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Dear Adult Sunday School Classes,

I am so glad that you are digging into Colossians.  As I have prepared this, it has been so good to consider the centrality of Christ.  The truths are burning in my heart, and I can’t wait to teach them.  I am confident that you, too, will find God’s Word challenging and encouraging.  

This guide is designed to help you as you study God’s Word, but it is not the final answer.  Given that I am just a man, I’m sure there are points where I am off.  Given that I don’t have a professional editor, I’m sure there are grammatical and formatting oversights.  I ask for your grace in advance.  I also ask that you do your own work, asking God to give you insight.  “Examine the Scriptures daily to see if these things are so” (Acts 17:11).

I know every class in our church is unique.  Some of you prefer a study guide with plenty of “white space” so that you can do your own work.  Others prefer less questions and more content.  I’ve tried to strike a balance, but no guide will perfectly fit every class.

All Scripture quotations are taken from the English Standard Version, which I would commend to you.  I also recommend the NASB and the KJV.  All three of these are fairly literal translations that are helpful for in-depth study of God’s Word.

May God give you grace and strength as you study His Word,

James Seward

Associate Pastor, Education/Discipleship

First Baptist Church of Lindale

Any portion of this guide may be used, distributed, or copied by anyone as long as credit is given to the author and there is no charge for its use.
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Colossians
The Sufficiency of Christ

Introduction

Getting Started

It’s a fairly common experience for a Christian: we receive the gospel with great joy, and our lives change.  We live a new life with great zeal and energy.  But as we continue on in our faith, it starts to become dry and routine.  It’s then that we start looking for something more, some higher plane of spirituality.  Colossians helps us understand where we should turn for a deeper spirituality.  The answer is surprising.
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A Closer Look

As we seek to understand the big picture of Colossians, let’s take a look at four key passages in the book.

1:3-5

Paul gives thanks to God for the Colossians.  He notes their faith, their love, and their hope.  Paul uses these three traits as hallmarks of Christian maturity (see 1 Corinthians 13:13).  In other words, Paul thanks God for the complete maturity of the Colossian church.  

Jesus Christ is at the center of this Christian maturity.  Their faith is “in Christ Jesus” (1:4) and they heard about Jesus “in the word of truth, the gospel” (1:5).  The Jesus proclaimed in the Scriptures is the basis of the Colossians maturity.  Though it might seem like an obvious observation, it is crucial.

[image: image2]
2:6-7

These verses are the key verses in the whole book.  You may want to memorize them.  They serve as a hinge between the first section of the letter (1:1-2:5) and the second section of the letter (2:8-4:18).  What is it that Paul says the Colossians have already done?

What does he urge the Colossians to do?  In what manner does he urge them to do it?

In 2:6, Paul teaches the Colossians that the Christ in whom they initially believed is utterly sufficient for their Christian maturity.  In light of this, Paul urges them to continue on in Christ Jesus, going deeper in their walk with Him.  The Christ who was sufficient at conversion is also sufficient for our ongoing Christian walk.
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2:8-10, 16-23

The second section of the letter focuses on how to continue on in the Christ we have already received.  Paul begins this section by warning the Colossians about the types of teachings that are likely to trip them up, distracting them from the sufficiency of Christ.  What are some of the characteristics of these distortions of the gospel?

Pseudo-Christian teaching that entices zealous Christians by appealing to spiritual experiences, ancient traditions, and religious forms is as old as Colossians.  But even though these teachings have the appearance of godliness, their disconnection from the Christ of Scripture exposes them.  These teachings also tend to focus on personal experiences of religious heights instead of the outpouring of Christian love towards others (see chapter 3 for a picture of right religious zeal).


[image: image4]
3:1-3

As Paul continues the second section, he turns his attention to living a Christ-centered life.  According to these verses, how does a right understanding of Christ affect they way we live our lives?

One of the simple truths about following Christ is that our nature changes when we put our faith in Him.  Our old, stony hearts are replaced with real hearts.  The old man dies, and we become new creations.  Our identity is no longer with this sinful, fallen world; it is now with Christ and His heavenly Kingdom.  Paul urges the Colossians to live in light of their new identity in Christ.
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1:1-14 – Paul Shares His Prayers

Getting Started

What we pray about says a lot about what we value.  A man who prays constantly about getting a raise or a promotion probably values money and position.  A woman who prays constantly about her health and family probably places a high value on her health and her family.  As we look at Paul’s extended prayer for the Colossians, we learn what he values.  In so doing, we learn what it is that God values.
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A Closer Look

1:1-2

Paul opens his letter in the standard Roman letter-writing form.  He introduces himself, addresses his recepients, and offers a salutation. Most of Paul’s letters follow this typical formula.  Here, he emphasizes his apostleship, which came about through God’s decisive action on the road to Damascus.  He includes the name of a faithful companion who is with him while he writes.  And he extends a profound Christian blessing to his recipients with the Pauline phrase “Grace to you and peace.”


What is unique is his description of the Colossians:  “saints and faithful brothers in Christ.”  “Saints” is a standard description referring to those uniquely set apart as God’s people, but “faithful” is used in only one other letter and “brothers” is not used in any other Pauline greetings.  Though Paul had never met these believers (2:1), he emphasizes that their common commitment to Christ renders them true brothers.  “Faithful brothers in Christ” draws attention to the importance of Christ and the Colossians’ commitment to Him.  Even in the greeting, Paul is hinting at his theme of the sufficiency of Christ.
1:3-8

Paul begins by offering thanks to God for the Colossian church.  What are the reasons that he gives thanks?

Paul’s thanksgiving is rooted in the Colossians’ faith in Christ Jesus and their love for the saints, which flows out of their newfound hope.  For Paul, commending someone for their faith, love, and hope was about the same as saying that they were mature in every way (cf. 1 Corinthians 13:13, 1 Thessalonians 1:3).
Paul’s prayer of thanksgiving centers on the Colossians reception of Christ.  But Paul does not have a one-dimensional, simplistic understanding of Jesus.  He understands that Jesus is the Christ of Scripture, and it is the message about that Jesus that had changed the Colossians.  Notice that in 1:5b-8, Paul describes Epaphras as “a faithful minister of Christ” who had brought the “word of truth, the gospel” to the Colossians so that it “produced fruit” within them.  In Paul’s mind, there is an association between Christ, the Word, the truth, and the gospel.  A true understanding of Christ flows out of the full proclamation of God’s Word.  In summary, Paul thanks God that the Colossians had received the Word of truth about the grace and hope found in Jesus Christ.

1:9-14
Paul’s prayer turns from thanksgiving to supplication.  Though this paragraph is rather complex, the basic request is given in verse 9.   Read 1 Chronicles 22:12 and 2 Chronicles 1:10.  How do these passages help us understand the request in verse 9?

Throughout Scripture “God’s will” refers to His clear commands.  Spiritual wisdom and understanding relate to the ability to apply God’s righteous standards to life.  So Paul’s prayer is that the Colossians would know and apply God’s Word.

Now read Colossians 2:2-3.  How do these verses help us understand the request in verse 9?

In 2:2-3, Paul explains that in Christ “are hidden all the treasures of wisdom and knowledge.”  So do we find knowledge, wisdom and understanding in the Scriptures?  Or do we find them in Christ?  The answer is unequivocally both!  We cannot know the Scriptures without knowing Christ, nor can we know Christ without knowing the Scriptures.  In Paul’s mind, they are inseparable.  Christ is not one important part of God’s revelation.  Christ is the essence of God’s revelation.  He is the Word made flesh (John 1:1).  Paul will later refer to the Scriptures as “the word of Christ” (3:16).  We unlock the mysterious wisdom of the Bible as we come to know Jesus through the Scriptures.

According to verse 10, what is the result of such knowledge and wisdom?

