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Series Preface


The   purpose of the Crossway Classic Commentaries is to make some of the   most valuable commentaries on the books of the Bible, by some of the   greatest Bible teachers and theologians in the last five hundred years,   available to a new generation. These books will help today’s readers   learn truth, wisdom, and devotion from such authors as J. C. Ryle,   Martin Luther, John Calvin, J. B. Lightfoot, John Owen, Charles   Spurgeon, Charles Hodge, and Matthew Henry.


We   do not apologize for the age of some of the items chosen. In the realm   of practical exposition promoting godliness, the old is often better   than the new. Spiritual vision and authority, based on an accurate handling of the biblical text, are the qualities that have been primarily sought in deciding what to include.


So   far as is possible, everything is tailored to the needs and enrichment   of thoughtful readers—lay Christians, students, and those in the   ministry. The originals, some of which were written at a high technical   level, have been abridged as needed, simplified stylistically, and   unburdened of foreign words. However, the intention of this series is   never to change any thoughts of the original authors, but to faithfully   convey them in an understandable fashion.


The   publishers are grateful to Dr. Alister McGrath of Wycliffe Hall,   Oxford, Dr. J. I. Packer of Regent College, Vancouver, and Watermark of   Norfolk, England, for the work of selecting and editing that now brings   this project to fruition.
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Introduction


Joseph   Barbour Lightfoot (1828-1889) is widely regarded as one of the finest   nineteenth-century interpreters of Paul. Lightfoot was educated at King   Edward’s School in Birmingham and went to the University of Cambridge in   1847. He was elected a fellow of Trinity College in 1882. Lightfoot   soon developed an interest in the history, language, and culture of the   New Testament period. He was one of the founders of the Journal of Classical and Sacred Philology.   In 1861 he was appointed Hulsean Professor of Divinity at Cambridge   University; in 1875 he was elected to the more senior Lady Margaret   Professorship of Divinity at the same university. After only four years   in this position, he was appointed Bishop of Durham and spent the   remainder of his life in this position.


Lightfoot   gave what were by all accounts a splendid series of lectures on the   letters of Paul at Cambridge University. These lectures would form the   basis of his commentaries on some of Paul’s letters, many of which   retain respect today. The first major commentary to be published dealt   with Paul’s letter to the Galatians (1865). This was followed by the   commentary on Philippians (1868; already published in the Crossway   Classic Commentaries series), which showed a deep love of Paul’s thought   and writings. His commentary on Colossians perhaps shows Lightfoot’s   great interest in the history and culture of the New Testament period at   its best. The work dates from 1875 and shows Lightfoot’s love and   understanding of Paul at its most mature. Lightfoot coupled his   exposition of Colossians with a brief commentary on the briefest of all   of Paul’s letters—Philemon.


So   what can the reader expect to find in this commentary? One of its most   distinctive features is obvious from the opening pages. Lightfoot begins   his commentary by exploring the geography and history of the Lycus   valley. The region is of major importance to early Christian history,   and Lightfoot wishes his readers to gain a full understanding of the   cities and events that took place in the region. It is against this   backdrop that the letter to the Colossians is to be understood, and   Lightfoot wishes his readers to read Paul with a firm understanding of   the history and geography of the region. In its original form, the   commentary engaged directly with the Greek text, and much trouble is   taken over clarifying the meaning of some significant Greek terms used   by Paul in the letter. Lightfoot is concerned to make sure that his   readers understand the richness of Paul’s message by exploring the full   implications of some of the letter’s central terms (such as pleroma, usually translated as “fullness”).


Some   may find Lightfoot’s scholarly approach a little lacking in excitement   and dynamism; others may find his English style somewhat difficult to   follow at points. Be patient! There is enormous scholarly, spiritual,   and theological wisdom packed into the pages of this commentary. It will   bring new depth to your understanding of Colossians and its challenge   to us today.


