
An Overview Of The Bible 
Colossians 

I. Introduction 
A. Colossians stands in the same relation to Ephesians as Galatians does 

to Romans. The special characteristic in both Colossians and Galatians 
is “correction” of serious doctrinal deviation from a given standard. 

B. The affinity of Colossians with Ephesians is so close that 78 of the 95 
verses in Colossians have a close resemblance to verses in Ephesians. 
So although Ephesians is two chapters longer, more than half its 
verses appear again in Colossians, only now they speak with a new 
pointedness against deviation from the Ephesian norm. 

II. The Structure Of Colossians 
A. The first two of the four chapters in Colossians are doctrinal; the other 

two are practical. In its doctrinal half the tone is polemic, for Paul is 
combatting the mysticism and asceticism, along with false theories of 
the origin of the Universe, angel worship, and supposed insight into 
spiritual secrets. 

B. The dominant theme in the first section is the fulness and 
preeminence of Christ, and the completeness of Christ in Him. This is 
set against the mysticism and asceticism commanded by the 
philosophies and traditions of men. 

C. The second section is comprised of simple exhortations to walk 
worthily of the Lord. The new life in Christ has practical ramifications 
in us individually, in our domestic relationships, in our employment 
relationships, and in our relationships with non-Christians. Every 
Christian needs to become more heavenly minded, not in a dreamy, 
mystical sense, but in the sense of practical, Christlike godliness. 

III.The Outline Of Colossians 
A. Introduction (1:1-14). 

1. Greeting (1:1-2). 
2. Thanksgiving (1:3-8). 
3. Prayer (1:9-14). 

B. The supremacy of Christ (1:15-23). 
C. Paul’s work to the Colossians (1:24-2:7). 
D. Freedom in Christ (2:8-23). 

1. The Old Covenant crucified in Christ (2:8-15). 
2. Freedom from legalism and asceticism (2:16-23). 

E. Raised with Christ to live a heavenly life (3:1-4:6). 
1. Set heart and mind on Christ (3:1-4). 
2. Put off the old self and put on the new (3:5-14). 



3. Live together in peace (3:15-4:1). 
a) As participants in worship (3:15-17). 
b) As husbands and wives (3:18-19). 
c) As parents and children (3:20-21). 
d) As masters and slaves (3:22-4:1). 

4. Prayer for and work to outsiders (4:2-6). 
F. Conclusion (4:7-18). 

IV.The Church In Colossae 
A. Colossae was a small market town situated on the south bank of the 

Lycus River in the interior of the Roman province of Asia (an area 
included in modern Turkey). Located about a 100 miles east of 
Ephesus, its nearest neighbors were Laodicea and Hierapolis (both of 
these cities contained Christians; cp. 2:1; 4:13). 

B. Colossae and Laodicea were probably evangelized during the time of 
Paul’s extended ministry in Ephesus (Acts 19:10), though there is no 
record of it in Acts. All our information about the church must be 
found in this letter and in incidental allusions in the companion letter 
to Philemon. 

C. The main person to preach to the Colossians had been Epaphras (1:7), 
who was himself a Colossian (4:12), and who seemed to have 
preached in Laodicea and Hierapolis as well (4:13). Presumably he had 
been converted while visiting Ephesus. After this he had continued 
preaching under Paul’s guidance, and had proved himself “faithful” in 
his work. 

D. It is probable that the new church at Colossae first met in the house of 
Philemon for it was to Colossae that Paul returned Philemon’s runaway 
slave Onesimus (4:9). Furthermore, the letter to Philemon speaks of 
“the church in thy house” (vs. 2). 

E. Several years later, Epaphras travelled to Rome to visit Paul in prison, 
and although he brought a good report in general (1:8), he had to tell 
Paul of the false doctrine that had appeared among them. Paul at once 
sent back this epistle by the hand of Tychicus (4:7). 

V. Authorship And Date 
A. The authenticity of Colossians was questioned in the mid-nineteenth 

century, but today there is broad agreement that it is Paul’s (1:1; 
4:18). 
1. Because of similarities with Ephesians, some scholars have 

accepted one of the two as genuine but not both, considering that 
one was dependent on the other. Others have denied Paul’s 
authorship of both Ephesians and Colossians because they thought 
both reflected second-century Gnosticism. But few today hold that 



the heresy opposed in Colossians was the fully developed gnostic 
systems of the second century. Our  knowledge of the bewildering 
first-century religious movements of the Graeco-Roman world 
continues to grow, and this has destroyed the earlier arguments. 

2. In recent years doubts concerning the authenticity of Colossians 
have focused on vocabulary, style, and doctrine. 
a) Vocabulary is no big problem, for the distinctive vocabulary is 

most apparent where Paul is dealing with the Colossian problem. 
Therefore, it is not unlikely that at least some of these words 
were borrowed from the false teachers for purposes of 
refutation. 

b) Regarding style, some of the unquestioned letters of Paul have 
passages that exhibit the same features of style found in 
Colossians. Where Colossians is stylistically distinct, it is bound 
up with the sustained note of thanksgiving that runs through the 
letter. 

c) The doctrinal argument claims that this letter’s teachings about 
Christ are more fully developed than in the other letters of Paul. 
It is argued that Paul’s doctrine is similar to John’s, therefore 
arguing for a date late in the first century. But why can two 
apostles not have the same view of Christ at two slightly 
different times? This is the very essence of inspiration. 

