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Series Overview 
 
In our world, there are two competing narratives that seek to find a place of prominence and authority in the seat of our lives. 
The first narrative tells us we need to follow the rules.  We simply must toe-the-line and through self-determination, grit, and 
internal strength of character we will achieve our goals and become right again.  The second narrative tells us we need to find 
our truth.  We will never be OK unless we can break the bonds of society and religion, forge our own path, and become our 
truest self. 
 
Following the rules is rooted in religion.  It proclaims that God ultimately wants to change your actions and your lifestyle so 
you can be a better person, live a better life, and act like you're "OK".  Doing a list of rules or acting certain ways demonstrates 
a changed heart, and if you look good and act good, then you must be good in the inside.  It is trickle-down holiness.  In this 
philosophy, hurt, pain, and brokenness are often pushed beneath the surface, untouched and ignored for fear of rejection. 
The work is in the action. 
 
Finding your truth is rooted in self-expressionism.  It affirms that there is a true or secret "you" that is truly good yet has been 
oppressed by societal norms, restrictive religion, authority figures, and political structures.  These have all suppressed the 
real you, and so you must go on a journey to find yourself at all costs.  If anyone disagrees with you, they are part of this 
oppressive structure.  In this philosophy, God is whoever "works" for your preferences and your internal comfort.  The work 
is in the discovery. 
 
These two narratives are colliding in the city of Colossae.  They are sending the Christians in the city into turmoil, and Paul is 
writing a letter of comfort and of clarity to combat these two narratives.  And he combats them with an entirely new and 
different narrative.  
 
This third and completely counter-narrative is called the Gospel.  The Gospel declares that we are more messed up than we 
think and our external shell will never change the brokenness that pervades our inner life.  We cannot follow the rules and, in 
fact, we fail at every attempt.  We also cannot find our truth, because whatever truth we identify with today will shift 
tomorrow.  Our inner selves change to whatever philosophy works for us in that moment and that society affirms.  Finding 
ourselves is horrifying, because our true selves are alienated from God, hostile towards Him, and broken in every way. 
 
But the Gospel also declares that we have a different source of identity than rules or self-expression: Christ Jesus.  Jesus is 
the absolute, complete Truth of God revealed to us.  In fact, Jesus created all things, became a man (yet stayed fully God) to 
bring us back to God, and now has revealed all of the mysteries of heaven and ways to live within Himself.  We don't have to 
work to either "follow the rules" or "find ourselves", we can rest when we find Jesus because He gives us life, satisfaction, and 
peace in Himself. 
 
The message of Colossians is the message for us today.  We need a Savior.  We need a hero.  And we find in the pages of 
Colossians that this hero is the Ultimate Hero.  The King Revealed. 
 

   



Historical Background of Colossae 
 
Colossae's name and origin has been a subject of minor dispute, but it is likely derivative from the term "collossinus", which 
was a specific type of purple wool of which Colossae was famous in the centuries prior to Christ.  It is approximately located 
100 miles from Ephesus in a region called Phrygia, 13 miles from Hierapolis and 10 miles from Laodicea. 
 
By 500 BC, Colossae was a major city in Phrygia.  Herodotus and Xenophon both record that Colossae was such a city of 
importance and prominence that Xerxes stopped in the city in 481 BC to inspect it and Cyrus the Younger marched through it 
in 401 BC on his conquest to overthrow his brother.      1 2 3

 
The prosperity of Colossae prior to the first century was due to a number of factors that converged together.  First, it's 
location was on a major trade route in Asia Minor between Ephesus (100 miles to the west) to Asia Minor.   Second, the 4

valleys in the surrounding area closest to Colossae were extremely fertile and contained an abundance of pastureland. 
Colossae used this to breed sheep and generate 
wool.  In conjunction with this, the city developed a 
proprietary process for dying it which was done on 
location in Colossae and shipped out as a complete 
package (most scholars believe this was high quality, 
purple-dyed wool). 
 
However, there are two major issues that 
contributed to the decline of Colossae by the time 
of Christ, leaving it a second-rate town, decreased 
in prominence, and on the verge of bankruptcy. 
One, the area is on a fault line and known for 
massive earthquakes which leveled the city multiple 
times between 400 BC and 0 AD.  Second, there had 
been a decision for a crucial trade route to bypass 
Colossae and instead go through Laodicea.  These 
issues more than likely contributed to one another, 
which makes sense as Laodicea did not have the 
same geological instability.  Much like the ghost 
towns of California Gold Rush fame, Colossae was 
diminished in economic, social, financial, and 
political status by the time of Christ. 
 