 Dr. Alister E. McGrath


Principal, Wycliffe Hall









Preface to
  

  the First Edition


by J. B. Lightfoot


On   the completion of another volume of my commentary, I wish again to   renew my thanks for the assistance received from previous labors in the   same field. Such obligations must always be great; but it is not easy in   a few words to apportion them fairly, and I shall not make the attempt.   I have not consciously neglected any aid which might render this volume   more complete; but at the same time I venture to hope that my previous   commentaries have established my claim to be regarded as an independent   worker, and in the present instance more especially I have found myself   obliged to diverge widely from the treatment of my predecessors and to   draw largely from other material than those which they have collected.


In the preface to a previous volume I expressed an intention of appending   to my commentary on the Colossian epistle an essay on “Christianity and   Gnosis.” This intention has not been fulfilled to the letter; but the   subject enters largely into the investigation of the Colossian heresy,   where it receives as much attention as it seems to require. It will   necessarily come under discussion again when the Pastoral Epistles are   taken in hand.


The   question of the genuineness of the two epistles contained in this   volume has been deliberately deferred. It could not be discussed with   any advantage apart from the Epistle to the Ephesians, for the three   letters are inseparably bound together. Meanwhile, however, the   doctrinal and historical discussions will, if I mistake not, have   furnished answers to the main objections which have been urged; while   the commentary will have shown how thoroughly natural the language and   thoughts are, if conceived as arising out of an immediate emergency.   More especially it will have been made apparent that the Epistle to the   Colossians hangs together as a whole, and that the phenomena are   altogether adverse to any theory of interpolation such as that recently   put forward by Professor Holtzmann.


In   the commentary, as well as in the introduction, it has been the chief   aim to illustrate and develop the theological conception of the person   of Christ, which underlies the Epistle to the Colossians. The Colossian   heresy, for instance, owes its importance mainly to the fact that it   throws this conception into bolder relief. To this portion of the   subject, therefore, I venture to direct special attention.


I   wish to express my obligations to Dr Schiller-Szinessy, of whose   talmudical learning I have freely availed myself in verifying Frankel’s   quotations and in other ways. I should add, however, that he is not in   any degree responsible for my conclusions and has not even seen what I   have written.


 Trinity College, Cambridge


April 30, 1875
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  The Churches


  of the Lycus


The Situation of the Three Cities


Lying   in, or overhanging, the valley of the Lycus, a tributary of the   Maeander, were three neighboring towns—Laodicea, Hierapolis, and   Colosse. The river flows, roughly speaking, from east to west; but at   this point, which is some few miles above its junction with the   Maeander, its direction is more nearly from southeast to northwest.   Laodicea and Hierapolis stand face to face, being situated respectively   on the southern and northern sides of the valley, six miles apart and   within sight of each other, the river lying in the open plain between   them. The site of Colosse is a little upstream, about ten or twelve   miles from where the road between Laodicea and Hierapolis crosses the   Lycus. Unlike Laodicea and Hierapolis, which overhang the valley on opposite   sides, Colosse stands on the riverbank, the stream cutting the town in   half. The three cities lie so close to each other that it would be quite   possible to visit them all in a single day.


Their Neighborhood and Links


Thus   situated, they would necessarily be in constant communication with each   other. We are not surprised therefore to find them so closely connected   in the earliest ages of Christianity. It was the consequence of their   position that they owed their knowledge of the Gospel to the same   evangelist, that the same phases of thought prevailed in them, and that   they were exposed to the same moral and intellectual temptations.


Physical Forces at Work


The   physical features of the neighborhood are very striking. Two potent   forces of nature are actively at work to change the face of the country,   the one destroying old landmarks, the other creating fresh ground.


Frequent Earthquakes


On   the one hand, the Lycus valley was and is especially liable to violent   earthquakes. The same danger indeed extends over large areas of Asia   Minor, but this district is singled out by the ancient writers, and the   testimony of modern travelers confirms the statement as the chief   theater of these catastrophes. Not once or twice only in the history of   Laodicea do we read of such visitations laying waste the city itself or   some flourishing town in the neighborhood. Though the exterior surface   of the earth shows no traces of recent volcanoes, the cavernous nature   of the soil and the hot springs and mephitic vapors abounding here   indicate the presence of those subterranean fires which from time to   time have manifested themselves in this work of destruction.


Limestone Deposits


But   while the earth’s crust is constantly broken up by these forces from   beneath, another agency is actively employed above ground in laying a   new surface. If fire has its fitful outbursts of devastation, water is   only less powerful in its gradual work of reconstruction. The lateral   streams which swell the waters of the Lycus are thickly impregnated with   calcareous matter, which they deposit in their course. The limestone   formations of this valley are among the most remarkable in the world,   surpassing even the striking phenomena of Tivoli and Clermont. Ancient   monuments are buried, fertile lands overlaid, riverbeds choked up and   streams diverted, fantastic grottoes and cascades and archways of stone   formed by this strange capricious power, at once destructive and   creative, working silently and relentlessly through long ages. Fatal to   vegetation, these incrustations spread like a stony shroud over the   ground. Gleaming like glaciers on the hillside, they attract the eye of   the traveler from twenty miles away and form a singularly striking   feature in scenery of more than common beauty and impressiveness.


Produce and Goods from the District


At   the same time, along with these destructive agencies, the fertility of   the district was and is unusually great. Its rich pastures fed large   flocks of sheep, whose fleeces were of superior quality; and the trade   in dyed woolen goods was the chief source of the prosperity of these   towns. For the bounty of nature was not confined to the production of   the material but extended also to the preparation of the fabric. The   mineral streams had chemical qualities which were highly valued by the   dyer. Hence we find that all three towns with which we are concerned   were famous in this trade. At Hierapolis, as at Thyatira, the guild of   the dyers appears in the inscriptions as an important and influential   body. Their colors vied in brilliancy with the richest scarlets and   purples of the farther East. Laodicea again was famous for the color of   its fleeces, probably a glossy black which was much esteemed. Here also   we read of a guild of dyers. And lastly, Colosse gave its name to a   peculiar dye which seems to have been some shade of purple and from   which it derived a considerable revenue.


Laodicea


Its Name and History


Of   these three towns Laodicea, as the most important, deserves to be   considered first. Laodice was a common name among the ladies of the   royal house of the Seleucidae, as Antiochus was among the princes. Hence   Antiochia and Laodicea occur frequently as the designations of cities   within the dominions of the Syrian kings. Laodicea on the Lycus, as it   was surnamed to distinguish it from other towns so called, and more   especially perhaps from its near neighbor Laodicea Catacecaumene, had   borne in succession the names of Diospolis and Rhoas; but when refounded   by Antiochus Theos (261-246 b.c.),   it was newly designated after his wife Laodice. It is situated on the   undulating hill, or group of hills, which overhangs the valley on the   south, being washed on either side by the streams of the Asopus and the   Caprus, tributaries of the Lycus. Behind it rise the snow-capped heights   of Cadmus, the lofty mountain barrier which shuts in the south side of   the main valley.


A   place of no great importance at first, it made rapid strides in the   last days of the republic and under the earliest Caesars and had become,   two or three generations before St. Paul wrote, a popular and thriving   city. Among its famous inhabitants are mentioned the names of some   philosophers, sophists, and rhetoricians, men renowned in their day but   forgotten or almost forgotten now. More to our purpose, as illustrating   the boasted wealth and prosperity of the city, which appeared as a   reproach and a stumbling block in the apostle John’s eyes (see   Revelation 3:17), are the facts that one of its citizens, Polemo, became   a king and a father of kings, and that another, Hiero, having   accumulated enormous wealth, bequeathed all his property to the people   and adorned the city with expensive gifts. To the good fortune of her   principal sons, as well as to the fertility of the country around, the   geographer Strabo ascribes the increase and prosperity of Laodicea. The   ruins of public buildings still bear testimony by their number and   magnificence to the past greatness of the city.


