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To my brother and Christen’s uncle, Rush, whose entire life was inspiring to me, and particularly his last year after receiving his diagnosis. During that year he grew closer and closer to Jesus Christ, thanking God for every precious day of his life. His courage in the face of this life-ending challenge and his open demonstration of faith, thankfulness, and love touched me and countless others. He was a brother like no other, who opened so many doors to me. I can’t begin to express my gratitude. We also want to dedicate this book to Rush’s fans who have reached out to us in droves to express their sympathy and their own sense of deep loss with his passing. God bless all of you, and thank you, sincerely.










INTRODUCTION


Prior to this book, I had written four Christian-themed books: Jesus on Trial, The Emmaus Code, The True Jesus, and Jesus Is Risen. I asked my daughter Christen to write this book with me. She is a spirit-filled Christian, a prayer warrior, and a wonderful writer, who sometimes writes Christian opinion pieces for the Fox News website. Several years ago she launched Haplous, an online Christian blog and Bible study community that seeks to help people strengthen their relationship with God. She has a heart for Christ and has great insight into the application of biblical principles to our daily lives. I thought it would be a great blessing for us to work together on this project and that with her perspective she could add a great deal to this pbook.


As explained in Jesus Is Risen, the New Testament contains twenty-seven books. The four gospels and the Book of Acts are historical books: the gospels are accounts of Jesus’ life, death, and resurrection, and Acts is the history of the early church. The final book of the New Testament is Revelation, which is categorized as apocalypse, prophecy, or revelation. The other twenty-one books are epistles, which are letters written mostly by apostles to churches or individuals. They deal with matters of doctrine, problems in local churches, Christian living, and other matters. Paul wrote thirteen epistles, known as the Pauline epistles, and the other eight are known as the general epistles. Seven of those were written by John, Peter, and Jesus’ brothers James and Jude. John wrote three, Peter two, and James and Jude each wrote one. The author of the other one—the Book of Hebrews—is unknown.


In Jesus Is Risen, I covered the Book of Acts and the Apostle Paul’s six missionary epistles—Galatians, 1 and 2 Thessalonians, 1 and 2 Corinthians, and Romans, which most scholars believe were written during Paul’s three missionary journeys and before his other seven epistles. This was in keeping with my approach in The True Jesus of presenting the gospel events in chronological order rather than their canonical order—the order in which the books appear in the Bible.


In this book, Christen and I continue this practice and explore Paul’s remaining seven epistles in the order most scholars believe he wrote them. These letters fall into two categories—the prison epistles and the pastoral epistles. It’s widely believed that Paul writes the four prison epistles—Colossians, Philemon, Ephesians, and Philippians—while under house arrest in Rome. We know Paul is imprisoned when writing these letters because he says so (Eph. 3:1, 4:1; 6:20; Col. 4:18; Philem. 10, 13; Philip. 1:7, 13). Though he doesn’t specify whether he is under arrest in Caesarea or Rome, scholars believe he pens these epistles during the Roman imprisonment.


Paul likely writes Colossians first to warn the church at Colossae against a dangerous heresy circulating there. Around the same time, he pens a personal letter to one of the church’s congregants, Philemon, and also prepares his letter for the Ephesians and other churches in that area. (He probably writes Philippians after the other three, 1 though many scholars believe he wrote it before.)2


Though under house arrest for two years, Paul has the freedom to greet guests and preach the gospel to them “with all boldness and without hindrance” (Acts 28:30, 31). There, he learns of the heresies circulating in Ephesus, Colossae, and the surrounding areas. He addresses these issues in the epistles to the Colossians and Ephesians, and he writes a separate letter to his friend Philemon partially concerning Onesimus, a slave whom Paul led to Christ. After Epaphroditus brings him a gift from the church in Philippi, Paul reciprocates with a letter of encouragement and gratitude to the church, which he delivers through Epaphroditus.3


Many scholars believe Paul is released from prison by Roman authorities and embarks on more missionary journeys before they imprison him again. Most scholars contend that during the interval between his imprisonments, he writes the three pastoral epistles, 1 and 2 Timothy and Titus.4 Others believe he probably writes 2 Timothy during his second Roman imprisonment.5 Though known as the pastoral epistles, the addressees are not pastors of certain churches but those who helped to organize the churches in Ephesus and Crete at the direction of other leaders.6 In these letters Paul confirms instructions to Timothy and Titus that he had earlier imparted verbally.7 Though the letters are written to individuals and even have a personal flavor, they are apparently intended to be read to the churches.8


Paul is a tireless evangelist; he plants many churches throughout his missionary journeys, and the new faith takes off like wildfire, with thousands becoming believers committed to Christ and to growing the church. But Paul realizes the church won’t continue to flourish on its own, especially given Rome’s hostility to the burgeoning movement as well as the aging of the apostles. He knows it’s imperative to equip younger leaders and workers with the practical knowledge to carry on their work.


Despite his strong personality and determination to accurately present the gospel, Paul’s letters reveal he is unafraid to delegate critical leadership tasks to younger trusted believers he mentored such as Timothy and Titus. They, in turn, are meant to raise up other leaders who will effectively multiply Paul’s and their work. As Paul writes to Timothy, “And the things you have heard me say in the presence of many witnesses entrust to reliable people who will also be qualified to teach others” (2 Tim. 2:2).9 But Paul is not about to send his lieutenants out without further instruction, as he knows formidable opposition awaits them and that Satan specializes in misinformation. Diluting the gospel and conflating it with heretical ideas could destroy Christianity in its infancy. While God in His sovereignty superintends the spread of the message, He accomplishes that through His evangelistic foot soldiers and leaders like Paul who direct them.


Paul doesn’t choose his proteges lightly. He adores Timothy as a “dear son” (2 Tim. 2) and is convinced of the sincerity of his faith, which his believing grandmother Lois and mother, Eunice, modeled to him while teaching him the Bible (2 Tim. 1:5, 3:15). With a Greek father and Jewish mother (Acts 16:1), Timothy’s fine reputation in his community (Acts 16:2) and his unique character traits particularly impress Paul, as he testifies to the Philippians, “I have no one else like him, who will show genuine concern for your welfare. For everyone looks out for their own interests, not those of Jesus Christ” (Philip. 2:20–21). Indeed, such was Timothy’s devotion that he traveled on evangelistic missions with Paul despite his “frequent illnesses” (1 Tim. 5:23).


Timothy is not an apostle because he was not chosen by Christ as His direct representative. But his work is extraordinarily important as he is, notes J. P. Lilley, “a general missionary superintendent, highly qualified to preach and teach, and empowered by the Apostolic Church to arrest the progress of error and guide organization in districts that had special needs.”10 Since few things are more important to Paul than the purity of the gospel, his high regard for Timothy is shown by his delegation to him of the task of proclaiming and defending the truth, thereby preserving that purity.


Paul also led to Christ the young Greek Titus, who accompanied him and Barnabas to Jerusalem, where he presented the gospel to Jews and introduced Titus to them as a Gentile convert. Though not an apostle, Titus is a committed believer willing to undertake challenges and hardship to spread the gospel. Paul sees Titus as more of a leader—enthusiastic and willing to act on his own initiative (2 Cor. 8:17)—than Timothy, who sometimes might need gentle nudging (2 Tim. 1:6).11 Paul has great confidence in Titus, whom he entrusts with the job of helping to resolve conflicts among congregants of the Corinthian church (2 Cor. 8:6; 1 Cor. 1:11). Paul tells the Corinthians, “I urged Titus to go to you and I sent our brother with him. Titus did not exploit you, did he? Did we not walk in the same footsteps by the same Spirit” (2 Cor. 12:18)?


As we delve into the richness packed within Paul’s divinely inspired letters to the early churches and his proteges, we ask that throughout these pages you join us in prayer. We begin with the one on the following page:
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PRAYER


Holy Spirit, we thank You for every single person who will read this book. We lift them up to You and ask that Your favor be upon their lives. Increase in each of them a desire to know You more deeply, and we humbly ask that the pages within this book help them in their unique journey to grow in their knowledge and love for You. Open our hearts and minds to hear Your voice clearly through the messages penned in Your holy word. Guide each reader through this book with faith in believing that You have specific love notes for each of them within its pages. We honor and thank You for Your love which knows no bounds. In Your Heavenly Name,


AMEN.













CHAPTER ONE COLOSSIANS A DEFENSE AGAINST EARLY HERESIES





As you read Paul’s letter to the Colossian believers, use your God-given mind to evaluate your own belief system. Is it based on God’s Word and centered on Christ? Or do you rely on human philosophy and your ability to think?


—Bruce Barton1





Paul, likely during his first imprisonment in Rome, writes this letter to the infant church at Colossae, which was founded by his friend Epaphras (Col 1:7). Paul had led Epaphras to Christ during Paul’s three-year ministry in Ephesus (A.D. 52–55),2 where Paul’s preaching at the hall of Tyrannus was so powerful that Luke claimed, “All the Jews and Greeks who lived in the province of Asia heard the word of the Lord” (Acts 19:10). Located about one hundred miles east of Ephesus on the southern bank of the Lycus River (in modern Turkey), Colossae had once been populous and prosperous. By the time the church was founded, however, it had diminished into a small town surpassed in importance by Laodicea and Hierapolis, two other cities in the Lycus valley.3


One of Paul’s shortest epistles, Colossians clarifies the gospel message and encourages believers to grow in the faith and to live as authentic followers of Christ (Col. 2:6–8). Crucially, it starkly warns against false teachings. The enemy can quickly attack a church from within, and such is the case in Colossae, which commentator Richard Melick describes as having “a complex and confusing intellectual climate” where misguided notions present “a major threat to Christianity’s very existence.”4 Paul has to correct these false ideas to preserve the purity and impact of the gospel, which is a pervasive theme in his letters. The errors, which we discuss in greater detail below, go to the heart of the gospel because they devalue Christ’s supremacy and the biblical teaching that salvation can be found only through Him.5


Heresies have plagued orthodox Christianity since its inception. Many involve some distortion of the teaching that Christ is both fully God and fully human. Let’s briefly survey some of the major heresies.