Colossae is by far the least significant and 
unimportant city Paul ever wrote to.  Scholars estimate that in just 20-30 years after Paul penned his letter to the Colossians, 
the city was hit with such a devastating earthquake that it was never rebuilt.  There is still a significant debate to this day 
where exactly the ruins of the city are located.   
 
Due to it's land-locked nature and diminished importance, Paul never visited the city personally.  He preferred to stay near 
the sea to quickly travel between towns.  But Epaphras and Philemon were both born in Colossae, and these two men are 
how we trace the arrival of the Gospel into that region. 
 
 
   

1 Herodotus vii.30 <http://penelope.uchicago.edu/Thayer/E/Roman/Texts/Herodotus/7A*.html> 
2 Xen. Anab. i.2,6 <http://www.iranicaonline.org/articles/cyrus-vi-younger> 
3 Information and references gathered from ISBE, Colossae 
4  NIV Study Bible, Introduction to Colossians  



The Gospel Coming to Colossae and Paul's Road to Rome 
 
" And he entered the synagogue and for three months spoke boldly, reasoning and persuading them about the kingdom of God. But 
when some became stubborn and continued in unbelief, speaking evil of the Way before the congregation, he withdrew from them and 
took the disciples with him, reasoning daily in the hall of Tyrannus. This continued for two years, so that all the residents of Asia heard 
the word of the Lord, both Jews and Greeks " ( Acts 19:8-10 ESV ) 
 
During Paul's second missionary journey, had an eager desire to go to Asia Minor (in which Colossae was located), but was 
instead was called by the Holy Spirit to go to Macedonia.   In Paul's third missionary journey, he still felt this desire to go to 5

Asia Minor and was called by God to spend almost three years in Ephesus, just 100 miles away from Colossae.  Instead of 
going through Asia Minor himself, many people came to hear Paul in Ephesus, were converted, and then went back to their 
towns as missionaries so "all the residents of Asia heard the word of the Lord".  This was a dramatic shift in Paul's church 
planting strategy. 
 
Epaphras was one of those men who traveled from Colossae to Ephesus, was converted, studied under Paul for a time, and 
subsequently took the Gospel back to his hometown of Colossae.  Not simply content with seeing one church planted, 
Epaphras then started the church in the surrounding cities of Laodicea and Hierapolis.   Philemon was an early and significant 
convert who lived in Colossae, and the church leadership met in his house.   Many scholars believe Timothy traveled to 6

Colossae to help Epaphras and provide assistance and structure for the three regional churches. 
 
After Paul left Ephesus, he went to Greece to write for the winter, then began a fateful journey to Jerusalem in the spring.  It 
was at this point he gathered collections for the Jerusalem church from Corinth and went to visit the church and counsel in 
the historic city.   Almost immediately after he arrived, he was sent to prison.  Instead of being tried locally, he appealed to 7

Caesar and went to Rome as a prisoner with certain liberties and a private house to host guests and advance the Gospel from 
this capital city. 
 
 

Occasion, Purpose, and Message 
 

OCCASION 
When Paul was in Rome, Epaphras made an incredible journey of over 1,000 miles to Rome to visit Paul on behalf of 
Colossae, Laodicea, and Hierapolis.  It appears that he has special concern for his home city of Colossae, giving Paul a good 
report but expressing concerns about two budding heresies he implored the apostle to address. 
 
Paul subsequently writes Ephesians, Philippians, Colossians, and Philemon with Timothy, Luke, Demas, Epaphras, and others 
in his rented house in Rome.  He sends these letters via Tychicus, charging him to travel to the individual cities distributing 
them and also to give them more information about the advancement of the Gospel to the ends of the earth. 
 

PURPOSE 
The purpose of the letter is to address two specific heresies in Colossae.  The exact nuances of these heresies are somewhat 
debated as to their unique expressions, but there are clearly two divergent and equally heretical philosophies being 
advanced in Colossae: (1) Jewish Ceremonialism and (2) Early Gnostic Mysticism. 
 
Jewish ceremonialism is the legalistic tendencies of the believing Jews in Colossae to force their new Gentile brothers and 
sisters to conform to Jewish law, practice, and customs.  This legalism revolved around circumcision, restrictions on food, 
drink and observing certain festivals (Col 2:11, 16-17, 3:11).  This type of false Gospel resulted in asceticism, which is severe 
self-discipline and avoidance of all forms of indulgence.  It was Jesus + Works to get back to God. 
 