B. A strong argument for Paul’s authorship is the relation of Colossians to 
Philemon. Both of these books, sent to the same town and in all 
likelihood conveyed by the same messenger, contain the names of 
Paul, Timothy, Onesimus, Archippus, Epaphras, Mark, Aristarchus, 
Demas, and Luke. That Philemon was written by Paul is virtually 
uncontested. This would most likely carry over to Colossians. 

C. Finally, the testimony of many early Christian writers is that Colossians 
was written by Paul. While the external testimony for Paul is not equal 
to that of some of his other letters, so far as can be determined, it was 
never doubted. 

D. Like Ephesians, Philippians, and Philemon, Colossians was written 
during Paul’s first imprisonment in Rome (c. A.D. 60-62). 

VI.The Colossian Heresy 
A. “Gnostic” comes from the Greek word gnosis which means knowledge. 

The Gnostics were the knowers, the intellectual ones. “Gnosticism was 
a heresy far more subtle and dangerous than any that had appeared 
during the early years of the church. It became so widespread that by 
the beginning of the 3rd century A.D. most of the intellectual Christian 
congregations throughout the Roman empire were to some degree 
infected by it … It is not easy to give a proper and complete account of 



this potent anti-Christian influence, for Gnosticism was not a 
homogeneous system of either religion or philosophy, but embraced 
many widely diversified sects holding opinions drawn from a great 
variety of sources” (A. M. Renwyck, ISBE, p. 484). 

B. Gnostics taught that matter was essentially evil and that the creating 
God was not the true God. They considered Jesus as only one of the 
many intermediaries between God and man. Some of them even 
denied that Jesus came in the flesh (1 John 2:23; 4:2-3; 2 John 7). 
They frequently denied that He died on the cross (1 John 5:6-8). 

C. According to the Gnostics, the way to God was barred by a series of 
emanations. Getting past these emanations to the true God was 
through knowledge and a series of passwords which only the Gnostics 
could supply. This meant that salvation was limited to only a few 
intellectuals (or pseudo-intellectuals). The Gnostics claimed to be the 
elite, the wise, the philosophers, to whom was revealed a secret 
knowledge which the overwhelming mass of mankind could never 
know. The intellectual pride of the Gnostics would have changed the 
gospel into a philosophy of which only a select intellectual few could 
be a part. 

D. The series of emanations (or aeons or angels) in their totality were 
called the Pleroma or “fulness”. In most Gnostic systems the Pleroma 
consisted of 30 beings ranging from the highest God at one end to 
Sophia (wisdom) at the other end. In this way, the gulf is bridged 
between God and mankind. The highest aeons approximate closely to 
the divine nature; they were the most spiritual and free from matter. 
These form the highest hierarchy of angels, and these with many 
other grades of angelic hosts are to be worshiped. 

E. Colossians reveals the existence of ascetic practices taught by the 
false teachers and which became very common among Gnostics 
(2:21-23). Those who favored unnatural asceticism often fell into the 
opposite sin of shocking licentiousness. As body and soul are entirely 
distinct in their nature, the soul cannot be defiled by anything, 
however carnal and gross, that the body can do. Let the soul go its 
way on the wings of spiritual thought, and the body indulge its fleshly 
desires (Renwyck 487).” There are several allusions to the Gnostic 
problem in the New Testament (1 Corinthians 8:1, 7-11; 1 Timothy 
6:20; 2 Timothy 3:2-6; Titus 1:16; 2 Peter 2:12-18; Jude 4, 8, 11, 
19). 

VII.Major Themes In Colossians 
A. Christ is God. 

1. Jesus Christ is God in the flesh, Lord of all creation, and Lord of the 
new creation. He is the visible image of the invisible God. He is 



eternal, preexistent, omnipotent, and equal with the Father. He is 
supreme and complete. 

2. Because Christ is supreme, our lives must be focused on serving 
Him. To recognize Him as God means to regard our relationship 
with Him as the most vital one and that He requires first place in all 
our thoughts and activities. 

B. Christ is head of the church. 
1. Because Christ is God, He is the head of the church. Christ is the 

founder, the leader, and the highest authority on earth. 
2. To acknowledge Christ as our head, we must welcome His authority 

in all we do or think, especially in the church. No person, group, or 
congregation can regard any loyalty as more critical than that of 
loyalty to Christ. 

C. United with Christ. 
1. Because our sins have been forgiven and we have been reconciled 

to God, we have a union with Christ that cannot be broken. Our 
faith identifies with and connects us to His death, burial, and 
resurrection. 

2. We should live in constant contact and communication with God 
through prayer. When we do, we all will be unified with Christ and 
with one another. 

D. Heresy. 
1. False teachers were promoting a heresy that stressed self-made 

rules (legalism). They also sought spiritual growth by discipline of 
the body (asceticism) and visions (mysticism). 

2. We cannot blend our own ideas into the gospel. Nor should we let a 
misplaced hunger for a more fulfilling experience cause us to trust 
in a teacher, a group, or a system of thought more than in Christ 
Himself. 

VIII.Conclusion 
A. There was good reason for Paul to discuss the walk of a Christian in 

the end of Colossians. As is often the case, going along with the 
pretentiousness and hyper-spirituality of a supposedly superior form of 
the gospel, there was a lack of practical godliness. Lifting up Christ will 
sanctify our conduct. 

B. This is why Colossians follows a common order of teaching in the New 
Testament: doctrine first, then practice. How you live is always 
determined by what you believe. Doctrine is the basis of practice.


