Colossians
Introduction & Chapter 1:1-23
Introduction

Controversy surrounds the origins of this letter.  About 40% of scholars, according to an estimate by Raymond Brown made in 1997, believe that it was dictated to a scribe by Paul himself either in the 50’s during a nearly three-year imprisonment in the early 60’s, while Paul was held in confinement in Rome.  The remaining 60% think that Colossians was written after Paul’s death, perhaps as late as the 80’s, by some of his closest associates.  

The reasoning behind the majority view involves several factors, including the unusual vocabulary and grammar found in Colossians relative to other Pauline letters, and the highly developed understanding of Christ and the Church, which differs significantly from the rest of the Pauline corpus.  This is not the only letter to raise such concerns.   Ephesians, II Timothy, and a few other letters attributed to Paul raise similar questions.  

Those who believe Paul was the original writer argue that Paul may have intentionally shifted his wording, depending upon the audience, which isn’t too farfetched.  For instance, a sermon written for normal Sunday morning worship would likely be different from a sermon on the same text produced for a special clergy gathering.  The commonality of seminary education would allow the preacher an opportunity to make more assumptions about the knowledge base of the latter group, whereas the former group is more diverse in background.  
As for the ideas in Colossians about Christ and the Church, minority-view scholars insist that adequate correlations exist in Paul’s other letters, and that a simple shift in emphasis is what distinguishes Colossians.  They also rightly insist that Paul, like any other person, would experience gradual development and expansion of his theological understanding.  This argument is especially popular with those who believe Paul wrote this letter near the end of his life from Rome.     

In the end, we may never know precisely who wrote the letter to the Christian community at Colossae, but who wrote it isn’t too terribly important.  As a part of the authorized canon of texts in the New Testament, Colossians remains a primary guide to faith and practice, regardless of who actually authored it.  In the 1st Century, it was common for disciples of a religious or philosophical leader to pen works in the name of their teacher, as a way of honoring him while offering elaborations of the leader’s thoughts.
Apart from the when and who, there is a great deal we do know about Colossians.  Intriguingly, Colossae (in western Asia Minor; modern day Turkey) didn’t quite live up to its name.  There wasn’t anything outwardly colossal about the place.  Colossae was less significant than its nearest neighbors during this period, and diminished in size and prominence by an earthquake in 60 A.D.  Hence, the Church there was probably small.  

There was a substantial Jewish population in that region, perhaps as many as 500 in Colossae alone according to Markus Barth.  So the Colossian community likely included both Jewish Christians and Gentile converts to the faith.  Like much of the rest of the Roman Empire, a variety of mystery religions and a pantheon of gods were popular.  

From the letter, we learn that Paul had never visited Colossae or corresponded with them before, despite the fact that Paul travelled through this very area during his third missionary journey, detailed in The Acts of the Apostles.  Instead, the Gospel had been brought to the Colossians by Epaphras, mentioned only in this letter and in Philemon, where in verse 23 he is called by his full name Epaphroditus.  It appears that it was he who had shared with Paul the news, both good and bad, about the Christian community there.    
The letter appears to be addressed to a healthy community.  Paul heaps praise on them.  However, there is also some sort of threat.  We cannot deduce the precise nature of the problem, but there are ample hints that the central issue seems to be theological deviancy, never explicitly identified, but from context possibly a Jewish mystical variant of incipient Gnosticism, in which special teachings and ascetical practices were being declared necessary for a full understanding of the Gospel by some believers, who felt themselves spiritually superior to others in the community, including Paul. 

Paul’s intent is to encourage the Colossians, and reinforce certain theological truths that will prove helpful as they struggle to resist pollution from an outside influence.  There is no evidence of internal strife in the congregation, but Paul offers moral instruction on proper behavior, especially on relationships among gender and class.  
Chapter One

Typical structure, with a standard but brief apostolic introduction and greeting [verses 1-2].  Timothy is mentioned here, as he is in II Corinthians, Philippians, I & II Thessalonians, and Philemon.  He could have been the scribe who took dictation from Paul.  Acts 16 – 20 makes clear how close companions Paul and Timothy were.  

The salutation is followed by an equally typical thanksgiving for the community in verses 3-8.  The phrase “faith in Christ Jesus,” in verse 4 is often thought to mean “belief,” whereas for Paul and the original recipients of the letter, the meaning goes much deeper.  To be in Christ was for them nothing less than being an organic part of Christ, as the early hymn in verses 15 – 20 will clarify.     

The thanksgiving is followed by an equally customary epistolary prayer.  The knowledge Paul prays for the Colossians to share [v. 9] is not an esoteric, mystical knowledge, but an intimate knowledge of a personal God – a knowledge with comprehensive implications for how people live day to day [v. 10]   Verse 11 echoes the sentiment of the preceding two verses in a way best summed up by F. F. Bruce in his commentary: “In Christianity, it has been well said, theology is grace, and ethics is gratitude.” [49]
Of particular interest in the first chapter is the hymn Paul includes in vs. 15-20.  This is one of those instances where scholars are divided, because this passage contains ideas about Jesus that are neither dissonant nor entirely consistent with Paul’s views expressed elsewhere.  The language is reminiscent of John’s Prologue.  
Those who insist on Pauline authorship argue that Paul was merely referring to a hymn popular in Colossae and the surrounding areas, while those who think the letter came later and by another hand see this section as a sign of later theological development in the life of the Church.  The controversy is insoluble, but the beauty and truth of the hymn itself is undeniable.  

Whoever and however this hymn came to be, it serves as an antidote to the Colossians’ heresy, emphasizing the power of the cosmic Christ in vs. 15-20, reminiscent of both John’s and Hebrew’s prologues.  Emphasis on the incarnate nature of the creator, particularly the correlation of imago Dei, may be a hedge against proto-Gnostic elements.  Of interest, v. 18 reference to Christ as “head” carries multiple meanings: organic directing force of Body, as well as the source of origin (i.e. headwaters of a river).  The tendency to interpret verse 20 in terms of universality quashed by context that follows, especially verse 23.

The hymn’s connection with the following verses [21 – 23] gives a slight indication about the nature of the heretical influence Paul was attempting to warn them against or counteract.  The reference to cosmic powers suggests that Paul was concerned about the worship of angels or some pantheon of local or imperial gods.  More can be learned about what worried Paul in chapter two, but the combination of the hints contained in the first two chapters elicits a confusing picture, which may mean that there were multiple ideological influences threatening or at work in the Colossian church that Paul wanted to counter, or that Paul was not referring to a specific religion or philosophy, but was providing a generic warning instead.  This seems to be the case if we consider 2:4.    
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