5  Acts 16:6 
6  Philemon 1:2 
7  2 Corinthians 8:7-15 



Early Gnostic Mysticism is the opposite of ceremonialism.  In this philosophy (which was later advanced in the second and 
third centuries into full-blown heresy), the body and the activities of the body are not considered worthwhile at all.  All that 
matters is the pursuit of knowledge and of a personalized "truth" that depends on individual visions, dreams, and "secret" 
knowledge that gets imparted to only the wise and deserving.  This also expressed itself in the worship of angels and angelic 
beings, of which Jesus was seen as simply another heavenly body that would assist mankind in gaining knowledge (Col. 2:2-4, 
18).  This type of false Gospel resulted in many people claiming to have "new knowledge" which resulted in many false beliefs 
and a lessening of Christ's ultimate superiority, authority, and preeminence as the one and only true Savior.  It was Jesus + 
Secret Knowledge to get back to God. 
 

Message 

Paul's main messages were to encourage the Colossians, combat these heresies, present Christ as fully God and fully man, 
showcase Christ as preeminent and first in all things, and demonstrate how the authority and Lordship of the King Jesus 
would impact their daily life in significant ways. 
 
Immediate Message for Colossae 

Message 1: Jesus Christ is fully God and fully human, not a spiritual force or angelic being 
Message 2: Jesus Christ is the only true source of life, wisdom, and knowledge and we must hold fast to Him alone 
Message 3: Colossae must stand firm against works-based rituals and regulations 
Message 4: Colossae must stand firm against mystics that claim to have secret knowledge and worship angels 
Message 5: Colossae can transform their culture to better express the Gospel in day-to-day interactions 

 
Globalized Message for the Universal Church 
Jesus is not simply another prophet or angel, He is the incarnate God who is filled up with the entirety of the fullness of the 
Godhead and is also completely human in every way.  Jesus being completely God means that He is to be worshipped as the 
only true source of life, wisdom, and knowledge.  Jesus being completely human means that our actions on earth are 
significant because Jesus has a body and it is not discarded or wasted, but used for God's glory.  We must stand firm against 
the bent of legalism which draws life from works and ritual.  We must also guard against false teachers and our own heart 
which longs to have a "personalized" truth, twisting the message of Jesus into whatever we want it to be.  When we see 
Christ as both fully God and fully man, our bodily and personal interactions are dramatically modified under a new ethic. 
 
Localized Message for Clarksville, TN 

Religion : I must follow the rules and regulations in the Bible.  I need to be true to my word, appear put together, and 
reject any hint of weakness.  I have to keep myself together on the outside, and then I will be OK on the inside. 
 
Irreligion : I should follow the Golden Rule and I will be OK because all faiths are really just different paths to the 
same eternal "being".  What matters is that I explore my own truth, my own identity, and my own spirituality for 
myself and be true to that. 
 
Gospel :  We are more messed up than we think and our external shell will never change the brokenness that 
pervades our inner life.  We cannot even find a truth or identity to stick with throughout our lives because it will shift 
to whatever philosophy works for us in that moment and that society affirms.  However, Jesus is the absolute, 
complete Truth of God revealed to us.  He created all things, became a man to bring us back to God, and now has 
revealed all of the mysteries of God and ways to live within Himself.  We don't have to work to either "follow the 
rules" or "find ourselves", we can rest when we find Jesus because He gives us life, satisfaction, and peace in Himself. 

 
   



Authorship, Audience, and Date 
 
Authorship: Paul the Apostle (and possibly Timothy as a scribe) 
Audience :  Residents of Colossae and Laodicea 
Date :  62 AD 
Location : Written in Rome while Paul was under house arrest 
Delivered: Tychicus and Onesimus  
Corspnd Text :  Acts 16:6; 19:8-10; 28:30-31 
Corspnd Books : Ephesians, Philippians, Colossians, and Philemon were all written at the same time 
 
 

Themes and Literary Characteristics 
 
Key Words 

firstborn / preeminent  
knowledge / wisdom 
thanks / thanksgiving 
fullness / filled 
head (of the body) 
reconcile 
mystery / revealed / make known 
riches / treasures / inheritance 
dead / died / death / made alive / life 
put off / put on 
hope 