Right knowledge and understanding leads to a worthy walk.  Verses 10b through 14 describe specifically what a worthy walk looks like: bearing fruit, increasing in knowledge, being strengthened for endurance and joy, giving thanks for our wondrous salvation.  Paul’s prayer for the Colossians is really a profile of what it means to continue to walk in Christ.

Sincere Christians can at times become frustrated with their faltering walks.  They turn to all sorts of methods and disciplines to get their walks in order.  But the structure of Paul’s prayer makes clear that the best way to improve our walk is to deepen and broaden our knowledge of the Christ of Scripture. 
The key to reaching heights of spiritual maturity and wisdom is to grow in our understanding of the “word of truth” that brought us life in the first place.
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1:15-23 – Christ is Supreme
Getting Started

On Mother’s Day when I was a child, my father instituted a rule that we were required to say, “Okay, happy Mother’s Day” to any request my mother made.  While this was a great way to express honor and respect for my mother, the phrase rang hollow when it was not a reflection of our hearts.  It is one thing to give lip service to an authority, begrudgingly acknowledging that they’re in charge.  It is another to embrace their authority, giving them the proper place in our hearts and our lives.
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A Closer Look

“Firstborn”
The word “firstborn” is used twice in our passage (1:15, 18), and it is a very important word.  Some take the word to mean that Jesus was the first of created things.  But this meaning makes little sense in the context because the passage also says that He “created all things” and that He was “before all things.”  The title “firstborn” makes much more sense when we remember that the firstborn was the father’s heir.  In other words, “firstborn” refers to Jesus’ position.  He had the position or status that a firstborn son would have had in ancient times.  That is why the New Living Translation translates this word “supreme.”  To say that Jesus is the firstborn means that he is in the position of honor.  He is the top.  He’s the most revered.  He’s supreme.
1:15-17


These three verses focus on Jesus’ role as firstborn (“supreme”) over creation.  The word “all” is repeated several times in this short section.  Take a moment and note every time the word “all” is used.  What is the significance of this?

Jesus is supreme over all creation, He created all things, all things were created for Him, He is before all things, and He holds together all things.  Creation begins and ends with Jesus!

Paul makes a claim to Christ’s deity in both the first and second half of this passage.  In verse 15, Paul says that Jesus is “the image of the invisible God.”  That is, a God who cannot be seen is seen in Jesus.  Man was created in the image of God.  But Jesus is the image of God.  When we see Jesus, we see God!  Given the theme of this passage, why might Paul have mentioned Christ’s deity twice?

Paul emphasizes Jesus’ role in creation.  Though we know from the rest of Scripture that the Father and the Spirit also had a part in creation, Paul highlights Jesus’ role.  According to this passage, is Jesus’ role in creation something that is merely in the past?
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1:18-20
These three verses focus on Jesus’ role as firstborn (“supreme”) over the new creation.  When verse 18 says that He is “the firstborn from the dead,” it is a reference to Jesus’ resurrection.  Though there is an obvious temporal element to this use of “firstborn” (Jesus was literally the first to conquer death), it still rings with the under-meaning of “supreme” found in verse 15. Jesus’ resurrection is not only the first, it also is the one that enables all others.  Because of this, Jesus is supreme over all resurrected things.
“New creation” refers to anything that has been brought back into submission to God.  Its focus is on people who become part of the new creation through faith in Jesus, but it will ultimately extend to all things that Christ redeems from the power of sin and death.  Read through verses 18 to 20 with this in mind.  Why might “new creation” be a good summary for this section?

How did Christ bring about this reconciliation between God and His fallen creation?
According to this passage, is Jesus’ role in the new creation something merely in the past?
According to these verses, Jesus is the head of the church, the redeemer of creation, and the fullness of God.  Just as creation begins and ends with Him, so new creation begins and ends with Him.  But Paul did not teach these things in a vacuum.  Remember that Colossians is written to protect against people thinking that they need something more than Jesus for their ongoing spiritual health.


1:21-23
These three verses take the glorious truths from verses 18 to 20 and apply them personally to the Colossians.  Look at verses 15 to 20.  How many times does the word “you” appear?  Look at verses 21 to 23.  How many times does the word “you” appear?

What truths from verses 18 to 20 are echoed in verses 21 to 23?

Verse 23 is a verse that some would prefer to skip over or explain away. Grammatically, Paul is explicit that the glorious truths of 21 and 22 are only true of you if you continue in the faith, stable and steadfast, not shifting from the hope of the gospel that you heard.

In other words, for those who initially embrace the gospel of Jesus Christ and then later cease to continue in their commitment to that Christ, Paul implies they were never saved to begin with.  Jesus is supreme over creation and supreme over new creation, if we don’t continue to embrace Him for salvation or if we add something else to Him, we reveal that we do not rightly understand Him and our faith is a false faith.  They key to assurance of salvation is to continually embrace Jesus Christ, as revealed in the Scriptures. 

On the flipside, if you see Jesus for all He is, it will keep you stable and steadfast.  You cannot see Jesus for who He is and fail to continue on in the gospel.
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1:24-2:5 – Paul’s Christ-centered Ministry
Getting Started

It is interesting how trends in diet change.  In the 50’s, it was widely understood that a healthy meal would include red meat and potatoes or corn.  Today, dieticians warn us against eating too much beef and tell us that potatoes and corn count as a starch to avoid instead of a vegetable to seek.  These days, trends in healthy eating seem to change faster than trends in fashion.  Perhaps this is because we understand that what we eat directly affects our health.  So it is with our spiritual health – what we feast upon affects our spiritual health.  When it came to spiritual food, Paul told the Colossians not to worry about the latest trends.  There was only one sure and unchanging way to grow spiritually healthy, and if they continued to feast on that, they would continue to grow.

[image: image8]
A Closer Look

1:24-25a
Paul’s ministry was not a trifling affair.  He gave his life to it.  It included sufferings and afflictoins, toils and struggles.  Read 2 Corinthians 11:23-29.  What types of hardships did Paul endure in his ministry?

It is interesting that Paul says his sufferings were for the sake of the Colossians.  Since Paul had never visited Colossea (2:1), his sufferings were not a direct result of ministering to them.  But Paul was wise enough to see that his own personal sufferings beneffitted all believers.  His sufferings refined him, and this had reciprocal benefits for the Colossians.
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Paul’s statement that his sufferings “fill up what is lacking in Christ’s affliction” is easy to misunderstand.  The context of 1:20-23 makes clear that Paul is not suggesting that the sufferings related to Christ’s atonement were incomplete.  However, this verse highlights an interesting and often neglected theme of Scripture: when Christ’s church suffers, Christ suffers.  When Paul (then Saul) persecuted the church, Jesus confronted him by saying, “Why are you persecuting me?” (Acts 9:4).  Surely, that continued to ring in Paul’s ears.  So the church’s sufferings are Christ’s sufferings.  And the church’s sufferings will not be complete until Christ returns.  Thus, the sufferings of Christ will not be complete until He returns because His church will continue to suffer until He returns.  Though Christ’s sufferings as a propitiation are complete (He no longer must endure God’s wrath), His sufferings through the persecution of His body (the church) are not yet complete.  Thus, Paul’s sufferings fill up what is lacking.
The key point in these verses is that Paul genuinely cared about what he was doing and teaching.  His Christ-centered ministry sprang from a heart-engaged, self-sacrificial, all-in love for his Colossian brothers.  As one pastor explained it, “[Paul] strained every physical and moral sinew to present every man complete in Christ.”
1:25b-28a
Paul did not toil without purpose.  According to 1:25, what was Paul’s purpose in ministry?
Paul strings together a series of descriptions of God’s Word.  First he calls it “the mystery hidden for ages” (1:26).  Then he defines the mystery as “Christ in you, the hope of glory” (1:27).  Finally, instead of saying he proclaims God’s Word, Paul concludes by saying, “Him [Christ] we proclaim” (1:28).  For Paul, to make God’s Word fully known was the same thing as proclaiming Christ.  The key to understanding this connection between all of God’s Word and Christ is the word “mystery.”  Paul uses this word to describe truths about God’s salvation plan that previously were veiled but in Christ had been revealed.  Just like Nebuchadnezzar’s dream in Daniel 2 remained a mystery until the proper interpretation was given, so the Old Testament remained a mystery until the proper interpretation was given.  Paul’s point is that the Old Testament becomes accessible and plain in light of Christ. For Paul to proclaim Christ is for Paul to proclaim the whole Bible.  This is a vital concept to understand.  Too many Christians feel they understand Christ because they understand a handful of verses about Christ.  But we don’t fully understand Christ until we understand how the whole Bible centers upon Christ.  The mystery unfolded in God’s Word, according to 1:27b, is Christ-centered and personal to our lives, guaranteeing us final glory.
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Paul toils to proclaim a Christ who indwells us and transforms our lives, and he does so by preaching the whole counsel of God’s Word.  Any true Christian ministry will proclaim the whole counsel of God’s Word in a way that is centered upon Jesus Christ.
1:28b-2:3
Paul toils to proclaim Christ for a reason.  According to 1:28, what was Paul’s reason for proclaiming Christ?

