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Clothed with Christ’s Love: The Epistle to the Colossians 

In several important ways, the epistle to the Colossians is unique in the New 
Testament. Nowhere else in the canon does an author expressly interpret the 
death and resurrection of Christ as already accomplishing God’s redemption of 
the entire cosmos. 

There are two interconnected ways to use this Bible study on the book of 
Colossians. It is designed for a group that will meet regularly for eight sessions, 
and the weekly sessions 1-7 are set up for individuals to engage in daily studies 
and reflection for seven days in each of the seven weeks. 

 

Study Overview 

Introduction and Historical Background 

Week One - Hope Laid Up for You in Heaven (Colossians 1:1-14) 

Week Two - So That We May Present Every Person Mature in Christ (Colossians 1:15-29) 

Week Three - Rooted in Christ (Colossians 2:1-15) 

Week Four - True Wisdom is in Christ (Colossians 2:16-23) 

Week Five - Seeking the Things That Are Above (Colossians 3:1-11) 

Week Six - Becoming a New Person: Clothing Ourselves with Christ (Colossians 3:12-4:1) 

Week Seven - Models of Faithfulness (Colossians 4:2-18) 
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Introduction and Historical Background 

In several important ways, the epistle to the Colossians is unique in the New Testament.   
Nowhere else in the canon does an author expressly interpret the death and resurrection 
of Christ as already accomplishing God’s redemption of the entire cosmos. The letter also  
gives us a glimpse into a narrow window of time in the history of the early church: a 
time when the leadership of the first apostles such as Peter and Paul was giving way to 
a new generation of church leaders. Colossians stands on the boundary line of this 
transition, reflecting the influence of both generations. 
 
As in the letters undoubtedly written by Paul, this author addresses specific issues and 
circumstances affecting members of this particular church in the city of Colossae, 
located in the southwest region of modern day Turkey. So, we begin our study with a 
look at the historical settings of the letter, the city, and the church in Colossae.  

The Letter: Authorship 
The authorship of the letter has been debated for at least two centuries. A growing 
number of scholars now see Colossians as a kind of “bridge” letter that connects earlier 
letters undisputedly written by Paul (Romans, 1 & 2 Corinthians, Galatians, Philippians, 
1 Thessalonians, Philemon) with later letters written in Paul’s name, but which almost 
certainly were not written by him (Ephesians, 2 Thessalonians, Titus, 1 & 2 Timothy). 

On the one hand, the letter still evidences much of Paul’s original thought, which may 
suggest that the imprisoned Paul played some role in the writing and/or approval of 
the contents of the letter. But Colossians also shows considerable development and 
extension of some of Paul’s earlier perspectives. This new material probably indicates 
the strong authorial influence of one of Paul’s younger pupils, such as Timothy, one of 
the named co-authors of the letter (see Colossians 1:1). Thus, some scholars reasonably 
hypothesize that Colossians may have been written by Timothy while Paul was still in 
prison (see Colossians 4:3, 10, 18), with Paul having given his general approval to the 
contents of the letter but not adding anything except his signature toward the end of the 
letter (see 4:18). 



There are numerous examples in Colossians of the development and extension of Paul’s 
earlier perspectives. For instance, we see a development of Paul’s earlier thought in 
Colossians 1:14, which talks about our “redemption” in Christ in terms of the 
“forgiveness of sins.” The undisputed letters of Paul contain no such reference or 
phrase, although the concept would not conflict with anything Paul wrote earlier. In his 
undisputedly authentic letters, Paul never uses the word “forgiveness” in connection 
with God’s action in the life, death, and resurrection of Christ. 

Similarly, Paul’s earlier letters contain no references to Christ as the “head of the body, 
the church” (Colossians 1:18). No doubt that 1 Corinthians 12 and Romans 12 talk about 
the church as the “body of Christ,” but they make no reference to Christ’s role as its 
“head.” 

So, too, the exalted language of Colossians 1:15-20 cannot be found in Paul’s earlier 
letters (compare this with 1 Corinthians 8:6). In 1:15-20 Christ is portrayed as God’s 
agent through whom and for whom all things were created in heaven and on earth, 
visible and invisible. In Colossians all things in the entire creation hold together in 
Christ. This characterization, cosmic in scope and pre-existing the creation of the world, 
sounds much more like the first chapter of the Gospel of John. There, Christ is depicted 
as the embodied wisdom of God through whom all things came into being (see John 
1:1-14). Moreover, in Colossians 1:20, we read that by his death Christ has already 
reconciled “all things” to God. This is a clear extension of 2 Corinthians 5:18, where Paul 
writes that in Christ all of his followers have been reconciled to God and given the 
ministry of reconciliation to take into the rest of the world.

Another expansion of Paul’s earlier motifs in Colossians concerns resurrection from the 
dead. In Paul’s earlier letters, resurrection from the dead clearly requires a physical 
human death. So, in Romans 6:1-11, Paul explains that baptism into the death of Christ 
also means being buried with him so that, “just as Christ was raised from the dead by 
the glory of the Father, so we, too, might walk in newness of life.” According to 
Romans, believers are not yet raised from the dead into resurrection life. In Colossians, 
however, resurrection does not seem to require an actual physical human death: (1) 
“...when you were buried with him in baptism, you were also raised with him through 
faith in the power of God, who raised him from the dead” (Colossians 2:12); and (2) “So 
if you have been raised with Christ, seek the things that are above...” (Colossians 3:1).   

Finally, Colossians contains no references to Paul’s doctrine of justification by faith (so 
prominent in Romans and Galatians), nor to the work of the Holy Spirit, a crucial aspect 
of Paul’s understanding for how God continues to work in the Christian community. 
Arguably, Colossians 1:8 and 2:5 contain the only references to the Holy Spirit in the 
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entire letter, and these only in passing. No active role of the Spirit appears anywhere in 
Colossians. 

As a consequence of the authorial debate raised by the letter’s important developments 
of Paul’s earlier perspectives, we will refer to the author of Colossians as “Paul,” or “the 
author,” or “the authors,” or “Timothy and Paul,” reflecting the historical uncertainty 
about authorship of this letter.  

The City of Colossae and the Lycus River Valley 
Colossae was a city located in the Roman province of Asia in the Lycus River valley, 
now part of the southwestern region of modern day Turkey. According to the Roman 
historian Tacitus, the Lycus River valley was struck by an earthquake in 60-61CE, but the 
extent of the damage to Colossae is not known. Ancient Colossae has never been 
excavated, but it lies in close proximity to Laodicea (mentioned in Colossians 2:1 and 
4:13, 15 and 16, as well as Revelation 1:11 and 3:14) and Hierapolis (also mentioned in 
Colossians 4:13). These latter two cities have been excavated archaeologically in modern 
times (see photos below), since they proved to be much more important than Colossae 
in the last half of the first century. 

A map of southwestern Turkey, showing the Lycus River valley:  
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The Lycus River valley: 

The main street in ancient Laodicea:
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Remains of the large, ancient theater in nearby Hierapolis:

The entry road into ancient Hierapolis:
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The Church in Colossae  
The church in Colossae did not know Paul personally, only by name and reputation 
(Colossians 2:1). The congregation in Colossae was probably founded by Epaphras 
(Colossians 1:7-8). From the letter, it seems quite possible that Epaphras was also the 
founder of the churches in Laodicea and Hieropolis (see Colossians 4:13). The house 
churches in all three of these cities clearly communicated with one another and shared 
letters received from their mentors and pastors (see Colossians 4:15-16).  

There is evidence of a significant Jewish presence throughout the Lycus River valley 
during the time of the emergence of early Christianity. This fact creates implications for 
how we read Colossians. Throughout Paul’s ministry, he was regularly engaged in 
debates with other Jews and Jewish followers of Jesus about the continuing importance 
of the Torah (the Jewish Law) for religious life in the new churches of Gentile believers. 
We find these intra-Jewish debates also reflected in Colossians, where Timothy and Paul 
challenge some unacceptable teaching (see Colossians 2:8) which was insisting that 
Gentiles follow a different (Jewish) calendar and conform to strict (Jewish) dietary rules 
(see Colossians 2:16-17). 

There is also an additional, and somewhat unusual, aspect to the Jewish-influenced 
debates that underly Colossians. The unacceptable teaching appears to require the 
Colossians to hold firmly to strict rules and ascetic practices emphasizing the 
suppression of bodily needs. According to this problematic teaching (from the authors’ 
point of view), these rigorous physical demands prepare the Colossians for gaining 
some kind of temporary access or entry into the heavenly realm. Once there, these 
outside teachers are also insisting that the Colossians either participate in the “worship 
belonging to angels” or to engage in “worship directed to angels” (scholars are divided 
on the proper translation and interpretation of Colossians 2:18). Either way, these 
challenged teachings and mystical practices imply that God requires more of these 
Christians than what has already been revealed to them in Christ. 

In response to this teaching that distorts and detracts from the uniqueness of God’s 
revelation in Christ, Timothy and Paul repeatedly emphasize throughout the letter the 
exclusive role of Jesus Christ in God’s plan for creation. As we will see in our study, 
Christ is depicted as the exalted one who is the image of the invisible God (Colossians 
1:15); the one through whom and for whom all things were made (Colossians 1:16); the 
one in whom the whole fullness of God dwells bodily (Colossians 1:19; 2:9); and the one 
whose death reconciled the entire cosmos to God (Colossians 1:20). No other worship or 
revelation in the heavenly realm - whether involving angels or others - is required!  
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It is important to remember that in the first century CE this teaching was not so 
obviously errant as it might seem to us today. In first century Judaism and Christianity, 
there was an intense focus on the role of angels in the heavenly realm. The book of 
Hebrews, for instance, probably written later than Colossians, goes to great lengths in 
1:1-14 to argue that Jesus is not an angel and is, in fact, superior to the angels and seated 
at the right hand of God above all else. The argument that opens Hebrews reflects this 
ongoing debate also present in Colossians about the relationship between Jesus and 
other heavenly beings called angels. Colossians joins this first century debate and 
provides us with an exalted understanding of Christ that will powerfully shape later 
doctrinal disputes in the church and the emergence of credal statements of belief in 
subsequent centuries.  

The Goal of Christian Formation in Colossians: Becoming Mature in Christ 
The problematic teaching that prompts the letter to the Colossians also influences one of 
the letter’s other main themes: its emphasis on the formation of believers into the image 
of Christ. Not surprisingly, given the dispute about the role of other angelic revelation, 
spiritual formation in Colossians focuses exclusively on the person of Jesus Christ. Paul 
and Timothy work tirelessly to proclaim Christ alone, teaching and admonishing 
Gentiles as they pursue their goal of helping and encouraging each person to become 
“mature in Christ” (Colossians 1:28). The founder of the church, Epaphras (who is now 
with Timothy and Paul), continues to pray earnestly for the Colossians, for them “to 
stand mature and fully assured in all the will of God” (Colossians 4:12). 

In our world today, this goal of Christian formation is no less crucial. We hope this 
study will help you along your path of becoming “mature in Christ” and “fully 
assured” that Jesus Christ is the revelation of the will of God for living an abundant life.  

How to Use this Study: Daily Reflections or Weekly Study  
We have written this study for use in two different formats. As in past studies, one 
approach is for a small group to study Colossians on a periodic basis (weekly, bi-weekly, 
etc.). There are eight sessions that can be used in this format: an Introduction, followed 
by seven weekly studies (labeled Week 1, Week 2, etc.). These self-contained units start 
at the first verse of the letter and continue through the letter consecutively (Week 1 
addresses Colossians 1:1-14; Week 2 focuses on Colossians 1:15-29; etc.). 

Contained within each weekly study is a subsidiary format that encourages the reading 
and reflection on smaller portions of the letter on a daily basis. The daily format usually 
looks at two or three verses, in sequence within the letter, followed by some brief 
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commentary on those verses, a short set of reflection questions concerning the verses, 
and a prayer that encapsulates some aspect of the verses being examined.

We invite you to spend time with Colossians each day and to meditate on the word 
being revealed afresh. Individual daily study and reflection on Colossians will no doubt 
enhance the quality of your small group study when you gather periodically to let this 
important letter in the New Testament canon shape your daily life.   

Translations 
The authors of this study provide their own translations of the original Greek text. 
These translations are sometimes more literal than the NRSV version that is usually 
read in churches during worship services. We use our own translations to highlight the 
importance of a particular word or concept, or to emphasize a point the author seems to 
be making that may be hidden by the English words chosen in published Bibles. We 
hope these translations will stimulate your imaginations to consider some new and 
different possibilities for interpreting the text and that you will enjoy the playfulness 
these translations invite. 