	The second-century heresy of Adoptionism rejected the pre-existence of Christ and thus His deity. It held that Jesus was a man of extraordinary virtue whom God adopted into divine sonship.6



	Around the same period, Docetism, viewing physical matter as intrinsically evil, taught that Jesus appeared to have a physical body but actually did not, and that He neither suffered on the cross nor was resurrected. The early church fathers denounced these views as heretical denials of Christ’s incarnation.7



	In the fourth century, Apollinarianism denied Christ’s humanity, claiming His mind was divine and not human.8



	Also in the fourth century, Arianism declared that Jesus was not divine but a created being begotten of the Father. He was nevertheless deemed worthy of worship because He was God’s first created being and He created the universe.9



	Fifth-century Nestorianism held that Jesus was two persons, one human and one divine, and that Mary gave birth to his human nature. Christianity, however, teaches that Christ has two natures that are unified in one person. Nestorianism was officially condemned at the church councils of Ephesus in A.D. 431 and Chalcedon in A.D. 451.10



	In that same century Monophysitism, also formally rejected at Chalcedon, taught that Jesus was of one nature only.11 In the seventh century, Monothelitism arose to counter Monophysitism but still ran afoul of scriptural truth in teaching that Jesus had dual natures but only one will.12






The false teachers at Colossae insist that Christ could not have been both human and God and that man’s salvation depends on special human knowledge accessible only to the intellectual elite13—doctrines that partially resemble the second-century heresy of Gnosticism. Moreover, such heretics cannot accept that Christ could be human because they believe matter is inherently evil and only the spiritual is good, as the later heresy of Docetism taught. By this logic, God couldn’t possibly take on an evil body.


Another seductive error is the argument that Christianity can’t be exclusively true—it is just one of many religions.14 This belief is widespread today among those who reject absolute truth and insist all philosophical beliefs are equally valid. Just as it was in Paul’s time, however, this demand for “tolerance” is actually a sinister refusal to distinguish between truth and error. If all ideas are correct, then no ideas can be wrong, including mutually contradictory ones. Ironically, those preaching the new tolerance are blind to their own intolerance and judgmentalism for they condemn, in a self-defeating way, those who believe in absolute truth and who clearly distinguish between right and wrong.15


Adherents of the new tolerance present themselves as morally superior because they supposedly accept all views. Even if they did accept all views, which they don’t, is it moral to falsely claim two mutually contradictory positions are both true? Is it right to deny truth? Is it morally right to contradict the Son of God who so clearly stated that He is the only way to the Father and eternal life? Indeed, would it be moral for those of us who accept Christ’s teaching to pretend there are other avenues when we believe this mistaken notion could lead to the damnation of souls? Should we really engage in this charade just so we can avoid judgment by people who claim to be nonjudgmental? In sum, don’t we have a duty to preach what we believe to be the truth even though it runs afoul of today’s cancel culture?


Of course Christians are tolerant—we advocate treating all people with dignity and respect and defending their right to express beliefs, especially religious and political beliefs, with which we disagree. But that does not mean we must validate every personal belief, and in some cases we have a moral duty not to, such as the notion that all religious beliefs are equally true. Let’s not fool ourselves to please man. God Himself is intolerant toward sin because it is against His holy nature and because it leads to death and destruction. Falsely proclaiming spiritually deadly ideas is not virtuous—it is morally wrong, no matter how vehemently the finger-wagging virtue signalers claim otherwise.


This is a central component of Paul’s teaching. In this epistle, he sets the record straight, refusing to allow the fruit of the new believers’ conversion to be poisoned by false doctrine or their assurance of salvation to be diminished. The epistle’s message of the centrality of Christ, salvation by faith alone, the indispensability of correct theology, and right Christian living remains as relevant today as when Paul wrote the letter. “One theme predominates” in Colossians, writes Melick. “The centrality of Christ. No other epistle is as Christocentric as this one…. Every encounter with the text brings one face to face with the Lord.”16 Indeed, no biblical book is more Christ-centered than this one. Christ is creator and Lord of the universe, ruling over the world and the unseen spiritual realm. In Him we have everything we need. Our salvation is by faith in Christ alone. He is our all in all.
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PRAYER


Jesus, we come to You seeking to know You fully and to make You the center of our lives. May we neither settle for watered-down nor overly religious versions of You. Instead, may Your Holy Spirit draw us toward Your true nature through prayer, Bible study, and other spiritual disciplines. We ask for Your Holy Spirit to give us divine encounters that will strengthen our relationship with You on a personal level. In Your Holy Name,


AMEN.





CHAPTER 1


Paul begins the letter by identifying himself as its author and as an apostle of Christ Jesus by “the will of God.” He doesn’t use the word “apostle” lightly, as apostles were directly chosen by Christ and served not as mere messengers but as His official representatives.17 He isn’t asserting this pridefully but to establish his authority to deliver this message, which would become part of scripture. Paul also mentions Timothy, not as a coauthor but as a trusted companion and supporter and possibly his amanuensis (transcriber).


Paul addresses the letter to “the saints and faithful brothers in Christ at Colossae” (1:2). He greets them with grace—recipients of God’s unmerited favor—and peace, which they find in God, based on their faith in Christ and His death on the cross.18 Significantly, Paul calls the Colossian believers “holy.” “That is an astonishing thing for a Jew to say of non-Jews,” writes commentator John Woodhouse. “Israel was God’s holy people (Exodus 19:6)…. Yet Paul calls this gathering of mainly non-Jewish Colossians ‘holy.’ It is not a description of their character or conduct. They are holy in the sense that Israel was holy: set apart by God and for God.”19 Woodhouse notes, however, this is not a status that believers earn but a matter of God’s grace.20 As Christ’s ambassadors, they must reflect Him in their lives. As Paul says later in the letter, “Put on then, as God’s chosen ones, holy and beloved, compassion, kindness, humility, meekness and patience” (3:12).


Paul constantly thanks God for the congregants’ faith and their love for their fellow believers—a faith and love that come from the hope they gained by accepting the true message of the gospel (1:3–5). Paul is delighted because the gospel is bearing fruit and spreading throughout the world, just as it has been among the Colossians since Epaphras taught it to them (1:6–7). Epaphras told Paul about their “love in the Spirit” (1:8), which F. F. Bruce describes as “the mutual love implanted and fostered in their hearts by the Holy Spirit who dwelt within them and united them in a living bond.”21


Paul prays that they be filled with the knowledge of God’s will through the wisdom and understanding the Spirit gives (1:9). Why? “So as to walk in a manner worthy of the Lord, fully pleasing to him: bearing fruit in every good work and increasing in the knowledge of God” (1:10). That is, to please God, we must understand what pleases Him—we must come to understand His will. The Old Testament includes the same teaching: God is the source of all wisdom (Prov. 2:6; Psalm 147:5), and a wise person is a godly person (Hosea 14:9).22 But is Paul repeating himself in saying that believers must learn God’s will so they can grow in their knowledge of God? No. Woodhouse argues this is intentionally circular: “It is how the Christian life works. As we are filled with the knowledge of God’s will, we will live more and more in the way that pleases God, bearing good fruit, and so we grow in the knowledge of God!”23


Though we increase in our knowledge of God through the power of the Holy Spirit, this won’t happen automatically. We must place ourselves before the Holy Spirit and allow Him to enlighten us and to work in our lives. We must regularly and carefully study the Bible, pray, and exercise the other spiritual disciplines. “Fruit does not come automatically,” writes S. R. Leach, “but rather is cultivated as believers, like branches, remain dependent on Christ, our Vine.”24 We must be cautious, however, not to engage in the spiritual disciplines as a matter of duty alone. Psalm 100:3 tells us God wants us to serve Him with gladness!


In sum, new believers are declared righteous and given eternal life upon their conversion through faith in Jesus Christ, but they don’t instantly become holy or Bible scholars. They might just have a rudimentary understanding of God’s will. They must proactively pursue biblical knowledge and holiness through the exercise of the spiritual disciplines. As we allow the Spirit to work in our lives, we grow in biblical knowledge and spiritual maturity and bear the fruit of godly behavior. It’s an interconnected process because as we learn God’s will, we conform our behavior to please Him, thereby growing closer to God and godly wisdom. Our understanding of the Holy Spirit’s role is essential. We won’t grow in godly knowledge and become more Christlike except through His power.


Trying to understand God’s will on our own accord, untethered to the Spirit, could lead us into misunderstanding and even heresies, which is another reason Paul repeatedly stresses the importance of acquiring godly knowledge and correct doctrine. Heresies are deadly to the life of the believer and to the growth of the church, and refuting heresies that afflict the church at Colossae is one of Paul’s primary motivations in writing this letter. “The Colossians demonstrated a desire to obey by their continuous love for other Christians,” notes Leach, “so what they needed now was the direction and guidance given by the Word of God and not by the [heretical] teachers.”25


Paul’s timeless advice must sink into our very souls. Do we really grasp the importance of understanding God’s will? If so, do we act on our awareness? Do we regularly read the scriptures and pray that the Spirit will illuminate our comprehension?
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PRAYER


Jesus, give us a hunger to learn Your word and spend time in Your presence. You are the author and perfecter of our faith. May our love for You drive us to study Your word and truly know it, keeping it hidden in our hearts, that we may have confidence in our knowledge of You and refuse to be tempted by half-truths and flat-out lies woven into so much of today’s culture by the enemy. Shield us from the seductive messages and promises of cultists and false teachers. As You describe in Ephesians 6, may we treat Your word as a coat of armor around our hearts and minds and stand firm in Your truth when our faith is tested.