Read Ephesians 4:13.  What does it mean to be mature in Christ?

It is easy for us as Christians to measure our spiritual progress by our feelings.  When we feel a sense of spiritual elation, we think we are doing well.  When we feel discouraged and distant, we think we’re doing poorly.  But God’s first desire is that we grow to reflect Christ better.  Maturity and growth is Christ-centered, not man-centered.  The measuring stick is how well I reflect Christ, not how good it makes me feel.
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The Christian’s goal, then, is maturity in Christ.  The means to accomplishing that goal is simple:  the knowledge and understanding of the Christ revealed in God’s Word.  The structure of 2:2 is famously complex, but the driving point is that Paul’s ministry aims to produce love and a complete knowledge of Christ.  Paul desires that people grow to be more like Christ so he gives himself to proclaiming the Christ of the Scriptures.  Many a “Christian” book has sold offering the promise of a “deeper” relationship with God.  Gurus promise to teach new ways of praying, secrets to sensing God’s presence, tips for simplifying and centering our lives, self-help tips, and dozens of other ideas for enhancing our spiritual lives.  Paul offers one:  know Christ through the Bible.  Anything else is a waste of time.
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The goal of the believer’s life, maturity in Christ, is Christ-centered.  The means for achieving that goal, growing in our knowledge of the Christ of Scripture, is Christ-centered.  Paul’s ministry is Christ-centered from beginning to end.
2:4-5

Paul understands that affirmations (“Christ is all”) must sometimes be balanced with warnings.  Paul’s description of the power of his own Christ-centered ministry is designed to protect the Colossians from being deluded by plausible arguments.  He doesn’t want the Colossians who are doing so well to be carried off by some teaching that isn’t rooted in Christ.  What is the significance of the fact that Paul calls these dangerous false teachings “plausible” arguments?

Some people claim that only the spiritually immature are susceptible to false teaching.  Is there anything in these two verses that supports or invalidates that claim?

According to this passage, what is the best way to guard against false teaching?
However “plausible” a teacher may be, if the goal is not to help us become more like the Christ of the Bible and if the method is not to proclaim Christ from the whole of Scripture, then the teacher is deluding us.



Colossians

The Sufficiency of Christ



2:6-7 – As You Received Christ, So Walk in Him
Getting Started

Most of us remember back to the days when our schoolteachers were teaching us how to write an essay.  The key to the essay, they told us, was the ever-elusive thesis, a concise statement that summarized the argument of our essay.  In many ways, 2:6-7 is the thesis of Paul’s “essay” to the Colossians.  It is a concise statement that summarizes the main point of his letter, and it deserves our careful study.
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A Closer Look

2:6a
The word “therefore” signals that these two verses are the culmination of all that Paul has said up to this point.  Paul’s basic point in this verse is that the path forward in our spiritual journey is the same path we began on.  Because of this, it is vitally important that we rightly understand how Paul explains that path the Colossians began on.  The phrase, “As you received Christ Jesus the Lord” is packed.  In order to understand genuine conversion according to Paul, we must understand this phrase.

Received

To receive something means more than to give mental assent to it.  To receive it is to embrace it as one’s own.  The word involves commitment and ownership.
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Christ

This is a transliteration of the Greek work Christos.  In English, the word means “anointed.”  The equivalent word in Hebrew is Messiah.  The word Anointed/Christ/Messiah was freighted with Old Testament meaning and significance.  Only prophets, priests, and kings were anointed in the Old Testament, and Jesus the Messiah brings these three offices together.  For us to embrace Jesus as the Christ, we must receive Him as our King (who has supreme authority over us and to whom we owe our allegiance), our Prophet (whose words rule over our lives), and our Priest (who offers us life and access to the Father).
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Jesus

Jesus’ given name means “Yahweh saves,” and the Father gave it to Him for this reason (see Matthew 1:21).  To embrace the God-man Jesus is to embrace the Savior.  The early church embraced Jesus as Savior and rejected salvation in any other name (see Acts 4:12).

The Lord

“Lord” has two meanings.  Its basic meaning refers to an authority figure.  But in Jewish and biblical usage, the term had come to refer to Yahweh.  To call Jesus “the Lord” is to say that He is the Supreme Authority and God over all.
True conversion occurs when we truly embrace Jesus as the fulfillment of God’s salvation plan, allowing Him to rule our lives.  Sadly, some forms of evangelism today have de-emphasized the Lordship of Christ.  But if Jesus is not “Christ” and “Lord” to us, neither is He “Savior” to us.  Other forms of evangelism today have emphasized a step-by-step list for becoming a Christian without highlighting the role of truly receiving Christ into your life. Our deficient understanding of the message of the gospel has led to too many spurious conversions.  Giving mental assent to a series of spiritual “laws” and then saying a prayer does not save, even if it is accompanied by a surge of emotions.  We must receive Christ Jesus the Lord – our rebellious hearts must yield sway to Him.  This is the gospel the Colossians had received, and it becomes the basis for continuing growth.
2:6b-7
After clearly articulating the manner in which the Colossians initially embraced the gospel, Paul exhorts them to continue in the same manner.  This is why it is so essential to understand rightly what genuine conversion is.  If initial conversion is nothing more than a surge of emotion and mental assent to some truths, our ongoing walk will never go past the occasional surge of emotions loosely connected to those same truths.  But if initial conversion involves yielding our hearts to the sway of Christ, our ongoing walk will involve giving Christ increasing sway over our hearts.  The former leads not only to an empty spirituality in this life but also to a judgment day surprise.  The latter leads not only to joy and peace in this life but also to eternal glory with Christ.
In this section, there is one main command (“walk”) and four other verbs that help explain that main command.  Let’s look at each of those four verbs so that we can better understand what it means to walk in Christ.

Rooted in Him
This verb is closely associated with the one that follows, both governed by the phrase “in Him.”  The idea of finding roots in Christ conveys complete dependence.  The roots of a plant provide its nutrients and its stability.  What are some ways that this is a helpful metaphor for our walk with Christ?  Does it make you think of any other passages in Scripture?

Built up in Him
Just as the Colossians had placed their roots in Christ, they were to continue to build the building of their lives upon Him.  What are some ways that this is a helpful metaphor for our walk with Christ?  Does it make you think of any other passages in Scripture?

