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The Epistle to the Colossians (Part I)

Objective:

· Underlining the preeminent glory and honor of Christ, the Lord, and His transcendence

Memory verse:

“For in Him dwells all the fullness of the Godhead bodily; and you are complete in Him, who is the head of all principality and power” (Colossians 2:9).

Introduction:

I. The Church of Colossi


St. Paul met a fellow prisoner by the name of Epaphras while in prison in Rome (Philemon 1:23). This person was renewed (converted) sometime during the three years that St. Paul spent in Ephesus and founded a church in Colossi, as the verses indicate in Colossians 1:7 and Colossians 4:12.

II. The heretics in Colossi

· St. Paul learned from Epaphras that they were numerous in Colossi.

· It seems that the heresies arose from the Jews, the Gnostics, the worshippers of angels and those claiming that the flesh is inherently evil.

· Based on their teachings, it was claimed that God had invented a being which could move between His infinite character and that of evil. This third being was considered less holy than the Highest One (He was Christ) who became devoid of divinity and closer to man’s nature in order to elevate it to higher levels. Undoubtedly, such heresy sought to destroy Christ’s Divinity and His glorious intercession and consequently reduce Him to one of the numerous other intercessors.

Lesson Outline:

I. Synopsis of the Epistle

A. Introduction


Thankfulness to the Colossians and intercession on their behalf (Colossians 1:1-14)
B. Doctrinal section


The glory of Jesus Christ, His honor and preeminence (Colossians 1:15 - 2:3)
C. Practical section

· Warnings against false heresies (Colossians 2:4-23)
· Union with Christ and its results (Colossians 3:4-6)
· Spiritual exhortations to the fathers, women, children and slaves (Colossians 3:18 - 4:5)
D. Closing

· Closing salutations and commendations (Colossians 4:3-18)
II. The Introduction


Contemplate the meaning of “Paul, an apostle of Jesus Christ.” He is not an apostle sent by a man.

· The members of the Church are saints for they are sanctified in Christ and they are brothers for they are members in one body.

· In verses 3-5, the apostle draws together the themes of faith, hope and love. Do we have a living faith in Christ and do we show love towards all saints, arising from the hope laid for us in heaven?

· Contemplate verses 6-8, where one of the slaves establishes a church and how the truth about the Word was delivered through him. St. Paul praises the efforts arising from the faith of the Colossians.

· In verses 9-14, study the prayer that St. Paul offers on their behalf and which he constantly recites, that they may be:

a) Filled with the knowledge of God’s will in all wisdom and divine understanding
b) Fruitful in every good work
c) Chaste according to God’s glorious power and might
d) Patient, joyfully and long suffering in the face of any hardship
e) Thankful of the Heavenly Father who made them worthy to share the inheritance of the saints

May these aims be achieved through our holy fathers’ prayers, when they intercede on behalf of their children and their congregation.

III. The Doctrinal Section


Christ’s Glory, Honor and Preeminence (Colossians 1:15 - 2:3): Note that talking about the Son necessarily leads to talking about the Father and His work towards Redemption, through which we have been reconciled, loved, made worthy to share the inheritance of the saints and worthy to live in the Light. For without His love, we could not have been saved from the power of darkness or accepted and transported to the Kingdom of His beloved Son, the Kingdom of Christ. It is through Christ that we have been redeemed, and through His Blood, we attained forgiveness of our sins. Notice how the cross covered the debt we owed, and how the Blood effectively brought about righteousness, reconciliation, redemption and adoption.


“He is the image of the invisible God, the firstborn of all creation,” in other words, the Son is exactly the same as the Father in nature and essence. This is what is meant by “the image of the invisible God” because the image corresponds exactly to the original. Thus the image of the invisible God is also invisible, which means that Christ originally, and before the incarnation, was invisible due to His divinity. However, by becoming incarnate, we saw Him and through Him we got to know the Father present within and united with Him; “he who has seen Me, has seen the Father.” That is seen spiritually and by faith and not by earthly knowledge.


“The Firstborn of all creation” indicates that He is the source and origin of all life and creation. He is the spiritual source out of which all creatures have sprung, “For by him all things were created;” the starting point of all creatures was in Him.