Questions for Reflection
For those of you who are coming together for the first time to study scripture, the 
following exercise is aimed at helping you get to know one another’s assumptions 
about reading scripture and to start building a community that shares the reading 
experience. Spend a few minutes in silence, reflecting on your answer to each of the 
following questions. Then share your answers with one another, being careful only to 
listen to one another’s responses without debating whether some answers are “right” 
and others “wrong.” 

(1) Reading the Bible well requires...
(2) Illegitimate readings are those readings that...
(3) When I read Scripture, I try never to forget...
(4) When I read Scripture, I try to let go of...
(5) Reading the Bible matters because...

Discuss what you have learned about one another and from one another from sharing 
your answers to these questions. 

Prayer
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Who has God brought you together with to study Colossians? What do you know about 
them? What are their needs? What will be your challenges and theirs as you meet 
regularly to read and study scripture together? Place all of these people and issues 
before God in prayer and watch for the ways God knits your group together in the 
coming weeks.  

Gracious God, you have called us together into a new community to study and embody 
your living word: knit us together through our common care for one another and our 
willingness to listen to those around us; pour out your Holy Spirit on us to guide us and 
enlighten us in our conversations together; and empower us to conform our lives to the 
pattern of Jesus Christ our Lord, who is revealed in and through the Epistle to the 
Colossians, and in whose holy name we pray. Amen. 

Bibliography for this Study 

Gorman, Michael J. Apostle of the Crucified Lord: A Theological Introduction to Paul & His 
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Clothed with Christ’s Love: The Epistle to the Colossians
Diocese of West Texas
Fall 2013

WEEK ONE
Hope Laid Up for You in Heaven (Colossians 1:1-14)

Day 1: 1:1-2
Paul, an apostle of Christ Jesus by God’s will, and the brother Timothy,
to the saints and faithful brothers and sisters in Christ in Colossae:
Grace to you and peace from God our Father.

Already in the first lines of Colossians there is much for us to think about, and a first-
century world to imagine. In the greeting, the authors set out some of the basics of 
the identities of the writers and receivers of the letter.
• As we discussed in the Introduction to this study, there is some dispute over the 

authorship of Colossians. Was Paul still alive when it was written? In the greeting 
here, we see that Paul’s work is linked with Timothy’s (in fact, the first line of the 
greeting here is identical to the one in 2 Corinthians 1:1). Perhaps one purpose of this 
letter, then, is to support the ongoing leadership of Timothy after Paul’s death. As the 
letter continues, we will see how important it is for Paul and his followers to 
underscore their authority in this early phase of Christianity, before leadership was 
conferred through institutional means.

• Continuing with questions of identity: the unity of everyone in this greeting is 
grounded in Christ. Paul is Christ’s apostle, a kind of emissary of the risen Lord, sent 
by God to proclaim the Gospel not only in words, but in deeds that convey Christ’s 
self-giving love for others. The community receiving the letter is unified by their 
existence in Christ, a fact attested to by their faithfulness and holiness. The authors 
will declare later that, “your life is hidden with Christ in God” (3:3).

• Notice that Timothy is referred to as “the brother,” and the members of the Christian 
community are also called “faithful brothers and sisters” [the Greek says only 
“brothers,” but intends both the men and women in the community]. Even though a 
house church isn’t specifically mentioned here, we can hear in the introduction one of 
the effects of early Christians gathering in homes: they came to view one another, from 
all their variety of social backgrounds, as family. In the first century, as now, viewing a 
congregation as family can have both positive and negative effects, depending on the 
experiences people have had with their families of origin.

• Finally, the greeting closes with grace and peace. The word for grace (charis) is related 
to the customary Greek word, chairein (greetings), but emphasizes Paul’s hopes that 



the community will experience God’s grace, the outpouring of God’s power upon them 
for fullness of life. “Peace” echoes the Jewish greeting, shalom, a wish for wholeness in 
every dimension of human life.

So what might any of this mean for you, today? Here are some questions to reflect 
upon.

Questions for Reflection:
• What is the difference between being holy and being faithful? Are they sometimes in 

tension with one another? Pick one of these realities, and watch for it today; who 
models holiness for you today? who models faithfulness?

• What does it mean to have a life “in Christ”? For Paul, this a communal reality, not an 
individual one, as the life of Christ was a life oriented not to personal piety, but to the 
needs of the other. Think of one person you will reach out to today as an aspect of 
your faithful life “in Christ.”

Prayer
Who are the people or other aspects of God’s creation that you want to gather into your 
prayer today? 
God of grace and peace, help me to be a means of your grace and peace for others. Here 
I am. Send me. Amen.

Day 2: 1:3-6a
We always give thanks for you in our praying to God, Father of our Lord Jesus Christ,
for we have heard of your faith in Christ Jesus
and the love which you have for all the saints,
because of the hope being laid up for you in the heavens,
the hope you have heard of before in the word of the truth, the Gospel,
which is coming into you.

Today’s reading is actually one long sentence that continues into tomorrow’s 
reflection! This way of writing in long, long sentences is characteristic of this author, 
and less characteristic of the letters that we consider to be more thoroughly from Paul  
the Apostle. Here are some things to think about as you read:
• The phrase “give thanks for” in the first line is related to the Greek word we have 

given to Holy Communion: eucharistō. It underscores how much the bedrock 
foundation of living a Christian life is an attitude of thankfulness.

• The next three lines use the familiar triad of Christian values that Paul speaks of 
elsewhere: faith, love, and hope. The three together constitute how Christians are 
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intended to live: with faith in Christ Jesus, with love toward others (especially those 
within their Christian community), and with hope, not so much toward what will 
happen in the future, as toward what is happening in another, divine dimension, of 
the present moment.

• Looking more closely at “the hope laid up for you in the heavens”: this is a present 
reality, but one which is hard to see, because it exists in a heavenly dimension, not 
perceivable by our physical sight, but rather by the inward eyes of the heart or the 
spirit. In the first century, heaven (what is “up”) was a way of talking about the 
dimension in which God lives and reigns totally. In our world, where “up” means an 
outer space full of planets and other solar systems, red giants and black holes, it is 
more natural to speak of “dimensions” of reality that we know exist, but that we do 
not have the physical capability of seeing in a material way. This is the dimension of 
God’s life, God’s reign. It affects us constantly, though we cannot see it. What the 
authors of Colossians mean is that our existence at this present moment is affected by 
a hope of unbounded life that exists in God’s reality and that we can access through 
our faithfulness in Christ and the living of Christ’s love for all. There are other people 
in Colossae who have a different way of relating to the heavenly realities, as you will 
soon see. So the authors are flagging the issue and laying some groundwork right here 
at the beginning, for discussing more thoroughly later.

• One more thing to notice: the dynamism of the last two lines, where the authors refer 
to the “word of the truth, the Gospel, that is coming into you.” Again, we have the sense 
of heaven as dwelling very closely to us, pouring out the Gospel of faith, hope, and 
love into our world, into ourselves.

Questions for Reflection
• How have you imagined heaven in the past? How have you experienced hope? How 

do these lines from Colossians re-orient you to God’s vital presence in the here-and-
now?

• Think very concretely about the events of this day in your life. Where might you be 
called to stretch yourself in living with faith? with love? with hope?

Prayer
Who are the people or other aspects of God’s creation that you want to gather into your 
prayer today?
God of my faith, hope, and love: the heaven where you dwell is closer than I ever 
imagined. Let my life show that I know you, and that am a follower of Christ Jesus. I 
pray this in your most holy Name. Amen.

Day 3: 1:6b-8
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The Gospel is similarly bearing fruit in all the world and growing,
as it is also growing among you,
from the very day you heard it
and knew the grace of God in truth.
This you learned from Epaphras, our beloved fellow slave.
He is a faithful minister of Christ on your behalf,
who has also shown us your love in the Spirit.

Here, I have repeated the word “Gospel” from yesterday, so that we can continue in 
our one long sentence without forgetting the subject. The subject here is the Gospel, 
the good news that God is victorious, even though the world as it is may not reflect 
God’s victory.
• The Gospel is far larger than any human words about God or about Jesus, larger than 

the resurrection even. The Gospel is the victory of God over every force that might try 
to  separate humans from God’s life and love. The believers in Colossae are being 
gathered up into this Gospel, this victory, to live the powerful love of God in their 
daily lives.

• The Colossians have “heard” the Gospel with more than their physical ears. They 
have heard it all the way through to their hearts, so that they now know the grace of 
God (God’s power for abundant life) in truth.

• The authors commend Epaphras and his work among the Colossians. It is likely that 
he founded this community. Through his exemplary life  among them, they have come 
to know the Gospel of God; and through Epaphras Paul as well has come to know the 
reality of the Colossians’ growth in love, as Epaphras has witnessed to that love.

• Dale Martin, a contemporary biblical scholar, has written on the interesting way that 
the term “slave” came to be a word of status among the earliest Christians. To be a 
slave of Christ, a slave of God, was to have very high status as a leader in this 
community. The word signifies that the person lives exactly according to God’s will.

Questions for Reflection
• What would it take for you to “hear” the Gospel with the ears of your heart? What 

might the victory of God mean in the living of an ordinary life today? How might you 
express the victory of God’s love over every force of destruction in the details of the 
day that you are living right now?

• Think over the most important Christians in your life. Has any of them deserved the 
title “slave of God”?

Prayer
Who are the people or other aspects of God’s creation that you want to gather into your 
prayer today?
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God, I want to do your will in the mundane details of my day. Help me to open the ears 
of my heart, so that I may hear you among the noises of my everyday experiences. In 
Jesus’ Name I pray. Amen.

Day 4: 1:9-10
For this reason, we also, from the day we heard,
have not ceased praying on your behalf
and asking that you may be filled with the knowledge of God’s will
in all wisdom and spiritual understanding:
may you may walk in a manner worthy of the Lord, and pleasing,
in every aspect of your life,
bearing fruit by every good work,
and growing in the knowledge of God.

It is clear from today’s sequence of thoughts that the point of knowledge of God is to 
live that knowledge. The Jewish word for a person’s way of life is halakhah, “walk.” 
Here, a Greek word for walking (peripateō) describes the outcome of knowing God 
and being transformed by that knowledge. Our life is always in motion, shaped 
minute by minute by the decisions we make and the actions we engage in.
• These sentences give us a sense of what Epaphras has conveyed to Paul. To describe 

the Colossians’ knowledge of God, the authors use the word, epi-gnōsis. Gnōsis is 
knowledge; the prefix epi- goes beyond ordinary knowledge to mean “full” 
knowledge or “insight.” The Colossians’ knowledge of God is not attained with the 
mind only, but is the kind of knowledge that it attained by practices of wisdom and 
spiritual disciplines that bring them to a deeper understanding. In short, they are 
being transformed by their growing knowledge of God, as is evidenced by their lives. 
Later, we will see that there are others who boast of a kind of false wisdom that the 
authors discourage the community from imitating (2:23).

• Christians often contrast “faith” and “works,” though such a simplistic, either/or 
contrast is not part of the New Testament. Here we see that it would appear that one 
way the Colossians are learning about God is through “every good work” that they 
engage in. They are gradually being enveloped in the pleasure of God by the way of 
life that they choose to live with one another.

• Even outsiders can see that these people are “bearing fruit,” that their lives are a 
source of sustenance to others.

Questions for Reflection
• Look back over just the days that you have been engaging in this study. Has your 

attention to daily life brought you new understanding or a deeper understanding of 
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God? In your own words, what kind of transformation is specifically Christian? What 
are you gradually becoming through daily faithfulness?

• We read here about “spiritual understanding.” Have you felt the Spirit giving you 
insights into God that you would not otherwise come to?

Prayer
Who are the people or other aspects of God’s creation that you want to gather into your 
prayer today?
The authors speak here of unceasing prayer. Over the centuries, Christians have asked 
themselves how they could develop a similar discipline of constant prayer. One of our 
long-standing traditions of unceasing prayer is what is called the “Jesus Prayer,” the 
constant interior repetition of: Lord Jesus Christ, Son of the living God, have mercy on me, a 
sinner. In my own practice, I often insert the name of someone for whom I’m praying 
into this prayer, in this way: Lord Jesus Christ, Son of the living God, have mercy on _______. 
You might want to try this example today, not only now, in your time of reflection, but 
when you are waiting at a traffic light, or standing in a line at the grocery store - any 
time that your mind isn’t otherwise engaged. Some people also use exterior cues as 
signals to stop and pray (the sound of a train, the ring of someone else’s phone, an 
alarm at the hour or half-hour). If you are drawn to this kind of prayer, you might want 
to read the classic book on the Jesus Prayer, The Way of the Pilgrim, or visit the website, 
www.mysteriesofthejesusprayer.com.