For us to be rooted and built up in Christ, we must first learn His ways.           1 Corinthians 2:14-16 talks about how we gain the “mind of Christ” as we learn the whole counsel of God’s Word.  We need to learn to think like Christ.  We do this not by speculating what Jesus might think based on some story from the Gospels but by carefully learning the whole Bible and letting that shape our minds.
But learning Christ’s way is not enough.  We must also give Him sway over our lives.  Our desire should be to bring every action, every thought, every motive, and every desire under the rule of Christ.

Established in the Faith
“The faith,” here, refers to the content of what we believe.  This is made clear by the addition of the phrase, “just as you were taught.”  The faith that Epaphras taught the Colossians is what they should be established in.  The longer something remains in a certain place, the more “established” it becomes.  The longer we remain in the gospel, the more “established” in it we become.  The gospel is not something we initially believe and then move beyond.  We must continue to be established in it, preaching it to ourselves over and over.  The more we understand the gospel and live our lives in light of it, the more mature we are in Christ.

Abounding in Thanksgiving
Too often we view bringing our lives into line with Christ as a drudgery or duty.  Paul explains here that walking in Christ involves abounding in thanksgiving.  Talk to any mature believer, and they will tell you about the goodness of walking in the way of Christ.  Yes, it requires diligence and discipline since our flesh is strong, but its path is full of blessing.  The way of Christ is truly the way of thanksgiving.
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2:8-23 – Threats to the Sufficiency of Christ

Getting Started

Before I got my first case of poison ivy, I knew very little about the distinctive marks of poison ivy.  After excruciating pain for several weeks, I realized poison ivy posed a strong threat to my wellbeing.  As a result, I quickly learned all the key defining marks of this ornery plant.  If something is a threat to us, we must learn to identify it.  If it is true with poison ivy, how much more is it true spiritually?  In this section, Paul helps the Colossians identify various threats to their ongoing walk with Christ. 
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A Closer Look

2:8-15
The Threat

The threat given is 2:8 is that the Colossians be taken captive, carried off into slavery.  There are four telltale signs of pseudo-Christian teaching given in this verse.  

First, their teaching is described as “philosophy and empty deceit.”  These two concepts are to be thought of together. Philosophy simply refers to an organized and structured system of thought.  False teachers often cloak something that is deceitful and hollow in such a way that it appears to make good sense.  We should be warned that a cohesive system of thought does not mean something is true.
Second, the teaching is “according to human tradition.”  Too often, even in Christian circles, something that has been done a certain way for a long time is equated with God’s Word.  But the root issue behind any false teaching is that it is ultimately human and not from God’s words.  No matter what claims it makes to “history” or a connection with things divine (2:16-18), beware of manmade religion.

Third, their teaching is “according to the elemental spirits of the world.”  The phrase “elemental spirits” can refer to basic principles, foundational elements, or pillars and it is sometimes associated with spiritual forces, especially in pagan religions.  Most likely, the word is referring to the fundamental order and thinking of the non-Christian world.  Loosely paraphrased, Paul is saying: “Their ideas are very consistent with the basic assumptions and principles of the world.”  And that is precisely why their ideas are so attractive.  They offer a compelling version of “Christianity” that allows us to remain assimilated to the world while still feeling like we’re achieving new spiritual heights.


Fourth, and perhaps most tellingly, their teaching is “not according to Christ.”  It’s important to remember that a teaching can allude to Christ without being “according to Christ.”  True Christian teaching is thoroughly rooted in the Christ of the Bible.  Pseudo-Christian teaching may reference Christ, but it builds on Him in extra-biblical ways.

How might you summarize the threat Paul outlines in verse 8?

The Christ-centered Alternative

Paul reminds the Colossians of what they have in Christ; namely, freedom from sin and the flesh.  
In verses 9 and 10, he tells believers that in Christ we have the Almighty, Supreme God filling us.  
In verses 11 and 12, Paul tells us how Christ “circumcises” our hearts, an Old Testament allusion to God’s act of changing our natures and desires (see Deuteronomy 10:16, 30;6).  This heart transformation is associated with our baptism, according to Paul.  Jesus freed us from slavery to the flesh, something man-made religion can never do.  
In verses 13 and 14, Paul tells us how Christ frees us from the penalty of our sin.  While we were formerly dead, cut off from God because of our sin, Jesus death brought us life by “cancelling the record of debt that stood against us with its legal demands.”  So Jesus also freed us from the penalty of our sin, something no man-made religion can do.  
Finally, Paul reminds the Colossians that Jesus is supreme over all demonic forces (the meaning of “rulers and authorities” according to Ephesians 6:12), triumphing over them through the cross.  
Christ is supreme, and He has freed us from our flesh, from the penalty of our sin, and from the forces of evil within this world!  This far exceeds any trifling philosophical system man can concoct, no matter how coherent and enticing.
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2:16-17
The Threat

The threat Paul exposes here is complex.  Pseudo-Christian teachers will often prop up their ideas by utilizing the “shadows” of the Old Testament.  That’s why it is imperative for Christians to know how the Prophets, Jesus, and Apostles handle the Old Testament.  Any law intended to point to Christ is no longer binding on believers (note: so-called “moral” laws which point to God’s character and unchanging standards do continue to apply to us, as Jesus and the Apostles make clear).  Paul says there is great danger in teachings that focus on the “shadows.”  
The Christ-centered Alternative

The Christ-centered alternative to such misuse of the Old Testament is rich: understand the shadows so that you can more fully appreciate the substance, Jesus Christ.  Allow the Old Testament to drive us to Christ (which is what it was intended for) not away from Christ (which is how it is often used by false teachers).
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2:18-19
The Threat

As in 2:8, Paul again gives a list with four recognizable traits of pseudo-Christian teachers.

First, they “insist on asceticism.”  The word translated “asceticism” is simply the word for “humility.”  While Paul usually uses this word in its positive, literal sense, the context here is clearly negative.  So Paul is condemning their appearances of humility through self-abasement and asceticism.  False Christian teachers will often do outward things designed to make them look especially humble: lengthy fasts, Spartan attire, vows of poverty, etc. 

Second, they insist on “the worship of angels.” Satan desires us to worship anything besides Christ.  Worship of spiritual beings apart from Christ is a common human tendency.  Go into most Christian merchandise stores, and you will see hundreds of angel pins, pendants, wall decorations, and prints.  Any time we find our attention being drawn off of Christ and onto other “spiritual” forces, we should be on guard.
Third, they go on “in detail about visions.”  Their focus is on their own ecstatic and unique religious experiences, not on the common Scripture, which is accessible to all.  Such teachers often appear to the regular Joe as on a higher spiritual plane because of how they speak.
Finally, Paul reveals that one who teaches like this is “puffed up without reason by his sensuous mind.”  His fleshly mind causes him to think he’s something when he really is not.  Ironically, his feigned humility contributes to his fleshly pride.

Read through the list of Christian virtues in 3:12-17.  Compare them to the supposed “spiritual” appearances of these pseudo-Christian teachers.  What are the differences?

Such common Christian traits of love, kindness, gentleness, respect, and patience – all traits that require godly interaction with others – have no place on the “virtue list” of these sub-Christian teachers.  Whereas the way of Christ described in chapter 3 is filled with godly ways of interacting with others, the focus here is on the self, independent of others.  Christians will at times experience spiritual heights, but they are not to seek the selfish “personal” experiences with God over the selfless virtues of loving and serving others.  The biblical path to spiritual heights comes through the Christ-like pattern of loving and serving others, but the obsessive pursuit of our own spirituality is a sure sign of sub-Christian teaching.
The Christ-centered Alternative

Paul again offers a compelling Christ-centered alternative to such self-occupied “spirituality.”  We grow as we’re connected to one another and, most importantly, to Christ.  Do you want to grow with a growth that is from God?  Then stay connected to the Head of the body, who is Christ.  As we give ourselves to the way and sway of Christ, we find true growth.  We will not have to reach vainly for visions, connections with angels, or false humility.