Let us contemplate on the Greatness and Glory of God, for “all things were created through Him and for Him.” In other words, there would have been no existence or stability for creation without Him. Moreover, there would be no real presence for creation unless it is associated to and dependent on Him. Notice that He is the head of the body of the Church, the One Who’s preeminently Honorable. The Church consists of branches, and He is the beginning and the end, the firstborn from the dead. For He is the First who arose, ascended, and sat on the right hand of the Father so that He may have preeminence in all things. Surely He deserves all glory, honor, dominion, and power since He was slain for our sake, and we were bought to God, His Father, from every nation, tongue and tribe. Glory be to Him forever, Amen.

IV. Remainder of Chapter One


“And by Him to reconcile all things to Himself, having made peace through the Blood of the Cross, whether things on earth, or things in heaven” (Colossians 1:20).

This, too, is the Will of the Father that He sacrifices His Son, Jesus Christ, so that by offering Himself, He becomes a burned Offering and atonement for sin and transgression. In this way, He enacted reconciliation and peace between heaven and earth. He has made them both to become one, the heavenly and the earthly. This reconciliation does not indicate that God harbored enmity toward us. Nevertheless, it means that He cancelled enmity, which is sin, and trampled its power by His death on the Cross. Through the Blood of our Lord Jesus Christ, we have become new creatures, since we have become part of the covenant of adoption and love. We have become His bride.


As for the power of reconciliation, it is present in the Blood and through the Blood; “And you who were once alienated and enemies in your mind by wicked works, yet now He has reconciled in the body of His flesh, through death to present you holy, and blameless, and irreproachable in His sight” (Colossians 1:21).


The Colossians were considered gentiles, unassociated with the flock of the Jews, so they had no promise, no legacy, and no inheritance. We, too, are like them. We are all strangers and enemies. We had no knowledge of God, we had no Bible, our works were wicked, and our nature is selfish and unclean. Praise be to God who has granted us holiness through His Spirit.


The task of reconciliation was achieved by the death of His incarnate Body, since at His death on the Cross, and in the terms of divine justice, His offering was accepted before the Father; it gave Him pleasure, joy and peace. The aim of His death and resurrection was to sanctify us and united us with Him. In this way, we obtained purity through His Holiness. Holiness is the name by which the Holy Trinity was declared, and through Him and Jesus Christ, we have become saints. For saintliness is partaking in God’s life. It is the perfection of baptism and the entry into the mystery of redemption. The holiness granted to us urges us to walk towards eternity and the His Kingdom. It increases as we cling closer to the Holy One, Who is distinctly detached from the wicked.

“If indeed you continue in the faith, grounded and steadfast, and are not moved away from the hope of the Gospel which you heard, which was preached to even creature under heaven” (Colossians 1:23).


This is the basic condition that would make us holy and without blame at His second coming; i.e. we remain grounded and steadfast in the faith and confident in the message and the choice announced to us in the Holy Bible. Moreover, we should not be shaken by temptation or suffering if we want to retain the sacred hope we have received from the Bible.


“I now rejoice in my sufferings for you, and fill up in my flesh what is lacking in the afflictions of Christ, for the sake of His body, which is the Church” (Colossians 1:24).


The apostle here announces an important Biblical message: the suffering he experiences and undergoes in his flesh for the sake of Christ’s Church and for spreading the Word is only a sharing of the sufferings at Golgotha. This is sharing, even though in a minimal way. But it is essential to participate in such suffering. For just as the Head underwent suffering on the Cross, so must the members suffer, thus unifying the Church in its moments of pain and bringing the Head and body together. When Jesus Christ finds that the lost member has undergone the last pain to be tasted, He will appear in His Church and enter into His rest and glory, joyful before the Father on account of the sufferings that He and His Church shared through the ages and past generations.


“Of which I became a minister according to the stewardship from God which was given to me for you, to fulfill the word of God, the mystery which has been hidden from ages and from generations, but now has been revealed to His Saints” (Colossians 1:25.26).