Its Political Rank, as the Capital of a Conventus


Not   less important, as throwing light on the apostolic history, is the   political status of Laodicea. Asia Minor under the Romans was divided   into districts, each comprising several towns and having its chief city,   in which the courts were held from time to time by the proconsul or   legate of the province, and where the taxes from the subordinate towns   were collected. Each of these political aggregates were styled in Latin conventus, in Greek dioiklesis—a   term later borrowed by the Christian church, being applied to a similar   ecclesiastical aggregate, and thus naturalized in the languages of   Christendom as diocese. At the head of the most important of these   political dioceses, the “Cibyratic convention” or “jurisdiction” as it   was called, comprising not less than twenty-five towns, stood Laodicea.   Here in times past Cicero, a proconsul of Cilicia, had held court;   hither at stated seasons flocked suitors, advocates, clerks, sheriffs’   officers, tax-collectors, pleasure-seekers, courtiers—all those crowds   whom business or leisure or policy or curiosity would draw together from   a wealthy and populous district, when the representative of the laws   and the majesty of Rome appeared to receive homage and to hold his   assize.


To   this chief city of the Cibyratic union a portion of the inscriptions   probably refer when they style Laodicea the “metropolis.” And in its   metropolitan rank we see an explanation of the fact that to Laodicea, as   to the center of the Christian diocese also, whence their letters would   readily be circulated among the neighboring brotherhoods, two apostles   addressed themselves in succession, the one writing from his captivity   in Rome (see Colossians 4:16), the other from his exile at Patmos (see   Revelation 3:14).


Its Religious Worship


On   the religious worship of Laodicea very little special information   exists. Its tutelary deity was Zeus, whose guardianship had been   recognized in Diospolis, the older name of the city, and who, having   (according to the legend) commanded its rebuilding, was commemorated on   its coins with the surname Laodicenus. Occasionally he is also called   Aseis, a title which perhaps reproduces a Syrian epithet of this deity,   “the mighty.” If this interpretation is correct, we have a link between   Laodicea and the religions of the farther East—a connection far from   improbable, considering that Laodicea was refounded by a Syrian king and   is not unlikely to have adopted some features of Syrian worship.


Hierapolis


Its Situation


On   the north of the valley, opposite the sloping hills which mark the site   of Laodicea, is a broad level terrace jutting out from the mountainside   and overhanging the plain with almost precipitous sides. On the plateau   are scattered the vast ruins of Hierapolis. The mountains on which it   abuts occupy the wedge of ground between the Maeander and the Lycus; but   as the Maeander above its junction with the Lycus passes through a   narrow ravine, they blend, when seen from a distance, with the loftier   range of the Mesogis which overhangs the right bank of the Maeander   almost from its source to its embouchure and form with it the northern   barrier to the view, as the Cadmus range does the southern, the broad   valley stretching between. Thus Hierapolis may be said to lie over   against Mesogis as Laodicea lies over against Cadmus.


Remarkable Physical Features


It   is at Hierapolis that the remarkable physical features which   distinguish the Lycus valley display themselves in all their glory. Over   the steep cliffs which support the plateau of the city tumble cascades   of pure white stone, the deposit of calcareous matter from the streams   which, after crossing this upper level, are precipitated over the ledge   into the plain beneath and assume the most fantastic shapes in their   descent. At one time overhanging in cornices fringed with stalactites,   at another hollowed out into basins or broken up with ridges, they mark   the site of the city at a distance, glistening on the mountainside like   foaming cataracts frozen in the fall.