Holy Spirit, I thank you for your presence in my heart. I come to You now and ask that in this moment, my thoughts and desires may become less and Your thoughts and desires may become more in my heart and mind. Lord, I confess that as a flawed human being, I often fail to actively pursue Your divine will. I ask that You’ll expand and elevate my carnal perspective. Teach me to search for Your will not only in my own life but across the earth and the Heavenly realm as well. Increase a desire in my heart to seek out Your purposes by spending time with You daily, studying Your word and maintaining an ongoing conversation with You through my prayers. Help me to become more sensitive to Your still voice and instruction so that my heart and mind may be aligned with You on a moment-by-moment basis. I cast off any spirit of pride or guilt that might tempt me to try to accomplish Your will through my own power and efforts. Instruct me as I learn to walk hand-in-hand with You on this ongoing journey of seeking out Your loving, all-powerful, and perfect plans. With faith and love,


AMEN.





Continuing, Paul says that growing in the knowledge of God will also build endurance and patience (1:11). As he is entrusting Timothy and his congregation with the important task of taking on the false teachers, they must be armed with God’s word against these enemies of scripture, and they will need the strength, patience, and endurance to oppose them.26 Scripture is part of “the whole armor of God” that we must use to “stand against the schemes of the devil” (Eph. 6:11).


Finally, Paul prays that the Colossians be filled with joy and always give thanks to the Father, who has enabled them to share in the inheritance of his holy people and “delivered [them] from the domain of darkness and transferred [them] to the kingdom of his beloved Son, in whom [they] have redemption, the forgiveness of sins” (1:10–14).


Believers must always be grateful to God because He makes them His holy people. God chose the Jews as His special people—His inheritance—but now He is bringing in Gentile believers in Christ to share in this inheritance. Some interpreters believe Paul means that Gentiles are now included in God’s promise to Israel of their land as an everlasting possession. But F. F. Bruce argues that “the inheritance in view here belongs to a higher plane and a more enduring order than any terrestrial Canaan.” Although Gentiles by birth, “they have been reborn into the family of God, thanks to their all-enabling Father.”27


Since one of the primary purposes of this letter is to address errors circulating in the church about Christ’s nature, Paul now turns to describing Christ. He has just referred to Him as the Father’s “beloved Son,” and now he elaborates: He is “the image of the invisible God, the firstborn over all creation. For in him all things were created; things in heaven and on earth, visible and invisible, whether thrones or powers or rulers or authorities; all things have been created through him and for him. He is before all things, and in him all things hold together (1:15–17).”


With this description Paul is hardly paving new doctrinal ground. He is affirming what he’d written to the Corinthians: “The god of this age has blinded the minds of unbelievers, so that they cannot see the light of the gospel that displays the glory of Christ, who is the image of God” (2 Cor. 4:4). Thus we see that Paul ties Christ’s deity to the gospel message. Our salvation depends on our trusting in Christ, but we can’t do that if we don’t recognize that He is God.


Some cults wrongly teach that Christ was a special human messenger and salvation-agent but not Himself God. Dr. M. R. De Haan corrects the record: “Jesus Christ is the inescapable Christ. All men will meet Him either as God’s Lamb who died for their sins or as the Judge when He comes to punish the sinner because he has rejected Him. Christ is to you either the Lamb or the Lion. If you come to Him as a lost and guilty sinner and receive by faith the sacrifice He accomplished on Calvary and allow Him to apply the blood of the Lamb to your soul, then you will become a child of God.” He continues, “If you reject this offer, some day, as surely as He came the first time, He will come again as a roaring Lion, to judge you and cast all the wicked in the lake of fire and brimstone.”28 This is reminiscent of the cogent words of British apologist C. S. Lewis:




I am trying here to prevent anyone saying the really foolish thing that people often say about Him: “I’m ready to accept Jesus as a great moral teacher, but I don’t accept His claim to be God.” That is the one thing we must not say. A man who was merely a man and said the sort of things Jesus said would not be a great moral teacher. He would either be a lunatic—on a level with the man who says he is a poached egg—or else he would be the Devil of Hell. You must make your choice. Either this man was, and is, the Son of God: or else a madman or something worse. You can shut Him up for a fool, you can spit at Him and kill Him as a demon; or you can fall at His feet and call Him Lord and God. But let us not come with any patronizing nonsense about His being a great human teacher. He has not left that open to us. He did not intend to.29





A word of caution to those—alluded to earlier—who elevate their distorted concept of “tolerance” as the greatest human virtue: such proud people, certain that their own standards are superior to the Bible’s “antiquated” principles, militantly reject Christianity’s exclusive truth claims. Faith in Christ might be one way to salvation, they say, but there are plenty of others, and for us to claim there is only one is egotistical and intolerant. Their overall view is, “That may be true for you, but not for others.”


But Christians don’t hold themselves out as the judge. There is only one judge: Jesus Christ. He tells us He is the way, the truth, and the life, and no one comes to the Father except through Him (John 14:6). He unambiguously denies there are other avenues, and He did not vacillate about His deity. “I and the Father are one,” He declared (John 10:30). So condemn Christ for intolerance if you dare, but don’t pretend He was tentative whatsoever in His pronouncements about who He is and that He is the sole way to salvation. You are free to deny Jesus’ unequivocal assertions of deity and insist that your concept of tolerance trumps biblical morality, but you do so at your own peril.


The Apostle John was just as explicit as to Christ’s divinity, His equality with the Father, and the Father’s invisibility: “No one has ever seen God, but the one and only Son, who is himself God and is in closest relationship with the Father, has made him known” (John 1:18). We read in the Old Testament that some did “see” God but not fully, as Christ did.30 Yet Christ, though visible to man in His human form, is the precise image of the Father—something impossible for a mere human, especially since the Father is invisible. But can a human being be the image of someone who is invisible? Certainly not in the physical sense. As early church father John Chrysostom explains, “Whose image then will you have him be? God’s? Then he is exactly like the one to whom you assign him. If you compare him to a human image, say so, and I’ll be done with you as a madman…. ‘The image of the invisible’ is itself also invisible, and invisible in the same way, for otherwise it would not be an image. For an image, so far as it is an image, even on a human level, ought to be exactly similar.”31


But what does Paul mean in verse 15 when he calls Christ “the firstborn?” The Greek word used is protokos, which emphasizes Christ’s preeminence.32 It doesn’t mean the Son had a physical origin or was created—an error long ago debunked as the classic Arian heresy, as noted. Transcending time, He has existed eternally with the Father and the Holy Spirit. In fact, Paul affirms that Christ preceded creation in three successive verses, illustrating the importance of the revelation: he is “the firstborn over all creation” (1:15), “in him all things were created” (1:16), and “He is before all things, and in him all things hold together” (1:17).


In speaking of the firstborn son, Paul is analogizing Christ, for example, to the son of a monarch who would inherit his rulership together with the rights and privileges of the firstborn son.33 The firstborn has supremacy and priority of rank over others.34 Paul’s revelation that Christ preceded and was involved in creation further establishes His deity. “We see here that the whole Trinity is involved from the beginning in the generation and ordering of the universe,” declares Augustine.35 A human being could not have created the physical universe, nor would it have been created “for him,” that is, for his benefit. The very idea of it is absurd, which is one of many reasons you can’t credibly claim to be a biblical Christian if you deny Christ’s deity. The ESV Study Bible affirms that “since Jesus is in this sense the goal of creation, he must be fully God.”36


The writer of Hebrews also validates Christ’s deity. “The Son is the radiance of God’s glory and the exact representation of his being” (Heb. 1:3). Christ does not just reflect God’s glory as the moon reflects the light of the sun, but He generates that very radiance Himself as intrinsic to His deity.37 “Jesus is the effulgence of God’s glory because he shares the same divine nature as the Father, yet he is distinct from the Father in his person,” explains David Allen. He notes that the Council of Nicaea, which confirmed Christ’s deity, addressed this issue directly: “The Council of Nicaea said, regarding the relationship of the Son to the Father in reference to the Son’s essential deity, that Jesus is ‘light from light.’ ”38


Let’s not overlook Paul’s declaration that in Christ “all things hold together.” The writer of Hebrews corroborates this point, affirming that the Son “[sustains] all things by his powerful word” (Heb. 1:3). “Sustaining all things” is synonymous with holding together all things. Christ exists apart from the universe and is sovereign over all of it, which is a divine function. He created the universe and is in charge of it from beginning to end. Unlike the mythical god of the deists, God is not an indifferent watchmaker who created the world and then left it to its own devices. “As the pre-creational Wisdom of God, the Son not only embodies God’s glory but also reveals this to the universe as he sustains all things and bears them to their appointed end by his omnipotent word,” writes William Lane.39


Importantly, Christ sustains the universe dynamically, not passively, says David Allen, and He carries it along or guides “it towards its intended goal.”40 “Christ does not physically hold up the world, as was said of the mythical Atlas,” argues Bruce Barton, “but he guides the world toward its appointed future—the time when he will receive it as his inheritance…. All things are held together in a coherent or logical way, sustained and upheld, prevented from dissolving into chaos. In him alone and by his word, we find the unifying principle of all life.”41
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PRAYER


Jesus, thank you for creating us and for creating the universe. Since the beginning of time, You have held all things together on earth and in the Heavenly realm. It is awe-inspiring to realize that nothing happens throughout all the earth, in our relationships, even down to our innermost thoughts, that You do not see. Before the creation of the world, You knew we would fall away from Your divine plans, Yet You chose to create us anyway. Thank you, Lord! Thank You for counting the cost and loving us enough to say that despite how much we would hurt and disappoint You (even to the point of Your own sacrificial death), You decided we were worth it all. We offer a moment of silence to sit gratefully in Your presence.