 
Genre: Epistlatory (standard format for epistles that were meant to be read in the church) 

Greeting 
Thanksgiving and Prayer 
Body (doctrine/praxis) 
Conclusion (personal msgs) 

 
Unique elements 

Christ hymn (1:15-20) 
Christ's Lordship over the Old Creation 
Christ's Lordship over the New Creation 

Polemical  
Col 2 offensive  
Pushes Christ to the forefront 

Financial analogies throughout 
Chiastic structure in 1:24-2:4 

 
 

Major Theological Concepts 
 
Hypostatic Union :  Jesus is fully God and fully expresses God in bodily form 
Omnipotence :  Jesus is the Supreme and Preeminent King and Ruler over all Creation 
Ecclesiological Authority :  Jesus is the Functioning and Ruling Head over the Church 
Justification :  Jesus completely cancels our debt before God through His death on the cross 
Resurrection : Jesus gives us new spiritual life through His bodily resurrection 
Sanctification : Jesus allows us to put off the old way of sin and put on the new way of Christ 
   



Broad Exegetical Outline 
 

I. Greeting (Col. 1:1–2) 
II. Thanksgiving (Col. 1:3–8) 

III. Prayer for the Will of God (Col. 1:9–14) 
IV. Hymn of Praise to Christ (Col. 1:15–20) 

A. Christ is Lord of creation (Col. 1:15–17) 
B. Christ is Lord of reconciliation (Col. 1:18–20) 

V. Reconciliation of the Colossians to God (Col. 1:21–23) 
VI. Paul’s Labor for the Gospel (Col. 1:24–2:3) 

A. Paul’s suffering and stewardship of the mystery (Col. 1:24–28) 
B. Paul’s labor for the Colossians (Col. 1:29–2:5) 

VII. The Dangerous Teaching at Colossae (Col. 2:6–23) 
A. Warning about two false teachings (Col. 2:6–8) 
B. Help for the danger: the deity of Christ (Col. 2:9–10) 
C. Help for the danger: the bodily death and resurrection of Christ (Col. 2:11-15) 
D. Arguments against two false teaching (Col. 2:16–23) 

1. Warning against Jewish ceremonialism (Col. 2:16-17) 
2. Warning against Early Gnostic Mysticism (Col. 2:18-19) 
3. Summary Argument and Logic (Col. 20-23) 

VIII. The Proper Focus: Christ and the Life Above (Col. 3:1–4) 
IX. Instructions on Living the Christian Life (Col. 3:5–4:6) 

A. Putting off completely the sins of the past (Col. 3:5–11) 
B. Putting on the virtues of Christ (Col. 3:12–17) 
C. Living in the Christian household (Col. 3:18–4:1) 
D. Persistence in prayer (Col. 4:2–4) 
E. Missionary behavior toward those outside the community (Col. 4:5–6) 

X. Personal Greetings and Instructions (Col. 4:7–17) 
A. Remarks about the messengers carrying the letter (Col. 4:7–9) 
B. Greetings from Paul’s associates (Col. 4:10–14) 
C. Greetings to the Christians in Laodicea (Col. 4:15–17) 

XI. Letter Closing (Col. 4:18) 
 
 

Thematic/Timeline Outline 

 
5/5/2019 1:1-2 Introducing The King Who Reconciles and Redeems 
5/12/2019 1:3-8 The King Brings Faith, Hope, and Love 
5/19/2019 1:9-14 The King Qualifies us to Fulfill His Will 
5/26/2019 1:15-20 The King is the Gravity of the Universe 
6/2/2019 1:21-23 The King Reconciles us Back to God 
6/9/2019 1:24-2:5 The King Reveals Himself to His People through His People 
6/16/2019 2:6-10 The King Secures Us In Him 
6/23/2019 2:11-15 The King Nailed Our Sin to His Cross (We cannot follow the rules) 
6/30/2019 2:16-23 The King is the Substance of Our Life (We cannot find ourselves) 
7/7/2019 3:1-4 The King Hides Our Life 
7/14/2019 3:5-11 The King Calls us to Put off our Former Life 
7/21/2019 3:12-17 The King Calls us to Put on His New Life 
7/28/2019 3:18-4:1 The King Radically Changes Our Lives 
8/4/2019 4:2-6 The King Motivates Us to Prayer and Mission 
8/11/2019 4:7-18 The King Reconciles Us to One Another 
 