But   for the immediate history of St. Paul’s letters the striking beauty of   the scenery has no value. It is not probable that he had visited this   district when the letters to the Colossians and Laodiceans were written.   Were it otherwise, we can hardly suppose that, educated under widely   different influences and occupied with deeper and more absorbing   thoughts, he would have shared the enthusiasm which this scenery   inspires in the modern traveler. Still, it will give a reality to our   conceptions if we try to picture for ourselves the external features of   that city which was destined before long to become the adopted home of   apostles and other personal disciples of the Lord and to play a   conspicuous part—second perhaps only to Ephesus—in the history of the   church during the ages immediately succeeding the apostles.


Hierapolis a Famous Watering Place


Like   Laodicea, Hierapolis was at this time an important and growing city,   though not like Laodicea holding metropolitan rank. Besides the trade in   dyed wools which it shared in common with the neighboring towns, it had   another source of wealth and prosperity peculiar to itself. The streams   to which the scenery owes its remarkable features are endowed with   valuable medicinal qualities, while at the same time they are so copious   that the ancient city is described as full of self-made baths. An   inscription, still legible among the ruins, celebrates their virtues in   heroic verse, thus apostrophizing the city:


Hail, fairest soil in all broad Asia’s realm;


          Hail, golden city, nymph divine, bedeck’d


With flowing rills, thy jewels.


Coins   from Hierapolis too are extant of various types, on which Aesculapius   and Hygeia appear either singly or together. To this fashionable watering place, thus favored by nature, seekers of pleasure and seekers of health alike were drawn.


The Magnificence of Its Ruins


To   the ancient magnificence of Hierapolis its extant ruins bear ample   testimony. More favored than Laodicea, it has not in its immediate   neighborhood any modern town or village of importance whose inhabitants   have been tempted to quarry materials for their houses out of the   memorials of its former greatness. Hence the whole plateau is covered   with ruins, of which the extent and the good taste are equally   remarkable; and of these the palaestra and the thermae, as might be expected, are among the more prominent.


Its Religious Worship


A   city which combined the pursuit of health and of gaiety had fitly   chosen as its patron deity Apollo, the god alike of medicine and of   festivity, here worshiped especially as “Archegetes,” the Founder. But   more important, as illustrating the religious temper of this Phrygian   city, is another fact connected with it. In Hierapolis was a spot called   the Plutonium, a hot well or spring from whose narrow mouth issued a   mephitic vapor immediately fatal to those who stood over the opening and   inhaled the fumes. To the mutilated priests of Cybele alone (so it was   believed) an immunity was given from heaven which freed them from its   deadly effects. Indeed this city appears to have been a chief center of   the passionate mystical devotion of ancient Phrygia. But indications are   not lacking that in addition to this older worship, religious rites   were borrowed also from other parts of the East, especially from Egypt.   By the multitude of her temples Hierapolis established her right to the   title of “the sacred city” which she bore.


The Birthplace of Epictetus


Though   at this time we have no record of famous citizens at Hierapolis, such   as graced the annals of Laodicea, yet a generation or two later she   numbered among her sons one nobler far than the rhetoricians and   sophists, the millionaires and princes, of whom her neighbor could   boast. The lame slave Epictetus, the loftiest of heathen moralists, must   have been growing up to manhood when the first rumors of the Gospel   reached his native city. Did any chance throw him across the path of   Epaphras, who first announced the glad tidings there? Did he ever meet   the great apostle himself while dragging out his long captivity at Rome   or when after his release he paid his long-promised visit to the Lycus   valley? We should be glad to think that these two great men met together   face to face—the greatest of Christians and the greatest of heathen   preachers. Such a meeting would solve more than one riddle. A Christian   Epictetus certainly was not. His Stoic doctrine and his Stoic morality   are alike apparent; nevertheless, his language presents some strange   coincidences with the apostolic writings, which would thus solicit an   explanation. It must be confessed, however, that history furnishes us   with no meeting between them.


Colosse


Difficulty in Determining Its Site


While   the site of Laodicea and Hierapolis are clear, so that they were early   identified by their ruins, the same is not the case with Colosse. Only   within the present generation has the position of this once famous city   been ascertained, and even now it lacks the confirmation of any   inscription found in situ and giving the name.