AMEN.





Paul now turns to Christ’s leadership of the body—His church—toward redemption. Christ created the universe for a purpose—man’s redemption—and He sustains it and guides us toward it for that purpose despite our fallen nature. Paul writes, “For God was pleased to have all his fullness dwell in him, and through him to reconcile to himself all things, whether things on earth or things in heaven, by making peace through his blood, shed on the cross” (1:19–20). What a rich, glorious assurance. Here again, Paul stresses through repetition an important truth: Christ is God. He is God’s exact image and all of God’s fullness; every bit of God inheres in Christ.


Christ, through His sacrificial work on the cross, reconciles men to God—men who were separated from God through sin. Paul homes in on the importance of Christ’s incarnation and passion: “But now he has reconciled you by Christ’s physical body through death to present you holy in his sight, without blemish and free from accusation” (1:22). This is “the hope held out in the gospel. This is the gospel that you heard and that has been proclaimed to every creature under heaven, and of which I, Paul, have become your servant.” (1:23–24). Our redemption and our reconciliation to God are neither universal nor automatic. They require faith in Christ’s finished work on the cross. “Reconciliation basically means ‘the removal of God’s enmity toward fallen man’ and, because enmity has been removed, all men are rendered savable,” writes Arnold Fruchtenbaum. “Reconciliation itself does not save anyone; it merely renders people savable. They are saved now only when they believe in Jesus the Messiah.”42


Do we really believe this? If so, do we act on our belief? Do we evangelize with the committed purpose of bringing the good news to unbelievers and explaining to them the opportunity of redemption and reconciling themselves to God through faith in His son? If we believed this as fervently as we profess, wouldn’t we work harder to this end?
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PRAYER


Lord, You have called us to be the salt of the earth, sharing the good news about the salvation available to all of us through Your Son, Jesus. Give us the passion to share our personal stories of salvation with the people You have placed right in front of us. Help us not to disqualify ourselves, assuming we are not the right people to share this hope with others. We ask Your Holy Spirit to empower us, encourage us, and to guide us to the people You want to reach through our lives. May we daily offer ourselves as living sacrifices to You.


AMEN.





False teachers and similar heretics couldn’t be more off-base in dismissing the reality of Christ’s humanity and His actual suffering on our behalf. John assured us that “the Word became flesh and made his dwelling among us” (John 1:14). Christ’s material existence was essential for God’s salvation plan to work. Reconciliation required a physical sacrifice—“by making peace through his blood, shed on the cross” (1:20) and “by Christ’s physical body” (1:22).


This is Paul’s shot across the bow to the false teachers, leaving no doubt he is addressing and refuting them directly. Paul is consistent. He had written to the Romans, “God presented Christ as a sacrifice of atonement through the shedding of his blood—to be received by faith” (Romans 3:25). The shedding of blood—as physical as it gets—was imperative, as is our appropriation of His sacrifice through our faith in Him. Likewise, the writer of Hebrews assures us, “But we do see Jesus, who was made lower than the angels for a little while, now crowned with glory and honor because he suffered death, so that by the grace of God he might taste death for everyone” (Hebrews 2:9).


No, Christ didn’t just appear to be physical, and His death on the cross was not some theoretical fiction. It was abundantly real and full of anguish and suffering. In almost every Christian-themed book I (David) have written, I have felt compelled to reiterate evangelist John Stott’s gripping description of the impact of Christ’s physical and spiritual suffering on His own faith. Please indulge us as we repeat it here because if just one person profits from this as much as we have, it will be worth others’ having to bear its repetition. Stott wrote,




I could never myself believe in God, if it were not for the cross. The only God I believe in is the One Nietzsche ridiculed as “God on the cross.”… For the real sting of suffering is not misfortune itself, nor even the pain of it or the injustice of it, but the apparent God-forsakenness of it. Pain is endurable, but the seeming indifference of God is not. Sometimes we picture him lounging, perhaps dozing, in some celestial deck-chair, while the hungry millions starve to death. We think of him as an armchair spectator, almost gloating over the world’s suffering and enjoying His own insulation from it. Philip Yancey has gone further and uttered the unutterable which we may have thought but to which we have never dared to give voice: “If God is truly in charge, somehow connected to all the world’s suffering, why is He so capricious, unfair? Is He the cosmic sadist Who delights in watching us squirm?” Job said something similar: God “mocks the despair of the innocent” (Job 9:23). It is this terrible caricature of God which the cross smashes to smithereens. We are not to envisage Him on a deck-chair, but on a cross. The God Who allows us to suffer, once suffered Himself in Christ, and continues to suffer with us and for us today.43





Having described Christ’s essence and His role in creation and redemption, Paul transitions to describing his own evangelical role in general and on behalf of the Colossians in particular. “Now I rejoice in what I am suffering for you, and I fill up in my flesh what is still lacking in regard to Christ’s afflictions, for the sake of his body, which is the church. I have become its servant by the commission God gave me to present to you the word of God in its fullness—the mystery that has been kept hidden for ages and generations but is now disclosed to the Lord’s people” (1:2426).


What is this mystery? Paul discloses it in his epistle to the Ephesians: “This mystery is that through the gospel the Gentiles are heirs together with Israel, members together of one body, and sharers together in the promise in Christ Jesus” (3:6). The Old Testament revealed that God would bless all people through Abraham by making salvation available to them (Gen. 12:3; 22:18), which Paul later identifies as God’s announcement of the gospel to Abraham in advance (Gal. 3:7–9). With Christ’s coming, all believers in Him would be equal and united in the body of Christ (Eph. 2:11–22).44


Paul closes the chapter proclaiming his commitment to help believers become fully mature in Christ—knowledgeable in doctrine, steadfast in faith, and Christlike in their behavior. Paul understands this is only possible through the work of the Holy Spirit indwelling believers. Though there is nothing we can do to earn our salvation, human effort is not entirely irrelevant in the Christian life. As noted, we acquire all our spiritual power from the Spirit, but we must place ourselves before Him and exercise the spiritual disciplines. To facilitate the growth of believers, Paul would “contend with all the energy Christ so powerfully works in me” (1:29). While all the power and credit belong to the Spirit, Paul, empowered by the Spirit, would do his part as Christ’s obedient servant to evangelize, plant churches, combat heresies, and encourage other leaders and believers.


CHAPTER 2


Paul explains that he is working mightily on behalf of those at Laodicea and for all who have not met him personally (2:1). He intends to encourage their hearts—a recurring theme in his epistles—and unite them in love so they can enjoy “the full riches of complete understanding.” They will then come to know the mystery of God in Christ, “in whom are hidden all the treasures of wisdom and knowledge” so “that no one may delude [them] with plausible arguments” (2:3–5). Paul is urging congregants to embrace the gospel intellectually and emotionally, preach it, and build one another up through their shared mission. They must be united in love for one another, and their love must be grounded in their mutual love for Christ and their commitment to grow together as a unified body.


Paul directs their focus squarely on Christ, the fountain of wisdom and knowledge. This contrasts with the false teachers, who tout their own special knowledge and seek to delude them with “plausible arguments”—seductive ideas that sound reasonable on their face. Believers must be thoroughly convinced of the truth of the gospel and committed to it. This will lead not only to their salvation and the spread of the gospel but to a bond of love among believers in the church. “Paul has in mind a Spirit-shaped conviction about the truth of the gospel (the knowledge, the mystery),” explains Scot McNight. “Knowledge promotes unity in love, just as love promotes unity in knowledge. The focus for Paul…is a fellowship that exhibits a supernaturally based union through the Spirit. Love and knowledge for Paul are thoroughly ecclesial (church) virtues.”45


Some commentators particularly highlight Paul’s opening words in this chapter, “I want you to know.” Of course, he wants them to know—he could precede his every utterance with that phrase. So why say it here, since he normally doesn’t waste words? It’s because Paul wants to emphasize how hard he has been working for them, but not to boast or gain their sympathy. Rather, he wants them to understand how much God values them as He is working through Paul to grow their faith and knowledge and to multiply the effects of their spiritual maturity as they work together in love as Christ’s body.46


In what way, though, is Paul working? John Woodhouse believes one strenuous activity Paul has in mind is praying. That is certainly counterintuitive, as we don’t normally consider praying to be work at all, much less hard work—we usually ask God to do the work for us or thank Him for already having done so. But Woodhouse argues that Paul saw prayer as “very hard work,” noting that at the end of this letter he describes Epaphras’ prayer on behalf of the Colossians as “struggling” on their behalf in his prayers.47 Indeed, the NIV says Epaphras “is always wrestling in prayer for you, that you may stand firm in all the will of God, mature and fully assured” (4:12). Several times in the letter Paul assures them of his work on their behalf, in prayer. “This is what the gospel servant does,” says Woodhouse. “Praying is a struggle. It takes effort and discipline. ‘I want you to know that,’ says Paul. And I want you to know that that struggle is happening.”48


Paul’s profession of struggling in prayer should comfort and encourage us. We often struggle to bring ourselves to pray and also struggle during prayer. We don’t always want to do it, and when we do, we sometimes aren’t sure we are doing it correctly or effectively. We wonder: Are we truly connecting with God or just going through the motions? Paul’s description assures us we are not abnormal in struggling with prayer and that it doesn’t always come naturally. We know it sometimes takes effort and discipline, which is why it is considered one of the spiritual disciplines. That it could be difficult for Paul and Epaphras tells us we aren’t necessarily doing it incorrectly just because it’s challenging.