St. Paul always spoke with pride about God’s call to him to preach the Word. He became a servant of the Church according to the plan of the heavenly Father, Who chose him to achieve God’s work among the Gentiles. This is the great task that God draws people from all nations to form His Church, which will be the object of His love and will share His glory. This mystery was hidden all through the ages but is now declared to the saints through the Bible.


“To them God willed to make known what are the riches of the glory of this mystery among the Gentiles: which is Christ in you, the hope of glory. Him we preach, warning every man and teaching every man in all wisdom, that we may present every man perfect in Christ Jesus. To this end I also labor, striving according to His working which works in me mightily.”
(Colossians 1:27-29)

It is God’s pleasure to reveal to believers the richness of the glory prepared for the nations, so that we might share with Him and become His people and He may become our Lord. This is the hope that comes in the person of Jesus Christ, the Savior of us all.


Preachers speak in the name of Christ; the goal of preaching and teaching is to bring every one into contact with Jesus Christ in order to be filled with all wisdom to become perfect in divine knowledge (and such perfection is only relative; it comes from the effect of grace). St. Paul worked day and night to achieve this goal, and he struggled in prayer, fasting, and vigils to that end.


The Epistle to the Colossians (Part II)

Objective:

· Emphasizing the preeminent Glory and Honor of Christ, the Lord, and His Transcendence
Memory verse:

“If then you were raised with Christ, seek those things which are above, where Christ is, sitting at the right hand of God. Set your mind on things above, not on things on the earth” (Colossians 3:1-2).

Lesson Outline:


Verses (Colossians 2:1-3): The apostle announces to the Church of Colossi his great struggle on her behalf and on behalf of the Church of Laodicea, as well as for all believers he has known, loved, and became close to, even though he has not seen them in the flesh. He proclaims that the goals of his endeavors are that:

· Their hearts may be consoled by His grace.

· They may be filled with love.

· They may understand the mystery of Jesus Christ and the Church. The mystery of the love of God the Father and His Son for the Church.

· The fullness with such knowledge would be in the Lord Himself, since He alone is full of wisdom and knowledge.

I. The Practical Section

A. Warning against heresies (Colossians 2:4-23)

· Colossians 2:4,5 “Now this I say lest anyone should deceive you with persuasive words. For though I am absent in the flesh, yet I am with you in spirit, rejoicing to see your good order and the steadfastness of your faith in Christ.” The apostle warns against sweet words that deceive and lure people towards opinions and principles that are in opposition to the Church. When he insists on the heresy prevalent in their midst, he also insists on the power of their faith, thus encouraging them lest they feel the Gospel to be burdensome.

· Colossians 2:6,7 “As you have therefore received Christ Jesus the Lord, so walk in Him, rooted and built and established in the faith, as you have been taught, abounding in it with thanksgiving.” Here the apostle emphasizes that faith is not merely an articulated creed, but rather, it is an attitude and a way of life. Thus a person who believes in Christ will ultimately have Christ reign in his heart and mind so that his whole manner is inspired by the Lord. The apostle also wishes to draw their attention to the necessity of genuine and steadfast faith, as well as the need to be filled with thanks no matter what the demands of the faith may be. 
· Colossians 2:8 “Because lest anyone cheat you through philosophy and empty deceit, according to the tradition of men, according to the basic principles of the world, and not according to Christ.” The apostle once more warns them against those who wish to deceive them through a philosophy that conflicts with the Christian faith. Such erroneous philosophy fills men with pride and vanity. Apparently, many vain philosophers have tried to lead the Colossians away from the correct faith.

· Colossians 2:9,10 “For in Him dwells all the fullness of the Godhead bodily; and you are complete in Him, who is the head of all principality and power.” Here, the apostle speaks about the unification of the divinity with the flesh in the Person of Jesus Christ; he explains how in the Savior dwells all the fullness of the divinity. This verse pulls down every heresy that diminishes the honor of Jesus Christ or denies that He is consubstantial with the Father. Moreover, he has granted us, the believers, union with the Son that we may be filled with His grace. Thus He is our head and we are His body. He reigns over us and over all principalities and power, since He alone is worthy of glory, honor and dominion.