Underground Channel of the Lycus


Herodotus   states that in Colosse the river Lycus disappears in an underground   cave, emerging again at a distance of about five stades; and this very   singular landmark—the underground passage of a stream for half a   mile—might be thought to have placed the site of the city beyond the   reach of controversy. But this is not the case. In the immediate   neighborhood of the only ruins which can possibly be identified with   Colosse, no such underground channel has been discovered. But on the   other hand the appearance of the river at this point suggests that at   one time the narrow gorge through which it runs, as it crosses the   ruins, was overarched for some distance with incrustations of travertine   and that this natural bridge was broken up later by an earthquake to   expose the channel of the stream. This explanation seems satisfactory.   If it is rejected, we must look for the underground channel, not within   the city itself, as the words of Herodotus strictly interpreted require,   but at some point higher up the stream. In either case there can be   little doubt that these are the ruins of Colosse.


Petrifying Stream


The   fact mentioned by Pliny, that there is in this city a river which turns   brick into stone, is satisfied by a side stream flowing into the Lycus   from the north and laying large deposits of calcareous matter, though in   this region such a phenomenon is very far from rare. The site of   Colosse, then, as determined by these considerations, lies two or three   miles north of the present town of Chonos, the medieval Chonae, and some   twelve miles east of Laodicea. The Lycus crosses the site of the ruins,   dividing the city into two parts, the necropolis standing on the right   or northern bank, and the town itself on the left.


Its Ancient Greatness


Commanding   the approaches to a pass in the Cadmus range, and standing on a great   highway linking Eastern and Western Asia, Colosse at an early date   appears as a very important place. Here the mighty host of Xerxes halted   on its march against Greece; it is mentioned on this occasion as “a   great city of Phrygia.” Here, too, Cyrus remained seven days on his   daring enterprise which terminated so fatally. The Greek captain who   records the expedition speaks of it as “a populous city, prosperous and   great.” But after this its glory seems to wane. The political supremacy   of Laodicea and the growing popularity of Hierapolis gradually drain its   strength; and Strabo, writing about two generations before St. Paul,   describes it as a “small town” in the district of which Laodicea was the   capital. We will therefore be prepared to find that while Laodicea and   Hierapolis both held important places in the early records of the   church, Colosse disappears wholly from the pages of history. Its   comparative insignificance is still attested by its ruins, which are few   and meager, while the vast remains of temples, baths, theaters,   aqueducts, gymnasia, and sepulchers, strewn across the extensive sites   of its more fortunate neighbors, still bear witness to their ancient   prosperity and magnificence. It is not even mentioned by Ptolemy, though   his enumeration of towns includes several small places. Without doubt   Colosse was the least important church to which any letter of St. Paul   is addressed.


Their Political Relationship


Considered   ethnologically, Laodicea, Hierapolis, and Colosse are generally thought   of as belonging to Phrygia. Phrygia, however, ceased to have any   political significance when it came under Roman rule. Politically   speaking, these three cities belonged at this time to Asia, the   proconsular province. Laodicea is addressed as an Asiatic church in the   book of Revelation. To this province these cities had been assigned in   the first instance; then they were handed over to Cilicia; afterwards   they were transferred and transferred back from one to the other until   finally, before the Christian era, they became a permanent part of Asia,   their original province.


Important Jewish Settlement in Its Neighborhood


The   letter to the Colossians supposes a powerful Jewish colony in Laodicea   and the neighborhood. We are not, however, left to draw this inference   from the letter alone, but the fact is established by ample independent   testimony. When, with the insolent license characteristic of oriental   kings, Antiochus the Great transported 2,000 Jewish families from   Babylonia and Mesopotamia into Lydia and Phrygia, we can hardly doubt   that among the principal stations of these new colonists would be the   most thriving cities of Phrygia, which were also the two most important   settlements of the Syrian kings Apamea and Laodicea, the one founded by   his grandfather Antiochus the First, the other by his father Antiochus   the Second.