We must discipline ourselves to pray frequently. We shouldn’t consider it a chore; at its core, after all, it is a conversation with the God of the universe, even if it doesn’t seem so at times. If we bear this in mind it might make it easier and even more awe-inspiring. We all sometimes get lazy, however. There’s no question that we deeply love our families and close friends, yet at times we don’t feel like picking up the phone to call them. Even if we don’t, we must discipline ourselves to remain in touch to preserve, strengthen, and refresh those relationships.


Moreover, consider that when we do pick up the phone and make that call, we are usually glad we did. Prayer can be similar. Our carnal nature beckons us away from God, but we must practice opening our hearts to him by daily prayer and Bible study. Let’s quit thinking so much about it and just do it. There is no shame in having to condition ourselves to practice the spiritual disciplines, but there is a spiritual cost if we do not do so, in that our relationship with God will suffer. Paul validates this as he tells the Colossians he is delighted by their discipline and the firmness of their faith in Christ (2:5).


Paul also touched on this theme in chapter one, when he conveyed that he is exerting strenuous effort “in warning everyone and teaching everyone with wisdom, that we may present everyone mature in Christ” (1:28). He described his efforts as toiling and “struggling with all his energy,” noting, however, that this energy derives from God, who is “powerfully” working within him (1:29).


Again, Paul seeks no personal credit for his labors but wants congregants to know that God-inspired labor is being exerted on their behalf to bring them to maturity in their faith. By emphasizing the work involved and God’s commitment to them, he is giving them a priceless gift: quickening their awareness of God’s love for them. They must mature in their faith to reap the full benefits of the Christian life, the most important of which is love.


In our efforts to mature in the faith, as Paul instructs, we must remember that the church is Christ’s body of believers—his bride—and that we must love and pray for one another as Paul prays for the Colossians. We shouldn’t see Paul’s role as an intercessor as exclusive to him or his time. Paul writes that it was God who ignited a deep burden in his heart to pray for the church body. As believers today, we cannot overlook the importance of the church and of the superior power of the whole body, which we can’t match through our individual work. The same Holy Spirit who ignited Paul’s prayers is just as alive and active on the earth—and in the hearts of modern-day believers—today as He was in Paul’s era.


So let’s not miss out on God’s calling for us to pray frequently for the church as a whole and for our individual congregations, encouraging all members to participate and contribute their gifts to the body, striving to set aside our petty quarrels in favor of the overall mission. Let us be gracious and loving toward one another, mindful that we are working toward a common goal of maturing in our faith and growing in our Christian love for God and for one another.
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PRAYER


Father, we pray that you will help us not to fall into complacency about Your purposes throughout the earth. Give us hearts that seek to empower Your church body rather than focus on our individual comforts and desires. We want to be sold out for You and Your greater plans. Please empower and encourage us in regularly praying for the church and its members, that they mature in their faith and grow in Your perfect love, knowledge, and understanding and in doing Your will.


AMEN.





Continuing, Paul again repeats themes he articulated earlier in the letter—telling believers that just as they received Christ as Lord they must continue to grow in their faith and gratitude. As believers we can’t rest on our laurels after having received Christ.


We must keep living our lives “rooted and built up in him,” “strengthened in the faith,” and “overflowing with thankfulness” (2:6–7), Paul declares. Douglas Moo pinpoints this passage, together with the next section in which Paul condemns false teachings, as the heart of the letter. “We are to continue,” writes Moo, “to live in him, to work out just what it means in both our thinking and our acting to live under the Lordship of Christ.” We “must continue looking to Christ, and Christ alone, for all [our] spiritual needs.” Furthermore, to have “received Christ” doesn’t just mean accepting the teaching or the word of God “but of Christ himself.” You must believe in His person and commit “to the apostolic teaching about Christ and his significance.”49


Having instructed believers to live and grow in Christ, Paul segues into a warning about the heresy threatening their church and diverting them from Christ. “See to it that no one takes you captive by philosophy and empty deceit, according to human tradition, according to the elemental spirits of the world, and not according to Christ” (2:8).


This is a lesson to us all. Usually when people come to Christ they are enthusiastic, attentive to the gospel, excited to have found and embraced Christ, and anxious to learn all they can about Him and the Bible. Here Paul is exhorting us to carry that enthusiasm forward. But he knows this will be difficult if we are led astray by false teachings, which undermine our understanding of Christ’s divine nature and His sacrificial work. Paul makes clear that we must be centered on Christ, which will keep us grounded and allow us to continue to grow. As Paul told the Ephesians, “Then we will no longer be infants, tossed back and forth by the waves, and blown here and there by every wind of teaching and by the cunning and craftiness of people in their deceitful scheming” (Eph. 4:14). In Colossians, Paul denounces this false teaching as “hollow and deceptive philosophy” that depends on human tradition and spiritual forces of the world rather than Christ. In Ephesians he condemns those who spread these lies as cunning, crafty, and deceitful. Whether or not everyone who preaches a false gospel does so maliciously, conscious of their deceit, Paul stresses they are disseminating man-made, spiritually depraved lies and contradicting divine revelation.


Paul continues to make Christ the focus—the be-all, end-all—reiterating and expanding upon what he wrote earlier: “For in him the whole fullness of deity dwells bodily, and you have been filled in him, who is the head of all rule and authority. In him also you were circumcised with a circumcision made without hands, by putting off the body of the flesh, by the circumcision of Christ” (2:9–11). We used to be ruled by the flesh, says Paul, but that all changed when Christ “circumcised” us. We were buried with Him in baptism and raised with Him through our faith in Him and in God, who raised Him from the dead. Before, we were dead in our sins, but through our faith God resurrected us and made us alive with Christ. He forgave us all our sins, taking away our legal indebtedness and nailing it to the cross (2:12–14).


Paul is using the term “circumcision” metaphorically. “A circumcision made without hands” is a spiritual phenomenon whereby believers have “put off the body of the flesh,” meaning they have cast aside their sinful nature and now live under Christ’s lordship and not the authority of the world. As Paul told the Galatians, “Those who belong to Christ Jesus have crucified the flesh with its passions and desires. Since we live by the Spirit, let us keep in step with the Spirit” (Gal. 5:24–25).


In the Old Testament, physical circumcision was a sign of Jewish identity within the covenant and was therefore the first order of business under the law, introducing a Jew to the law’s duties. Jews firmly believed that no one could live under the law’s requirements unless first circumcised.50 But even the Old Testament teaches the significance of the circumcision of the heart (Deut. 10:16; Jer. 4:4). Paul is confirming the importance of spiritual circumcision and telling the Colossians they have already been spiritually circumcised with Christ, which was symbolized by their baptism. The sacrament of baptism identifies Christians with Christ’s crucifixion and His triumph over sin. Baptism leads not only to the believer’s identification with Christ in His death but also in His resurrection (2:12). Though this identification with resurrection is metaphorical in this context, believers will later actually be physically resurrected with Christ (1 Cor. 15:12–58).


Our salvation wouldn’t be possible but for Christ’s cancelation of our debts with His death on the cross. Our slate is wiped clean in God’s eyes, and we are purified for salvation purposes. British pastor Charles Spurgeon put it best, explaining that when God looks at believers, He no longer sees our grotesque sin but sees Jesus Himself covering us with His veil: “When the Lord looks this way we hide behind the veil, and the eyes of the Lord behold the exceeding glories of the veil, to wit the person of His own dear Son, and He is so pleased with the cover that he forbears to remember the defilement and deformity of those whom it covers. God will never strike a soul through the veil of His Son’s sacrifice. He accepts us because He cannot but accept His Son, who has become our covering.”51


Paul asserts that Christ “disarmed the rulers and authorities and put them to open shame, by triumphing over them” (2:15). Christ forgave our sins and in the process “disarmed” the authorities and made them a public spectacle. We marvel at the irony of considering Jesus victorious when the earthly powers killed Him. What they didn’t know is that He came to earth precisely to die and to achieve victory over Satan, sin, and death. As Paul told the Corinthians, “None of the rulers of this age understood it, for if they had, they would not have crucified the Lord of Glory” (1 Cor. 8). It is fitting that Paul couches this in martial language—He “disarmed” them. Understand that Paul isn’t only referring to earthly authorities when he declares that Christ achieved a humiliating victory over the rulers and authorities. He is mainly talking about evil spiritual forces—the demonic powers who orchestrate such evil. Though Christ defeated the devil in His death and resurrection, depriving him of his ability to destroy the eternal life of believers, the devil and his forces remain alive and active in the world.


Thus, we remain in the throes of a spiritual battle with earthly forces ruled by Satan (Col. 1:13; 2 Tim. 2:26; John 12:31; 1 John 5:19; Eph. 2:2). In His sacrificial death, Christ not only gave eternal life to those with faith in Him, but He empowered them, through the Holy Spirit, to conquer Satan and sin every day of their earthly existence. Satan no longer rules the spirit-empowered believer. Christ’s victory over these forces is complete (“God left nothing that is not subject to them”), “yet at present we do not see everything subject to them” (Heb. 2:8). “In the Garden of Eden, God assigned Adam and Eve to rule over all the earth (Genesis 1:28–30),” writes Bruce Barton. “But they sinned, and God took away their authority over all the creation. Today everything is obviously not under our control.”52 But we will regain that control in the future. As F. F. Bruce reminds us, “All creation will ultimately ‘be set free from its bondage to decay and obtain the glorious liberty of the children of God’ ” (Romans 8:21). “A day is coming when, in the wonderful plan of God, the dominion that man lost will be given to him again,” writes John MacArthur.53


Note Paul’s paradoxical statement that Christ not only triumphed over the rulers and authorities but made a public spectacle of them by dying on the cross. He not only defeated the evil spiritual and earthly powers by allowing them to kill Him and thus fulfill His divine purpose in saving us, but He thereby publicly humiliated them. We should be consoled by this perspective and apply it to our own lives. Today, we see ungodly forces imposing their values on the world, smugly virtue-signaling the apparent victory of secular morality. They are misguided and contradicting biblical values, but, as scripture assures us, the truth will triumph in the end.
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PRAYER


Jesus, we thank you for finishing Your work on the cross, assuring us that if You are for us, no one can be against us (Romans 8:31) and that nothing shall separate us from Your love (Romans 8:38–39). May we keep our eyes fixed on this promise as truth because You are perfectly faithful and cannot lie (Heb. 6:13–20). Give us the strength to believe with all our hearts that because You, the Creator and ruler of the universe, are on our side, we have nothing to fear. Let us take John’s words to heart: “There is no fear in love, but perfect love casts out fear” (1 John 4:18). You have already fought and won the greatest battle for us. Your victory over death assures our victory as well, through faith in You. Though You told us we will have trouble in this world, You also assured us You will never leave us or forsake us (Heb. 13:5). Remind us of your presence in our daily struggles. Help us not to keep any doubt or concern from You. There is no problem too great or too small for You. Give us a heavenly perspective of the strength we can access through communing with You, and help us to keep our intentions pure. In Your Holy Name,


AMEN.





