Colossians--Introduction


1.  Origin of the Church.

a.  The city of Colossae is located in what is now Western Turkey in the valley of the Lycus river, about 100 miles inland from Ephesus.  Laodicea is a few miles to the west and Hierapolis is a few miles to the north, both of which were more important cities in the Roman Empire.


b.  Paul had not visited the church prior to writing this letter.  Col 2:1, "For I wish that you knew what great conflict I have for you, and for those at Laodicea, and for as many as have not seen my fact in the flesh."


c.  Epaphras was apparently the pastor of the church and acquainted Paul with the conditions of the church.  Col 1:7, "As you also learned from Epaphras our dear fellow-servant, who is for you a faithful minister of Christ.  In Col 4:12-13, Epaphras is described as one of the Colossians.


d.  There is a strong probability that Epaphras was converted to Christianity as a result of Paul's ministry at Ephesus for two years, mentioned in Acts 19:10, "...so that all who lived in Asia heard the word of the Lord, both Jews and Greeks."


e.  From Philemon 1-2, it appears that the church met in the home of Philemon.  "Paul...to Philemon our beloved brother and fellow worker,...and to the church in your house."

2.  The Transmission of the Epistle.

a.  Epaphras journeyed to Rome to stay with Paul while he was under house arrest awaiting trial by Nero.  In Philemon 23, he is described as a "fellow-prisoner."  Epaphras came to acquaint Paul with the progress of the gospel in the Lycus valley and so encourage the apostle.  But Epaphras also came to find out from Paul how he should handle a dangerous heresy, which had arisen in Colossae and was threatening the security of the church.  This false teaching was the beginning of Gnosticism, which developed into a full-blown heresy in the second century A.D.


b.  While Epaphras was gone, it is possible that Archippus had been left in charge of the church, since he is mentioned in Col 4:17, "And say to Archippus, `Take heed to the ministry which you have received in the Lord, that you may fulfill it.'"  Compare Philemon 2, where Paul sends greeting to the Colossian church meeting in the home of Philemon and mentions "Archippus our fellow-soldier."

3.  Authenticity.  There is no shred of evidence that the Pauline authorship of the whole or any part of this Epistle was ever disputed by the Church until the liberal attacks by German scholars in the nineteenth century.  This Epistle is also inseparably connected to the Epistle to Philemon, whose authenticity has been challenged by only the most extreme negative critics.  The reasons for the close connection between Colossians and Philemon are:


a.  Both epistles contain Timothy's name with Paul's in the opening greeting.


b.  Greetings are sent in both letters from Aristarchus, Mark, Epaphras, Luke and Demas, who are all clearly with Paul at the time.  (Col 4:10-14 and Phlm 23-24.)


c.  In Phlm 2, Archippus is called a "fellow-soldier", and in Col 4:17 he is directed to fulfill his ministry.


d.  Onesimos, the slave concerning whom the letter to Philemon is written, is mentioned in Col 4:9 as being sent with Tychicus and is described as "one of you."

4.  Place and Date of Writing.

a.  The Epistle was written from Rome during Paul's first imprisonment and carried by Tychicus to the church, Col 4:7-9, "As to all my affairs, Tychicus, our beloved brother and faithful servant and fellow-servant in the Lord, will bring you information.  For I have sent him to you for this very purpose, that you may know about our circumstances and that he may encourage your hearts; and with him Onesimos... They will inform you about the whole situation here."


b.  The Epistle was written during the latter part of the two-year imprisonment in the spring of 62 A.D.

5.  The Incipient Gnostic Heresy.

a.  Paul warns the Colossians against following different errors:



(1)  A combination of angel worship and asceticism, 2:18.



(2)  A self-styled philosophy or gnosis (2:8) which depreciated Christ; for Paul lays great stress upon Christ's pre-eminence in 1:15-19.



(3)  A rigid observance of Jewish festivals and Sabbaths, 2:8, 11, 16; 3:11.


b.  "Paul seems to point to a single source, and even a single individual, as the origin of the errors introduced.  These errors most probably came from an Alexandrian Jew, who had appeared at Colossae, professing a belief in Christianity, and imbued with the Greek `philosophy' of the school of Philo, but combining with it the Rabbinical theosophy and angelology and an extravagant asceticism."

6.  Paul's Reason for Writing.

a.  The threat from this false doctrine was so great that an immediate corrective action was imperative.


b.  Paul had two main problems to settle:  the first concerning the Person of Christ, and the other concerning the life of the believer after salvation.
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