Day 5: 1:11-12
May you be empowered with all power according to the might of his glory,
for complete endurance and patience,
giving joyful thanks to the Father,
the one who has prepared you for a share of the inheritance of the saints in light.

As we have seen before, you will notice in these verses that the authors assume that 
there can be a human-scale witness to the powerful glory of God, namely the 
complete endurance, patience, and joyful thanksgiving of the Colossians.
• This kind of courage has been bequeathed to them by those who have gone before, the 

“saints in light,” who continue to live in another dimension of reality, one of total light 
and knowledge of God.

• In her commentary on Colossians, Margaret MacDonald points out that there are four 
“characteristics of walking in a manner that is worthy of the Lord”: bearing fruit, 
growing, being strengthened, giving joyful thanks.

Questions for Reflection:

6

http://www.mysteriesofthejesusprayer.com
http://www.mysteriesofthejesusprayer.com


Today’s reading calls us to ask ourselves some pointed questions about how we live 
with our faith in our own time and place.
• It is easy to think that, because we do not face outright persecution, we do not need to 

develop endurance or patience at the level that the earliest Christians did. But just 
because the obstacles to faith are more difficult to discern doesn’t mean that they don’t 
exist. What does it mean to live simply in a culture that idolizes wealth? To seek 
always the good of others in a society that promotes self-gratification? To use our time 
for transformation rather than entertainment?

• And yet, lest we go in the direction of too much self-restraint, what manner of life will 
bring forth from us the deepest and most joyful thanksgiving?

These questions raise for us the need for exactly what the authors have been speaking of 
here: deep knowledge and insight, trustworthy models of Christ-like living, and a 
community that envelops us in Christ.

Prayer
Who are the people or other aspects of God’s creation that you want to gather into your 
prayer today?
God of glory and power, of my deepest knowing and my greatest joy, show me how to 
live in my time and place as an inheritor of the saints in light. Amen.

Day 6: 1:13-14
The Father rescued us from the authority of darkness,
and transferred us into the kingdom of his beloved Son,
in whom we have redemption, the forgiveness of sins.

As before, I’ve had to repeat the subject of a very long sentence that we’ve divided 
over several days. Here, the subject is “the Father.” A question you may have right 
from the beginning is, “What is the power of darkness from which God has rescued 
the Colossians?” Have we also been rescued?
• First, you might want to notice the contrast between the darkness here and the light 

we spoke of in the previous verse, the light that the holy ones (saints) dwell in, those 
who, presumably, can see God clearly. The image here may remind you of God’s 
rescue in Exodus. God chooses to use divine power to rescue people from the control 
of destructive powers (authority of darkness), and to transfer them into the kingdom 
of Christ, the kingdom where Love is the ultimate power. In the first-century context, 
the power of darkness was probably most clearly represented by the values of the 
Roman Empire that surrounded the Colossians. The stratification of people and the 
self-serving use of the lower classes by the higher classes, the keeping of peace by 
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means of violence, the selfishness and disregard for the most vulnerable that lay at the 
heart of policies and customs were all part of this “authority of darkness.”

• To bring about a rescue, human beings have had to be redeemed, bought out of their 
subjection to this cruel darkness. The price of redemption here appears to be the 
forgiveness of sins.

• It is important, when we are encountering a passage like this one that is working at 
such a cosmic scale, to remember that “sin” biblically has usually to do with how we 
as a nation treat our most vulnerable citizens and neighbors. As in the rest of the Bible, 
sin here has more to do with the large-scale social institutions that we support and 
give honor to than with the details of our daily, ragged attempts to be faithful. God is 
mostly compassionate toward our flawed efforts at personal faithfulness, assuming 
that we are trying to follow Christ. But God can be quite demanding of our larger 
scale standards of justice. It is here, at the social level, that we either make the choice 
to manifest the kingdom of God’s Son or remain under the power of darkness. For any 
individual Christian, this wide-angle concern may seem out of one’s control. The 
questions for reflection will explore this issue.

Questions for Reflection
The author of Colossians speaks of God’s large-scale plan of rescue for all people, and 
the transfer of those who are “in Christ” into the kingdom of God’s Son. The “laws” of 
this kingdom are the pattern of Christ’s life, and those who have been transferred into it 
manifest their citizenship by the ways they “walk in the Lord.” We have had hints of 
what this walk looks like:

1. growth in wisdom and spiritual understanding
2. transformation into the likeness of Christ
3. patience and endurance
4. joyful thanksgiving to God
5. bearing fruit (living a life that is sustaining to the lives of others)

• In which of these areas are you feeling a call right now, to deepen?
• Who are the people you care for in your immediate context?
• Who are the people you affect in your city, and how is that effect conveyed (voting? 

participating in civic events? mission?)?
• Who are the people whose lives you impact globally (through international commerce, 

travel, mission, friendship, etc.)? Does your impact reflect the kingdom?

Prayer
Today, in your prayer, you might consider having a conversation with God, in which 
you ask how God views the whole world and your place in it. Are you called to change 
anything about your lifestyle or commitments as a result? Whom or what is God 
placing on your heart today, to bring into your prayer?
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Gracious God, you have transferred us into the kingdom of your Son, Jesus Christ. 
Continue to teach us his ways and to transform our minds and actions so that we may 
live, not under the power of darkness, but as fellow citizens with the saints in light. 
Amen.
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Clothed with Christ’s Love: The Epistle to the Colossians 
Diocese of West Texas
Fall 2013

WEEK TWO 
So That We May Present Every Person Mature in Christ (Colossians 1:15-29)

As we suggested in the Introduction, the authors of Colossians challenge certain 
problematic teaching that they think is preventing believers from growing into mature 
Christians, from growing into the image of Jesus Christ. 

The opening section of this week’s study (Colossians 1:15-20) is often thought to be an 
early Christian hymn (possibly used in the baptismal liturgy) praising Christ and his 
far-reaching role in creation, the universe, and the church. The hymn announces the 
major themes of the letter, which are in turn formulated to respond to the teaching that 
Paul thinks was adversely affecting the church in Colossae. The language in 1:15-20 is 
sometimes characterized as “confessional,”1 since it expresses convictions about the 
identity and role of Christ in God’s plan that cannot be proven objectively. See if you 
can detect these confessional claims in your first few days of study this week.  

Day 1: 1:15-16
Christ is an icon of the invisible God, the firstborn of all creation, because in him all things in the 
heavens and on the earth were created, the visible and invisible things, whether thrones, or 
lordships, or rulers, or authorities, all things have been created through him and for him. 

Wow! This says a lot about Christ in a very few words!
First, the author starts from a very Jewish point of view: the God of creation and life is 
transcendent, remote, and beyond human sight; therefore, God is “invisible.” Yet we are 
not without hope of knowing God: Christ is an eikōn of the invisible God. 

• The Greek word eikōn refers to something that is an icon, image or representation 
of another object. 

• There is no definite article “the” in the Greek text, so Christ is an icon of God, 
which does not rule out the existence of other images of God; in fact, in Genesis 
1:27, human beings were created “in the image [eikōn] of God.”

• In various ways through the life of Christ, the unseen God becomes visible to us so 
that God becomes part of our sensory perception and present reality.  

1 Marianne Meye Thompson, Colossians, p. 28. 



• Since God cannot be seen, we are called to have faith and confidence in the 
assertion that Christ represents God and makes God known in specific ways. 

Second, Christ is God’s model for the entire creation: all physical and spiritual things 
were created by God in him, and things continue to come into being through him and for 
him. Christ holds the highest place in the created order.

• According to these authors, Christ is thus like, but superior to, divine Wisdom, 
who is described in Jewish scriptures as being created first by God, before all other 
things. You could look up these descriptions of Wisdom in Proverbs 8:22, Sirach 1:4 
and 24:9, and Wisdom of Solomon 7:17-24; 9:4, 9).

• Similarly, Christ becomes superior to God’s Law (Torah), also characterized as the 
embodiment of God’s divine Wisdom in Sirach 24:1-24. 

• To be created “through” Christ means he is God’s agent in creation, the means by 
which God continues to make everything new; thus to his baptized followers, who 
have now clothed themselves with Christ (the “new self”), he renews them in full 
knowledge according to the image of God their creator (Colossians 3:10-11). 

• To be created “for” Christ means he is Lord - God’s designated ruler over all things 
in the created order, whether tangible things seen, or spiritual things unseen.

The “lordships,” “thrones,” “rulers,” and “authorities” may refer to cosmic spiritual 
forces (maybe even “angels”) that influence and even threaten life on earth through 
their power over people, leaders, nations, and institutions. 
• To many Jews and Christians in the first-century world, these cosmic spiritual forces 

exercised influence over many people, leading them to act in ways that opposed God’s 
will for the world, resulting in destruction rather than accomplishing God’s plan for 
peace and life.  

• So even though the authors say that these cosmic spiritual forces were created through 
Christ, and have been subordinated to Christ as Lord of all creation because his power 
is greater than theirs, they still bring destruction because not all people have embraced the 
ways of Christ. 

• God’s plan for peace and life in the universe will only be completed when all people 
submit themselves to Christ, which, as we heard last week in Colossians 1:9-10, means 
being filled with the knowledge of God’s will in all wisdom and spiritual 
understanding, walking in a manner worthy of the Lord, and pleasing to him in every 
aspect of life, bearing fruit by every good work, and growing in the knowledge of 
God.

A Reflection from Sacred Space: The Prayer Book 2013 by the The Irish Jesuits
For a few moments, I think of God’s veiled presence in things:
in the elements, giving them existence; 



in plants, giving them life; in animals, giving them sensation; 
and finally, in me, giving me all this and more, 
making me a temple, a dwelling-place of the Spirit. 

Questions for Reflection:
• What things ground your confidence in the author’s conviction that Christ is an image 

of God revealed in the world? 
• In what recent ways has Christ continued to make things new in your life? 
• What does it mean to you to be created “for” Christ? How is he “Lord” for you?
• What are some of the spiritual forces of the world that influence your life, for better or 

worse?  

Prayer
Who are the people or other aspects of God’s creation that you want to gather into your 
prayer today? 
In what ways would you like for Christ to renew your life today? Where are you having 
trouble submitting yourself to Christ as “Lord”? 

God of all creation: renew in me your image through Christ, that I might somehow 
better reflect you to world; empower me to hear Christ and resist the spiritual powers 
that tempt me; and to trust Christ and submit to him, that I may serve him with all my 
being. Amen.

 
Day 2: 1:17-18
And Christ himself is before all things and in him all things hold together in proper relationship. 
And he himself is the head of the body, of the church; he is the beginning, firstborn from the dead, 
so that he himself might come to have first place in everything.  

Christ oversees creation, establishing proper relationships among all created things. 
Being “firstborn of all creation” (from yesterday’s reading) and “before all things” (in 
today’s reading), Christ takes priority in both time and status to all other entities: he is 
God’s supreme agent, bringing life to the cosmos at its inception.  

• Christ is also “the beginning,” which draws from earlier Jewish writings that 
characterize God, divine Wisdom, and the Logos (“Word” in John’s Gospel) as “the 
beginning.” 

• As “firstborn from the dead,” he is also God’s supreme agent for the world’s 
subsequent redemption and for the re-creation/re-unification of the universe, a 
process still presently unfolding. and representing the sphere of overlap between 
God’s original created order and God’s new creation. 



• The authors emphasize Christ’s preeminence as superior in every way to the rest 
of the created order; this preeminence would necessarily include superiority over 
the angels that are the subject of the problematic teaching and mystical practice in 
the church at Colossae. 

• As with other Jewish writers of the age, Timothy and Paul suggest that the 
enactment of God’s will binds all things together in the universe. In this regard, pay 
special attention to the prepositions used in relation to Christ both yesterday and 
today: God’s will is expressed in, through, and for Christ.

• Our translation of verse 17 emphasizes that it is proper relationships in the created 
order that establish the unity or bond that holds all things together in Christ. 

In the characterization of Christ as “head of the church,” the authors extend Paul’s 
earlier image of a particular local church community as a “body of Christ” in Romans 
12 and 1 Corinthians 12. 