Paul reminds the Colossians that through Christ’s sacrificial death, Christians are free from the law of sin and death (Romans 8:2), so he warns them not to return to bondage by following the rules of the authorities on such matters as food and drink, festivals, new moons, or the Sabbath (Col. 2:16). After all, Christ Himself declared all foods clean (Mark 7:19). As Paul told the Galatians, “For freedom Christ has set us free; stand firm therefore, and do not submit again to a yoke of slavery” (Gal. 5:1).


Note that freedom in Christ doesn’t mean freedom from obedience to God and His moral standards. In fact, through our love of Christ we follow higher standards, for the standards Christ articulated in the Sermon on the Mount were far more demanding than those in the Mosaic Law. Following them, however, is not a matter of legalism. John MacArthur explains that “Christ set us free from the ‘guilt-establishing and deadening power of the law’ through His death and resurrection. Going back into a yoke of slavery is absurd.”54 Luther describes this freedom as “freedom from God’s everlasting wrath.”55 In short, it is a matter of grace rather than law. Warren Wiersbe expressed this point beautifully: “ ‘Your doctrine of grace and liberty is dangerous!’ Paul’s enemies argued. ‘Why, if Christians are free from the Law, they will live wicked lives! We need the Law to control them!’ So people have argued down through the centuries, little realizing that grace, not law, is the greatest teacher and ‘controller’ in the world.”56


Paul elaborated on grace in his letter to Titus, writing, “For the grace of God has appeared that offers salvation to all people. It teaches us to say ‘No’ to ungodliness and worldly passions, and to live self-controlled, upright and godly lives in this present age, while we wait for the blessed hope—the appearing of the glory of our great God and Savior, Jesus Christ, who gave himself for us to redeem us from all wickedness and to purify for himself a people that are his very own, eager to do what is good” (Titus 2:11–14). You see, freedom in Christ does not mean a license to sin but living godly and self-controlled lives. It means actually being eager to do the right thing, not simply going through the motions of obeying the law without the proper spiritual mindset. Along these lines, Paul admonished the Romans that Christians are not free to sin because they are under grace and not law: “But thanks be to God that, though you used to be slaves to sin, you have come to obey from your heart the pattern of teaching that has now claimed your allegiance. You have been set free from sin and have become slaves to righteousness” (Romans 6:17–18).


There you have it—freedom from the bondage of sin means we are bound to righteousness. We must think of it in a positive way, deemphasizing the negative. That is, we mustn’t think of it as a matter of avoiding sin but of seeking righteousness.
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PRAYER


Lord, true devotion to You develops when we understand Your loyal love and sacrifice, which seems too good to be true. The Psalmist writes, “How precious are your thoughts about me, O God. They cannot be numbered” (139:17). It is humbling, almost embarrassing, to think that You, the perfect, Holier than Holy God, think countless, precious thoughts about us. And yet, we accept Your word as truth. Thank you, Lord! May this word be buried deep in our beings, for that is what will ultimately spur our desire to serve You. Infuse us with Your love and a desire to serve You because of that love, rather than trying to live up to religious rules for their own sake and through our own feeble efforts. We recognize true righteousness comes from You and You alone. We ask You to show us areas we must surrender to You, and we thank You for the freedom You provide.


AMEN.





Paul next commands the congregants not to allow anyone to judge them based on what they eat or drink or on matters concerning religious festivals or Sabbath days. “These are shadows of the things to come, but the substance belongs to Christ” (2:16–17). (The writer of Hebrews echoed this truth: “For since the law has but a shadow of the good things to come instead of the true form of these realities, it can never, by the same sacrifices that are continually offered every year, make perfect those who draw near” [Heb. 10:1]). Nor must they let anyone who delights in false humility and the worship of angels disqualify them. Such people are proud of their unspiritual minds and provide “great detail” about what they’ve seen. “They have lost connection with the head, from whom the whole body, supported and held together by its ligaments and sinews, grows and God causes it to grow” (2:18–19). Why would they submit to the “elemental spiritual forces of this world” when they died with Christ to them? These are fleeting things based not on godly commands but human ones. These teachings are seductive because they have “an appearance of wisdom” and the trappings of “false humility” and are supported by “self-imposed worship.” While following these rules results in the “harsh treatment of the body,” they “lack any value in restraining sensual indulgence” (2:18–23). Obeying rules for the sake of appearances or bringing credit upon yourself is not the proper motivation.


Scripture prohibits the worship of anything or anyone other than God—which includes angels (Exodus 20:3–4) because angels are servants like we are (Rev. 22:8–9). The heretics among the Colossians self-servingly depict their worship of angels as virtuous humility, but it is actually their pride. They elevate themselves with idle notions inspired by their unspiritual minds. Conceit is the devil’s playground. To ascribe deity to anyone or anything other than the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit is rank idolatry and diminishes the deity of Christ. Christians should not be influenced by those who would “disqualify” them—that is, who would deny their Christian authenticity—based on some cultish rules they impose on the church. False teachers rely on themselves rather than scripture and Christ, who is the head of the church. They insert themselves between the body (members) of the church and Christ. The body grows through essential contact with the head (Christ), so false teachers impede vital contact between the head and the body and stifle the spiritual growth of the church.57


Paul again warns Christians against legalism—the following of man-made rules—as an avenue to spirituality. Legalism is both wrong and spiritually damaging. These ceremonial rules empower the authorities who issue them and confer on them a veneer of wisdom and false humility. Instead of promoting spirituality, these rules blunt it and deter true dependence on Christ, which is liberation from the bondage of rules made by “elemental spiritual forces of this world.” Christ’s sacrificial death nullified those rules (2:20). Church father Origen offers an interesting insight into false humility, reminding us of Peter’s objection to Christ’s washing his feet. Peter obviously intended well—he thought it presumptuous and inappropriate to have his feet washed by the Savior—but he was unwittingly keeping himself from bonding with Jesus.58


Moreover, as Christians we are in the world but not of the world (John 15:18–19). If we dishonor this truth, we are enemies of the cross of Christ (Philip. 3:18), whose “destiny is destruction, their god is their stomach, and their glory is in their shame. Their mind is set on earthly things. But our citizenship is in heaven” (Philip. 3:19–20). We know people who make an idol out of dietary rules—who cultishly ascribe a false spirituality to adherence to certain guidelines. It’s wise to promote healthy living and healthy eating, for example, but let’s not derive our sense of spiritual self-worth from such practices.


The false teachers pursued righteousness through self-denial.59 It’s one thing to deny oneself certain privileges as a spiritual discipline, such as fasting, but the focus there is always on God, not on the person submitting to the discipline. There is a marked distinction between obedience and self-promotion. John MacArthur reminds us of the monks who “mistakenly thought the path to spirituality lay in exposing” their bodies to the elements and withdrawing from the world. Self-denial in itself is not the problem and may even be admirable so long as it is not the final goal or perceived as a substitute for the worship of Christ. “God may call some to a life of self-denial,” writes MacArthur. “Many missionaries, for example, have by necessity led ascetic lives. They did not do so, however, as an attempt to gain spirituality.”60


Nor should Christians practice self-denial as a means of advertising their own piety. “Beware of practicing your righteousness before other people in order to be seen by them, for then you have no reward from your Father who is in heaven,” warns Christ. “Thus, when you give to the needy, sound no trumpet before you, as the hypocrites do in the synagogues and in the streets, that they may be praised by others.” He adds, “And when you fast, do not look gloomy like the hypocrites, for they disfigure their faces that their fasting may be seen by others. Truly, I say to you, they have received their reward. But when you fast, anoint your head and wash your face, that your fasting may not be seen by others but by your Father who is in secret. And your Father who sees in secret will reward you” (Matthew 6:1–2, 16–18).
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PRAYER


Lord, we recognize there are evil spirits who actively use “religion” to deceive us into thinking we deserve credit and recognition for our devotion to You. Protect us from the temptation to pat ourselves on the back for our perceived piousness. Help us also to recognize it is Your Holy Spirit who compels us to devote our time and energy to You; we can take no credit. You alone are our saving grace. Replace our hardened hearts with hearts of compassion, humility, and gratitude for Your sacrifice. We thank You for the astounding lengths You go to bring us into Your presence. May we never take that for granted. In Your Holy Name,


AMEN.