2:20-23

The Threat

Since the beginning of the world, man has concocted all sorts of methods for achieving peace with God and a higher spiritual plane.  Yet these patterns have never had any power in controlling the flesh.  Manmade religion has incredible power to control appearances, but it is powerless in the face of our truly dark fleshly desires.
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The Christ-centered Alternative

If we have died with Christ, we are no longer citizens of this world, so we are free from all the manmade strivings.  We don’t have to listen to manmade teachings and precepts any longer; we can obey Christ Himself.  Also, if we have died with Christ, we have power over the flesh.  As we submit ourselves to Christ’s way and sway, our flesh is put to death and our desires actually change.
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3:1-4 – Seek the Things that are Above
Getting Started

Texans who are forced to live outside of Texas for a time have an uncanny ability to find other Texans who live close by.  One of the reasons for this is that there are distinctive habits and customs in Texas that a true Texan doesn’t abandon just because he lives somewhere else.  When Texas is your true home, you share the values and priorities of Texans, no matter where you live.  This is even truer for Christians.  Heaven is our true home, and so we share heaven’s values and priorities even while we live here on earth.
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A Closer Look

3:1
The first command in this section is to “seek the things that are above.”  According to this verse, why should we seek the things that are above?

The life that springs from our union with Christ serves as the basis for the command Paul gives.  If our union with Christ gave us spiritual life, and if Christ is now in heaven, we ought to value the things of heaven.  The word “seek” conveys the idea of an ongoing pursuit of something so as to obtain it.  But what is it we are trying to obtain?  Look at verses 1, 2, and 5.  To what does “things that are above” refer?

In verse 5, “earthly things” are described not as physical things but as values and lifestyles.  So seeking things that are above refers to making heaven’s values our values.  The rhetorical force of Paul’s if/then statement is explicit: people who have truly found new life in Christ will seek to obtain a heavenly lifestyle.  While they live in this world, they will be preparing themselves to live in heaven.  They will seek the things that are above.
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3:2
Paul’s second command is very similar to the first, but with a slightly different nuance.  The command to “set your mind on things that are above” highlights the internal, thoughtful resolution that enables us to “seek.”  To “set your mind” is not impulsive but deliberate, not ignorant but informed, not fleeting but lasting, not thoughtless but premeditated.

3:3
In verses 3 and 4, Paul gives two reasons why the Colossians should set their minds on things that are above.  Both reasons are tied to the Christian’s union with Christ.

In verse 3, Paul describes the new life that faith in Christ brings to the true believer.  First he asserts, “you have died.”  Ironically, he continues: “and your life. . .”  The believer’s death gives rise to his life.  Read John 12:24 and 2 Corinthians 5:17.  What do these verses teach about the believer’s simultaneous death and birth?

Upon his conversion, the true believer is regenerated; that is, something within him is put to death and is replaced with something that is truly alive.  His nature changes.  He experiences a second birth.
Paul says that this new life is “hidden with Christ in God.”  This delightful little phrase is packed with meaning.  First, it is hidden in the sense that it is veiled.  This side of heaven, the transformation within us is still cloaked by the fallen world and the remnants of our sinful flesh which, though dead, continues to wield some power over us (see Galatians 5:17).  But the fuller force of this phrase is that our new life is safe in Christ.  In the Psalms, when something is hidden in God, it conveys the idea of security (see Psalm 27:5, 31:20).  Though our new life in Christ is yet faltering and feeble given the continuing effects of sin, it is nonetheless secure because it is hidden with Christ in God.  What a beautiful motivation for resolving to pursue the things of Christ!
3:4

Paul gives a second reason why the Colossians should set their minds on Christ, and it complements the first.  Though Christ has regenerated us, giving us new natures, we still live in the tensions of a fallen world.  Our present new life gives us partial motivation to seek the things above, but it is incomplete motivation without understanding the fullness of the new life we will experience when Christ returns.  One pastor comments, “Only on the last day when Christ returns will his church be so perfectly and purely united with him that it will appear actually to be what it already is in the divine purpose.”  We set our minds on the things that are above because of the new life we now have which will later be fully revealed.
Take a moment and look at all the reasons that are given for us to seek/set our minds on things above.  How is each tied to our union with Christ?
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3:5-17 – Do Everything in the Name of the Lord Jesus
Getting Started

For over 60 years, Highlights magazine for children has been running a cartoon called “Goofus & Gallant.”  The goal of the cartoon is to teach children good morals.  In many ways, this section of Colossians could be considered to be teaching Christian morals.  But a careful study of this passage leaves the word “morals” ringing a bit hollow.  The Christian conduct advocated here is shot through with so much of the gospel, it’s best to think of this section more profoundly as Christ-centered living.
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A Closer Look

3:5-11
Paul begins by telling the Christians how not to live in light of Christ.  He calls believers to put to death what is earthly.  In one sense, what is earthly is already dead (see 3:3, 7, 9b).  But that does not mean the battle ceases to rage – until Christ returns, the battle will continue to be fought.  Look through all the vices mentioned in this section.  Are there any basic categories they can be divided into?
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In verses 6 and 7, what reasons are given for avoiding such sins?  Why are these reasons compelling?

In verses 9b to 11, what reasons are given for avoiding such sins?  Why are these reasons compelling?

The reason given in verse 11 is important. In Christ, all believers make up a new humanity that is no longer divided along traditional lines.  Each of the divisions listed by Paul were sharp and potent divisions of that day.  Today, he might write something like:  In Christ, there is no Arab and American, no illegals and citizens, no black and white.  For believers, Christ is all (that is, all that matters in thinking about our identity) and in all.  So we are united as one body.  This reason draws our attention to the fact that this section on “dos and don’ts” has a strong emphasis on godly community.  Most of the sins listed would be much easier to avoid if we did not live in community with others.  Most of the virtues listed are virtues that can only be exercised in community.  Paul’s reasoning, then, goes something like this:  live like Christ with one another because you are collectively a new creation in Christ.
3:12-16
After telling the Colossians what they are to “put away” (3:8), Paul now tells them what they are to “put on.”  The “then” ties back to verse 11.  Paul says: because you are a new humanity, because you are God’s “chosen” people, live a certain way.  That’s why all the virtues mentioned have a distinct focus on how we interact with others.  

One other observation about this list is worth making:  all the traits are traits that Christ has already shown us.  We are who we are because we are an overflow of who Christ has been to us.  Make a list of each virtue.  Briefly describe how it is lived “in community,” and briefly explain how Christ has taught it to us:

Unlike the pseudo-Christian teachers in chapter 2, Christian living is fundamentally others-oriented.  It is also fundamentally tied to Christ.  The more we grow in our understanding of what Christ has done for us, the more naturally these virtues become.

Verse 16 warrants its own comment.  Here we find a foundational description for what Christians should do when they gather together.  The purpose of our gathering should be that “the Word of Christ” dwell in each of us richly.  This comes about as all of us teach and admonish one another from God’s Word, and as we sing songs to one another that point to God’s Word.  When Christians meet together, we should teach one another and sing to one another in such a way that God’s Word about Christ dwells in us more and more.
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3:17
This verse offers a summary of the whole section.  At the end of the day, Christ-centered living is about living in a way that reflects Christ and brings glory and honor to Him.  To do something in someone’s name is to do it on behalf of them in a way that reflects them.  We believers, in whatever we say or do, should do it in a way that accurately reflects the nature and character of Jesus.  Jesus’ way and sway should so pervade our lives that the overflow of our lives is an accurate reflection of Him.  Paul leaves no room for seeing this as mere duty.  Living in a way that reflects Christ causes us to abound in thanksgiving.  As Christ is displayed in us, we rejoice that God has allowed us to reflect a Savior who is so dear to our hearts.
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3:18-4:1 – Christ-centered Relationships
Getting Started

Go into a bookstore and ask for a book on leadership.  You’ll find dozens of titles.  Then ask for a book on being a good follower.  You’ll be hard pressed to find any.  Our culture offers conferences on leadership but views “being a follower” as negative.  Not so the Bible.  The essence of being a Christian is being a follower of Jesus Christ.  Jesus Himself follows the will of the Father.  In God’s economy, it’s just as important (perhaps more important) to be a good follower as it is to be a good leader.  In this passage, we will learn about being a good follower and a good leader in some of the most basic of human relationships.
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A Closer Look

3:18-19
What is the first command given in these verses?

