do with the exaltation of angels (which may be a different way�
of referring to the powers and authorities that Paul mentions several times), or elaborate religious demands that present an air of false humility before God.  Nor is�
it necessary to have the kind of visions and secret knowledge that was so valued in the mystery religions of Paul’s days.  No matter how religious some of these things�
may seem or make us feel, all they really do is send the very clear message that we don’t think the reality of the life of Christ is enough to give us access to God.�
This does not, of course, mean that we can’t ever participate in special religious services or have special prayer times that help enhance our awareness of God or�
make us feel closer to him, rather Paul is talking about institutionalizing those things and requiring them for the Christian community.�

The real problem with the false teachers in Colosse, or any other place or time, is that they had� , who is Christ.  Note, though, that Paul�
says that they have lost connection with the Head, but also with� .   The person who cuts themselves off�
from Christ, the head of the body, also cuts themselves off from the body itself.  Yet, the opposite is also true.  The person who cuts themselves off from the body,�
separates themselves from the head.  You cannot have the head without the body or the body without the head.  When someone is cut off from the head, as these�
teachers were, they will not grow, because the growth that is caused by God, comes from remaining connected to the body and head of Christ.�

 13When you were dead in your sins and in the uncircumcision of your sinful nature,�
God made you alive with Christ. He forgave us all our sins, 14having canceled the�
written code, with its regulations, that was against us and that stood opposed to us; he�
took it away, nailing it to the cross. 15And having disarmed the powers and�
authorities, he made a public spectacle of them, triumphing over them by the cross.�

 16Therefore do not let anyone judge you by what you eat or drink, or with regard to a�
religious festival, a New Moon celebration or a Sabbath day. 17These are a shadow of�
the things that were to come; the reality, however, is found in Christ. 18Do not let�
anyone who delights in false humility and the worship of angels disqualify you for the�
prize. Such a person goes into great detail about what he has seen, and his unspiritual�
mind puffs him up with idle notions. 19He has lost connection with the Head, from�
whom the whole body, supported and held together by its ligaments and sinews, grows�
as God causes it to grow.�



Discover�
1.  How does the fact that we have died with Christ effect our daily lives�
and the choices that we make?�

2.  Why does restrictive, rule-driven religion miss the point of what God is�
trying to do amongst His people?�

Display�
How much time have you spent thinking about what it would look like for�
you, as an individual, and within your Christian community to live the life�
of God’s future, restored age right now?  What would it look like?  What�
does it demand that you change in what you have your mind and heart�
set on?�
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When I was playing college basketball, we all knew that each season would be a long haul.  There was was an ideal that each player wanted to get to�
physically to not only be better players but also to make the long grind of the season more bearable.  To get to that point took a lot of work and a lot of�
discipline.  So, when the idea of shortcuts came up, it seemed like a good thing.  None of us took anything that was illegal, but we definitely took powders�
and substances that were not natural and promised to speed up the promise.  It made so much sense that most us of tried different things that were pretty�
expensive but very easy to get and use.  We all saw instant results which really made us feel better, like we were doing something.  In the not so long run,�
though, it proved quite illusory.  There was some short term muscle and strength gain, but then many of us, including myself, began to have bad problems�
with cramps, pulled muscles, and even torn muscles.  The shortcut hadn’t worked in the long haul.�

The world around the Colossians was full of people who offered up religious shortcuts of all types.  They were coming from every angle, including from�
Judaism.  The many false teachers that were around at the time offered a seeming shortcut out of the morass of the pagan world of sin and evil.  All people�
needed to do was adhere to rigid regulations.  Regulations that would make them feel better as though they were making some immediate and visible�
progress.  Paul wants them to realize that the true path to holiness and the life that they are looking for cannot be found in such shortcuts but in a way that�
might, at first glance seem more difficult, but is, in reality, the only path that will lead to the desired destination.�

In verse 20, Paul asks a question that is so basic and so fundamental to the life in Christ that, perhaps, we should all get in the habit of asking ourselves his�
very question each day.  He asks, “�

?”  What a question for the Christian to dwell on often.  Paul gives the answer as to why this happens in Romans 8:5-8, when he says, “Those who�
live according to the flesh have their minds set on what that nature desires; but those who live in accordance with the Spirit have their minds set on what the�
Spirit desires.  The mind set on the flesh is death, but the mind controlled by the Spirit is life and peace; the mind set on the flesh is hostile to God. It does not�
submit to God's law, nor can it do so.  Those controlled by the sinful nature cannot please God.”  It all comes down to whether we set our mind on principles�
of the Spirit or principles of the flesh.  The Colossians were in Christ, but they had set their minds on feeling secure and comfortable in their faith.  The rigidity�
and assurance of the pagan religions and even of Judaism offered a shortcut to security that appealed to their minds, which were set on the principles of this�
world.  They were trying to escape the self-indulgence of the flesh, but were enslaving themselves to the self-indulgence of the spiritual kind.�

The principles of these false teachers  have three characteristics that Paul points out.  First, they are enslaving, with prohibitions like not tasting or even�
touching, or handling food.  Prohibitions and restrictive rules like that can make people paranoid and preoccupied with sinning rather than living the�
resurrected life of Christ but they can make others feel secure.  Second, they are temporary and� .  Living life based on strict prohibitions�
usually only works for a limited time, but this type of life is also temporary because it is a life that is contrary to the freedom and creativity that come with the�
life of Christ, and thus, will not last into the age to come.  Third, they will not last into God’s future because�

.  Fourth, they are deceptive and useless.  They seem to have� , but they are little more than methods of�
, not the true type of worship that God seeks from His people.�

Restrictive, rule-based religion seems to work for a time but will always eventually be exposed as lacking any value in restraining sensual indulgence.  The�
simple reason for this is that God does not desire simple cessation of sin, He wants to enact His new creation, beginning in the community of His people.�
We were created to be God's image bearers (Gen. 1:26-27); that is what it meant to be fully human. When man sinned, though, we lost part of our humanity.�
Genesis 5:3 says that Adam now had children in his own image and likeness. No longer could we fully bear God's image. Psalm 8 describes a full human�
being, but it doesn't sound like any human I've ever met. Only Jesus fits the description of the Psalm 8 human being. Thus, when we lay down our own life�
and enter into the life of Christ, the Spirit begins the process of transforming us into the image of the true human being, Jesus Christ.  God’s goal for His�
people is new creation not more regulation.�

Paul often, in his letters, lays out who God’s people are in Christ, then with that proper understanding, he goes on to describe the ethical quality of their life.�
Because you are in Christ, he says, here’s what things should look like.  Those in Christ, then, are those that should set their� , the place�
where� .  Christ died and was raised from the dead, and so have his people.  Our hearts and minds should not be�
set on earthly things of this present age, but the things of God’s realm, His age to come.  This doesn’t mean that we don’t care about what is going on in the�
world around us.  Quite the opposite.  Those who set their minds on the principles of this world and this present age, however, are enslaved by the principles�
of this present age and are powerless to do anything about them or to bring God’s healing to the world.  God’s people, on the other hand, live in the present�
age and have their minds set on doing God’s will.  The call of the Christian is to do God’s will on earth as it is done in His presence.�

Thus, God’s people that have their minds set on doing His will and living the life of the age to come (the time when God’s presence will fill the earth, reuniting�
the spheres of heaven and earth, and restoring God’s good creation to its original state) in the present age.  Those who were baptized into the life of Christ,�
have been hidden with Christ so that what is true of him is true is true of us.  He died, and so did we to our old life at baptism.  He will be fully revealed in�
glory when he returns to reconcile the entire creation to himself, and so will his people.  We are, then, to live a life as the community of God that anticipates�
in the present that future reality.  It is, in a very real way, the job of each Christian community is to constantly wrestle with the question of what it will look like�
for us to life the life of God’s restored future in the present age.�

20Since 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: 21"Do not handle! Do not taste! Do not�
touch!"? 22These are all destined to perish with use, because they are based on�
human commands and teachings. 23Such regulations indeed have an appearance of�
wisdom, with their self-imposed worship, their false humility and their harsh treatment�
of the body, but they lack any value in restraining sensual indulgence.�

 1Since, then, you have been raised with Christ, set your hearts on things above, where�
Christ is seated at the right hand of God. 2Set your minds on things above, not on�
earthly things. 3For you died, and your life is now hidden with Christ in God. 4When�
Christ, who is your life, appears, then you also will appear with him in glory.�



Discover�
1.  Why does Paul call for Christians to put to death their old nature?�

2.  What level of responsibility does Paul put on the believer to get rid of�
sin in our lives?�

3.  Why is it so important to get rid of racial and any other divisions?�

Display�
Distorted thinking is not only the result of a life marred by sin but it is the�
cause of it.  Thinking correctly and knowing the truth are a mark of the�
renewed humanity in the body of Christ.  Are there any elements of the�
old way of thinking that you have yet to put off and bring into line with�
the renewed image of Christ?�
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One of my students was complaining one afternoon about the police in his neighborhood as well as the other young people.  He said that no matter where he went,�
even though he was trying to stay out of trouble, the police would harass him.  They would pull up to him as he walked along and question him, and it really angered�
him.  On top of that, he got harassed by various gang members as he would try to walk between home and school.  Regardless of the route he took and whether he�
went through different neighborhoods or gang territory, he always got threatened or taunted.  He was quite surprised when I told him that much of it was his own�
fault.  He was trying to change his life around, be a good student, and stay out of trouble, but he forgot one important thing.  He still dressed like a thug, complete�
with the saggy, baggy pants, the oversized jerseys, and the hats.  I pointed out to him another student who lived in the same block, went to the same school, and was�
close in physical appearance to him.  This young man, however, wore dress shoes, dress pants, and nice shirts to school everyday.  He was never bothered by the�
police or the neighborhood gangs.  The problem was that the young man to whom I was speaking had made an attempt to change his life, but he had never changed�
his wardrobe, the most visible thing about him.�

Paul uses similar imagery to make his point here to the Colossians.  They have entered into Christ but now they need to continue to go about doing the work that�
would allow them to realize the life of Christ that they had entered.  When they fail to do so, it is like walking around in the clothes of their old life without putting on�
the clothes of their new life.  It certainly wouldn’t get them harassed by gangs or police but it would make them nearly impossible to identify and would keep them�
from fully embracing the life to which they now belonged.�

It is the responsibility, Paul says, of those who have entered into the life of Christ to put to death anything that is part of our old wardrobe, those things which belong�
to our earthly nature.  Sometimes, usually in good faith, we pray that God will remove some area of sin our life.  Yet, we go on and continue to struggle with the sin.�
So, we pray even more that God will take it away.  Eventually we can get to a point where we take on a victim mentality, believing that it’s not our fault that we continue�
in that sin because we prayed for God to take it away and He won’t.  We can get the mentality that it’s almost God’s fault because He didn’t take the sin away.�
Certainly God gives us strength in overcoming sin and putting it to death, but Paul reminds us of the need for personal responsibility.  We need to take the initiative�
in throwing off our old clothes because we will all soon face the� , which is the biblical term for God’s righteous judgment.�

In this passage, calling for the putting off of the old self, Paul discusses two categories that can particularly plague young Christians.  The first area are the sins that�
fall under the category of sexual sins.  Humans were made in the image of God and the plan of God was that one man and one woman would marry and enjoy a�
close and intimate sexual relationship under the confines of marriage.  This plan for marriage that God has ordained was intended to teach humans how to have a�
relationship with God.  Therefore, any perversion of that relationship is a serious defacing of the image of God within us.  The specific categories that Paul mentions�
here,� ,� ,� ,� , and� , cover every type of the perversion of God’s plan including actions, thoughts, and desires.  “Greed” in�
this passage, most likely refers to sexual greed, which Paul singles out as idolatry.  When we become idolatrous about something it is because we have focused our�
attention on that thing above and beyond our focus and attention to God.  That means that Paul has put even sexual fantasies out of bounds for the new creation in�
Christ, not just because they usually lead to further action, but because they exalt the false god of erotic love above the good plan of YHWH, the creator of the universe.�

Paul reminds them that they� , but now they must rid themselves� .  To be in Christ and to still engage in the evidence of�
the things of our former lives is simply a category mistake.  Paul has already discussed sexual sins, one of the most difficult areas for many people to truly throw off�
completely.  Now he turns to perhaps the second most difficult category, the things that well up from our emotions, particularly sins of speech.  This includes�

 but Paul highlights lying to one another.  Lying is particularly damaging in the Christian community, because the body of�
Christ is the place of new creation, the place that embodies truth, so there can be no room for lying.�

We should note that It is not only the responsibility of the Christian to put off sexual sins but also we must control our anger and speech that damages and�
dehumanizes others.  Sexual sins and sins of uncontrolled speech work against the formation of the image of God within us because they dehumanize us and others.�
Paul sees both of these types of dehumanizing sin as equally dangerous to the new life in Christ, a point that modern Christians, who often demonize sexual sins�
while all but excusing sins of speech, should well remember�

As we saw in the previous passage, Paul is thinking about the image of God.  God made man in his image but that image was largely lost due to sin.  Those who�
have died to themselves have� , which is nothing other than the life of Christ.  In order to be be in God’s presence and the age to come, we must�
stand before Him in our original state, in other words, in His image.  The only way to do that is to enter into the life of Christ and be�

.  Don’t miss what Paul says there.  The renewed Christian life is about knowledge; it involves our minds.  Entering into the life of Christ and�
being transformed into his image means that the Christian must engage their mind much more so than anyone else.  The true Christian life is not about disengaging�
the mind and leaving our intellect behind as we engage in new spiritual practices.  The Christian life demands that we think more deeply, more often, and in a�
demanding new way.�

In this new community of people who have been renewed in the image of Christ and the knowledge of God’s image, all human standards and divisions must be�
done away with.  All the old categories that people can get so obsessed with have no bearing on one’s status in Christ and no meaning in the renewed people of�
Christ.  The creation of a new humanity is the essence of the gospel, so just as sins that dehumanize individuals must be thrown off, so must any of the divisions that�
might fracture God’s new people.  Human distinctions no longer matter because when we are in Christ and he is in us, renewing us that is all that truly matters in�
life.  For� .�

5Put to death, therefore, whatever belongs to your earthly nature: sexual immorality,�
impurity, lust, evil desires and greed, which is idolatry. 6Because of these, the wrath of�
God is coming.  7You used to walk in these ways, in the life you once lived. 8But now�
you must rid yourselves of all such things as these: anger, rage, malice, slander, and�
filthy language from your lips. 9Do not lie to each other, since you have taken off your�
old self with its practices 10and have put on the new self, which is being renewed in�
knowledge in the image of its Creator. 11Here there is no Greek or Jew, circumcised�
or uncircumcised, barbarian, Scythian, slave or free, but Christ is all, and is in all.�



Discover�
1.  Why is Paul careful to point out that there will be grievances within the�
body of Christ?  Doesn’t that seem contradictory to a community of peace?�

2. Why is that throughout Paul’s writings, and the other New Testament�
writers, we, far more often, find principles to apply rather than rules to�
follow?�

Display�
To what degree do you see evidence of the fruit of the Christian life that Paul�
mentions here in your life?  Which areas do you most struggle with?  Remember�
also that there must be a balance to these virtues.  To have compassion doesn’t�
mean be a soft touch; to be kind isn’t being a doormat; to be gentle and patient�
doesn’t mean be weak and get trampled on.  The balanced life of Christ means to�
display these virtues with the balance and strength of Christ.�
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The students were complaining that their U.S. History class was too demanding.  The work was too hard, there was too much of it, and they had to work hard in class�
every single day.  On top of that the expectations inside the classroom when it came to  behavior were very demanding.  They had to respect one another both in�
their words and their actions.  This meant helping one another, being respectful of how much they were using classroom resources for themselves, and even being�
quiet so that other students could work.  Some complained that they were being expected to act like nerds, cause that’s the only type of students that would do all of�
those things.  So, for a couple of days, I gave them their wish.  We let all rules go out the door.  If they wanted to play the stereo they could.  If they wanted to talk,�
even if meant disturbing or poking fun (within reason) at other students, that was okay too.  Basically whatever they wanted to do was fair game.  There was a big�
problem after a few days, however, that the students noticed.  When left to their own devices and own way of doing things, even though they seemed quite natural,�
they simply could get done the things that they needed to for class.  After just a few days of our experiment, they were begging to go back to the order of the way�
they once considered oppressive and for the weak.�

Paul is in the midst of exhorting the young Christians in Colosse to continue the process that they began at their baptisms of throwing off the clothes of their old lives�
and to clothe themselves with the new wardrobe of their lives in Christ.  Many people in their society, and in ours today, look at the sorts of things that Paul calls them�
to in their new life, things like kindness, gentleness, humility, and patience, and put down people who would live lives filled with those things as weak and annoying.�
If given a choice between living in a world where people lived like that or in a world characterized by the types of deviant sexual, emotional, and speech behavior�
that Paul described in verses 5-9, they would claim to choose the latter.  The claim would be that at least in the second choice, people would be free and real and�
not a bunch of weak-willed wimps.  Yet, the reality is that those sinful practices that Paul describes are the type of things that tears communities apart and destroy�
them.  Untamed sexual practices and uncontrolled emotions and speech rip apart relationships and societies at the seems.�

Years ago, the then governor of Minnesota, Jesse Ventura, made a big splash in the media by saying that Christians were weak people who needed a mental crutch�
because they couldn’t or didn’t want to think for themselves.  People who want to live their lives indulging in the sins of the flesh, will quite often, in quiet moments�
of candid truth, admit that they, despite all of their so-called freedom, feel lost, bitter, confused, sad, and lonely.  On the other hand, those who choose to live�
according to the life of Christ, embracing the sorts of characteristics that Paul has described are hardly weaklings.  To choose the way of Christ is much harder, much�
more demanding than to simply give into whatever whim catches our fancy at the moment.�

Think of what it would really take to live the sort of life to which Paul calls those in Christ.  What does it take to show compassion when someone does not deserve�
any?  What does it take to show kindness when someone has wronged you or patience when everything is crumbling around you?  What does it take to forgive�
someone who has deeply wronged you?  The answer is it takes the Holy Spirit, prayer, and genuine moral strength.  In fact, people who are genuinely capable of�
such responses in the face of evil and chaos are the type of people who are strong-minded and more capable of making decisions in other difficult areas of life.�
Self-indulgence may seem like more fun, but it strips people of their genuine humanity.  Those who are in Christ, are not enslaved or weak-minded, quite the opposite.�
They are more capable for the difficult demands of life and, in effect, more human.�

Rather than engaging in behaviors like sexual or emotional indulgence that pervert genuine humanity, God’s people should live out the virtues of the life of Christ,�
which is bound� .  Paul’s point here is similar to Ephesians 4:2-3, 15-16, where he says that love is the manifestation and evidence�
of a new life in Christ, and the very thing which leads to maturity and unity in his body.  The virtues of the life of Christ will simply be a fleeting parody of what God�
really wants for us unless they are anchored by genuine love.  The only way to realize the unifying effect of the life of Christ is to live a life where love is our motivation�
and foundation.�

The ruling factor in the life of a Christian should not be our feelings or desires, which are notoriously misleading and dangerous, but� .  The peace�
Paul refers to comes from Christ so it provides an inner peace for each believer, despite the circumstances that surround us.  It is to rule, therefore, and guide the�
decisions that we make.  Those at peace with themselves will be at peace with others.  That means that when the people of Christ have grievances against one another,�
and we will, we should be settled already that the peace of Christ will rule over that situation.  The fact is, those who have entered into Christ, will be offended or hurt�
by others in the body.  We are called to lives of peace, though, because we have love for God.  We treat others with kindness, patience, peace, and love because we�
are loyal to God not based on how they treat us.  If we based our behavior towards others on how they treated us or on our feelings, we will quickly become�
dehumanized, even in the body of Christ.  We must let the love and peace of Christ rule over the body of Christ because our loyalty to God reigns over our lives and�
our behavior.�

This community of love and peace doesn’t happen automatically, though.  It takes effort.  It takes knowledge, thought, and discipline which come as we�
.  This, of course, will take many forms and should not be inappropriately limited to one pet way that someone might have for administering�

the wisdom of God to one another.  It could be through teachers, through Bible classes, through deep relationships, through Christian mentoring, or many other�
ways.  Christians should also pass on the expectations of the Christian community through the songs that we sing and the�  that is displayed in our hearts�

.  Paul’s point is that the indwelling word of God, the true gospel, will manifest itself through teaching one another and through proper worship of God.�

Rather than leaving a detailed list of rules, virtues, and vices that would rule over the Christian community, Paul gives principles which, as thinking people, Christians�
will be able to discern and think through� .   If Christians were just following a set of rules, they could do so without thinking�
about it, without really loving God, and without investing much of themselves into it.  No, the Christian life is not for a bunch of weak-minded, crutch-needing people.�
It is a demanding life that can only be lived by discerning and wise people who have wrestled with the difficult situations of life and have learned torespond to them�
in a manner befitting the life of Christ.�

 12Therefore, as God's chosen people, holy and dearly loved, clothe yourselves with�
compassion, kindness, humility, gentleness and patience. 13Bear with each other and�
forgive whatever grievances you may have against one another. Forgive as the Lord�
forgave you. 14And over all these virtues put on love, which binds them all together in�
perfect unity.�

 15Let the peace of Christ rule in your hearts, since as members of one body you were�
called to peace. And be thankful. 16Let the word of Christ dwell in you richly as you�
teach and admonish one another with all wisdom, and as you sing psalms, hymns and�
spiritual songs with gratitude in your hearts to God. 17And whatever you do, whether�
in word or deed, do it all in the name of the Lord Jesus, giving thanks to God the�
Father through him.�



Discover�
1.  What is the significance that Paul wrote guidelines that included�
husbands, parents, and masters?�

2.  Why did Paul not call for the abolition of slavery?  What does that tell�
us about the kingdom of God?�

Display�
Paul’s challenge to masters would have brought about such a�
transformation to slavery that it would have brought it to an effective end.�
What are some of the injustices in our society or even where you work�
that you can call for the same sort of transformation through the�
principles of the life of Christ?�
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During my time in college when I was playing basketball, our workout regimens were strictly dictated to us.  We were told when to work out, how much to do, and we were�
even given fairly strict guidelines on what we should eat.  Under this type of system, we were all in pretty good shape, but it felt very oppressive at times.  We had very little�
freedom at all.  Then suddenly I wasn’t on the team anymore and I was out of college.  I found myself in a whole new world of freedom.  I wasn’t restricted or governed by the�
rules and regulations that I had in college.  Suddenly, although I had great freedom, I found that I quickly got badly out of shape.  It didn’t take me long to put on twenty�
pounds and lose most of the conditioning that I had worked for in college.  Clearly, something had to be done.  I didn’t want to return to the old rules, nor was that even�
possible, but complete freedom quickly had enslaved me to inactivity and deterioration.  What I needed were some guiding principles from which I could operate and exercise�
discernment.  This way I could still have freedom as I lived by those principles but I was not under the old oppressive system either.�

We can see this same principle in our own society as a whole.  Now days our culture is all about doing what you like.  We trumpet complete freedom as though freedom itself�
is a virtue rather than a privilege.  Of course, it is our own brand of freedom.  Many things, as result of this freedom, have changed pretty radically in our society in a short�
time.  People have claimed freedom in ways that nobody would have imagined a generation ago.  If anyone steps up to question this freedom, they are quickly shot down with�
the claim that they are trying to drag everyone back into the “stone ages.”  The one thing that has become obvious, though, is that the more people claim this sort of freedom�
that doesn’t have any sort of guiding principles or responsibility, the more out-of-control and destructive the society seems to become.  These short-run freedoms lead to long�
term enslavement, especially in the realm of relationships, where we tend to be defined by the people in whom we enter with into relationships.  The freedom to do absolutely�
whatever we feel like has become one of the primary idols of our society.�

Paul has made it clear to the developing Christian communities in Colosse and other places that they have a freedom in Christ.  They were no longer bound by the�
condemnation and rules of any of the old ways of living.  Yet, he knows very well the human inclination to dissolve into chaos, especially if there is not something to control�
their behavior.  Christians are free from the need to be dictated to by harsh rules and regulations that require no thinking or actual transformation of character on one hand,�
but are also free from the enslavement of the illusion of human-style freedom.  Instead, throughout his writings, Paul offers guiding principles to help shape and mold those�
in Christ into the thinking, discerning, love-motivated life of Christ for which we have entered and are destined.�

Addressing the three traditional relationships in the ancient world, marriage, parenting, and slave and master, would not have been that unique.  What Paul does, however,�
that was extremely unique was to not just address wives, children, and slaves, telling them to obey and be subordinate to the ruling party in the relationship.  They certainly�
have responsibilities in the relationship, but so do their corresponding partners, duties that go beyond just being the boss.  In essence, Paul is offering up a quick series of�
guiding principles that will bring order, while still providing freedom, to the primary relationships in the Christian community.�

Wives are called to�  to their� , a term that has almost become a dirty word in our culture.  Submission� carry the meaning of obeying and respecting one�
in the position of authority, but it� carry the idea of demeaning oneself and doing whatever someone orders, regardless of how heinous it might be (although this is�
often what has become the meaning of the word in our world).  Husbands, though, are called to�  their� and to� .  The obvious question is why�
the difference?  Why are husbands called to love while wives are called to submit or respect?  Although the full answer would take more space than is available here, the short�
answer is that it appears that respect and submission are given to the leading party in a relationship rather than questioning them or working against them.  On the other�
hand, love and concern was the call for those in the position of leadership.  The normal expectation in the ancient world for the husband would have been to be the ruler,�
period.  Paul, instead, calls for roles that are not identical but equal to one another in responsibility.  The overall aim for both parties was the well-being of the other person.�
This was true not only in the husband-wife relationship, but also when it came to parents and children, and slaves and masters.�

Children are called to show respect and� their�  in everything, although Paul does not fully discuss here what the limits to that would have been.  The assumption is�
that he is referring to obeying them only in so much as what they are saying� .  This obedience is not a one-way street, though.  Parents are called to not do�
anything that would� or�  their children.  Children have duties in their relationship but so do the parents.  Paul singles out fathers, as they were the ones�
primarily responsible for overseeing the education and training of their children, but it is implied that Paul is also applying his words to mothers.  In Paul’s vision of balancing�
freedom and responsibility, parents restrain their authority by deserving obedience rather than merely demanding it.  As children grow older there will be a necessary reduction�
in the pure authority of the parent, but because they have raised their children in a loving and godly manner, their influence will continue to grow.�

As Paul turns to address masters and slaves, many have criticized him for not calling for an abolition of slavery.  Two things must be pointed out here.  The first is that slavery�
in the ancient world was not like slavery in American history, with slaves in the ancient world having the opportunity to marry members of the owning family and to purchase�
their own freedom (although conditions could be harsh for some slaves).  The second is that slavery was such an integral part of the economy of the ancient world that to call�
for it’s immediate end would have caused irreparable chaos and would have brought unparalleled persecution on the church for teaching such an idea.  The early church did�
not call for revolutionary power, it sought the transforming power of the gospel.  They preached a new life in Christ not a new social order.  Paul did, however, set in motion,�
through the gospel, a process of thinking that, if followed, would eventually bring about the end of slavery in a way that would bring the desired transformation of individuals�
without ripping society apart.�

Paul does offer several significant changes in the status of the slave.  They were to serve Christ rather than man; they were to be motivated by their desire to be like Christ rather�
than gaining the approval of man; and their new reward was the inheritance of being part of the people of God, rather than earthly motivations.  Anyone, slave or master�
alike will be judged for failing to live the life of Christ in regard to their relationships with one another.  Just as in marriage, Paul goes beyond just calling slaves to obey, he�
also gives the masters guiding principles in their relationship.  They are, Paul implies, to treat their slaves in the same manner that their�  has treated them.�
This is a standard that, when realized, would so radically change the view and practice of slavery that it would bring about its eventual downfall.�

At first glance, this section almost seems to be out of place with the rest of the letter, but when we understand it in context of the society in which it was written, we realize how�
it fits.  It not only serves as guidelines for Christian people to set about ordering every aspect of their life in accordance with their life in Christ but when such relationships exist�
between husband and wife, parent and child, and master and slave, there will be much less problem with disorder and discontinuity in the community life of the body of Christ.�

 18Wives, submit to your husbands, as is fitting in the Lord.�
 19Husbands, love your wives and do not be harsh with them.�

 20Children, obey your parents in everything, for this pleases the Lord.�

 21Fathers, do not embitter your children, or they will become discouraged.�

 22Slaves, obey your earthly masters in everything; and do it, not only when their eye is�
on you and to win their favor, but with sincerity of heart and reverence for the Lord.�
23Whatever you do, work at it with all your heart, as working for the Lord, not for�
men, 24since you know that you will receive an inheritance from the Lord as a reward.�
It is the Lord Christ you are serving. 25Anyone who does wrong will be repaid for his�
wrong, and there is no favoritism.�

 1Masters, provide your slaves with what is right and fair, because you know that you�
also have a Master in heaven.�



Discover�
1.  Why is there a consistent call in the New Testament to be alert or�
watchful when we engage in prayer?�

2.  What is significant about Paul asking the Colossians to pray for him?�

3.  Why does Paul call for both action and speech in dealing with outsiders?�

Display�
Paul says that our lives should be characterized by both living our faith�
and being able to speak about it.  What are your strengths when it comes�
to these two areas?  What are your weaknesses?  What do you need to�
do to improve upon your areas of weakness?�
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As a young disciple there was one older Christian who spent a great deal of time mentoring me, giving me advice, and teaching me how to live the life of Christ�
in a manner worthy of my calling (although there were certainly many others who helped me in those areas).  I relied a great deal on the wisdom of this man�
and looked up to him as an example of a man who lived an exemplary Christian life.  One day, though, he did something that shocked me a great deal.  He�
called me and asked me for some advice.  I had relied on him and looked up to him and suddenly he was talking to me as though I was a partner and a valued�
member of the Christian family.  He was calling on me to do what he had done and showed me how to do.  It probably seemed insignificant to him at the time,�
but for me it was one of the most memorable moments in my Christian life.  He had not only shown a great deal of faith in me, but he had demonstrated one�
more Christian truth to me.  No Christian is ever above being humble and no Christian is ever so advanced in their faith that they don’t need the support, input,�
and effort of other Christians, no matter how young and inexperienced in the faith they may be.�

Paul was a highly respected apostle and father in the faith.  His accomplishments in Christ, by the time he wrote this letter, were already well known and even�
great Christian leaders like Peter knew that he was writing Scripture (2 Peter 3:16).  In the beginning of this letter Paul told the Colossians that he was praying�
for them (1:3) and about how the gospel, in part due to his great efforts, was spreading quickly (1:6).  In this passage Paul continues to offer some guiding�
principles for the Christian community, particularly in the area of spreading the gospel.  In doing so, and this might be easy for us to miss, he asks them to partner�
with them and do what he has been doing.  He lets them know that he relies on them as much as they rely on him and that they have an important role to play�
in spreading the gospel, just as he does.  Paul demonstrates the same truth to the Colossians that I once learned; there is no Christian who is so advanced that�
they don’t need the prayer and support of other Christians, regardless of how young in the faith they be.�

It is a great thing to feel that you are being entrusted with responsibility.  As Paul wrote this letter, likely from a prison in Ephesus, he told the Colossians that he�
was constantly praying for them, because he knew they needed it.  No doubt, they would have agreed.  Paul calls them to� themselves�

.  Again, nothing unusual here, the New Testament writers often called Christians to pray often and to be alert and watchful in that prayer�
(Eph. 6:18-20; 1 Pet. 4:7; 5:8).  What may have been quite empowering, though, for the young Christians in Colosse was Paul’s request that they�  him�
and the others in Ephesus,�  their� .  “Door” was a familiar scriptural expression used for opportunities to share the gospel�
and witness (1 Cor. 16:9; 2 Cor. 2:12).  The message, of course, was the revealing of the life of Christ available to all who would die to themselves and have�
faith in his life.  This was the great ministry to which Paul had been called and now he was employing these junior partners in the faith to the responsibility of�
praying for him and helping to move God to open doors.  They were important; they were needed.  Paul shows that he was not only an effective evangelist and�
church builder but also a wise and encouraging minister that understood that people need responsibility and to feel that they have an important role in the life�
of the church.�

In verses 5 and 6, though, he goes beyond even just asking them to partner with him in prayer so that he may continue to share the gospel around the world.�
He calls them to the same work of sharing the gospel in their own community and lives.  In doing so, he offers some valuable guidelines for their relationships�
with unbelievers.  This is instructive because many Christians today wonder and engage in a great deal of dialogue over how often we should evangelize the lost.�
Paul would probably be confused by that question as it really misses the point.  This is, I believe what he wants the Colossians to understand clearly.  Whenever�
Christians interact with non-Christians they should be sharing their faith.  Faith, you remember, is believing in and entering into the life of Jesus Christ as we die�
to self and subsequently live the life of Christ.  Faith then is a life, not a belief system.  As Christians, we are called to live the life of the age to come in the present�
age and in the sight of the world around us.  Therefore, every thing we do, whether we are speaking or not, should be an act of sharing that life, our faith, to�
the world around us.  The life of the age to come is the life of heaven, so we have the call to share the life of heaven to those around us, showing them what�
God’s reality is like.�

As they went about living that life, Paul wants them to�  and to�  that they acted� .  The word�
used for “opportunity” (exagorazo) came from the marketplace and meant “to buy up.”  Paul, in a sense, is saying “buy up every moment” as an opportunity to�
demonstrate the life of Christ.  This, of course, must be done with wisdom.  Our enthusiasm and zeal must be balanced by common sense and tact.  Wisdom�
and grace must color everything we do, but as we live sincere and sober lives of faith, it will speak volumes to those around us.�

Lest we are tempted to run with verse 5 and say that our style of evangelism is “life evangelism.”  Some people have clung to the this idea of life evangelism as�
the means to sharing their faith that they no longer engage in actually speaking to anyone about the reconciliation available between man and God in the life�
of Christ.  If that is your thought, you should first examine your own heart and see if that is more about comfort than it is about actually being an effective witness.�
Paul believed that living your faith was important, but will leave no room for thinking that this is all there is to it.�

Paul calls the believers to engage in conversation with non-Christians and highlights two aspects of that speech.  First, he says it should be full of grace.  Thus,�
the Christian should, in their speech, demonstrate the loving, patient, and righteous nature of God Himself.  Second, it should be seasoned with salt.  This�
suggests being able to engage non-believers in a manner that is useful, tasteful, and adds to the conversation.  To do be able to do this takes work and�
preparation.  Far too many Christians are content with getting just enough Bible knowledge to stir their own heart or help them in their daily walk with God�
without considering how self-focused and selfish that is.  True, some of us don’t enjoy reading, preparing, studying, and then engaging in conversations with�
non-believers concerning honest questions about the faith that we live.  For some of us, this may be part of the dying to self that is part and parcel of the Christian�
life.  Whether it comes easy or is difficult and takes sacrifice, every Christian is called to move beyond their natural ability and to prepare themselves so that they�
may� .�

 2Devote yourselves to prayer, being watchful and thankful. 3And pray for us, too, that�
God may open a door for our message, so that we may proclaim the mystery of Christ,�
for which I am in chains. 4Pray that I may proclaim it clearly, as I should. 5Be wise in�
the way you act toward outsiders; make the most of every opportunity. 6Let your�
conversation be always full of grace, seasoned with salt, so that you may know how to�
answer everyone.�



Discover�
1.  Why does Paul mention people coming to visit them, one whom they�
know and one whom they don’t, and people greeting them whom they�
both know and don’t know?  Particularly, what would have been his�
purpose in mentioning people that they did not know.�

Display�
The connections in the body of Christ that come as a result of the gospel�
are, in the end, ultimately about relationships, both creating and�
strengthening them.  How much time and effort do you put in to creating�
and strengthening relationships in the body of Christ?�
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Recently I talked to a good friend of mine who is a disciple in a different city.  It was great hear from him and catch up on how things are going in the town in which�
he lives.  I happen to know quite a few people from his church as I have traveled there quite a few times and there have been a few times when Christians from his�
community have visited the communities of which I have been apart.  As we caught up, he sent greetings from the people I knew and we talked for a few moments�
about some Christians that we both knew that one or another of us had talked to recently.  What may have seemed like idle conversation to an outside observer actually�
performed the important function of both showing the care and concern that flows from one Christian family to another as well as strengthening the bonds of�
brotherhood that are so vital amongst God’s people.�

As Paul brings this letter to the Colossians to a close, he does no less.  He will mention several people that the Colossians know, some of whom were apparently from�
Colosse.  As he strengthens the bonds of brotherhood and ties between various church families, Paul also includes information that lets us know a little bit more about�
his situation, the situation in Colosse, and his own personal feelings.�

Paul sent Tychicus to Colosse as a personal friend and messenger who would also probably bring this letter.  Tychicus would, no doubt, encourage them as his visit�
would serve a first-hand account of how Paul was doing and share the love and ministry of Paul directly.  Paul’s relationship with Tychicus went back to Ephesus (Acts�
20:4), where he may have spent some time as a church leader (Eph. 6:1; 2 Tim. 4:12; Titus 3:12).�

Paul is not just introducing Tychicus and sending the Colossians a link between them and his own ministry, he is sending Onesimus, one of their very own.  Onesimus�
had also become quite important in Paul’s ministry in Ephesus, and would have been able to share some of that good news, but his homecoming would likely have�
been accompanied by some strong mixed emotions.  He was a slave to Philemon who had run away and was now returning as Paul’s messenger, but also with a letter�
to Philemon and his house church that would attempt to resolve the situation according to the love and peace of Christ that should characterize those in the body of�
Christ.�

Paul is not only sending messengers to strengthen the bonds between him and the Colossians, he also wishes to send greetings from those who are important in Paul’s�
ministry.  He sends his greetings from John� ,�  (Mark 14:51; Acts 12:12, 25; 13:13; 15:37, 39; 2 Tim. 4:11; Philem. 24),�

, and�  (Acts 19:29; 20:4; 27:2).  It is not clear whether Paul’s mention of Aristarchus as his� , is metaphorical or literal, but he�
likely literally means that Aristarchus is physically in jail with him.  This is where Paul’s vulnerability and personal feelings really show through.  Paul had been violently�
opposed by his fellow Jews wherever he went, which must have been particularly difficult.  Surely he expected opposition and persecution, but he also expected a good�
number of Jewish Christians to become his co-workers.  That these three are the�  his� , had�
to him, but also reminds us how difficult life really was for Paul.  Sometimes we can look at Paul as though all of the things he went through on behalf of the kingdom�
of God was somehow easy for him.  Passages like this, though, remind us that he was deeply human, complete with all of the mixed emotions and loneliness that he�
had to learn to deal with on a daily basis.  Life wasn’t easy, but Paul trusted God, and that was enough comfort for him.�

In creating ties and bonds between those in Colosse and Paul’s ministry, it is of little surprise that Paul mentions Epaphras, the one who began the church in Colosse�
through his own missionary efforts.  It appears that Epaphras had come to Ephesus during Paul’s three-year stay there (Acts 20:31), and had been converted, perhaps�
as a result of his constant teaching at the lecture hall in Tyrannus (Acts 19:9-10).  Evidently, Epaphras had become well-schooled in Paul’s teaching and way of life,�
and was prepared to become a missionary on his own.  He had then brought the message of the gospel back to his home town and given birth to the believers in�
Colosse, a group that may have numbered no more than perhaps two dozen people when Paul wrote this letter.  We also discover, through Paul’s words here, that�
Epaphras didn’t just come home, plant a church and then move on, abandoning the young community that he had planted.  He was constantly�  for�
them, specifically that they would� .  Doing God’s will is where mankind failed in the Garden of Eden, and it�
is the very hallmark of God’s people who do God’s will on earth as it is done in heaven (Luke 11:1-4).  Paul assures them that Epaphras is doing God’s will, working�
hard, not only for them, but for� .  This is a good reminder for us, that work done in expanding God’s kingdom, wherever it may be�
done, is work for the body of Christ, and thus, is work done on our behalf.  So, even if Epaphras was off working in Laodicea, his work was still ultimately for the benefit�
of those in Colosse.�

Paul also sends greetings from� , the beloved� , and� .  Luke, of course, was the author of both the Gospel of Luke and the book of Acts, and his�
relationship with Paul would remain close and strong (2 Tim. 4:11).  Demas, however, would sadly take another course later in life as we are told that “Demas, because�
he loved this world, has deserted me” (2 Tim. 4:10).�

As Paul brings the letter to a close, we can learn some interesting aspects about life in the first-century church.  First, we see that the primary place of meeting for�
Christians was in homes.  It wasn’t until the late 2nd or even early 3rd century that Christians began to meet in buildings set aside solely for worship.  Second, we see�
that it was apparently a normal occurrence to have fellowship between Christian communities in different towns.  Paul’s encouragement to share letters with the church�
in Laodicea (a letter that may well have been what we now call “Ephesians”) doesn’t appear to be something unusual or unique, so it was probably normal for them to�
have contact with the churches around them.�

Paul ends the letter with a specific exhortation to Archippus to complete his work that he� , although we will likely never know exactly to what Paul is�
referring here.  The final point of connection and bonding that Paul creates is to write the final few words in his own hand rather than having a scribe write it.  This�
would have given the letter a sense of bonding and intimacy.  As they read his closing remarks in his own words, he pleads with them to remember his chains, which�
likely means that he is appealing to them to respect his ministry and what he has gone through for the sake of the gospel.  This closing passage reminds us that the�
gospel is many things, but ultimately, it is about people and relationships, a lesson that we would do well to remember in our world today.�

 7Tychicus will tell you all the news about me. He is a dear brother, a faithful minister and fellow�
servant in the Lord. 8I am sending him to you for the express purpose that you may know about our�
circumstances and that he may encourage your hearts. 9He is coming with Onesimus, our faithful�
and dear brother, who is one of you. They will tell you everything that is happening here.�
 10My fellow prisoner Aristarchus sends you his greetings, as does Mark, the cousin of Barnabas.�
(You have received instructions about him; if he comes to you, welcome him.) 11Jesus, who is�
called Justus, also sends greetings. These are the only Jews among my fellow workers for the�
kingdom of God, and they have proved a comfort to me. 12Epaphras, who is one of you and a�
servant of Christ Jesus, sends greetings. He is always wrestling in prayer for you, that you may�
stand firm in all the will of God, mature and fully assured. 13I vouch for him that he is working�
hard for you and for those at Laodicea and Hierapolis. 14Our dear friend Luke, the doctor, and�
Demas send greetings. 15Give my greetings to the brothers at Laodicea, and to Nympha and the�
church in her house.�

 16After this letter has been read to you, see that it is also read in the church of the Laodiceans and�
that you in turn read the letter from Laodicea.�

 17Tell Archippus: "See to it that you complete the work you have received in the Lord."�

 18I, Paul, write this greeting in my own hand. Remember my chains. Grace be with you.�



Discover�
1.  What is the significance of Paul calling Philemon a fellow worker or�
partner?�

2.  What does Paul mean when he says he prays that they are active in�
sharing their faith?�

Display�
In the face of a tricky situation that could turn quite difficult quickly, Paul�
was able to appeal to their partnership in living the life of Christ?  To�
what do you appeal when you face tricky situations with other believers?�
Do you share your lives of faith with one another to the point that you�
could appeal to one another as fellow partners in the faith and gospel?�
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One year, while coaching high school basketball, I had a student who had transferred in to our school to be our point guard.  He was a very talented point�
guard who had some difficulty in getting along with students and teachers in his previous school.  In particular, he had really caused some problems with�
the basketball coach at the previous school.  He had transferred in to play basketball at our school and I had spent a lot of time early in the year, mentoring�
him and helping to learn how to deal with disagreements and get along with people.  Here’s where it gets interesting.  I had also  brought in a new assistant�
coach that the players had not yet met.  You guessed it, it was the same guy who had been his head coach the previous year.  This coach really liked what�
we were doing at our school and wanted to be a part of it.  He had bought into our system and ideology and would now partner with us in implementing it.�
What would come next, though, had to happen; it wasn’t something that I could protect or shield either person from.  The two had to reconcile.  The player�
needed to demonstrate that he was really learning how to behave in a different way, and the coach needed to show that he really was a partner in what we�
were doing by putting in the past the old problems and truly forgiving this young man.  Only if that happened, would both guys show that they grasped the�
unity and family environment we were trying to create on this team.�

Onesimus (pronounced Owneesimus) had been a slave in Colosse, owned by Philemon.  This was such a common part of Roman society that no one even�
stopped to consider that there might be something morally wrong with it.  It was just part of the culture.  Because it was so vital to the economy and way of�
life, it was a capital offense for a slave to run away.  Onesimus, whose name interestingly meant “useful,” had become anything but useful to Philemon.  He�
had run away to Ephesus (it is speculation that he ran to Ephesus and some experts believe differently, but it is most likely that this is where Paul was when�
he wrote Colossians, and Philemon, and thus, the city to which Onesimus ran).  Evidently, while he was in Ephesus, Onesimus had met Paul.  It is possible�
that he had heard such positive things about Paul from Philemon and his family, that he actually sought Paul out.  However it happened, it is clear that�
Onesimus had become a Christian.  He heard the gospel and was deeply effected by it, to the point that he laid down his own life and entered into the�
Messiah’s.  Not only had he learned about being a Christian from Paul, he had acted upon his Christianity, becoming a great source of comfort and joy to�
Paul.  Now, though, Paul is writing this letter because it is time for reconciliation.  If God’s people are going to be engaged in the ministry of reconciliation�
for the whole world (2 Cor. 5:17-19), they certainly must demonstrate how to be reconciled to one another.  Paul cannot protect or shield them from what�
must come next.  Onesimus must go back to Colosse and demonstrate that his new-found faith is genuine, while Philemon must demonstrate that he really�
was Paul’s partner in the gospel and had taken this way of life seriously.�

Paul knows that what he is going to write Philemon about is going to be extremely challenging in its counter-cultural nature.  He knows, as he will state�
explicitly in verse 8, that he could simply order Philemon to treat his run-away slave, Onesimus, as a brother in Christ, but that would run counter to the very�
sort of thing that Paul has been trying to teach the young Christians in Colosse and elsewhere.  Paul doesn’t want them to view Christianity as a bunch of�
spiritual rules that must be followed without any real thinking or discernment on their part.  So, although, he could, as an apostle and leader in Christ’s�
church, order Philemon into action, he will not.  Rather, he appeals to him as a� , a term which literally meant “partner” or even�
“business partner.”  This view of Philemon is, in a very real sense, the key to this entire brief letter.  In Paul’s eyes, Philemon was a partner in the work of the�
gospel, not some subordinate.  As partners, they share the common bond of the life of Christ and the responsibility to call one another to live it out, even�
under the most difficult of circumstances.�

Although this is usually seen as a personal letter, and it no doubt was in a sense, Paul, along with the witness of Timothy, addresses the church that met in�
the home of Philemon, indicating that this may have been a matter of interest for the entire group and not just Philemon.  Thus, although this was a personal�
letter, Paul may have intended for the fact that it would be read publicly as well.  He certainly sends personal greetings to Apphia, who very likely was�
Philemon’s wife, and Archippus, who some scholars think may have been Philemon’s son, although that is speculative and cannot be proven absolutely, but�
it is likely that he was part of Philemon’s household in some form.  Whatever, the case, Paul wishes the two great gifts of the Christian life, grace and peace.�

To further strengthen the already strong bonds between Paul and Philemon, he reassures Philemon of the deep feelings he has about the partnership in the�
gospel that they share.  Paul prays consistently for Philemon and the other believers in Colosse, a sure sign of their partnership.  Paul doesn’t just pray,�
though, he actively seeks to get word of how things in Colosse are going, and everything he has heard has been encouraging.  He knows that Philemon has�
been a faithful partner and leader by displaying his�  and� .  In fact, Philemon’s work has brought Paul great�

.  Paul doesn’t specifically state what actions Philemon has taken as he� .  He seems, instead, much�
more concerned with the heart behind Philemon’s actions than the actions themselves.�

Paul singles out one thing in particular that he prays for when it comes to Philemon and the others.  The NIV’s, “that you may be active in sharing your faith,”�
is somewhat misleading.  Paul is not talking specifically about evangelism here.  The TNIV (the newer version of the NIV) has fixed this misleading rendering:�
“I pray that your partnership with us in the faith may be effective in deepening your understanding of every good thing we share for the sake of Christ. “�
With this better translation we see that Paul is referring to the corporate life of Christ to which all Christians share.  His prayer is that Philemon and the other�
Christians don’t take the community of the life of Christ for granted, but that they would take hold of it.  He doesn’t want them to miss out on anything, but�
wants them to to live out the life of Christ, sharing it with all those around them and coming to a� .  Certainly,�
this act of living out the life of Christ amongst others will have the effect of proclaiming the gospel to non-believers but Paul is not calling them to an afternoon�
of inviting people to church; he wants them to live lives that are characterized by doing God’s will at every turn.�

 1Paul, a prisoner of Christ Jesus, and Timothy our brother,�

   To Philemon our dear friend and fellow worker, 2to Apphia our sister, to Archippus�
our fellow soldier and to the church that meets in your home:�

 3Grace to you and peace from God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ.�

 4I always thank my God as I remember you in my prayers, 5because I hear about�
your faith in the Lord Jesus and your love for all the saints. 6I pray that you may be�
active in sharing your faith, so that you will have a full understanding of every good�
thing we have in Christ. 7Your love has given me great joy and encouragement,�
because you, brother, have refreshed the hearts of the saints.�



Discover�
1.  Why does Paul restrain from ordering Philemon to do anything?�

2.  What is the significance of Paul referring to Onesimus as his son?�

3.  Why does Paul send Onesimus back despite how useful he was to him?�

Display�
Is there anyone in your life that you need to forgive?  Are there are�
situations in your life that need to be reconciled?  What would it take for�
you to apply God’s forgiveness and ministry of reconciliation to the very�
real situations in your own life?�
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At the end of the basketball season, we had to remove one of the players from the team for violating team rules.  Sometimes the players got to vote on what to do with�
another player who had broken team rules, but there were certain violations, like this one, that meant automatic dismissal with no vote.  During the remainder of that�
school year, the summer, and the beginning of the next year, the young man who had been dismissed, worked hard on his character and other areas of his life to get�
himself together.  When the new season began, he wanted to rejoin the team, but this time he would have to go up before his teammates for a vote.  I could have, of�
course, just put him back on the team, but that wouldn’t have done anything to help the other players work through some hard feelings they still had and wouldn’t teach�
them to think through situations.  I let the young man go before the team, apologize, and tell them why he wanted to be back on.  The other team members, listened�
and asked a few questions.  Then I went and spoke on his behalf and appealed to the guys to trust me that he had changed, if they didn’t trust him.  After much talk,�
they finally voted him back on.  The key to the whole situation was that I gave them the opportunity to think and work through the situation on their own and truly�
welcome him back onto the team.�

This is very much like what is going on with Paul and Philemon.  Onesimus, had run away, and quite probably helped himself to some money on the way out.  He had�
gone to Ephesus (presumably, although some scholars believe Paul was in Rome at the time he wrote this) and become a Christian and a very valuable disciple in Paul’s�
ministry.  Now, Paul knew that he had to send Onesimus back to Philemon so that they could work things out.  Paul could have just ordered that Onesimus be accepted,�
but that wouldn’t have really brought a resolution to the situation and would likely have caused continuing hard feelings.  Nor would they have been able to exercise�
the true hallmark of the Christian life, which is being able to think through difficult situations and apply biblical principles.  To help the situation along a bit, Paul will�
appeal to Philemon, not so much on the merits of Onesimus, but more on the relationship that Philemon has with Paul and his status in Christ.�

Paul begins verse 8 with the word “therefore,” indicating that what he is about to say is anchored and connected to Philemon’s character that he described in verses�
4-7.    Because of Philemon’s character and commitment to his status in Christ, Paul could�  him�  what he� .  Paul has done several things in this�
short sentence that should not be missed.  First, he has established the fact that he believes his position of leadership as an apostle does provide him with a certain�
amount of authority to make important decisions (cf. 1 Cor. 5:3; 7:6; 9:1; 2 Cor. 12:12).  Second, he makes it clear that he could appeal to that authority, but he won’t�
because he respects and loves Philemon as well.  He is more interested in Philemon developing genuine Christian character than he is in ordering him to submit to what�
Paul wants.  Paul also makes it clear in not appealing to his authority to force Philemon into action, that everyone is equal in Christ.  He did not think that Onesimus�
had more rights than Philemon did.  Third, he mentions that he could order Philemon to do what he� .  Paul, won’t order Philemon, but he has made it quite�
clear that what he is going to ask him (he won’t actually get to that until verse 17 as he tactfully and carefully lays out his case for Philemon) is the right thing to do.�

Paul could appeal to Philemon based on his authority but he would rather appeal to the central characteristic of the Christian community: love.  The love that they have�
in Christ for one another.  Some have claimed that Paul is manipulating Philemon by appealing to love and was still not really allowing him to make a decision based�
on free will.  This, I believe though, is wrong-headed thinking.  Certainly there is a danger of manipulating and using people, but when two people have truly established�
an authentic relationship built on love, then appealing to that relationship is completely appropriate.  A truly loving relationship is built on putting the needs of the other�
person above your own, but that can’t happen if people aren’t equally committed to making their genuine needs known.  A true relationship built on love must involve�
serving the other person, but also allowing yourself to be served, which means your own needs must be made known.  If we could all meet all of our own needs, then�
there would be little reason for relationships with others.  Paul would rather appeal to the love they have for one another and have Philemon make the right decision�
on his own based on the right reasons.  Truly, any decision made in the Christian community based on genuine love is the right decision.�

Paul adds a bit more of an appeal to the affection that Philemon obviously feels for him, as he reminds him that he is an� who is currently a prisoner for the�
cause of� .  This is has an emotional appeal to it and is connected directly to the loving relationship that Philemon and Paul have for one another.�

Having firmly established the relationship that exists between them, Paul now turns to the topic of�  himself.  Paul creates an amusing play on words based on�
the fact that Onesimus means “useful,” a common slave name at the time.  Onesimus may have been quite the opposite of useful as a slave, and even more so when�
he ran away, but now, in Christ, he is useful to both Paul and Philemon.  Onesimus is such a changed man that Paul calls him his son in the faith and declares that�
sending him back to Philemon (Paul would rather keep Onesimus with him because he is so useful but knows that the right thing to do is to send him back to Philemon�
so that they can be resolve their situation), is like ripping his own heart out of his chest and shipping it to Colosse.  This is an incredible example of the true community�
of Christ in which social distinctions become meaningless.  Paul, the esteemed apostle to the Gentiles, is calling a run-away slave his brother.  That is the brotherhood�
that is truly created in Christ.�

If Paul was only thinking of himself, he would have kept Onesimus with him, but he will only agree to that if Philemon consents and sends him back.  Again in verse�
14, Paul mentions that he could force him based on his authority in Christ, but Paul knows that this sort of authority should be used sparingly and only in extreme�
situations.  To constantly expect Christians to obey their leaders solely on their position of authority, not only demonstrates poor leadership, but it also limits those being�
ordered from developing the instinct to truly give and love out of their own voluntary love for the body of Christ.   People will never learn to truly realize the life of Christ�
if they are constantly motivated by compulsion, coercion, and constraint.  The love that must develop in the body of Christ simply cannot flourish and grow under those�
conditions.�

 Through Christ, God is redeeming the entire creation, that is currently in rebellion, back to himself, and he has called his people to take part in that ministry of�
reconciliation (2 Cor. 5:17-20).  Here in this situation, we see a living, breathing example of that reconciliation in action.  After all, if God’s people can’t engage in true�
forgiveness and reconciliation amongst themselves, then how can we ever be expected to demonstrate to the world what God’s ministry of reconciliation looks like and�
call them to it in turn?�

8Therefore, although in Christ I could be bold and order you to do what you ought to�
do, 9yet I appeal to you on the basis of love. I then, as Paul—an old man and now�
also a prisoner of Christ Jesus— 10I appeal to you for my son Onesimus, who became�
my son while I was in chains. 11Formerly he was useless to you, but now he has�
become useful both to you and to me.�
 12I am sending him—who is my very heart—back to you. 13I would have liked to�
keep him with me so that he could take your place in helping me while I am in chains�
for the gospel. 14But I did not want to do anything without your consent, so that any�
favor you do will be spontaneous and not forced.�



Discover�
1.  What role does Paul think God may have played in Onesimus running�
away?�

2.  Why does Paul ask Philemon to treat Onesimus as he would Paul?�

3.  Why does Paul not outright ask Philemon to free Onesimus?�

Display�
Is there anyone in your life that needs to feel the undeserved grace,�
kindness, love, and forgiveness which Paul asked Philemon to show�
Onesimus?  What would it take for you to do that?  Perhaps it would help�
to follow Paul’s prompting and spend some time thinking about the�
grace that God has lavished on you when you deserved it least.�
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Before becoming a Christian, I began studying the Bible with some men who were gracious enough to share the gospel of Jesus and the grace of God with me.  It�
took me a while to fully grasp what they were showing me, but I was stunned when I eventually realized what God had done.  He had made available to me, and�
anyone else who was willing, the gift of the life of Christ.  He had, in essence, rewarded me for doing nothing except being a sinner.  There was nothing I could do�
to deserve the treatment that He was giving me, all because of  my association with Jesus.  This is such a monumental gift that it is difficult to grasp, even after years�
of being a Christian.  Just recently, a dear Christian friend of mine, who entered into the life of Christ many years ago, mentioned that they still felt like it was too�
good to be true.  In a sense, it is too good, but of course, that doesn’t mean it’s not true.�

All that Onesimus had done for Philemon is to run away and quite likely steal a few things on the way out.  Now Paul is asking Philemon to do something that is�
almost beyond human comprehension, something that, at least from Onesimus’ point of view, was too good to be true.  Paul wanted him to complete forgive and�
reconcile with Onesimus, despite the fact that he deserved severe punishment, if not death.  What if word of this got around?  Was Paul actually asking Philemon to�
reward Onesimus for running away and being dishonest?  That’s certainly what it would have looked like to the world at large.  To some it would have even made�
Philemon look foolish.  That’s the way it is, though, with the way of the cross; it seems foolish to the world.  What Philemon would actually have been doing is acting�
out on a small scale what God, through Jesus, has done for each one of us.  Paul was asking him to treat Onesimus with an incredible act of love and grace based�
solely on his relationship to Paul and ultimately Christ.  Rather than being an act of foolishness, it was an act that both signified that Philemon understood what God�
had done for him, and spoke to the world around them, in a very tangible way, the life of reconciliation that was available to those who would have faith in the life�
of Christ.�

There was potential for Philemon to see nothing good about this situation, but that would be to miss the point altogether.� (Paul won’t be so bold as to intimate�
that he absolutely knows the mind of God, so he leaves this as a possibility, but obviously he personally felt this was likely the case) the cause of this was God himself.�
Paul wants Philemon to look at this, not from a worldly point of view, but from a godly perspective.  Onesimus acted in sinful ways but that didn’t take him out from�
under God’s sovereignty; the God  who is more than capable of using negative situations to reveal His glory.  Our failures are often the very points of God’s biggest�
victories.  In that scenario, Paul says, God has reversed everything.  He left useless, but has returned extremely useful.  He left for a� , but now has come�
back� .  He left a slave but has returned� .  All of this, of course, has happened in Christ.  Onesimus was a slave, but now as a�
Christian, he is not a slave, regardless of the position he is in during this present age because he is free in Christ.�

The point of verse 17 is that Paul considers Onesimus a useful brother in Christ, his partner in the faith.  If Paul is partners with Onesimus, and Paul is partners with�
Philemon, then Paul’s point becomes clear.  Onesimus and Philemon are partners as surely as Paul and Philemon are.  And now is the time to finally come out with�
the request that has been lingering in the background throughout the letter.   Paul wants Philemon to welcome Onesimus in the same way that he would welcome�
him.  The point behind that request is a major point of understanding in the life of Christ and should not be missed.  If we treated people based on what they deserved,�
we would be just like the world around us.  If we treat every single Christian the way we would our dearest friend or Christ himself, then we are finally starting to�
understand.  In Christ, everyone is the same, and the way we treat every single Christian should not be contingent on their actions or worth but solely on their status�
in Christ.  How we treat other Christians, after all, is a clear demonstration of how we feel about God (Matt. 25:34-45; John 13:34-35; John 21:15-17; 1 John 4:20).�

Paul doesn’t just call Philemon to actions consistent with the life of Christ, but sets the same standard for himself.  If Philemon thinks that there are any just reparations�
that should be made to him before he can truly do what Paul has asked, then he should charge Onesimus’ debt directly to Paul.  Of course, Paul does remind him�
tactfully that Philemon owes Paul a great debt, because Paul is the one who shared the gospel with Philemon.  Paul is not just, as it might at first glance appear, trying�
to get out of picking up Onesimus’ debt.  Rather, he is, once again, calling Philemon to the standard of the life of Christ.  In one of his parables, Jesus criticized a�
man who would not forgive a small debt even though he had been forgiven a huge debt (Matt. 18:21-35).  In the same vein, Paul has asked Philemon to do no less.�
The forgiveness of Christ that was brought to him through Paul’s ministry should now be passed on to Onesimus.  It is seeing his fellow brothers truly living out the�
life of Christ in a manner such as this that would truly�  Paul’s� .�

Paul knows the kind of man that Philemon is, though (vv. 4-7), and is�  that he will obey, not Paul because no command has been given, but that he will obey�
the life of Christ that is at work in him.  Paul, in fact, is so convinced of the type of transformed Christian that Philemon is that he is�  he�

 he asks.  Paul can only be referring to giving Onesimus his freedom.  He has not specifically asked for that but he doesn’t have to.  If Philemon truly does what�
Paul has called him to which includes welcoming Onesimus as a brother, loving him as he would Paul, and treating him the way Christ treated Philemon, then no�
request for freedom needs to be overtly made; there would be no other possible conclusion.  That’s what the life of Christ is like.  It gives undeserved freedom.  This�
principle goes far beyond slavery, though, and extends to those who have mistreated us in a number of ways and need the freeing grace of being truly forgiven.�

As the letter comes to a close, Paul continues his hopeful attitude.  He has seen God work providentially in the lives of Philemon and his brother in Christ, Onesimus,�
now he hopes that God will work in his own life and allow him to be released from prison so that he can come to Colosse and enjoy some time in Philemon’s�

.�

Paul’s final greetings from verses 23-24 are virtually the same list as from Colossians, which makes sense since they were written at the same time.  Paul wishes that�
the grace of the Lord Jesus Christ be with their spirit.  The word “your” in verse 25 is plural, indicating that Paul intended this letter specifically for Philemon, but also�
intended for it to be read, understood, embraced, and its principles lived by the entire congregation.  Surely the principles of this short and often overlooked letter�
are so profound and so powerful in their potential to redefine relationships and transform societies that it is worth going back and reading a few more times.�

15Perhaps the reason he was separated from you for a little while was that you might�
have him back for good— 16no longer as a slave, but better than a slave, as a dear�
brother. He is very dear to me but even dearer to you, both as a man and as a brother in�
the Lord.�

 17So if you consider me a partner, welcome him as you would welcome me. 18If he has�
done you any wrong or owes you anything, charge it to me. 19I, Paul, am writing this with�
my own hand. I will pay it back—not to mention that you owe me your very self. 20I do�
wish, brother, that I may have some benefit from you in the Lord; refresh my heart in�
Christ. 21Confident of your obedience, I write to you, knowing that you will do even more�
than I ask.�

 22And one thing more: Prepare a guest room for me, because I hope to be restored to�
you in answer to your prayers.�

 23Epaphras, my fellow prisoner in Christ Jesus, sends you greetings. 24And so do Mark,�
Aristarchus, Demas and Luke, my fellow workers.�

 25The grace of the Lord Jesus Christ be with your spirit.�


