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OVERVIEW
“Think globally, act locally.” That could be the motto of the epistle to the
Colossians. This letter adopts a cosmic perspective that views human existence
from the vantage point of one who knows the secrets of the universe. It sweeps
across time, taking us from the start of creation (1:15-17) to the end of the age
(3:4), stopping along the way to reveal the meaning of life (1:27; 3:4), the source
of all wisdom and knowledge (2:2-3), the reason for order in the universe (1:17),
and humanity’s only hope for peace (1:20; 3:15). It encourages us to lift our sights
from earth to heaven, to “set our minds on things that are above” (3:2), and to
view life from the perspective of eternity.
Still, this letter is exceptionally well grounded in the aﬀairs of daily living. Its
universal perspective on power, wisdom, and faith has speciﬁc implications for
how the members of one local community ought to conduct themselves (3:5–
4:6): how they should act toward each other (3:13), toward family members (3:18–
4:1), and toward “outsiders” (4:5-6). Within the life of the church, the letter to the
Colossians will always have an important part to play. We too need to become
mature as Christians and as human beings. We need to grow in our knowledge of
who God is, of what he has done for us in Jesus Christ, and of how we can
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express our gratitude in worship and life.
— Mark Allan Powell, Introducing the New Testament, 357

HISTORICAL BACKGROUND
In New Testament times, the city of Colossae was a
relatively small town in western Asia Minor
(modern-day Turkey). It had close connections
with two other cities, Laodicea (ten miles to the
west) and Hierapolis (sixteen miles northwest),
both of which are also mentioned in this letter (2:1;
4:13, 15-16). All three cities were situated in the
valley of the Lycus River, about 110 miles east
Ephesus. They were part of the Roman province of
Asia and were commercial centers for textile
industries. Colossae, in particular, was known for
its production of scarlet-dyed wool.
The area was renowned as a haven for exotic
spiritual pursuits. Numerous pagan cults and
“mystery religions” were popular here, including
those that involved devotion to the mother goddess
Cybele (whose cult was centered in Hierapolis) or
the worship of various astral deities (sun, moon,
and stars). The latter, in particular, may have been
what gave rise to this letter’s references to “the
elemental spirits of the universe” (2:8, 20).
Colossae also had a sizable Jewish population,
though reports indicate that the Jewish settlers
were thoroughly Hellenized (integrated into the
Greco-Roman culture).
At one time, Colossae had been the largest of the
three cities in the Lycus Valley, but by the time of
Paul, Colossae was in decline, having lost out to the
much more prosperous Laodicea. The worst,
however, was yet to come: around the year 61 CE
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an earthquake devastated the region. Laodicea

journeys, but it makes no mention of Colossae,

appears to have had the money to rebuild, but the

Hierapolis, or Laodicea, and it says nothing about

situation may have been worse for the smaller

Paul’s winning converts or founding churches in

communities. We have no sure data as to what

the province. Likewise, the letter of Colossians

happened to the town of Colossae or to the

indicates that the Christians in this area had not

Christian community there.

seen Paul “face to face” (2:1); they appear to have
been taught the gospel by Epaphras (1:7-8), who

The only reference to Colossae in the New

“worked hard” in Colossae, Laodicea, and

Testament is found in the opening line of this letter

Hierapolis, and who is now said to be with Paul

(1:2). The book of Acts indicates that Paul passed

(4:12-13).

through the region of Phrygia (i.e., Asia) on both
his second (16:6) and third (18:23) missionary

— M. Powell, Introducing the New Testament, 359-60

MILESTONES
• The Exalted Messiah: Jesus is the true
image and firstborn of the creator God. At
the cross, he reconciled humanity and now
dwells among us as the body’s head.
• The Suffering Apostle: Paul’s suffering is not
a sign of defeat. It’s his way of participating
in Jesus’ own suffering done as an act of
love for us.
• Pressure to Turn Away: Colossians
encourages Christians not to compromise
or turn from Jesus. They must grasp who
Jesus is and what he did for them.
• The Resurrection Life: Because of Jesus’
resurrection, believers become part of a
new humanity that’s joined to him, and their
lives are changed and transformed here on
earth.
• New Humanity: As part of the new
humanity, Christians serve and please Jesus
alone. Their devotion to the exalted Christ
transforms their lives, households, and
every relationship.
- The Bible Project