Accordingly,   under the Roman domination we find them gathered here in very large   numbers. When Flaccus the propraetor of Asia (62 b.c.)   forbade the contributions of the Jews to the temple worship and the   consequent movement of the money to Palestine, he seized as contraband   not less than twenty pounds weight in gold in a single district of which   Laodicea was the capital. Calculated at the rate of a half-shekel for   each man, this sum represents a population of more than 11,000 adult   freemen, for women, children, and slaves were exempted. It will also be   remembered that Phrygia is especially mentioned among those countries   which furnished their quota of worshipers at Jerusalem and were thus   represented at the baptism of the Christian church on the great day of   Pentecost (Acts 2:10).


Special Attractions of Hierapolis


Mention   has already been made of the trade in dyed wools which formed the   staple commerce in the valley of the Lycus. It may be inferred from   other notices that this branch of trade had a peculiar attraction for   the Jews (Acts 16:14). If so, their commercial instincts would   constantly bring fresh recruits to a colony which was already very   considerable. But the neighborhood held out other inducements besides   this. Hierapolis, the attractive watering place, the pleasant resort of   the lazy, had charms for them, as well as Laodicea, the busy commercial   city. At least such was the complaint of stricter patriots at home. “The   wines and the baths of Phrygia,” writes a Talmudist bitterly, “have   separated the ten tribes from Israel.”


St. Paul Had Not Visited the District When He Wrote


There   is no ground for supposing that when St. Paul wrote his letter to the   Colossians, he had ever visited the church in which he evinces so deep   an interest. Whether we examine the narrative in the Acts of the   Apostles, or whether we gather up the notices in the letter itself, we   find no hint that he had ever been in this neighborhood; but on the   contrary some expressions indirectly exclude the supposition of a visit   to the district.


What Is Meant by Phrygia in St. Luke?


It   is true that St. Luke more than once mentions Phrygia as lying on St.   Paul’s route or as witnessing his labors. But Phrygia was a vague and   comprehensive term; nor can we assume that the valley of the Lycus was   intended unless the direction of his route or the context of the   narrative distinctly points to this southwestern corner of Phrygia. In   neither of the two passages where St. Paul is stated to have traveled   through Phrygia is this the case (Acts 16:6; 18:23). St. Luke’s   narrative seems to exclude any visit of the apostle to the churches of   the Lycus before his first Roman captivity.


St. Luke’s Narrative Borne out by St. Paul’s Own Words


This   inference is confirmed by St. Paul’s own language to the Colossians. He   represents his knowledge of their continued progress, and even of their   first initiation in the truths of the Gospel, as derived from the   report of others. He describes himself as having “heard” of their faith   in Christ and their love for the saints (Colossians 1:4). He recalls the   day when he first “heard” of their Christian profession and zeal (1:9).   Though opportunities occur again and again where he would naturally   have referred to his direct personal relationship with them if he had   been their evangelist, he abstains from any such reference. He speaks of   them being instructed in the Gospel, of his own preaching the Gospel,   several times in the course of the letter, but he never links the two   together, even though the one reference stands in the immediate   neighborhood of the other (1:5-8, 21-23, 25, 28-29; 2:5-6).


Moreover,   if he had actually visited Colosse, it must seem strange that he should   not once allude to any incident occurring while he stayed there, for   this letter would then be the single exception to his usual practice.   And, lastly, in one passage at least, if interpreted in its natural   sense, he declares that the Colossians were not known to him personally   (2:1).


Epaphras Was the Evangelist of This District


But   if Paul was not directly their evangelist, yet to him they were   indirectly indebted for their knowledge of the truth. Epaphras had been   his delegate to them, his representative in Christ. By Epaphras they had   been converted to the Gospel. This is the evident meaning of a passage   in the opening of the letter, 1:6-8.