· Colossians 2:11 “In Him you were also circumcised with the circumcision made without hands, by putting off the body of sins of the flesh, by the circumcision of Christ.” The apostle speaks here about the work of redemption and the efficacy of grace in believers; how these separate them from the world as their hearts have been circumcised, thereby excluding all physical or material love. This circumcision is different from that of the Old Testament, which involved physical circumcision. Here, it is the work of the spirit that casts off the old man.

· Colossians 2:12 “buried with Him in baptism, in which you were also raised with Him through faith in the workings of God, who raised Him from the dead.” The apostle speaks here about the mystery of baptism. He explains how we are buried in the baptism basin three times in order to die with Christ who was buried three days in the grave. We then arise to a new life, just as Christ arose, vanquisher and victorious. For God who raised His Son from the dead has also raised us from sin and granted us to sit with Him in the heaven. These are the two aspects of His Divine Sacrifice: He was delivered on account of our sins, and He was raised to grant us righteousness. We partake of the first aspect of the Sacrifice in baptism, where we die with Him and are buried with Him. We also partake of the second aspect of the Sacrifice, which is the Resurrection, by taking communion; “he who eats My Body and Blood, shall live in Me.”
· Colossians 2:13,14 The apostle reveals here how we were enslaved by sin and lust. “Uncircumcision” used in this verse refers to uncleanness. But Christ raised us to live with Him, forgiving us all our sins. He has redeemed the debt we owed, tearing it down by the Cross.

· Colossians 2:15 speaks of the effect of the Cross where our Lord conquered Satan and his army, disarming them of their power and proclaiming His victory over them.

· Colossians 2:16,17 indicate the prevalent heresies at the time, which aimed at drawing the Church into Jewish life. The apostle shows that the old laws do not rule God’s children.

· Colossians 2:18,19 The apostle reiterates his warnings to believers against the prevailing heresies. These claimed the difficulty to communicate with God and the sufficiency to worship angels as a sign of humility and acknowledgement of their inability to reach God. The apostle describes these heretics as people who do not hold steadfastly to the “Head (Jesus Christ), from whom all the body, joints and ligaments, grows with the increase which is from God.”

B. Partaking of death and resurrection with Him


Colossians 2:20-23 ‘Therefore, if you died with Christ from the basic principles of the world, why, as though living in the world, do you subject yourselves to regulations.”

As for the heresies which became widespread in Colossi, the apostle condemns them as invitations to return to the old order of life, governed by heretic human thoughts and not by the Will of God. Examples of such heresies, mentioned by the apostle, are the worship of angels as a sign of humility and the humiliation of the body as an aim in itself.

II. Chapter Three


Colossians 3:1-4 “If then you were raised with Christ, seek those things which are above, where Christ is, sitting at the right hand of God. Set your mind on things above, not things on the earth. For you died and your life is hidden with Christ in God. When Christ who is our life, appears then you also will appear with Him in glory.”

Those who have risen with Christ have all their interest linked with Christ, Who sits at the right hand of God. The most important sign of a believer is that his yearnings are inspirational, his feelings sanctified, his inclinations heavenly oriented and his thoughts elevated.


Concerning God’s children, the apostle says that their existence is hidden and it is Christ who appears and works in them; “it is no longer I who lives, but Christ lives in me.”


If the glory, which is Christ’s, does not appear in us now, it is because we are still in the flesh. However, we receive this glory secretly and it will be announced when the Lord comes in the clouds and His glory appears. At that time, we “will appear with Him in glory,” which is ours through Him.


What a great hope; we will be glorified with Him! This is our only consolation whenever we suffer with Him, whenever we are persecuted, crucified, or put to death with Him for the purpose of achieving His mission, which He has entrusted within our souls.


Colossians 3:5-7 The apostle speaks about the need to kill the old self, struggling against the lusts of the body, such as adultery, uncleanness, delinquent passion, greed that involves idolatry, love of money and selfishness. All these things invoke God’s anger upon the wicked. We were enslaved to all these before we knew the Lord; but thanks be to God who has granted us victory in Jesus Christ. 