Does this mean that a woman should submit to her husband even if he asks her to sin?  Why or why not?  Answer from Scripture.

This command for wives to submit has become passé today, in part because of how it has been abused.  Husbands are not called to demand their wives’ submission, as they have so often done.  But despite the contemporary unease with this verse (and the many like it in the New Testament), Paul makes clear that submission is “fitting” behavior for the wife who is “in the Lord.”  Of course, Christian submission never warrants disobedience to God’s commands (Acts 5:29).  We do not submit to ungodly requests.  Nor does submission mean that we must put up with abusive behaviors.  Barbara Hughes, in her book Disciplines of a Godly Woman, explains that submission begins with yielding to God’s authority, which leads to yielding to the order He has established in the world.  She writes, “When we submit to our spouses, we are once again agreeing with God that His beautiful ordered plan is worth obeying and the mystery worth preserving.  By so doing we once again acknowledge that Jesus is Lord.”  On matters where God’s Word does not clearly contradict our husband’s teaching, we should yield to his leadership.  We proceed through life with a continuing knowledge that our husband will answer to Christ for how he has led our family, and we will answer to Christ for how we have reflected Him in our submission.  In so doing, we model obedience and submission to our children and we reflect the beautiful submission of our Lord.
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What is Paul’s complimentary command to husbands?

Paul’s word to husbands is radical.  Through much of the history of the world, and even in many cultures today, the husband is the one who is to be adored, doted upon and served.  But in Christ (see Ephesians 5:22-33), the husband is actually to love his wife tenderly.  Too often, husbands love their wives in selfish ways, being kind to them to get what they want out of them.  Or they never stop to understand what’s going on in the heart of their wife, so they go on “loving” their wives in ways that fail to connect with their wives at all.  True love is rooted in a true concern for the holistic good of your wife:  spiritually, emotionally, and physically.  True love is willing to sacrifice to achieve these goods.  This is how Christ has loved us, and it is how we are to love our wives.
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As Paul describes healthy Christ-centered marriage, he calls the wife to submit and the husband to love.  This is not the entirety of what it means to be a good wife or husband, but simply putting these into practice will go a long way to having a beautiful, Christ-honoring marriage.
3:20-21
The wife-husband relationship is the first human relationship God created.  The second is the child-parent relationship.  Together, these two sets of relationships form the foundation of human society.  When they are healthy, society is healthy.  When they are fractured, society is fractured.
Given our society’s predominant belief that the actual Bible is above the heads of most children, it is significant that Paul actually addresses children.  He assumes they would be listening to his letter being read.
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Paul’s command to children is stronger than his command to wives.  Children are to obey in everything.  Again, the context of Scripture makes clear that this does not include anything that would force us to disobey God.   The Bible is not clear when we stop being “children,” but the context suggests that it is whenever we cease to be under the authority of our parents (in reality, not in the wishful desire of the child).  Often this happens sometime between 18 and 21 or when the child gets married.
Paul then turns to fathers.  Paul intentionally highlights the male parental role, perhaps because he is the head of the family or perhaps because the man is most inclined to provoke the children and discourage them.  Regardless of the reason, Paul places the responsibility for discipline at the father’s feet, though the command certainly has implications for both mothers and fathers.  Even as the children are to obey, parents should not foster that obedience in such a way that provokes and discourages them.  The words “provoke” and “discourage” need to be read together.  Discipline of our children should not push them toward greater rebellion, but should cause them to see the goodness of discipline.  This is not a call to be lax in discipline; rather it is a call to be purposeful and sensitive in discipline.  More than simply punishing acts of disobedience, true godly discipline thinks of how to create an environment where obedience is more likely.  It considers how to make obedience joyful and positive instead of mere duty.  Fathers must take the lead in promoting this type of discipline within the home.
3:22-4:1
The third sphere of relationships Paul mentions is that of slave and master.  Though this relationship was a regular part of the household in the New Testament era, Paul does not endorse it.  As Douglas Moo writes, “Other biblical texts make clear enough that marriage (wives and husbands) and the family (children and fathers) are to endure as long as this world lasts.  There is nothing even approaching any such endorsement of slavery, however.”  Paul simply explains how Christians are to conduct themselves when they are in the positions of being slave or master.

As Christianity came to shape society with increasing vigor, slavery was eradicated.  It was through the efforts of strong, Bible-believing Christians that slavery was outlawed in the British colonies and later in America.  I’m sure all true believers are sad that this did not happen sooner, and we are even sadder that some Christians misused verses like these to validate their willingness to own another person as property.  Nonetheless, it is the power of the cross that broke the millennia-old yoke of slavery.  Just because slavery is no longer practiced today does not mean that these verses are without application.  These verses address one of the foundational human relationships – the work relationship between employee and employer.
What instructions are given to the slave/employee?  How is he to work in a way that is different from the non-Christian?

The non-Christian worker seeks the reward of a promotion and a higher pay scale.  Therefore, he makes it his aim to please his boss at all costs.  Anything that happens outside of the purview of the boss is not of consequence.  The Christian worker is altogether different.  He seeks the reward of God’s inheritance and stores up treasure in heaven.  Therefore, he makes it his aim to go about his work in a righteous way that will please His Lord.  Since the Lord is always watching, the Christian worker is always full of integrity in his work.
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The revolutionary word Paul gives masters is also relevant to employers today.  The Christian has a Master in heaven, and he should learn the ways of mastering from his Master.  Since God does not show partiality, neither should we.  Since God is just and fair, we should be too.  Christian employers should not try to take advantage of their workers, squeezing out of them every ounce of work for as little pay as possible.  Instead, they should allow the one who labors to share in the profits of the company.  They should  treat employees with care and dignity.  The “old time” values of a family-owned business are actually not “old” in the grand scheme.  They are new with Christ.
Take a moment to go back over the whole passage noting any references to Christ or the Lord.  What does this teach us about how Paul thought about these foundational human relationships?
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4:2-6 – The Christian and Outsiders
Getting Started

Most of us consider ourselves Evangelicals.  By definition, then, evangelism is near to our hearts.  If we’re honest with ourselves, it also means we often end up feeling guilty that we don’t do enough in our evangelistic efforts.  If this is true, our passage this week should be an encouragement.  Not only is evangelism at the heart of it, Paul’s commands are very doable as an overflow of a Christian heart.
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A Closer Look

4:2-4
Paul begins by addressing how prayer relates to our evangelistic efforts.  His encouragement in verse 2 speaks generally to all kinds of prayer.  Read Luke 18:1-8.  How does this parable help us understand Paul’s command for us to continue steadfastly in prayer?

The added phrase “being watchful in it” echoes a common call in the New Testament and underscores the need to avoid certain dangers in light of Christ’s immanent return.  Paul’s admonition “with thanksgiving” reminds his readers that prayer is a joyful duty.

In verses 3 and 4, Paul shows the relationship between prayer and evangelism.  What are the two ways that Paul specifically asks the Colossians to direct their evangelistic prayers?