• Here the church is not a local entity, but cosmic in its scope. 
• In the earlier texts, Christ plays no such overarching role as “head” of the church. 
• Not only is the entire cosmos now centered in Christ, but the church also. 
• This description also parallels Israel’s self-understanding as “head above the 

body” in relation to other nations; this is not a relationship of domination but 
rather serves as a model or image (eikōn) for the benefit of other people.2

Questions for Reflection:
• Give a recent example from your life that might support the authors’ claim that the 

enactment of God’s will in Christ binds people together in appropriate relationships.
• Does Christ have “first place in everything” in your life? If not, why not? 
• What spiritual forces in your life threaten the preeminence of Christ in your life? 

Prayer
Who are the people or other aspects of God’s creation that you want to gather into your 
prayer today? 
What relationships in your life are broken or in need of mending through the healing 
presence of Christ? What concrete steps might you take to seek that healing? 

God of creation and renewal: Pour out your Spirit on me, that I might seek and embody 
the healing presence of Christ in my all my relationships, so that they may reflect the 
presence of your healing power; empower me to forgive others, and grant me the 
humility to ask forgiveness where necessary; and strengthen me to resist those spiritual 
forces that tempt me and threaten to turn me away from you. Amen.

2 David M. Hay, Colossians, p. 60. 



Day 3: 1:19-20
For in Christ all the fullness of God was well pleased to dwell, and through him to reconcile all 
things to himself, whether things upon the earth or in the heavens, having made peace through 
the blood of his cross. 

“Colossians! There is no need to seek the angels. Christ provides all we need!”  
First, the fullness of God dwells bodily in Christ. 
• The phrase “of God” in v. 19 is not in the original Greek text; but influenced by 

Colossians 2:9 (“For in Christ the whole fullness of deity dwells bodily”), most 
translations insert this phrase since, this seems to be what the author intends. 

• Once again, keeping in mind the mystical practices and problematic teaching about 
angels in Colossae, the authors emphasize here that the fullness and completeness of 
the revelation of God is available to the entire universe through Christ alone. 

• Although Christ was distinguished from God in v. 15 as the “image” (eikōn) of God, he 
is not inferior to God: all the fullness of God dwells in him bodily.  

Second, through his death on the cross, Christ reconciled the entire universe to God. 
• Nowhere else in the New Testament do we see such a far-reaching statement 

interpreting Christ’s death on the cross as the reconciliation to God of everything in the 
universe: human, nonhuman, even the spiritual forces in the heavenly realm. Paul 
makes a similar statement in 2 Corinthians 5:19, but his emphasis on the ministry of 
reconciliation seems to point only toward God’s reconciliation with humanity. 

• This already-accomplished reconciliation includes all the powers of the universe (see 
Day 1 of this week), even those that are still at work opposing God (see below). 

Third, through death on the cross, Christ made peace between God and the universe. 
• The authors previously emphasized in that all things hold together in Christ; pushing 

one step further, they conclude here that Christ’s death has “made peace” between 
God and everything in the universe. 

• This does not mean that peace and reconciliation are now complete realities! Even though 
they have now been reconciled to God from God’s point of view, the forces of spiritual 
and physical darkness still actively oppose God’s will and bring destruction as they 
influence some people, nations, and institutions to reject the ways of Christ and to 
take actions that try to displace Christ from his rightful place as Lord over all creation.  

Questions for Reflection:



• The problematic teaching in Colossae led church members to seek some kind of 
participation with angels in the heavenly realm. Are you confident that Christ 
provides everything you need to live life to the fullest? 

• Or do you also look to modern “angels” - other people, the nation, or a variety of 
powerful institutions - for guidance and protection? If so, what are they? If so, why? 

Prayer 
Who are the people or other aspects of God’s creation that you want to gather into your 
prayer today? 
God of reconciliation and peace: enlighten me to know in my heart that Christ alone is 
all I need; give me courage to put all my trust and hope in him; and strengthen me to 
follow in his ways, knowing he is the way to reconciliation and peace in the world. 
Amen. 

Day 4: 1:21-23
And you who were once alienated and hostile in your reasoning, doing evil works, he has now 
reconciled in the body of his flesh through his death, to present you holy and blameless and 
without reproach before him - provided that you remain solidly grounded and firmly established 
in the faith, and not being shaken away from the hope of the good news which you heard, having 
been proclaimed in all creation under heaven, of which I, Paul, became a servant. 

From a Jewish point of view, Gentiles were alienated from God because they didn’t 
follow the Torah, the Jewish Law, which set out how to live in ways faithful to God.    
• The authors remind their primarily Gentile audience that the way they lived their 

earlier lives alienated them from the one God of all creation.  
• In their former lives these Gentiles did not know and reason with God’s perspective in 

mind and, consequently, what resulted were deeds contrary to God’s will.

Now reconciled to God through Christ’s death, the slate has been wiped clean. 
• No matter what has gone before, Christ’s death accomplished reconciliation with God.
• Having a clean slate means everyone and everything in creation can start again from 

the place of being acceptable to God (“holy and blameless and without reproach”).

Going forward, the slate remains clean for those who continue walking in the new 
way of life in Christ they have learned and accepted. 
• The authors double back here to remind the Colossians of what they wrote in 1:3-12.
• Epaphras has laid for them a solid foundation upon which to build their new lives in 

Christ, so much so that Timothy and Paul have heard reports about their faith in 
Christ (1:3-4). 



• Indeed, the Colossians are coming to know God more deeply not with the mind only, 
but through “every good work” (1:10), through practices of wisdom and spiritual 
disciplines that bring them to a deeper understanding; they are being transformed by 
their growing knowledge of God, as evidenced by the way they live their lives in faith, 
walking in ways pleasing to the Lord (refer back to our discussion of Colossians 1:3-6a 
in Week 1).

There is a hope laid up for them in heaven (see Colossians 1:5) for all those who 
remain steadfastly committed to this new way of life revealed in Christ. 
• Living the way of Christ is often countercultural, and there are many “thrones, or 

lordships, or rulers, or authorities” (Day 1 of this week) who try to persuade us to live 
according to their ways of thinking and acting, rather than those endorsed by God in 
Christ. 

• Here, the authors encourage the Colossians not to be persuaded by these forces 
working against God, but to continue to live into the hope of the gospel they first 
heard through Epaphras: real life for them is what is happening in another, divine 
dimension, of the present moment (see our discussion of Colossians 1:3-6a in Week 1).

Questions for Reflection:
• In your daily life, do you try to see and understand the world as God sees and 

understands it? In your moral reasoning - the way you consider how to act in a given 
situation - do you try to take God’s point of view into consideration? 

• What are your practices of wisdom and spiritual disciplines that help you to see and 
engage the world from God’s point of view? 

• The reconciliation addressed in these verses seems to be conditional: the slate is clean 
“provided” you continue to think and act in the ways of Christ. Does this surprise 
you? If so, why? If not, why not? 

Prayer 
Who are the people or other aspects of God’s creation that you want to gather into your 
prayer today? 
God of reconciliation and hope: thank you for wiping the slate clean and allowing me to 
move forward with my life in freedom from all that is past. Enlighten me to see the 
world through your eyes and give me the courage to respond to the world according to 
your will; protect me from all those forces that tempt me to think with a reasoning 
hostile to yours; and remind me always of the good news of the hope that is even now 
being laid up for me in heaven. Amen. 

Day 5: 1:24



I now rejoice in my sufferings on your behalf, and I am completing in my flesh what is lacking in 
the tribulations of Christ, on behalf of his body, which is the church. 

Paul does not glorify suffering for its own sake. He rejoices in his suffering on behalf 
of others because he sees his ministry as a reflection of Christ’s ministry to the world. 
• Paul has emphasized the role of Christ’s death on the cross and claimed that it 

brought reconciliation with God and peace to the whole creation. 
• Paul now reminds the Colossians that he puts his complete faith in these convictions: 

as a Jew bringing the gospel to Gentiles, he lives the cross imaginatively in his own 
life. 

What do we mean when we say Paul lives the cross imaginatively in his own life? 
• From Paul’s point of view, Christ was the one who consistently served the interests of 

other people rather than his own interests (this is set out clearly in Philippians 2:1-14). 
• Throughout his life, Christ remained obedient to God, serving others, even though it 

led him to conflict with Roman and Jewish leaders. 
• Finally, Christ’s ministry led to his death on the cross; but that was not the last word 

according to Paul: God raised Christ from the dead, thereby putting God’s stamp of 
approval on Christ’s obedient life of service to others.  

• Now, Paul puts his complete confidence in Christ’s pattern of giving himself for 
others. Paul understands himself as being obedient to God, a Jew bringing the gospel 
to Gentiles, and thereby helping to complete the reconciliation of the universe to God.

• This ministry, however, results in Paul’s suffering at the hands of fellow Jews who 
reject Paul’s proclamation of a law-free gospel, and to persecution from Roman civil 
authorities, who see Paul stirring up people and causing religious and political 
conflict. 

• The image of Christ’s cross thus lends meaning to Paul’s suffering and sacrifice for the 
sake of the Gentile churches he serves. Of course, Paul is not literally being crucified 
on a cross. Instead, Paul imaginatively interprets his own suffering as sharing in the 
suffering and death of Christ on the cross as a partner in the gospel. For a similar 
interpretation of Paul’s ministry and suffering, read Philippians 3:10-11.  

How can Paul “complete what is lacking in the tribulations of Christ”? 
• As we saw earlier, the authors assert that Christ’s death reconciled the entire universe 

to God.
• But that reconciliation and the peace it offers have not yet been completed! 
• Until God’s plan is accomplished with all people, Timothy, Paul, Epaphras and others, 

must continue to proclaim Christ and his death on the cross to those who have not yet 
heard the good news. 



• Their proclamation often brings suffering at the hands of those who are agents and 
subjects of the spiritual forces that still oppose God and God’s will for the world. 

• Until God’s plan of total reconciliation and peace for the universe is complete, the 
tribulations of Christ will continue; thus, many of God’s faithful will also continue to 
suffer because they are bringing to others the good news of Christ and his reconciling 
death on the cross.   

Paul’s vocation is to serve the church, that cosmic and spiritual body of Christ, where 
Christ reigns in peace as Lord according to God’s will and plan for the entire 
universe. In the church, the behavioral norm is Christ and his cross. That means the 
church is the place where Christ’s followers serve the interests of others, rather than 
trying to meet their own needs. Paul demonstrates in his own life, through his speech 
and actions, what it means to serve others. He shows people how this Christ-like life of 
self-giving for others (a way of living he sometimes simply calls “the cross”). It is a way 
of living that brings peace and reconciliation to a divided and hostile world.  

Questions for Reflection:
• Look back on recent days in your life. Have you, or someone you know, suffered what 

Paul would call the “tribulations of Christ” because you put the needs of others ahead 
of your own in a world that often seems hostile to such a generous way of living? 
What would it mean for you “rejoice” in that suffering?

• Paul’s suffering has cosmic ramifications: he is suffering on behalf of Christ’s body. 
What are the spiritual and cosmic ramifications of your work on behalf of others?   

Prayer 
Who are the people or other aspects of God’s creation that you want to gather into your 
prayer today? 
God of reconciliation, peace and hope: enlighten me to understand the spiritual and 
universal significance of my own embodied proclamation of Christ’s suffering and 
death for others. Defend me from the spiritual forces that tempt me to see only futility 
in my suffering for Christ. Remind me always of the need to proclaim faithfully Christ’s 
suffering and death until the good news has transformed the entire universe. Amen. 

Day 6: 1:25-29
I became a servant of the church, managing God’s economy according to the role that was given 
to me for you, to make the reasoning of God fully known, that is, to make fully known the 
mystery that has been hidden throughout the ages and generations, and has become manifest to 
his saints, to those whom God wanted to make known the richness of the glory of this mystery 
among the Gentiles, which is that Christ, the hope of glory, is among you. We announce Christ, 



admonishing every person and teaching every person in all wisdom, so that we may present 
every person mature in Christ, for which I also labor, struggling according to his energy 
powerfully working in me. 

God calls each of us to exercise a particular “stewardship” on behalf of other people.    
The Greek word oikonomia in the first line here (“economy”) is often translated as  
“stewardship.” You can easily see the relationship with the modern word “economy.” 
Oiko-nomia  literally means the “law of the household.” In the ancient world, the 
“household” was the basic social unit of society.