CHAPTER 3


Next, Paul transitions from railing against the false teachers to instructing the Colossians to live in a Christlike manner. Since they “have been raised with Christ,” they must set their “hearts on things above, where Christ is, seated at the right hand of God.” They must not focus on “earthly things.” As they have died and been raised with Christ, their lives are now hidden with Christ in God. Christ is their life, and when He appears they will appear with Him in glory (3:1–4). Christ is everything to the believer. He is not an enhancement to life. “He is life,” and we must orient our lives around Him.61


Upon their conversion Christians are united with Christ and spiritually enter his death and resurrection, which enables them to understand spiritual truths and the will of God. We have acquired our new spiritual life, though our physical resurrection with Christ will occur in the future. This “already–not yet” concept appears elsewhere in the Bible concerning the coming of the kingdom of God, as discussed in The True Jesus: “The idea is that the kingdom of God is here now but is also coming in the future in a different way that is tied to the original and will complete it.”62


In Jesus’ first coming He ushered in the kingdom of God, which was not, as the Jews expected, a military triumph over the earthly authorities. Jesus indeed inaugurated the kingdom of God, but He will not consummate His kingdom rule until He returns. Closely related to the already–not yet aspects of the kingdom of God, believers are presently (already) indwelled by the Holy Spirit and empowered to live godly lives and overcome sin. Not yet, but in the future, we will be totally free of sin upon our physical resurrection and glorification with Christ. In the meantime, we are to set our minds on the things above. “We are not simply awaiting Christ’s return, when we will receive our inheritance and enter our heavenly home,” writes Grant Osborne. “We already have entered heaven spiritually and are already part of that new reality. Our physical environment is still earthly, but our hearts and minds are focused ‘above,’ giving us an entirely new set of priorities.”63


These “things above,” explains MacArthur, are the privileges and riches of the heavenly kingdom, which are accessible to believers.64 Here, Paul further contradicts the false teachers who masquerade as spiritual elites with secret wisdom, claiming a direct line to God and spiritual knowledge. To the contrary, they have nothing but an illusion, while believers have access to the true things above through the Holy Spirit.65 “The false teachers centered in visions (2:18), believing that they provided transport to the heavenly realm,” explains Osborne. “Paul is showing the error of such merely human techniques for gaining access to heaven—which is real, not something we need to ‘see’ in a vision. The believer already dwells there.”66 As Paul explains, however, the believer’s life in Christ is hidden from unbelievers who do not know Him and therefore can’t comprehend the believer’s relationship with Christ.67


Paul is saying that Christians in Colossae are, in a sense, resident aliens, as their actual identity is heavenly and not worldly. Upon their conversion they had died to Christ (2:20) and been spiritually reborn as new creations (2 Cor. 5:17), so their citizenship is in heaven. This timeless scriptural lesson has profound implications for us and how we should live, and thus deserves our attention. We must presently seek these heavenly things. “The world needs heavenly people as never before, and this is what Christians are when they live up to their true identity,” writes J. Philip Arthur. “The message of this passage to Christians, whether in the first or twenty-first century, then, is: ‘Be what you are!’ ”68


Christians have all they will ever need in Christ while the false teachers are selling something useless and even harmful to them. One can’t improve on godly truths and on the supremacy and sufficiency of Christ. Christians must embrace their new identity because it is their true identity and because it will make this world a more heavenly place. “In calling upon Christians to be what they are, Paul set before the Colossians the challenge to live as heavenly people and, in doing so, to bring some of the quality of heaven to earth to irradiate and suffuse all their relationships and life situations,” says Arthur.69


Believers must actively “put to death” those things that are part of their earthly nature, including “sexual immorality, impurity, lust, evil desires and greed” (3:5). As they have taken off their old selves, they must purge themselves of “anger, wrath, malice, slander,” obscene language, and lying (3:8). In his other writings, Paul similarly warns us against sinning (see Romans 1:29–31; 1 Cor. 5:11; 6:9; Gal 5:19–21; Eph. 5:3–5).70


Pastor and professor Sam Storms raises an interesting question about Paul’s teachings: Why does Paul so roundly condemn rules about eating, drinking, and religious festivals in chapter two and elsewhere, then impose his own list of forbidden behaviors? Why isn’t this legalism as well? Storms’s answer is that legalists, such as the false teachers, typically impose their rules concerning acceptable and unacceptable conduct as a means to gain favor with God or induce Him to grant life. Paul and other New Testament writers, by contrast, lay down these standards as evidence of the fruit of the believer’s already acquired favor with God. “We already are the favored and beloved of God, made such by sovereign grace alone, and it is on the basis of this glorious truth that we are inwardly impelled (rather than outwardly compelled) to express life, not earn it,” writes Storms. We aren’t encouraged to do certain things and avoid others to gain Christ. Rather, we pursue holiness because we have already received Christ and been raised with Him spiritually. “We pursue purity and eschew evil not in order to be hidden with him but because we already are.”71


Paul continues, declaring that the believer’s new self is being renewed in knowledge after the image of its creator (3:10). Norman Geisler explains that Paul’s term “being renewed” means this “new self” requires constant refreshing to keep us victorious over sin. This idea is vital to Paul, as shown in his second letter to the Corinthians: “Though our outer self is wasting away, our inner self is being renewed day by day” (2 Cor. 4:16); in his epistle to the Romans: “Do not be conformed to this world, but be transformed by the renewal of your mind” (Romans 12:2); and in his letter to the Ephesians: “to be renewed in the spirit of your minds, and to put on the new self, created after the likeness of God in true righteousness and holiness” (Eph. 4:23).


There is no distinction between Gentile or Jew, circumcised or uncircumcised, barbarian or Scythian, slave or free. That is, every person, regardless of race, culture, nationality, or economic status, becomes a new creation. It is solely about our faith in Christ. “Christ is all, and in all” (3:11). As Geisler observes, “All barriers are destroyed in Christ, and all believers are truly ‘created equal.’ ”72 Consequently, all believers should discard their sinful practices and live consistent with their “new self.”


Not only must we avoid the sins of the flesh but fervently pursue the heavenly things in Christ. “Put on then, as God’s chosen ones, holy and beloved, compassionate hearts, kindness, humility, meekness, and patience, bearing with one another and, if one has a complaint against another, forgiving each other; as the Lord has forgiven you, so you also must forgive. And above all these put on love, which binds everything together in perfect harmony. And let the peace of Christ rule in your hearts, to which indeed you were called in one body. And be thankful.” (3:12–15).
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PRAYER


Lord, often when we read Your commands, our minds immediately rush to all our shortcomings. In these moments, remind us that when we accepted Jesus, His holiness enveloped us and gave us a new life! Help us to see ourselves as Your beloved adopted children, heirs to Your heavenly kingdom who should no longer approach You as orphans begging for bread. Instead, may we take direction from the first line of the Lord’s prayer, imploring You to bring Your will and Your heavenly kingdom to the world we live in. May we seek Your presence constantly, asking You to show us how You are working all things for good behind the scenes, and how we can play a part in that process. We ask for Your Holy Spirit to give us supernatural perspective so that we may see from the heavenly perspective rather than through our marred, human viewpoint. In Jesus’ name,


AMEN.





Having received eternal life by God’s grace and through no merit of our own, believers should respond in grateful obedience and dedicate themselves to pleasing God and emulating Christ. We must adopt the behaviors Paul describes, and our will to do so should flow naturally from our faith and position in Christ. We should freely forgive others as God has forgiven us—because grudges may lead to sinful behavior, but above all, because it is the right thing to do.73 Illustrating this point, D. L. Moody imagined Christ telling Peter, “Go, hunt up the man who put the crown of thorns on My head and tell him that I love him. Tell him that he can have a crown in my kingdom, one without a thorn. Find the man who spat in my face and preach the gospel to him. Tell him that I forgive him and that I died to save him. Find the man who thrust the spear into my side and tell him that there is a quicker way to my heart.”74


It makes sense that Paul follows his command to forgive with his exhortation that we cloak ourselves with love. Just as unforgiveness leads to dark-heartedness and sin, love is the apex of Christlikeness, and Christlike behavior necessarily proceeds from it. Love is the foundation of all other virtues.75 D. L. Moody’s depiction of Christ’s forgiveness illuminates that forgiveness springs from love. In his first letter to the Corinthians, Paul succinctly captures the paramount importance of love, insisting that we can have all the spiritual gifts in the world and even strong faith, but they won’t matter if we don’t have love: “If I speak in the tongues of men and of angels, but have not love, I am a noisy gong or a clanging cymbal. And if I have prophetic powers, and understand all mysteries and all knowledge, and if I have all faith, so as to remove mountains, but have not love, I am nothing. If I give away all I have, and if I deliver up my body to be burned, but have no love, I gain nothing” (1 Cor. 13:1–3). He adds, “So now faith, hope, and love abide, these three; but the greatest of these is love” (1 Cor. 13:13). Jesus underscored this in identifying love as the greatest commandment. “You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your mind. This is the great and first commandment. And a second is like it: You shall love your neighbor as yourself. On these two commandments depend all the Law and the Prophets” (Matt. 22:37–40).


Christ’s love—described with the Greek term agape—is exemplified by the selfless, sacrificial love that led Jesus to the cross. So when Paul tells us to “put on love,” as it binds everything together in perfect harmony, he’s telling us that love is quintessentially Christlike. “Love…holds Christians together in fellowship under the strain of all common life,” writes J. Moffatt. “It is the link of the perfect life…. Love checks the selfish, hard tempers which keep people apart and thus militate against the maturing of good fellowship. Here…is the full expression of the divine life in the Community, devoid of bitter words and angry feelings, and freed from the ugly defects of immorality and dishonesty. The argument is a parallel to that of Matthew 5:43–48.”76


As the Gospel according to John confirms, “Anyone who does not love does not know God, because God is love” (1 John 4:8). Furthermore, “God is love and whoever abides in love abides in God, and God abides in him” (1 John 4:16). It’s not simply that God acts lovingly toward us; it’s that He is love. It is His nature. To “put on love” is to put on godliness.
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PRAYER


Lord, our human nature constantly tempts us to spiral into self-pity, resentment, and anxiety. Help us combat these feelings by following Your command to “rejoice always, pray continually, and give thanks in all circumstances” (1 Thess. 5:16–18). Worshipping You is our greatest weapon because it increases Your presence. Help us to step outside our feelings and to practice thanking You regularly for the many blessings You’ve showered upon us. Point us to worship music and Bible verses we can sing and memorize in our hearts, and may those words flow from us on a daily basis, acting as a barrier between us and the schemes of the enemy to separate us from You. Thank You, Lord!