Read Matthew 9:37-38.  How does Jesus specifically ask us to direct our evangelistic prayers?
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Paul’s desire that he make the gospel clear is very informative in how we think about evangelism. Too many “evangelists” today are so oriented towards “results” (by which they mean people making a commitment) that they contrive new and creative ways of making the gospel known.  In so doing, sometimes the fullness of the gospel message gets blurred.  Instead, we should make it our aim to make the gospel known clearly and leave the converting to the Holy Spirit.
4:5
Paul goes on to show how our evangelistic heart should shape our deeds. Two things should mark the believer’s conduct towards outsiders:  wisdom and making the best use of the time.
Read over 1:9-10.  How do these verses help us understand what Paul might mean by living “wisely”?

Paul connects the wise living called for throughout the letter with reaching outsiders.  When we interact with unbelievers, we must allow our new life in Christ to be on display.
Paul adds the phrase “making the best use of the time.”  The old King James translation, “redeem the time,” is actually a very accurate translation. We are to take time that would otherwise be used for worldly purposes and use it for Christ and His purposes.  All believers are to live their lives with the intent of testifying to the power of Christ by their lives.  We are to live wisely, redeeming the time for good purposes so that outsiders will see the life-changing power of the gospel.
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4:6
Paul makes clear that reaching the lost involves more than simply living a godly life.  Francis of Assisi famously said, “Preach the gospel at all times.  If necessary, use words.”  While this quote rightly emphasizes the need to live a godly life, it is patently wrong in its cheapening of the use of words in gospel proclamation.  The gospel is news that one must proclaim with one’s lips.  The gospel is a message, not a lifestyle.  So Paul says that our words are also at the service of reaching the outsider.
Paul calls the Colossians to a form of responsive evangelism.  While Paul himself seeks to initiate the preaching of the gospel, he calls the Colossians simply to have a ready answer when asked about their faith.  He seems confident that their godly lifestyle will elicit questions so that the gospel will be a regular part of conversation.  If Christians would simply be ready to answer questions asked of them in a way that points to the Christ of Scripture, many more people would understand the gospel.  Evangelism needn’t be contrived and forced.  Rather, it should naturally overflow from our speech.

What is the relationship between gracious, salty speech and evangelism?

The command to “let your speech be gracious, seasoned with salt” is often explained as the manner in which we are to answer the unbeliever.  The structure of the sentence does not allow this view.  We are to speak in a certain way so that we will be able to answer unbelievers appropriately.  The point is that our normal way of speaking should pave the way for our specific gospel conversations.  The grace of God (Paul’s use of “grace” refers to God’s grace which overflows into our lives) should so salt our everyday speech that when we speak of the gospel, it is a completely natural transition.  When someone is learning to drive stick shift, the transition between gears is very awkward and obvious.  That is not how our gospel witness should be.  Our everyday speech should be so full of God’s grace that it enables our appropriate response to gospel related questions.
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4:7-18 – Greetings and Commendations
Getting Started

You learn a lot about someone by the types of compliments they pay.  A husband who constantly compliments his wife’s appearance but never praises her character values external beauty more than internal beauty.  A friend who always compliments how young we look obviously values youth over age.  In Paul’s final greetings, he commends people to the Colossians.  We learn a great deal about what he values by what he chooses to commend.
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A Closer Look

4:7-9
Paul commends Tychicus and Onesimus.  He tells the Colossians that the pair are sent to encourage them with a report of how God is at work through Paul’s imprisonment.  How does Paul choose to commend Tychichus and Onesimus?  What does this reveal about Paul’s values?

Read Philemon 8-20.  What do we learn there about Onesimus?
4:10-14
Paul passes along the greetings of six of his partners in ministry.  He explicitly points out that half of them are Jews and half are not.  Why might he have chosen to do this?

Epaphras was the father of the Colossian church, having first preached the gospel to them (1:7-8).  He also is the one who gave Paul the report of their faith.  What is significant about how Paul commends Epaphras?

What do we learn from how Paul characterizes Epaphras’ prayer?
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4:15-18
After passing on greetings from his companions, Paul passes along his own personal greetings.  He refers to these believers whom he has never met as his brothers (see 1:2).  Paul felt a deep bond with anyone who had truly been changed by Christ, which this entire passage underscores.
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Paul adds a very specific word for a young minister, Archippus.  Archippus was commissioned to ministry in the Lord Jesus Christ, and Paul urges him to fulfill the mission to which he was commissioned.  In effect, he says, “As you initially received your ministry in Christ, so bring your ministry to completion,” a thematic echo of 2:6-7.

Paul concludes with his own signature, which he used to validate his letters.  Paul’s practice was to dictate his letters and then sign them.  His concluding request, “remember my chains,” serves as in impetus for them to keep praying for him, perhaps in line with 4:3-4.




Think About It


Paul urges the Colossians to continue on in Christ by being “rooted and built up in him.”  How can you go deeper in what you already know of Christ?  Why is this crucial to maturity?








Think About It


Think back to when you first believed the gospel.  Was Jesus Christ as important to you as He was to the Colossians?  Why or why not?





Big Idea


Read through the entire book of Colossians.  This should take about 20 minutes.  As you do, write down anything you learn about the following:





What the Colossian Christians were like.

















What spiritual dangers the Colossians faced,

















The Colossians had started out well in their faith, but they were at risk of falling into false teaching that sounded spiritual.  Such teaching promised them a higher spiritual plane, but it was not built on Christ.  Paul encourages them to continue in the gospel of Christ, which brought them life to begin with.  He warns them against any religious teaching that adds something on top of Christ.























Bringing It All Together


Here’s the surprising truth Paul offers us in Colossians: Jesus Christ is all we need.  He was all we needed in our initial salvation, and He is all we need in our ongoing walk.  Anything that claims to offer us higher spirituality outside of the Christ of Scripture is dangerous, manmade thinking.  When our faith becomes dry and routine, we need simply to return to knowing Christ as revealed in the Scriptures and living in light of our relationship with Him.





Think About It


What are some examples of religious-sounding, human-based teaching that Satan is using to distract Christians from Christ today?








Big Idea


This passage is about Jesus’ place of authority.  He is supreme over all of creation (1:15-17), and He is supreme over all of new creation (1:18-23).  Creation begins and ends with Jesus, and new creation begins and ends with Jesus.  Jesus is preeminent over all.




















Think About It


What would the created world be like if not for Jesus?  What would happen if for a moment he ceased to sustain the world?





Think About It


How do this passage drive us to depend solely on Jesus for our ongoing spiritual lives?  Given the reality of the truths in this passage, how is that we sometimes seek things outside of Christ for our ongoing spiritual growth?








Bringing It All Together


Once we see Christ for who He truly is, once we see that all of the world was created and is sustained by Him, once we see that through His death on the cross He reconciled us to God; then we will give Him His proper place.  We will honor Him as the supreme Rule and Authority – not begrudgingly or with lip service, but genuinely by giving Him the proper place in our hearts and our lives.








Big Idea


After Paul’s opening words (1:1-2), he thanks God for the Colossians’ faith, love, and hope, which are rooted in the gospel of truth (1:3-8). He then asks God that they would be filled with true knowledge, which is rooted in Jesus Christ (1:9-14).  In short, Paul thanks God that the Colossians have received Christ and prays that they would grow in their grasp of Him.




















Think About It


When your heart wells up with thanksgiving, what do you thank God for?  How does this match up with the priorities in Scripture?  What does this reveal about your heart?








Think About It


What are some ways that understanding the Christ of Scripture can help you with your day-to-day walk with the Lord?








Bringing It All Together


Paul’s prayer reveals his heart for the Colossians.  He overflows with thanksgiving because of their authentic reception of the gospel of Jesus.  He then prays that they would continue to walk in that same Jesus as He is revealed in the Scriptures.  The sufficiency of Christ guides Paul’s prayers for the Colossians.








Big Idea


Paul’s own ministry was designed to help people grow in Christian maturity.  His method was to proclaim Christ in all His fullness, as the Scriptures revealed Him.  Paul’s standard for evaluating health was conformity to the image of Christ.  His method for achieving such a health was a steady diet of the Christ of Scripture.




