• The household included not only family members, but slaves, and merchants, and 
all those who derived their income and well-being from serving the needs of a 
particular household.

• The steward was a person with authority and responsibility for administering and 
executing the master’s plans for managing the resources of the household. 

• The stewardship of these authors in Colossians points us to the responsibilities 
they bear for the common good of the cosmic body of Christ. They were 
commissioned by God to make God’s “reasoning” (in Greek, logos) fully known to 
this universal household called the “church.” Though logos is often translated as 
“word,” it is actually derived from the related Greek verb logeō, which means to 
think or to reason. So we have used an equally valid translation for logos 
(“reasoning”) that seems to fit better the authors‘ point: they are called to explain 
to others God’s reasoning in accepting the suffering and death of Christ on the cross 
as the means of accomplishing reconciliation with God and peace in the universe. 

Paul says this divine reasoning (logos) is a mystery hidden to earlier generations, but 
is now being made known to the “saints” (holy ones) who are committed to living 
life in the faith of Christ. 

• For Timothy and Paul, the logos of God was hidden to earlier generations and has 
only now been made known through the death and resurrection of Jesus. 
According to their proclamation, the fact that God raised Jesus from the dead 
represents God’s stamp of approval on the way Jesus lived his life faithfully to 
God in the service of others. This explanation of the divine reasoning in Colossians 
1:21-29 is very similar to Paul’s presentation of the logos of the cross in 1 
Corinthians 1:18 - 2:16 (where, in fact, Paul uses the word “logos” in characterizing 
the “logos of the cross” 1 Corinthians 1:18). 

• This divine reasoning is now being made known to, and is experienced by, the 
“saints,” those who walk in a manner worthy of the Lord, pleasing to God, and 
bearing fruit in every good work, growing in their knowledge of God (see our 
earlier discussion in connection with Colossians 1:9-10).



The mystery that is being made known is the glory of the richness of life that is now 
being experienced by Gentiles because Christ is among them and giving them hope. 

• When we live the life of Christ in our communities, we reflect the glory of God to 
the world and we experience the richness of life that God promises to the entire 
universe.

• The “hope of glory” anticipates the future glory that will come with the 
completion of God’s reconciliation of the entire universe. But, for Paul, some 
aspect of God’s “glory” is already reflected now in today’s world through those 
who faithfully embody Christ. As Paul says in 1 Corinthians 2:7, “But we speak 
God’s wisdom, secret and hidden, which God decreed before the ages for our 
glory.” 

Becoming a mature disciple is an ongoing process of formation in the image of Christ 
that requires being taught over time by those who have a passion for making Christ 
and God’s wisdom fully known to the world. 

• Paul’s passion for forming mature and faithful disciples reflects the power and 
energy of God working in and through Paul and his stewardship for the benefit of 
the church. 

• Some of Paul’s vocations (or callings) from God associated with forming mature 
disciples include teaching divine wisdom and admonishing people about the ways 
of living Christ in daily life.  

• Admonishment is a practice “regularly used by Paul to correct or offer helpful 
advice on community matters.”3 Why do we often bristle in response to 
admonishment from a brother or sister in Christ? 

Questions for Reflection:
• How is God calling you to exercise a particular stewardship to benefit the church? 
• Over the course of your life, who are some of the people who have taught you divine 

wisdom? What was the role of admonishment in how they helped form you in the 
image of Christ? What struggles did you observe taking place in these teachers? 

• Reflect on a recent event in your life where the divine reasoning associated with 
Christ’s death and resurrection became more understandable to you.    

Prayer 
Who are the people or other aspects of God’s creation that you want to gather into your 
prayer today? 
God of reconciliation, peace and hope: open my eyes to see the many ways that your 
once hidden mysteries and glory are now being made known to the world through 

3 Margaret Y. MacDonald, Colossians, p. 83. 



those who walk in the ways of Christ. Enlighten me to recognize your call to become a 
steward of these mysteries by serving the body of Christ, the church; give me the 
humility and patience to be taught and admonished by those who help form me in the 
image of Christ; and fill me with the hope that, one day, the entire universe will finally 
reflect your glory and praise you for your mercy and goodness. Amen. 

From the Episcopal Hymnal, summarizing this section of the letter:  

Christ is made the sure foundation, 
Christ the head and cornerstone, 
chosen of the Lord and precious, 

binding all the church in one,
holy Zion’s help forever, 
and her confidence alone. 

The Hymnal 1979, Hymn #518 
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WEEK THREE
Rooted in Christ (Colossians 2:1-15)

Day 1: 2:1-3
For I want you to know how great a struggle I have for you and those in Laodicea,
and for those who have not seen my face in the flesh,
that their hearts may be encouraged,
as they are united in love and in the riches of the full assurance of understanding,
which is knowledge of God’s mystery, of Christ.
In him are hidden all the treasures of wisdom and knowledge.

In these opening verses of Colossians 2, the author opens up for us his struggle in 
living out his mission to the Gentile-Christian communities in Asia Minor. The 
territory is large, and some of the congregations have never met Paul face-to-face.
• The third and fourth lines above tell us the point of Paul’s struggle: that these 

fledgling communities may be encouraged in their love for one another, even in the 
face of opposition, whether from within or from outsiders.

• In the Greco-Roman world, the “heart” wasn’t only the seat of the emotions, but of the 
mind as well, the true center of a person. Paul is struggling to give the people in these 
congregations an unshakeable inner confidence and courage.

• We do not know about the actual financial state of these communities, but Paul 
describes them as gloriously rich in the things that really matter: a deep foundation of 
understanding, knowledge of God’s mystery. As David Hay says in his commentary 
on Colossians, “...all knowledge and wisdom are hidden like buried treasure in 
Christ” (p. 79).

• The community’s ability to be united in love is the outward sign of their having found 
the treasure of wisdom and knowledge that is Christ himself.

Questions for Reflection:
Your practice of reading and studying the scriptures is one way in which you reach into 
the treasures of wisdom and knowledge that are Christ. But how are those treasures 
made manifest in our lives? Today, we see that being “united in love” to others in Christ 
is one of the clearest ways in which we live out of the treasure we have found.
• To which people are you most deeply “united in love”?



• How do you show forth the riches of your relationship with God in these 
relationships? Is there room for reconciliation there?

• How might you make space for Christ to strengthen and guide you in this 
reconciliation?

Ultimately, though we have access to these mysteries of God through Christ, they 
remain mysterious, not subject to our control.
• How do you live with both the mysteriousness and the nearness of God?

Prayer
Who are the people or other aspects of God’s creation that you want to gather into your 
prayer today?
O God, let my life show that I have found the treasure of wisdom and knowledge that is 
Christ. Where I need to change, where I need to learn to love more widely or more 
deeply, give me the grace to do so. Amen.

Day 2: 2:4-5
I say this so that no one may deceive you with persuasive arguments.
For if, indeed, I am absent in the flesh, I am with you in the Spirit,
rejoicing to see your constancy and the firmness of your faith in Christ.

The author begins by referring back to what was said yesterday - that the true 
treasures of wisdom and knowledge are to be found in Christ.
• You might say that Christ gives human beings their surest access into the unspeakable 

things of God. But perhaps some people in Colossae are finding the Christian life not 
sophisticated enough. Perhaps they are (understandably) longing for glitzier religious 
experiences than the hard daily grind of trying to love their neighbor.

• The author warns against what were probably quite persuasive arguments. Against 
that persuasion, he can offer only his spiritual presence, his union with the Colossians 
through their shared experiences of the Spirit.

• As part of his own persuasion, the author compliments the Colossians on their 
constancy (or ‘order,’ as in military order that brings strength) and the solidity of their 
faith. Even if it is being used persuasively, this statement would have no validity for 
the recipients if they didn’t see some evidence of their faithfulness and constancy.

• Essentially, what we see here is a clash of two different value systems. One system 
values intense religious talk of mysteries and wisdom and knowledge; the other (that 
of Paul) counters with the need for evidence of loving-kindness if a person is going to 
speak of having encountered the mysteries of God. The author warns the hearers of 
the letter not to be deceived by what is just talk.



Questions for Reflection:
Today’s teaching causes us to examine the kinds of things that we find persuasive.
• How do you feel when someone makes a point of their special knowledge of religious 

things?
• How do you feel when someone shows concern and caring for those who are hurting 

or easily ignored?
• Can you think of a time when you saw someone living in such a faithful way that he 

or she gave you insight into the mystery of God’s relationship to the world?
• In what ways might you be called to live your constancy and faithfulness this very 

day, as a window into the life of Christ for others?

Prayer
Who are the people or other aspects of God’s creation that you want to gather into your 
prayer today?
My God, you are the foundation of my life. This day, help me to stay constant and 
faithful to your mysterious presence both in and around me. Amen.

Day 3: 2:6-7
Therefore, as you have received Christ Jesus the Lord, walk in him,
having been rooted and built up in him,
and being established in the faith as you were taught,
overflowing with thanksgiving.

Ultimately, there is just one command in today’s teaching: “walk in Christ Jesus.” 
Everything else here follows from that single choice. We have spoken before about 
the Jewish use of the verb “to walk” to mean how a person lives out his or her 
religious and ethical commitments (in Hebrew, halakhah). Walking in Christ means 
walking in his ways, living his life through the power of the Spirit.
• The Colossians have “received” Christ through the teachings that have been handed 

down to them, but notice how embodied those teachings are: in them they have 
“received Christ Jesus the Lord” himself, not just words about him.

• Their relationship with Christ is described very physically: “rooted” in him, “built up” 
in him. In a very physical way, the Colossians derive their life from Christ at each 
moment. Margaret MacDonald says that the combination of “rooted” and “built up” 
puts together “the ideas of being firmly fixed and yet growing” (p. 88). 

• Being “established” in the faith means having a solid foundation, an anchor in faith 
that keeps a person steady.



• All of what has come before - receiving Christ, walking in him, sinking roots down 
into his life, establishing him as the foundation of one’s life - results in a life 
overflowing with thanksgiving.

Questions for Reflection:
• Here the author gives us a challenging way to think about our faithfulness, as both 

“firmly fixed” and “growing.” What practices help you to live into both of these 
realities?

• What kind of a day causes you to end with a deep sigh of thanksgiving?

Prayer
Who are the people or other aspects of God’s creation that you want to gather into your 
prayer today?
Christ Jesus, help me to put my roots down deeply into you, that my days may 
overflow with thanksgiving to God. Amen.

Day 4: 2:8-10
Beware lest any of you be taken captive through philosophy and empty deceit,
according to human tradition,
according to the elementary principles of the world,
and not according to Christ.
For in him dwells bodily all the fullness of divine nature.

Here the author makes our choice very stark: we can either be captive to worthless, 
complicated religious speculations, or we can root our lives in Christ, where the true 
things of God are to be found.
• In these verses we get a little more information, and a much more dire warning, about 

the religious focus that the author is troubled by. He strongly contrasts the heavenly 
reality that Christ opens up to what he sees as a purely earthly show that cannot 
deliver on what it promises through its “philosophy and empty deceit.”

• Being “taken captive” here is a reference to becoming a slave, being carried off as 
booty after a defeat. The Christian community at Colossae may have included people 
with the experience of slavery, and so this may be a particularly painful reference. The 
author warns the community against being lured in by such an unreliable teaching.

• One way to think about the distinction set forth here is the difference between words 
that are spoken to draw attention to the speaker’s skill, and gracious actions that 
convey God’s powerfully creative presence in the world. Paul is not saying that you 
shouldn’t use your mind to relate to God or to speak clearly about God’s ways, but 



that the mind without the heart, the mind without loving action, is not a doorway into 
God, but rather a trap.

• The phrase “elementary principles of the world” sounds strange to our ears, and 
scholars have worked to understand the reference for it. It appears that the philosophy 
that is being countered here is one that includes cosmic beings, perhaps related to the 
planets or to the basic elements of the world (such as fire,water, air, etc.). The teachers 
whom Paul opposes may be trying either to impress or to frighten the community 
with their knowledge of these beings. To counter this talk, Paul continues to ground 
the community in their experiences of Christ’s love as they have known it quite 
concretely through the relationships among their brothers and sisters in the church.

• I was once visiting a monastery in Europe that had a bee hive, the small circular kind, 
made of woven rushes, that is called a “skep.” A sign by it said, “Deus in minimīs 
maximus,” which means something like, “The greatest God is revealed in the smallest 
things.” The deep mysteries of God’s love are often revealed in things and people that 
we might consider humble or plain. That point is consistent with the teaching here in 
Colossians.