Colossians 3:8-11 Having exhorted believers to abstain from apparent, ugly sins such as adultery and the worship of money, the apostle speaks about uglier and more object matters which are far more dangerous. He speaks about “anger, wrath, malice, blasphemy, and filthy language.” These sins are inappropriate and do not fit the children of God who are calm, loving, gentle, and chaste in all their members. The apostle then forbids lying in the same manner he used in the epistle to the Ephesians; all such behavior is incongruous on the level of the one family whose members are brothers. For can a brother lie to his brother? If we have put off the old self and put on the new, how is it that we continue to follow the latter after having crucified him? We grow and get renewed continually so that we might become in the picture of the great Lord Himself.


In Jesus Christ, we have become one family; “there is neither Greek nor Jew, no circumcised or uncircumcised. Barbarian, Scything, slave nor free, but Christ is all and in all.”


Colossians 3:12-17 Having spoken about negative matters and the departure from many sins of varying evilness, the apostle speaks now about positive conduct:

· That “we put on tender mercies, kindness, humbleness of mind, meekness, long suffering, bearing with one another, and forgiving one another.” This is a collection of virtues which are necessary for God’s children who testify of Jesus Christ. They are also necessary for brotherly relationships and for unity among believers.

· That we “put on love, which is the bond of perfection,” and love as a virtue is the peak of all virtues since they all arise out of it. Because God is love, therefore he who loves is born of God and is able to live in the light.

· That “the peace of God rule” in the hearts: He gives peace, which is unlike that of the world. Rather, it is a peace that surpasses all understanding. It protects our thoughts and hearts and keeps them in Jesus Christ.

· That we be “thankful” in order to progress in virtue and obedience to our Lord Jesus Christ. A life of thankfulness is necessary.

· That the Word of God lives richly in our hearts, “singing with grace” to the Lord. This is the sign of a fulfilled life, where the Word is active and thereby achieving inner renewal; “The words I speak to you are spirit and life.”
· That we surrender our lives totally and completely to the Lord; “Whatever you do in word or deed, do all in the name of the Lord Jesus... Let God be all in all.” 

This constitutes the life pattern of the true children of God. They do not claim anything as their own yet; they have been bought by the precious Blood in order to glorify God in their lives. He has died so that those who live do not live for themselves but rather live for Him who died and rose for them.

Applications:

Examine yourself carefully. Then undertake one of the following exercises:

· Do I always aspire to heavenly matters?

· Do I crucify the passions of the flesh through grace?

· Am I filled with love, which is the way to perfection?

· Am I constantly and sincerely thankful and singing praise to the Lord?

Supplementary Notes( on

The Epistle of St. Paul to the Colossians
With Onesimus as his faithful traveling companion, St. Paul has written this epistle, sometime after Romans and before the letters to Timothy, in order to strengthen the Colossian church in its time of adversity. Specifically, he urges the Colossians to understand that our approach to God is only through Christ and not through angels. Therefore, in adversity we can know that he is with us through the Spirit, just as he, St. Paul, is always spiritually, if not physically, present with them (St. John Chrysostom).

St. Paul wishes to preserve the Gentile believers in Colossae, whom he has not seen, in order to prevent any submission to the Jewish law as necessary for salvation. His further purpose is to make a clear distinction for them between those things that are necessary to salvation and those that are not (Theodore). St. Paul recognizes that believers are vulnerable to temptations from both converted Jews and converted Greeks who acknowledge, for different reasons, the power of angels to confer grace and blessing on humankind (Severian). St. Paul wishes to show that the greatest danger to Christian discipleship resides in the fact that believers of Jewish background are convincing Gentiles that they should keep the mandates of the law, when in reality Christ the Lord is the giver of salvation through the mystery of the incarnation (Theodoret). St. Paul has written to the Colossians in order to overturn the efforts of false apostles, who were teaching them to accept the notion of the divine powers in nature, by which life is supposedly governed, and thus he urges them to accept nothing beyond Christ Himself (Ambrosiaster). Having praised their beginnings in faith, St. Paul issues a warning that the Colossians not be seduced by philosophy or ceremonies of the law (Pelagius).












































( Ancient Christian Commentary on  Scripture, New Testament ix, Thomas C. Oden & Peter Gorday, InterVarsity Press, 2000
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