Think About It


Paul rejoiced at his sufferings because he knew that they would better enable him to serve others.  Is this your attitude toward hardships?  Why or why not?








Think About It


How does understanding Christ in a way detached from the Old Testament stunt our spiritual growth?








Think About It


What ways do you tend to measure your spiritual vitality?  What can you do to bring your standards more in line with God’s?








Think About It


What are some of the ways that have best helped you get to know Christ through the whole Bible?  Is there a difference between this and just reading the Bible?








Bringing It All Together


Paul has one standard for measuring our spiritual progress:  how well do we reflect Christ?  Given that understanding of health, Paul says there is only one healthy diet:  to feast regularly on the whole counsel of God’s Word so as to know Christ better and better.  That is why Paul’s ministry was rooted through and through with the Christ of the whole Bible.








Big Idea


Paul’s thesis statement is this:  the way we received Christ when we were first saved is the same way we should continue in our walk with God.  The soil we began in is the same soil we should grow in.  Christ is sufficient.




















Think About It


Is it possible to “accept” Jesus without truly receiving Him?  If so, what might this look like?








Think About It


When we think about Jesus as the Christ, which aspect of that (prophet, priest, or king) do we tend to focus on?  Which do we tend to neglect?








Think About It


From your own life, what are some examples of the goodness of walking in the way of Christ?








Bringing It All Together


Paul’s thesis is rich but simple.  As we were born into Christ, so we continue to walk in Him.  We don’t need anything more than the Christ of Scripture.  We learn His way, and we give Him sway.  That is the whole of Christian maturity and growth.  There is no other path.











Big Idea


Paul explains that the danger to mature and growing Christians comes from a form of false teaching that seems spiritual and has ties to the Bible.  Paul describes several approaches these pseudo-Christian* teachings take, strongly warning the Colossians about these dangerous teachings and showing how Christ far exceeds them.





*The term pseudo-Christian means that they seem like they are Christian but in reality they are not.




















Think About It


Given these glorious truths about what Jesus has done for us, why is it that some Christians fall for teachings that are not founded solely on Jesus?








Think About It


How well do you know your entire Bible?  How good are you at tracing Old Testament laws through the Prophets, through Christ, and through the Apostles so that you can properly understand and appreciate them?








Think About It


What are some religions that use a system of rules to modify behavior and give the appearance of mastery over the flesh?  Can you think of any evidence that shows that they don’t ultimately have power over the flesh?








Bringing It All Together


Even though the Christ-centered life far exceeds anything manmade religion can offer, there is still a threat posed by pseudo-Christian teaching.  Believers, hungry for the “next step” in their spiritual journey can move past Christ and on to these “greener” valleys that are so deadly.  We must learn to recognize these pseudo-Christian teachings so that we can avoid them.








Big Idea


Paul is about to embark on an extended discussion of what it means to live a Christ-centered life (3:1-4:6).  Before he does, he lays out the mindset that must drive all our actions as believers.  The Christian’s spiritual union with Christ is the key to his spiritual growth. Therefore, Paul encourages the Colossians to seek the things that are above, where Christ is.  




















Think About It


What are some examples of “heavenly values”?  What are some examples of how you “seek the things that are above”?








Think About It


What pursuits do you carefully plan for, think about, and consider – earthly ones or heavenly ones?  When was the last time you sat down and thoughtfully considered how to grow more Christ-like?





Bringing It All Together


Our faith in Christ has put to death our old sinful man, given birth to a new “heavenly” man, and given us the hope of our future glorification.  It is therefore our relationship with Christ that drives us to seek the things that are above, where Christ is.  Heaven is our true home, so heaven’s values should be our values here on earth.  








Big Idea


The sufficiency of Christ goes well beyond our salvation.  Christ is sufficient to shape the way we live in our ongoing spiritual walks.  Truly understanding the gospel will transform the way we live. Christ-centered living involves putting to death those things that belong to our old fleshly self and putting on those things that help us best reflect our Lord.  























Think About It


Which of the categories of sin do you find most difficult to put to death?  What active steps have you taken to put it to death?








Think About It


Which of these virtues is the biggest struggle for you?  Take some time to prayerfully ask God to impress upon you how much that virtue has been shown to you by Christ.  Ask Him to allow it to overflow from Christ into your life.








Think About It


When you come to church, do you come merely to get fed or do you also seek to feed others?  How do you go about contributing to “the Word of Christ dwelling richly” in the hearts of the people with whom you worship?








Bringing It All Together


In this extended section of “dos and don’ts,” Paul repeatedly shows how the gospel drives our living.  This is not a section on moral living; it is a section on Christ-centered living (which, of course, is moral).  When we live in light of the transformation Christ has brought us, we live as we ought.  Rightly understanding the gospel is the key to godly living.








Big Idea


Paul lays out how Christians are to relate as wives and husbands, children and fathers, and slaves and masters.  In the New Testament era, these would have been the three crucial relationships within a household.  Today they remain three of the most fundamental human relationships we have (understanding slave/master as employee/employer).  Paul is explicit to ground each of these relationships in the Lordship of Christ.  So this section is about how the Lordship of Christ shapes our fundamental human relationships.




















Think About It


For women:  From how you interact with your husband, what do your children learn about how to submit to God’s beautiful authority?








Think About It


For men:  One good way to measure how well we love our wives is how we use the time when we are at home.  Do you come home eager to learn what your wife’s day was like so that you can meet her unique needs for that day, or do you come home expecting her to meet your needs?








Think About It


What implications does this have for teaching the Bible to children?





Think About It


Do you find yourself approaching work more like a non-Christian or a Christian?








Bringing It All Together


Contrary to the opinion of our culture, it is not a negative thing to be a follower.  It is the God-glorifying result of a life changed by Jesus.  Similarly, true Christian leadership is vastly different from the way the world approaches it.  In our relationships, whether we’re called to submit or lead, we are to do it joyfully as Christ has called us to do.








Big Idea


Paul’s focus is on how the Christian is to engage outsiders.  Paul uses the term “outsider” to refer to those who are outside the community of believers.  He focuses on how the believers’ prayers, deeds, and words are all at the service of reaching outsiders.




















Think About It


What do your evangelistic prayers generally look like?  How do they compare to what Paul and Jesus commend?








Think About It


How do you spend your time?  In what ways can each hour of your day be “redeemed”?








Bringing It All Together


The Christian should have a heart for unbelievers.  Paul calls us to put our prayers, deeds, and words at the service of reaching them.  We are to pray for open doors to make the gospel clear.  We are to live a life that exhibits our new life in Christ.  And we are to speak of Christ when unbelievers ask us questions that lend themselves towards such discussion.
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Big Idea


Paul follows the standard practice of ancient letter writing and includes some personal greetings at the end of his letter.  What stands out is how he utilizes this standard practice to reveal his heart.  Paul has a genuine love for his brothers in the Lord, and he values their earnest service to the Lord.  A common love for Christ produces a common love for one another.




















Think About It


Paul places a high value on earnest service to the Lord.  He rejoices when he sees it in others and commends it to others.  What is it that you tend to value and commend in others?  How does that compare with Paul?








Think About It


With whom do you feel the deepest sense of brotherhood?  With the people who you’ve known for years?  With family?  With others from a community organization or club?  Or with those who have been truly changed by Christ, no matter how long you have known them?








Bringing It All Together


Paul utilizes the greeting typical of ancient letters to emphasize that when Christ changes people, they are bound together in a common purpose.  He commends people in relation to what they are doing for Christ, and he underscores the tight bond between all who are in Christ, even people who have never met.  In this closing section, Paul gives a window into his heart and values.  Not surprisingly, Christ is at the center of it.
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