Questions for Reflection:
• What kind of talk is most respected in our world, generally? What kinds of arguments 

do people seem to find most persuasive?
• Does the kind of thinking that is generally respected in our world yield knowledge of 

God? How can your life, today, with the things that you will do today, reveal the 
depths of the mystery of God’s love? By what small act, one that perhaps no one else 
will notice, will you show forth God’s love in your particular context?

Prayer
Who are the people or other aspects of God’s creation that you want to gather into your 
prayer today?
God of all power, you often choose to show your power through humility and 
weakness. Give me strength not to seek after respect and honor, but to seek to be the 
means of your love in my particular place. Show me the way. Amen.

Day 5: 2:11-12
In him also you were circumcised with a circumcision not made with hands,
putting off the fleshly body through the circumcision of Christ,
having been buried with him through baptism,
and raised together with him
through faith in the powerful work of God who raised him from the dead.



These lines call for us to enter imaginatively into the historical circumstances of the 
people who originally received this letter. While they are Gentiles, they have been 
made members of the people of God (the God of the Jews) through Baptism.
• The author compares Baptism to two things: circumcision and death.
• Once again, the author uses very physical language to describe Christian experience. 

Becoming a Christian isn’t just about a change of mind, but a whole reorientation of 
the physical person.

• In the ancient world, out of which circumcision developed, circumcision was in some 
cultures a mark that signified that a person was a slave. In Jewish culture, it was an 
outward sign that a man (and by extension, his family) was a slave to God (Yahweh).

• Christian Baptism took took on this significance, too, but because men and woman 
were both baptized, the ritual set men and women on an equal footing in the early 
Christian communities. In effect, it gave to both men and women the kind of agency 
that was usually reserved for men in their culture. Both men and women became 
slaves of God through Baptism, entrusted to carry out God’s work in the world.

• Circumcision also signified that a Jewish man belonged to the Jewish community, that 
he was part of the larger purposes of God through his community. The author wants 
the Colossians likewise to sense that their Baptism has brought them into a 
community of care for one another, and a community devoted to the purposes of God.

• Baptism was compared to death, in that it signified a complete break with the customs 
of the world, a death to the values of the world. Remember that in Genesis 1 the 
waters of chaos precede God’s ordering of the universe, the ordering that makes 
creation possible. This death through the waters of Baptism ushered in a new creation 
for the Gentiles. Baptism “created” them anew, as people of God, and brought the 
destructive chaos of their lives into life-giving order.

• The author of Colossians (unlike the apostle Paul, in the authentic letters) understood 
that the “death” that occurred in Baptism resulted in a person’s being “raised” while 
still in this life. Paul himself says rather that, “we have been buried with [Christ] by 
baptism into his death, so that, just as Christ was raised from the dead by the glory of the 
Father, so we too might walk in newness of life” (Romans 6:4). Both ways of thinking are 
intended to express the fact that the Baptized have been ushered into a completely 
new way of life, a life empowered from on high by God.

Questions for Reflection
• Do you know the story of your Baptism? Do you know what it meant at the time to 

you or to the people who presented you for Baptism? For people who were raised in 
Christian families, Baptism doesn’t signify as great a break from their former life as it 
perhaps signified for the Colossians. How would you describe, in your own words, 
what it means to be “marked as Christ’s own for ever” (as we say when a person is 



anointed at Baptism)? How does being “marked as Christ’s own” change the ground 
of your decision making in a day-to-day way?

• In what ways does the world still manifest a kind of destructive chaos? What might be 
one way that you could bring order to your part of the world today, so that it would 
show forth God’s creative love? Your ordering might have to do with how you use 
time, or money, or how you relate to the people around you, or to your care for some 
other part of the creation.

Prayer
Who are the people or other aspects of God’s creation that you want to gather into your 
prayer today?
God of my creation and my re-creation, let me live today as a person who is truly 
marked as Christ’s own for ever. Let my choices show forth your power to bring order 
out of chaos, creativity out of destruction, life out of death. Amen.

Day 6: 2:13-15
And when you were dead in trespasses and the uncircumcision of your flesh,
he made you alive together with him,
having forgiven all our trespasses.
He wiped out the handwriting against us in the decrees, and he has taken it out of our midst,
by nailing it to the cross.
He stripped the rulers and authorities of their power, making a public display of them,
triumphing over them in it.

Here, the author tries to put into words the mystery of God’s victory through the 
cross of Christ. The many different images used here bear witness to how difficult it 
is to speak of this victory that was hidden inside the obviously brutal death of Jesus.
• “Uncircumcision” was the way that Jews referred to Gentiles in the first century. But it 

is used here as a kind of shorthand way of speaking about a life that is lived without 
relationship to God or God’s purposes. This is a chaotic life of living contrary to God’s 
care for the whole creation, a life that is really “death.”

• But right in the midst of that chaos, God simply chose to forgive Gentiles, to wipe out 
the charges posted against them. Right in the place where evil seemed to triumph 
most completely, the cross of Christ, God “killed” the charges, “nailing” them to the 
cross.

• The author says “our” and “us” as a manifestation of the reconciling of Jews and 
Gentiles through the cross of Christ, though the recipients of this letter are most likely 
Gentiles, and Gentile separation from God appears to be the subject here.



• On the surface, the cross would appear to be the place where the rulers of the Roman 
world were the winners, where they brought their destructive desire for power to its 
ultimate victory. But, ironically, it was exactly here that God turned the tables on them, 
and used their show of power to strip them of power, right out in the open, for those 
who have eyes to see it.

Questions for Reflection
• What a complex passage this is, if you try to make simple, logical sense of it. But if 

you have ever witnessed the victory of God over the would-be powers of this world, 
then it will speak clearly to you. Can you think of a time when someone’s humble 
faithfulness was more powerful than a system that tried to shame that person? What 
side were you on at the time? How did you make your decision? Does this passage 
cause you to see the situation differently?

• All of us were born into a world that was broken in some way. How has the 
brokenness of the world been manifest in your life? How has God triumphed over 
that brokenness, to offer you a way to live in wholeness? Is God inviting you to a 
deeper wholeness, a deeper shalom, today?

Prayer
Who are the people or other aspects of God’s creation that you want to gather into your 
prayer today?
A prayer that fits with the teaching for today is the “Prayer Attributed to St. Francis,” 
found on p.833  in the Book of Common Prayer:

Lord, make us instruments of your peace.
Where there is hatred, let us sow love;

where there is injury, pardon;
where there is discord, union;

where there is doubt, faith;
where there is despair, hope;

where there is darkness, light;
where there is sadness, joy.

Grant that we may not so much seek to be consoled as to console;
to be understood as to understand;

to be loved as to love.
For it is in giving that we receive;

it is in pardoning that we are pardoned;
and it is in dying that we are born to everlasting life. Amen.
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WEEK FOUR
True Wisdom is in Christ (Colossians 2:16-23)

In the preceding section of the letter, Paul focused on the exalted role of Christ, the 
centrality of his death on the cross, and the need for his followers to be “rooted in 
Christ” in their actions in daily life. Christ and his cross are the real measures of 
spiritual wisdom and knowledge from God, as well as the most reliable roadmap for 
growing into human maturity . 

In Colossians 2:16-23 we hear about the teaching being challenged by Timothy and 
Paul. They tell us that this rigorous teaching does not adequately reflect the divine 
significance of the role of Christ and his cross for helping disciples to grow into 
Christian maturity. Because Paul and Timothy are somewhat vague about the specific 
details of the objectionable teaching, however, there is wide diversity among scholars 
about its precise details. Nevertheless, we find evidence that these teachers were 
advocating ascetical bodily practices that promised greater spiritual wisdom and 
knowledge of God than faith in Christ can provide. Paul clearly rejects this underlying 
rationale and the failure to focus on Christ alone, even if we cannot be sure about the 
details of the practices being challenged. As you saw last week, Paul’s emphasis is on 
the freedom and glory of life in Christ. 

Day 1: 2:16-17
Therefore do not let anyone judge you unfavorably in matters of food and drink or of observing 
festivals, new moons, or sabbaths. These are a shadow of what is coming - the reality of the body 
that belongs to Christ.  

“You’re not a second-class citizen if you refuse to adopt Jewish practices!1” The 
problematic teachers appear to be judging some or all of the Colossians for failing to 
follow particular Jewish purity and food laws, and failing to observe the Jewish 
calendar.

1 See Marianne Meye Thompson, Colossians, p. 67. 



• In Paul’s day the leaders of the new messianic Jewish sect later known as 
Christianity were arguing about what Jewish practices and disciplines were proper 
and necessary for life in the church for Gentile followers of Jesus.2 

• Paul appears to be very concerned about the destructive impact on the community 
brought about by those who are being judgmental of others for refusing to adopt 
the practices and disciplines they consider proper and necessary in the church.  

• For us, today, the resolution of these conflicts about Jewish practices seems 
obvious. But are there other practices and traditions that we overemphasize? 

The “body” shaped by various Jewish practices of eating, drinking, and calendar 
observance is a “shadow” of the new reality of Christ’s body, the church, where no 
such practices are required for spiritual growth and maturity in Christ. 

• For Paul, baptized followers of Jesus have already been rescued from the power of 
darkness and transferred into the kingdom of God’s son Jesus Christ (Colossians 
1:14). 

• That means a new reality for their bodily existence: they have taken off the fleshly 
body (Colossians 2:11) and been raised with Christ (Colossians 2:12) into the new 
body, becoming members of the cosmic and spiritual body of Christ, the church, 
with Christ as the head of that body (Colossians 1:18; 2:10, 19).

• As head of the body, Christ holds all created things together (Colossians 1:17). 
• According to Paul it is the physical and spiritual practices and disciplines of Christ’s 

body alone that define the new reality of believers. 
• Thus, they are to walk in Christ, having been rooted and built up in him and 

established in the faith as they were first taught (Colossians 2:6).   

Questions for Reflection:
Debates over proper practice and discipline have been part of the church since its 
emergence in the first century. 
• Have you ever felt judged by others in the church? Where did you find peace? 
• Have you ever judged someone else in the church for not conforming to traditional  

church practice and discipline? 
• What practices of your congregation help you to know what it means to live as 

Christ’s body in the world?

Prayer

2 In fact, there is other evidence of Jewish leaders in the early church judging Gentile followers of Jesus for 
refusing to follow Jewish food laws and observe the Jewish calendar. This can be seen in Romans 14:1-23. 
A similar concern lies behind the critique of other Christians like Paul in Matthew 5:17-20. 



Who are the people or other aspects of God’s creation that you want to gather into your 
prayer today? 
Lord Christ, give me a discerning heart to know what practices and disciplines you 
desire for me and my congregation as faithful members of your body; and strengthen 
me to resist the temptation to judge others in your body for seeing and understanding 
things differently from me. Amen.

Day 2: 2:18
Do not let anyone judge you unworthy of your prize, insisting on self-abasement and the 
worship of angels, entering into the things he has seen, puffed up without cause by a human way 
of thinking. 

You can’t be robbed of your prize in Christ for meeting the needs of your physical 
body!  
The problematic teaching in Colossae called for very focused self-discipline, prescribing 
certain practices like fasting and, possibly, sexual abstinence. These practices of 
abstention from meeting bodily needs supposedly prepared believers for having 
ecstatic, visionary, other-worldly experiences. Apparently, these teachers were 
contending that being able to downplay the importance of ordinary physical life in this 
world was proof of a greater level of spiritual growth and maturity, and gave people 
better knowledge of, and access to God. 

• The language of this verse echoes similar passages in apocalyptic Judaism, 
paganism in the Mediterranean world, and even some Christian writers like the 
visionary John, author of Revelation. The language reflects practices like fasting to 
induce visionary experiences and “heavenly ascent journeys” into spiritual realms 
where the mystic “enters into things he has seen” and might even encounter 
angels. Paul reports a similar “ascent journey” of his own in 2 Corinthians 12:1-7. 
Angels also played a prominent role in Judaism during the time of Jesus, Paul, and 
the emergence of Christianity. They were often understood as messengers that 
brought a word from the heavenly realm to people on earth.