MAJOR THEMES IN COLOSSIANS
The Cosmic Christ: Colossians speaks of Jesus in exalted terms: he is not only the Lord of the church
but also the ruler of the universe (1:15-17); he is not just the Savior of humanity but also the one who
reconciles all things in heaven and on earth (1:20). The person of Christ is described as one who is
“the image of the invisible God” (1:15) in whom “all the fullness of God was pleased to dwell” (1:19).
The work of Christ includes his traditional role as God’s agent of redemption (1:14) but is expanded to
include serving also as God’s agent of creation: all things in heaven and on earth, visible and invisible,
were created “through him and for him” (1:16). The main point in quoting this hymn (1:15-20) to the
Colossians is simply to remind them of their own confession that Christ has preeminence over all
things (1:18). They need not worry about any of the powers that are said to dominate this earth, for it
was Christ who created them (1:16), rules them (2:10), and who has now disarmed them (2:15).
Realized Eschatology: Colossians is one of the handful of NT documents to emphasize what
theologians call “realized eschatology,” the belief that blessings and benefits associated with the end
times are available already in this present life. Believers have already been rescued from the power of
darkness (1:13); transferred to the kingdom of God’s Son (1:13); and raised with Christ (2:12; 3:1). The
point is to stress the absolute certainty of God’s work, an appreciation that impacts life in the present.
Believers still live on the earth and must be concerned about life and the relationships within the
structures that this world affords (3:18-4:1). They should count their resurrection with Christ as an
assured reality that defines their values and shapes their life decisions (3:1-3). No power in the
universe is able to affect believers who have put their trust in Christ. The elemental spirits may control
parts of this world now, but those who have been baptized into Christ have died and been raised to a
new life in the kingdom that lies beyond those spirits’ jurisdiction (1:13).
Knowledge and Maturity: There is a notable emphasis in Colossians on growth in knowledge and on
developing spiritual maturity (1:9-10, 28; 2:2; 4:12). Growth and maturity, according to Colossians,
involve not the discovery of anything new but rather continuing in Christ and remaining steadfast with
regard to what they have been taught (2:6-7). Such maturity becomes evident in the fruit that it bears:
lives worthy of the Lord, marked by good works (1:10). The vices to be avoided (3:5, 8-9) are
exemplary of an old way of being human that the Colossians are to “strip off,” and the virtues to be
exhibited (3:12-15) demonstrate a new way of being human with which they are to clothe themselves
(3:9-10). This metaphor of taking off and putting on clothing invokes the image of early Christian
baptism, in which the initiates shed their garments and then were clothed with a new white robe to
symbolize their transformed identity in Christ. The new humanity granted in baptism affects
relationships, for there is no longer to be any discrimination on the basis of origin or status (3:11). The
family and social relationships that mark the daily lives of believers are to be conducted under the
lordship of Jesus Christ.

COLOSSIANS 1:1-14 (NIV)
1 Paul,
2 To

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

God’s holy people in Colossae, the faithful brothers and sisters in Christ:

Grace and peace to you from God our Father.
3 We

always thank God, the Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, when we pray for you, 4 because we have heard of your faith in

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

COLOSSIANS 1:1-14
As we transition from Paul’s letter to the Philippians to his letter to the Colossians, we should note that Paul’s relationship with the Colossians was diﬀerent than
his relationship with the Philippians. Paul had been to Philippi; he had helped start that church. At the point of writing this letter, however, he has likely not been
to Colossae. Instead, Epaphras was the one to ﬁrst bring the gospel to Colossae and the one who brought a report about the Colossians to Paul.
A Prayer of Thanksgiving for the Colossians (1:3-8)
The letter begins with two prayers, the ﬁrst being a prayer of thanksgiving. So much of Colossians is about Paul teaching the Colossians what they must be
thankful for, and in 1:3-8, he is setting the tone by thanking God for what he has heard is going on in Colossae. We can imagine Paul in prison, a dark time in his
life, teaching himself to thank God for all the good things that have been happening. So Paul thanks God that he has learned from Epaphras that the Colossians
have been faithful to Jesus, showing love for God and for their neighbors all because of the hope they have in the new creation that has begun in Jesus. He gives
thanks for the fact that this young church is putting down roots and becoming ﬁrm in faith, hope, and love. That for Paul constitutes the triad of the three great
virtues, the things which we have to learn if we are to be faithful followers of Jesus. And that’s what Paul is going to be teaching, in one way or another, throughout
this letter.
This love springs out of their hope that they learned about in the gospel (1:5). Hope, then, is the anchor for faith and love, and hope is manifested in love,
which shares the gospel and then bears fruit. Paul’s vision of “the hope stored up in heaven” (1:5) here in Colossians (as in Rom 8 and Gal 4), is of the whole
creation being renewed, and of human beings who have followed Jesus being raised from the dead to share in that new creation. Paul says this hope is being kept
safe in heaven, but is waiting to be revealed. That is the hope that Paul wants to set before this small group of young Christians who are living in a town that is
bound to be hostile toward those who place their trust in Jesus rather than the gods of their day.
What’s encouraging is that Epaphras has given good news to Paul about this community. They have discovered Jesus to be a living reality in their personal lives
and in their communal lives, which is now growing. Paul knows that Epaphras is a man who never stops praying for his family and friends in Colossae. And that
prayer of these otherwise unknown, unsung heroes, is one of the things that anchor the letter here and the gospel at large. It is by the prayers of many faithful
people that God’s work goes ahead. Perhaps only on the last day will we discover just who was really responsible for all the good things that have happened in
our lives—not only our coming to faith and being sustained in it, but other many things that have happened. It will be because of people faithfully praying like Paul
and Epaphras.
Interceding for the Colossians to Grow Knowledge, Wisdom, and Understanding (1:9-14)
Paul moves on to pray that the Colossians would grow in their wisdom and understanding about Jesus. He’s praying particularly for their growth in wisdom, which
is one of the main themes in Colossians. He wants them to be wise and mature, which comes from being rooted and grounded in Jesus, himself. And as a result of
growing in that wisdom, Paul prays that they will be able to have conduct which is worthy of the Lord — to live in such a manner that when people see how they
behave on the street, how they treat and talk to one another, and how they treat and talk to outsiders, that all of these things will be a witness to who Jesus really
is. When people see that they’re behaving in this strange and diﬀerent way and ask, “Why?” … ultimately the answer is “Well, we’re trying to follow Jesus.”

COLOSSIANS 1:1-14
Such wisdom is given to us that we may walk in the right way, so when people see how we live, they see a reﬂection of who Jesus is. Paul says, “This will mean that
you’ll be able to conduct yourselves in a manner worthy of the Lord, and so give him real delight, as you bear fruit in every good work and grow up in the
knowledge of God” (1:10). Paul takes the image of bearing fruit and says, “This is to be true of you.” Paul says they are to be people through whom others are
refreshed — people through whom others discover that God is present to them, calling them, loving them, and instructing them as well. And to do this, Paul says
again that we need the knowledge of God. Paul can’t emphasize this enough in Colossians—the notion of growing up in the knowledge of God and of who God is.
This is a personal God, a God who desires relationship, and as we grow in our knowledge of God, we ﬁnd that we are able to bear fruit and grow.
To do this, Paul says they will need to be strengthened (1:11). There are tough times coming, and Paul prays for their perseverance and continued loyalty. This
theme appears frequently throughout the New Testament. It isn’t easy being a Christian. It never was. It is always a matter of swimming against the tide, and for
that Paul says we need to settle down and realize this is going to take a determination to put one foot in front of another and go on following Jesus.
When we are given strength, Paul says that we will have complete patience and become truly steadfast and joyful (1:11b-12a). There are many things that
happen to us as Christians that make us impatient and squash our sense of joy. So Paul prays for that church, and we have to pray for one another, that we may
grow in patience and steadfastness and real joy. We must remember that joy comes from the faith, steadfastness, and patience which looks to God and God’s
purposes and holds to the conviction that God will work things out—not necessarily the way we want it, but the way God wants it. And when that happens it will
be for the best, and for that we will rejoice. With all of that in mind, Paul says, “I pray that you will learn to give thanks to the Father” (1:12).
In 1:13-14, Paul goes on to describe the reason for thanksgiving by telling a little version of Israel’s exodus story. Jesus himself made Israel’s exodus/passover
thematic for his own work. And now Paul and the other Christians see that their own exodus came through what had happened in and through Jesus. The story of
Exodus tells us that God saw his people in slavery in Egypt. God heard their cries and came down to powerfully rescue them from the kingdom of Pharaoh. He
delivered them through the crossing of the Red Sea, so that then his own presence would be with them in the wilderness, taking them to the Promised Land,
revealing that they are citizens of his kingdom and that he is their king, the one in whom they found redemption and the forgiveness of sins.
It is within this exodus framework that Paul places our own experience in Christ (1:13-14). Believers have been rescued from the power of darkness;
transferred to the kingdom of God’s Son; and raised with Christ (2:12; 3:1). And to all who will listen, Paul continues to say: “You are part of this story! This is what
Christ has done! This is who you are! Learn to tell that story and to understand your place in it. And then you will ﬁnd that thanksgiving ﬂows from your lips.”

DISCUSSION
1.

Thanksgiving is a predominant characteristic of Paul’s life and of the letter to the Colossians. We can imagine Paul in prison, a dark time in
his life, teaching himself to thank God for all the good things that have been happening (despite being able to name just as many, if not
more, bad things that were happening). Currently, what are you thankful for?

2.

If Paul is telling the Colossians about thanksgiving, he’s also telling them about thanks-living — about how to live on the basis of being grateful
people—thankful to God in everything, despite everything, for what God has done and will do. In your experience, how does the habit of
giving thanks to God translate into thanks-living? What does this look like?

3.

Paul says that ever since the day that he and others ﬁrst heard about the Colossians, they have not stopped praying for them (1:9). Name a
few people who have prayed for you consistently over the years. What does this mean to you? Who do you pray for consistently? What
impact has this regular intercession made on their lives…and on your own?

4.

Read 1:11 again. Where in your life right now do you most need to be strengthened with power, in order to endure and be patient and have
an attitude of joy? Spend some time praying about this and for others who share.

5.

Paul desires that we learn to give thanks to the Father, “for he has rescued us from the dominion of darkness and brought us into the
kingdom of the Son he loves, in whom we have redemption, the forgiveness of sins” (1:13-14). Spend some time reﬂecting on the words of
Colossians 1:13-14, allowing the reality of that statement to sink into your heart. We have been rescued, forgiven, and redeemed by a loving
Father. What does this mean to you right now?