St. Paul’s Stay at Ephesus Instrumental in Their Conversion


How   or when the conversion of the Colossians took place, we have no direct   information. Yet it can hardly be wrong to connect the event with St.   Paul’s long stay at Ephesus. Here he remained preaching for three whole   years. It is possible indeed that during this period he paid short   visits to other neighboring cities of Asia; but if so, the notices in   the Acts oblige us to suppose these interruptions to his stay in Ephesus   were short and infrequent (20:18).


Yet,   though the apostle himself was stationary in the capital, the apostle’s   influence and teaching spread far beyond the limits of the city and its   immediate neighborhood. It was hardly an exaggeration when Demetrius   declared that “this fellow Paul has convinced and led astray large   numbers of people here in Ephesus and in practically the whole province   of Asia” (Acts 19:26). The sacred historian himself uses equally strong   language in describing the effects of the apostle’s preaching: “all the   Jews and Greeks who lived in the province of Asia heard the word of the   Lord” (Acts 19:10).


In   line with this, the apostle himself in a letter written during his stay   at Ephesus sends greetings to Corinth, not from the church of Ephesus   specially, as might have been anticipated, but from “the churches in the   province of Asia” (1 Corinthians 16:19). Generally St. Luke, it should   be observed, ascribes this dissemination of the Gospel not to journeys   undertaken by the apostle, but to his preaching at Ephesus itself (Acts   19:10). To that place, as to the city of western Asia, crowds flocked   from all the towns and villages near and far. From there they would   carry away, each to his own neighborhood, the spiritual treasure which   they had so unexpectedly found.


Relationships Between These Cities and Ephesus


Among   the places thus represented at the Asiatic city would doubtless be the   cities lying in the Lycus valley. The relationships between these places   and Ephesus appear to have been unusually intimate. The “Concord of the   Laodiceans and Ephesians,” the “Concord of the Hierapolitans and   Ephesians” are repeatedly commemorated on the medals struck for the   purpose. Thus the Colossians, Epaphras and Philemon, the latter with his   household (Philemon 1, 2, 19), and perhaps also the Laodicean Nympha   (Colossians 4:15) would fall in with the apostle of the Gentiles and   hear from his lips the first tidings of a heavenly life.


Especially Epaphras


But   whatever service may have been rendered by Philemon at Colosse, or by   Nympha at Laodicea, it was to Epaphras especially that all three cities   were indebted for their knowledge of the Gospel. Though he was a   Colossian by birth, the fervency of his prayers and the energy of his   love are represented as extending equally to Laodicea and Hierapolis   (Colossians 4:12-13). It is obvious that he looked on himself as   responsible for the spiritual well-being of all alike.


St. Paul Still a Stranger to This District


We   pass over a period of five or six years. St. Paul’s first captivity in   Rome is now drawing to a close. During this interval he has not once   visited the Lycus valley. He has, it is true, skirted the coast and   called at Miletus, which lies near the mouth of the Maeander; but though   the elders of Ephesus were summoned to meet him there (Acts 20:16-17),   no mention is made of any representatives from these more distant towns.   While St. Paul was still a prisoner in Rome, friends new and old   minister freely to his needs. Meanwhile, the alienation of the Judaic   Christians is complete. Three only, remaining faithful to him, are   commemorated as honorable exceptions in the general desertion   (Colossians 4:10-11).


Colosse Brought to St. Paul’s Attention for Two Reasons


We   have seen that Colosse was an unimportant place and that it had no   direct personal claims on the apostle. We might therefore feel surprised   that, thus doubly disqualified, it should nevertheless attract his   special attention at a critical moment, when severe personal trials were   added to his facing daily the pressure of his concern for all the   churches (see 2 Corinthians 11:28). But two circumstances, the one   affecting his public duties, the other private and personal, happened at   this time which conspired to bring Colosse to his attention in a major   way.
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