• “Asceticism” is a word often used to describe the commitment to such rigorous 
practices as we see challenged in Colossians. Asceticism means abstaining from 
many or all forms of physical indulgence to serve some kind of religious purpose. 
Ascetic practices require self-discipline, and often imply an attitude toward the 
physical human body that encourages austerity, physical renunciation, and 
abstinence from physical pleasure.3

3 Margaret Y. MacDonald, Colossians, p. 121. 



• According to Paul, these demanding teachers are in fact “puffed up” (meaning 
“cocky” or “arrogant”). They are thinking like humans, says Paul, not like Christ 
or God; they are the ones who are spiritually immature. Real spiritual maturity, 
says Paul, is knowing that Christ is Lord and the only head of one’s physical and 
spiritual body. 

• Given the historical background of mystical practices even in early Christianity, 
including Paul, it is possible that Paul’s real complaint here is not so much the 
ascetic and mystical practices, but the fact that those practices have caused some to 
become arrogant, asserting their spiritual superiority over others. Their judgmental 
attitude toward those who do not engage in these spiritual disciplines is seriously 
harming the congregation.

• Don’t we all aspire for others to see us at a high level of spiritual maturity? In the 
context of Colossians, Paul says that such a concern for how others regard us is an 
arrogance that does not reflect how we are to “walk in Christ Jesus.” True spiritual 
maturity would be manifested in care for the well-being of others and steady 
devotion to the ways of Christ.

• Similarly, to “walk in Christ Jesus” means we accept the goodness of our physical 
bodies. Even though in baptism we have been delivered out of the darkness of the 
present world and relocated into God’s kingdom (Colossians 1:13), we 
nevertheless still live physical lives according to the norms and standards revealed 
in the person of Jesus Christ. 

Questions for Reflection:
• Do you place a high value on what others think of you? Are you ever tempted to join a 

group or embrace a particular practice because you think the people who do these 
things project greater spiritual maturity than you and those around you?

• How do you feel about your physical body? Do you see it as a gift from God, to be 
used wisely in God’s service? Or, do you see it as something imperfect from which 
you try to escape? If so, what does Paul say to you here?  

• Have you ever known anyone who was “puffed up” about their own spiritual 
discipline or status? What impact did that arrogance have on the entire body of Christ 
in that place?  

Prayer
Who are the people or other aspects of God’s creation that you want to gather into your 
prayer today? 
God of all creation, everything you have made you declare to be “good”: enlighten me 
to know that life in my physical body can also be life in your kingdom as I seek to do 
your will in the world. Strengthen me not to worry about what others think, but to be 
concerned only with pleasing you alone. Guide me to resist the temptation to 



understand my spiritual practices as a source of pride and superiority over others. 
Amen.

Day 3: 2:19
These people are not holding fast to the head, from whom the whole body, nourished and held 
together by its ligaments and sinews, grows with a growth that is from God. 

God gives us spiritual growth when we steadfastly follow Christ and no one else! 
These errant teachers are looking for wisdom and revelation from heavenly angels 
and not from Christ alone.

• But Christ is the image of the invisible God (1:15); the agent and reason for all 
creation in whom all things hold together (1:16-17); the head of the body (1:18); 
and the place where the fullness of God dwells bodily (1:19; 2:9). Christ alone is 
entirely sufficient to provide all the spiritual wisdom and knowledge necessary for 
human beings to flourish. 

• Spiritual growth comes only through the life-giving power of God, mediated to us 
through those who hold fast to Christ and walk worthily in his ways in the world. 

Questions for Reflection:
• Take a few minutes today to reflect on the various ways you have grown spiritually 

over the past year. Who or what contributed to your spiritual growth? Where was 
Christ reflected in the people and events that contributed to your spiritual growth? 
Where do you see God at work through these people and events?

• In what ways, or through what disciplines, do you ensure that you “hold fast to the 
head,” who is Christ, throughout the course of your daily life? 

Prayer
Who are the people or other aspects of God’s creation that you want to gather into your 
prayer today? 
Eternal God of all growth who leads me into spiritual maturity: enlighten me to know 
that Christ is the only head of the body and all I need for direction and guidance in my 
life. Strengthen me to trust completely in his direction and and guidance. Awaken me to 
see with eyes of faith the many ways your life-giving power, working through others, 
gives growth to me and my Christian community. Amen.

Day 4: 2:20-21



If you died with Christ to the elementary principles of the world, why do you submit yourselves 
to regulations as if you are still living in the world? “Do not handle, Do not taste, Do not 
touch”? 

“Use your imaginations! Picture what has happened to you in Christ! You now live in 
the spiritual world where God reigns through Christ, so don’t even think about going 
back to the world ruled by forces that give you new rules to live by.” 
To Summarize up to this point: 

• Baptism involves “dying with Christ,” being “buried with him” and being “raised 
with him through faith in the power of God” (see Colossians 2:12).

• This “death” also means the Colossians have been “rescued from the power of 
darkness and transferred...into the kingdom of [God’s] beloved son” (Colossians 
1:13).  

• This metaphorical language communicates that Christ’s followers are no longer 
governed and judged by the powers and spiritual forces that oppose God and rule 
the world (see, for example, Colossians 1:16; 2:8). We noted yesterday that the 
strange phrase “elementary principles of the world” appears to refer to cosmic 
beings, perhaps related to the planets or to the basic elements of the world (such as 
fire,water, air, etc.). The teachers whom Paul opposes may be trying either to 
impress or to frighten the community with their knowledge of these other beings. 

• Here, Paul is telling the Colossians that if they subscribe to these rigorous physical 
practices, they will be turning back again to submit to the “elementary principles 
of the world” to which they have already “died” and from which they have 
already been “rescued.”

• Instead, baptized Christians are new people, governed by a new set of norms 
revealed only in the faithful life and death of Jesus Christ.

Death is a powerful image. Paul encourages us to imagine how “death” liberates us 
from all the “regulations” - i.e. the norms and standards prescribed by many people and 
institutions of our world - that constrain us and prevent us from experiencing the 
fullness of life that God offers to those who walk in Jesus Christ. 

• “These troublesome teachers are making up new rules,” says Paul, and if you 
follow them, they will take you back to that place from which you have already 
been delivered!

Questions for Reflection:
• What are some of today’s “elementary principles of the world” that vie for your 

attention and allegiance? What are the disciplines you practice to resist the appeal of 
these forces?



• Who are some of today’s teachers or leaders who shape your practices and 
disciplines? How do you determine whether they are teaching the ways of Christ or 
subscribing to the “elementary principles of the world”?

Prayer
Who are the people or other aspects of God’s creation that you want to gather into your 
prayer today? 
Eternal God of all growth who leads me into spiritual maturity: enlighten the eyes of 
my mind and heart to distinguish between the faithful teaching of the ways of Christ 
and those who insist on submission to the “elemental principles of the world.” 
Encourage me to stand steadfast in my commitment to walk solely according to the 
ways of Christ. Amen. 

Day 5: 2:22
All these regulations refer to things that perish with use; they are simply human commands and 
teachings. 

Strict dietary practices and regulations about meals are not of ultimate significance to 
God, since they only involve food and physical bodies that perish. 

• This comment reflects a view similar to what we read in Mark 7:18-20. There, Jesus 
declares all foods clean, since what goes into a person from the outside passes 
through the person and out into the sewer and, therefore, cannot defile the person.

What matters most are the things divinely revealed in Christ. Though this may now 
seem obvious to us, the conclusion is harder to administer in the church than it first 
appears. 

• Many interpretations of God’s revelations in Christ are mediated to us through 
human teaching and commands. 

• That’s why it is important for all of us to know the scriptures and the stories about 
Jesus Christ, so that we can discern for ourselves whether a particular human 
teaching or command is harmonious with the Jesus we know from reading the 
scriptures. 

Questions for Reflection
• What other physical aspects of life besides food “perish with use?” 
• What does Paul suggest about the divine importance of human commands and 

teachings associated with such “perishable” things? 

Prayer (from the BCP, p. 824, as modified by the authors of this study)



Eternal God, bless all schools, colleges, universities, seminaries and congregations, that 
they may be lively centers for sound learning, new discovery, and the pursuit of 
wisdom. Grant that those who teach and those who learn may find Jesus Christ, and 
him alone, to be your divine source of all wisdom and understanding. Amen. 

Day 6: 2:23
These regulations have indeed an appearance of wisdom in promoting self-imposed devotions, 
self-abasement, and neglect of the body, but they are of no value in checking self-indulgence. 

Both Paul and the other teachers oppose self-indulgence in the way we use our 
physical bodies. They disagree about the practices and disciplines necessary to 
manage our physical appetites in a healthy way. 
• For Paul, baptism into Christ and walking in the ways of Christ are a sufficient guide 

to “check self-indulgence.” 
• According to Paul’s reasoning in this verse, these more rigorous and ascetic physical 

disciplines and the worship of/with angels advocated by the other teachers may seem 
to be wise and beneficial, but in fact they are purely human constructs, much like the 
“human commands and teachings” in v. 22, and the “human way of thinking” in v. 18.

• These regulations do not reflect God’s divine will and wisdom revealed in Jesus 
Christ. 

• Paul says the regulations are ineffective at curbing our physical appetites and, in fact, 
may even foster greater self-indulgent arrogance and self-promotion as seems to be 
evident from Paul’s stated concerns in v. 18. 

Questions for Reflection
• Can you identify a spiritual practice that, while designed to foster spiritual growth, in 

fact leads to a sense of arrogance or elitist perspective among its practitioners? 
• What disciplines do you follow to ensure that you are not becoming arrogant in your 

spiritual practices? 
  
Prayer
Who are the people or other aspects of God’s creation that you want to gather into your 
prayer today? 
O God, who revealed your divine wisdom in your son Jesus Christ: grant me the 
wisdom and forbearance to practice my spiritual disciplines with authentic Christ-like 
humility and self-emptying, and without arrogance or self-indulgence, that I may 
become a vessel for your grace, rather than an obstacle to its revelation. Amen.   



A closing meditation from the Book of Common Prayer, p. 832, as modified by the 
authors of this study:

O God, by whom the teachable are guided in their discernment, 
and light rises up in darkness for the godly: 

Grant us, in all our doubts and uncertainties, 
the grace to ask what you would have us to do, 

that the Spirit of wisdom may lead us to all fruitful choices 
and may save us from all destructive choices, 

and that in your light we may see light, 
and may walk along your straight path without stumbling, 

through Jesus Christ our Lord. 
Amen. 
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WEEK FIVE
Seeking the Things That Are Above (Colossians 3:1-11)

Day 1: 3:1-3
So if you have been raised with Christ,
seek the things that are above,
where Christ is sitting at the right hand of God.
Set your minds upon the things that are above,
not upon earthly things,
for you have died,
and your life is hidden with Christ in God.

Today’s verses take us back to the point that was made in Colossians 2:12: through 
Baptism, we have died to the world and have been raised with Christ to a new, 
heaven-derived life.
• The author paints with words a vivid picture of ourselves in heaven, intimately near 

to Christ, so near that we are truly “hidden” with him “in God.”
• Heaven is imagined as a kind of royal throne room, where God sits in royal majesty, 

with Jesus directly to God’s right, the position of God’s most trusted heir or envoy. 
We, then, are hidden in Christ, at the right hand of God, present to the magnificence,  
beauty, right relationship, and perfect justice of heaven.

• We are to base our lives upon the fact that this heavenly reality is more determinative 
of our identity, our decisions, and our actions, than anything on earth: who we really 
are at any moment is a person “hidden with Christ in God.”

• The heavenly reality is like a blueprint for what should be happening on earth. This 
passage causes the hearers of the letter to reflect upon the question of what actions on 
earth would be appropriate to this heavenly reality. How, concretely, were the 
Colossians being asked to treat one another, or outsiders, given the fact that their lives 
were “hidden with Christ in God”?

Questions for Reflection
Rather than a question for today, consider memorizing the passage above. Then carry it 
with you. Repeat it to yourself as you drive, or while stopped at a stoplight, while 
waiting in a line, before making a phone call. Take note to yourself of how this poetic re-
framing of your existence affects the decisions you make and how you live your day. 



Prayer
Who are the people or other aspects of God’s creation that you want to gather into your 
prayer today?
God, give me the imagination to see myself hidden with Christ, hidden in you. Give me 
the courage to live my day in this constantly unfolding reality. Amen.

Day 2: 3:4
When Christ, who is your life, is made manifest,
then you also will be made manifest with him in glory.

Today’s verse recalls and underscores one of the mysterious, but important theological 
phrases from the first chapter of Colossians: “Christ among you, the hope of 
glory” (1:27).
• The simple phrase, “Christ, who is your life...” can be seen as both encouraging and 

challenging. As we saw yesterday, the author is re-framing the hearers’ self-
understanding. 