AMEN.





Paul teaches that believers must also let the peace of Christ rule in their hearts (3:15). Christ has won this peace for us through His sacrificial death, and we must avail ourselves of it. It is an inner contentment in Christ that transcends the ups and downs of life on earth. This peace that we have been given individually also unites us corporately as a church. And for these unmerited gifts, we must be grateful to God. The word of Christ must dwell in us richly, says Paul, teaching and admonishing one another in all wisdom (3:16).


Here again Paul reminds us of the importance of God’s word. The word of Christ—scripture—is the means by which God’s peace is assured to us.77 Christ’s teaching should dwell in us through our study and knowledge of the Bible—the living, breathing word of God. It is never changing, and it will keep us attuned to the mind of God and encourage us toward Christlike behavior. We must certainly pray for God’s wisdom (1:9), but a direct line to that wisdom is His word, which we must read daily while praying that He opens its rich meaning to us. We must share the word with believers and instruct one another with its wisdom.


Paul tells the Colossians they should do everything—words and deeds—in the name of Jesus and give thanks to the Father through Him (3:17). Commentator Richard Melick notes that Paul is teaching that God comes to the world and the world comes to God through Jesus. Jesus’ sacrificial death on the cross gives us access to the Father through Him. In turn, we must express our gratitude to the Father through Jesus.78 This, of course, doesn’t mean we can’t thank the Father directly, but it underscores our real, tangible access to the triune God of the universe because His Son became man, lived among us, died for us, and was resurrected so that we too could be resurrected.


Paul closes this chapter with instructions for Christian households: “Wives, submit to your husbands, as is fitting in the Lord. Husbands, love your wives, and do not be harsh with them. Children, obey your parents in everything, for this pleases the Lord. Fathers, do not provoke your children, lest they become discouraged” (3:18–21).


The notion of wives’ submitting to their husbands doesn’t sit well with today’s culture, and Paul is frequently attacked for these and other so-called harsh teachings. Many modern commentators discount these instructions either by rejecting the Bible’s divine authority or by claiming that Paul’s teaching only applied to the particular culture he was addressing. Wrestling with this passage can indeed be difficult. There is, however, a strong argument that Paul meant exactly what he said. First, the Bible’s divine authority, including Paul’s writings, is recognized by the vast bulk of Christendom, and we cannot transform God’s word into a mere fictional allegory simply to annul some teaching that may offend modern sensibilities. And second, Paul laid down similar admonitions elsewhere, including in Ephesians (5:22–6:9) and First Corinthians (11:2–16). But if Paul meant for these rules to apply universally to all cultures in all times, there are some accompanying truths that should ease believers’ angst.


God, through Paul, is establishing rules for households patterned on the interrelationships of the three persons of the Trinity. The functional distinctions between husbands and wives, in fact, do not detract from the equality of women. Jesus, who is Himself God, is functionally subordinate to the Father, which in no way diminishes His deity or His equal essence with the Father and the Holy Spirit. Jesus set the pattern for servanthood; though He is God, He came not to be served but to serve. He voluntarily surrendered His divine attributes in His incarnation. As Paul wrote to the Philippians, “Christ Jesus, who, though he was in the form of God, did not count equality with God a thing to be grasped, but emptied himself, by taking the form of a servant, being born in the likeness of men. And being found in human form, he humbled himself by becoming obedient to the point of death, even death on a cross” (Philip. 2:5).


The husband is commanded to love his wife as Christ loved the church (Eph. 5:25). Remember that Christ loved the church—His believers—so much that He died for it. There is no higher love. In Jesus’ own words, “Greater love has no one than this, that someone lay down his life for his friends” (John 15:13). Paul’s directives for husbands and wives pertain to domestic relationships, and they apply on earth, not in heaven.79 Another mitigating factor, according to Melick, is that while children and slaves are told to obey in the passage above, wives are not. Their submission is voluntary, and obedience is not directly commanded. “Paul made it clear that such submission is an outworking of the lordship of Christ,” notes Melick. “It is part of the Christian order…. Voluntarily taking a position of submission is a matter of a wife’s relationship to the Lord, not to her husband. It is ‘fitting in the Lord.’ ”80


In other words, the wife is not instructed to submit to the husband because he’s superior and she’s inferior. Rather, it is a matter of obedience to God, who has ordained a functional subordination within the household. If a husband loves his wife as Christ loves the church—sacrificially—the household should be harmonious. A sacrificially loving husband is not insensitive or domineering. Indeed, if a husband truly loves his wife as Christ loves the church and treats her accordingly, he will be more, not less, deferential in his interactions with her, which should ease any tension resulting from her functional subordination to him in household matters.


We may struggle to fully understand certain passages of scripture, but we don’t presume to put our discomfort ahead of the Lord’s commands. We can’t wish away portions of God’s word simply because they don’t sit perfectly well with us. We would all be better served if we didn’t take the bait of modern culture—which often pits man against woman and race against race—but instead love and treat one another as Christ loved and treated the church.


Paul continues unfolding God’s design for family relationships in setting out the relationships between parents and children. Children should obey their parents in everything, as this pleases the Lord. Children learn the importance of obedience, respect, and authority in their relationship with their parents, who groom them for adulthood and lend stability to society. This pleases God, who defines authority. In turn, Paul admonishes fathers not to discourage their children by aggravating them. The themes are consistent. Just as the husband authority figure has no license to be harsh with his wife and must love her like Christ loved the church, parents are not to abuse their authority over their children but to treat them lovingly. Discipline is important, but ridicule and derision are forbidden.


In another controversial passage, Paul instructs slaves (“bondservants”) to obey their earthly masters “not by way of eye-service, as people pleasers, but with sincerity of heart, fearing the Lord. Whatever you do, work heartily, as for the Lord and not for men, knowing that from the Lord you will receive the inheritance as your word. You are serving the Lord Christ” (3:22–24). The New Living Translation is a bit clearer here—instead of using “eye-service” and “people pleasers,” it says, “Try to please them all the time, not just when they are watching you.” Many people are troubled by these passages, arguing that Paul is apparently condoning slavery. But we must distinguish between Paul’s comments on slavery and his remarks on family relationships. “The relationships between husbands and wives and parents and children are ordained by God from creation,” explains the ESV Study Bible. “Hence, Paul’s instructions on marriage represent the perfect will of God. Slavery, on the other hand, is something created by human beings and does not represent God’s will from creation; the Scriptures regulate the institution without commending it.”81


Furthermore, it’s important to understand that Roman bondservants were quite different from North American chattel slaves. Bond servants were sometimes allowed compensation and to eventually purchase their freedom. The Bible reveals that some masters entrusted their servants with significant responsibilities, including the management of their financial resources. The ESV Study Bible notes that slaves constituted an estimated one-third of the population of cities like Colossae and Ephesus. They were sometimes considered family members and often remained as workers for the family after acquiring their freedom. This does not mean their masters didn’t abuse them, which is one reason Paul issues instructions on the proper treatment of servants.


Paul, then, isn’t recommending slavery but is laying out rules and attitudes regarding an already existing institution, which ultimately died out partially due to the influence of his writings.82 These “household codes” Paul prescribes “did not set out to abolish or reshape existing social structures, but to christianize them,” writes F. F. Bruce.83 To the extent that Paul addresses servants here, he treats them with dignity and sympathy, instructing them to fear and work hard for the Lord and promising they will be rewarded for doing so. He says their true master is the Lord Jesus, signifying that in God’s eyes they are as important as any other human being, including their masters.


Clearly, if Paul had considered them chattel, he never would have addressed them as children of God who are invited to partake of their divine inheritance through faith in Christ.84 He certainly would not have directed masters to treat their servants “justly and fairly, knowing that [they] also have a Master in heaven” (Col. 4:1). After all, in a little-quoted passage of the Bible—First Timothy 1:9—Paul condemns “enslavers.”85


We further consider Paul’s writings on the master-servant relationship in our chapters on Philemon and Ephesians.


CHAPTER 4


Paul next directs the believers to continue steadfastly in prayer (4:2), as he did elsewhere (1 Thes. 5:17). They must be “watchful” in prayer and do it with thanksgiving (4:2). Commentators infer that being watchful means they should remain alert and focused on their devotion to God during prayer as well as attentive to answers to their prayers. They have plenty to be thankful to God for, including their reconciliation to Him through their faith in Christ and that He is sustaining and restoring the fallen world.


That Paul highly respects the new believers and regards them as his brothers in Christ is shown by his earnest request that they pray for him and his fellow evangelists—that their work for the Lord may open more doors to advance the gospel (4:3–4). They are to behave like Christ—to “walk in wisdom,” make “the best use of the time,” and let their “speech always be gracious” (4:5-6). People often say that Christians win more hearts for Christ through their behavior than their words, and Paul here affirms the importance of a winsome Christian witness.


Paul closes his letter with an extensive list of greetings. Importantly, he urges the believers to share his letter with the church in Laodicea. Remember that at this time, the New Testament had not yet been officially compiled, and Paul wanted his instructions to the Colossian believers to aid other believers in the surrounding churches—and all believers everywhere and throughout the ages.
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