• They are not being asked to be someone other than themselves.
• What they are being told is that Christ is their deepest, truest self, revealed in all of 

their particularity.
• When the Colossians manifest Christ in the ways they live, they manifest themselves 

as they were created to be. They won’t look identical, but they will look like the many-
faceted creation of God, fully alive and life-giving to others.

• Glory signifies the presence of God. When the Colossians live as Christ, then Christ is 
revealed through them, and God’s glory graces the world.

Questions for Reflection
• Reflect upon the things that you are planning to do today. How might Christ be 

manifested through any of those activities?
• How is Christ uniquely manifested through your life? Consider the people you are in 

relationship with, the work that you do, the stances that you take on current events, 
the choices you make that affect the natural world. These particulars are the ground of 
the manifestation of Christ in our time and place. Imagine each of these day-to-day 
encounters as a place where the glory of God may be felt. How will you recognize it?

Prayer
Who are the people or other aspects of God’s creation that you want to gather into your 
prayer today?



God, I do not know how my life can manifest your glory. Give me eyes to see, today, 
where Christ longs to be manifest in and through me. Keep me from the false humility 
that would hold me back from my high calling. Amen.

Day 3: 3:5-7
Therefore put to death your earthly members:
fornication, uncleanness, passion, evil desire, and covetousness, which is idolatry.
Because of these things, there comes the wrath of God upon those who are disobedient.
You also walked among them once, when you were living in these things.

So this is where “the rubber meets the road.” From the glory of heaven, we have come 
securely to earth, where we “walk” on a daily basis.
• The first sentence is startling, and shows how intimately we are attached to our vices! 

He tells the Colossians to “put to death” parts of their bodies. Arms? Legs? Whatever 
leads them into the actions to follow (fornication, uncleanness, etc.).

• The author names some of the temptations that were part of the world of the first-
century Roman Empire. These are not only personal sins, but also cultural 
manifestations of despair, brokenness, and chaos.

• And each of these vices also harms another person. These are the actions that tear 
holes in the fabric of society.

• Such actions are idolatrous because they draw people away from total devotion to 
God and to how they might serve as God’s arms and legs and feet in the world.

• Again, we encounter the verb “to walk,” signifying one’s chosen morality (from the 
Hebrew notion of halakhah).

• The author is developing a clear distinction between the masses of people and those 
who have chosen to be baptized into Christ.

Questions for Reflection
• Make one list of the morals and values that characterize the larger society around us. 

Then make a second list of your own morals and values, both the good and the bad - 
the ones you actually live by. What relationships exist between the two lists? Where 
do yours come from (your family, standards in your work, the wider culture)? Later in 
this study, you will have a chance to come back to your list, to set out the values that 
you believe are in accord with God’s call to you.

• The author assumes that the Colossians gave up their culture’s sinful ways when they 
were baptized. But we are sometimes blinded to the idolatries of our time, and do not 
see how far they are from God’s ways. What are the problems with our culture’s 
values that are hardest to recognize? What is one way in which you will live counter-



culturally today, as one who has left our society’s idolatries behind? When you do so, 
pay attention to any difficulties you experience.

Prayer
Who are the people or other aspects of God’s creation that you want to gather into your 
prayer today?
God, show me how to love the world I live in as you love it. Show me what to cling to, 
and what to distance myself from, so that I may walk as your companion through all 
that I do today. Amen.

Day 4: 3:8
But now you must also rid your mouth of all these things: wrath, anger, malice, blasphemy, 
filthy language.

In this verse, the author focuses on the use of words to harm others.
• Like the vices listed above, these arise from the selfish disregard of others, and the 

promotion of oneself and one’s point of view.
• These vices also have in common that they tend to arise from uncontrolled anger at 

others.
• In our weekly reflection groups convened by The WorkShop, control of the tongue is 

one of the most frequently mentioned issues. And sometimes the “tongue” today is 
actually the computer keyboard, when one is typing out a vehement or passionate e-
mail.

• The author seems to be bringing to awareness the way in which people can get carried 
away by their own passionate use of language. As word follows word, God’s will gets 
forgotten, and others can be mortally wounded. As the author of the Epistle of James 
says, “How great a forest is set ablaze by a small fire! And the tongue is a 
fire....” (James 3:5-6).

Questions for Reflection
• Listen carefully to the voices around you today. Whose words build others up? Whose 

words do damage? What is your assessment of your own use of language?
• What practices or disciplines might you put in place to guard your tongue (or your e-

mail)? I have a friend who makes a habit of looking each person who serves him in the 
eye, speaking directly to him or her, with respect. Look for chances to see others 
through God’s eyes today, and to relate to them from that point of view.

• Sometimes we develop bad habits in the way that we speak to the people closest to us. 
For today, listen to your own voice, and how you relate to others with words.



Prayer
Who are the people or other aspects of God’s creation that you want to gather into your 
prayer today?
God, by your Word you brought the creation into being. Help me to find the words 
today that are kind, creative, and life-giving to all whom I encounter. Amen.

Day 5: 3:9-10
Do not lie to one another,
having put off the old self with its practices,
and having put on the new self,
the one being renewed in knowledge
according to the image of its Creator.

What language will capture the transformation that is possible in Christ? Earlier, we 
experienced how the author of Colossians speaks of Baptism as circumcision, or even 
more radically, as death to a previous way of life.
• Here, the author speaks of transformation in Christ as if one could take off one’s 

previous self with its values and commitments, like a suit of clothes, and be re-clothed 
with a whole new self.

• The new self is possible, because in Christ one comes to know God more particularly, 
so that one can grow in the image of God, the image that was placed on each of us at 
our creation.

• No one knows God in Godself. God is the ultimate mystery. But in Christ, in the 
details of Christ’s life, those who believe in him can come to know God. And in 
coming to know God, they come to know the root of their own deepest, truest self.

• Living into the image of God involves, over time, a total transformation. But it is not a 
transformation away from our own particularity. It is a transformation toward our 
unique revelation of God’s life.

• Lying is described as one of the “old” practices that can hold people back from their 
renewal in the image of God. Like the vices we saw earlier, lying rends the fabric of 
community.

Questions for Reflection
• What have been your experiences of your own or others’ lies? What tempts people to 

lie, and what kind of destruction does lying bring about?
• According to this passage, the baptized are being renewed in the image of God. What 

aspect of God’s caring do you think you have been called to image forth in the world? 
What do you need to do, or what encouragement might you need, in order to continue 
in this path of renewal?



Prayer
Who are the people or other aspects of God’s creation that you want to gather into your 
prayer today?
Lord my Creator, and the Creator of all: I am ready to be renewed in your image, but I 
scarcely know how. Give me the gift of deeper knowledge of you, and of your love 
working through me, today and always. Amen.

Day 6: 3:11
In that renewal, there is no Greek and Jew,
circumcision and uncircumcision,
Barbarian, Scythian, slave, free,
but Christ is all in all.

These verses are very reminiscent of passages in authentic Pauline letters (Galatians 
3:27-28; 1 Corinthians 12:12-13), and some scholars believe that they may come from a 
very early baptismal rite.
• What is clear is that the renewal of any baptized person is not for himself or herself 

alone, but is for the healing of the whole human community. All kinds of everyday 
distinctions are broken down when people are renewed in Christ: social and class 
distinctions, ethnic distinctions, even the distinction between the people of God (Jews) 
and those who had previously stood outside that community (Greeks). 

• In Christ, the human community is healed of its divisions.
• At last, the Creation can be imagined as a single whole, mirroring forth God’s 

purposes.
• The author names here the most significant divisions in his or her social context: 

Greek/Jew (uncircumcision/circumcision), foreigner/citizen, slave/free. They call us 
to account for the divisions we take for granted in our own context.

Questions for Reflection
• As you think of human beings all over the globe, which distinctions do you think 

create the most suffering? What divisions do you feel personally called to help to heal?
• What are the most painful divisions in your local community? Do you play a role in 

the healing of those divisions?
• What are the most painful divisions within your family? Do you have a part in healing 

those divisions?

Prayer
Bring to your prayer today the divisions that you reflected upon in the questions for 
reflection. Ask God to clarify for you your own path of renewal and the role that you 



play in God’s healing of human communities. Leave some silence for God to use as God 
will, and then let your nearness to God in prayer become a part of your ongoing process 
of renewal and transformation.
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WEEK SIX
Becoming a New Person: Clothing Ourselves with Christ (Colossians 3:12-4:1)

During WEEK FIVE we characterized transformation in Christ as the process of taking 
off one’s previous self with its values and commitments, like a suit of clothes, and being 
re-clothed with a whole new self (see especially Colossians 3:10). In this week’s study, 
Paul and Timothy paint a picture of that new self, with some of its values and 
commitments, and describe how clothing oneself with these qualities and virtues might 
take concrete shape in a variety of relationships within the authors’ first-century 
context.  
 
Day 1: 3:12
Therefore, as God’s chosen ones, holy and beloved, clothe yourselves with compassion, kindness, 
humility, gentleness, and patience. 

This week’s passage opens with a crucial exhortation reminiscent of Paul’s authentic 
letters and other letters written in his name: to become a new person, we clothe 
ourselves with Christ, the one who is fully human, and the embodiment of divine 
virtues and eternal life. Although Paul does not specifically correlate compassion, 
kindness, humility, gentleness, and patience with the person of Christ, that is clearly 
Paul’s perspective, not only in this letter but in others as well. 

The verb Paul uses - to “clothe yourselves” with these virtues - was a verb often used 
in connection with the theater. The verb described an actor who donned the garments 
of a particular character to play that role in the stage production. So, to “clothe 
ourselves” with compassion, kindness, humility, gentleness and patience is to embody 
these virtues as we portray the role of Christ in our own daily lives.

Questions for Reflection
• Think of a story of Jesus where he embodies one of these virtues that you would like 

to emulate. Now, think about a situation in your own life today and imagine how you 
might embody Jesus in that way. 

• To be intentional about clothing ourselves with Christ requires a daily if not hourly 
discipline. If you do not have such a daily regimen, think about ways you might 
incorporate one into your life of prayer and reflection. 



• The Greek word translated in this verse as “patience” literally means to be “long-
suffering.” Think about a recent time when you were long-suffering with a friend or 
family member, or a time when someone was long-suffering with you. What fruit did 
that “patience” bear?   

Prayer
Who are the people or other aspects of God’s creation that you want to gather into your 
prayer today? 
Everliving God, give me the imagination to clothe myself with Christ in every context of 
my daily life. Empower me to be like Christ today: kind, humble, compassionate, 
gentle, and long-suffering with everyone you put before me. Strengthen me with 
confidence that clothing myself with Christ today is the means by which I embody your 
way of peace and life for the world. Amen. 

Day 2: 3:13
Bear with one another and, if anyone has a complaint against another, grace each other; just as 
the Lord has graced all of you, so also all of you must grace others. 

In this verse, we have translated the Greek verb charizomai as “to grace” someone 
else, despite the fact the verb is almost always translated in 3:12 as “to forgive.” 
• The translation of the verb charizomai in 3:12 as “forgive” is not incorrect, and seems to 

fit the particular context, where one person has a complaint against another. 
• But “forgive” only catches one dimension of the depth of what the authors may really 

be suggesting.  

The root of the verb charizomai is charis, or “grace.” 
In the letters of Paul, “grace” always characterizes the life-giving power of God that is 
breaking into the present time to renew, restore, and enrich the world.

• Forgiveness is only ONE way among many that we might “grace” someone 
against whom we have a complaint. To grace another person might also include 
such actions as treating the person with compassion, gentleness, humility, and 
with long-suffering patience (see 3:12). 

• Many of us wrestle with what it means to forgive someone who has transgressed 
against us. Depending on the nature and intensity of the pain we have suffered, 
forgiveness may be a serious challenge. In the meantime, however, other acts of 
grace toward the offending person might soften our hearts and one day empower 
us to forgive them. 



Notice how Paul grounds this exhortation in the example of the Lord, who has 
“graced” the entire community in Colossae. 
Just as the Lord has graced the church in Colossae in so many ways that enrich their 
lives together, they, too, are to grace the lives of others.Throughout his letters, Paul uses 
the nouns charis and charisma, along with the verb charizomai, to denote a wide range of 
actions through which God’s life-giving power flows into the world to enrich the lives 
of other people:

• through Christ-like generosity (2 Corinthians);
• through expressions of overflowing gratitude (Romans);
• and through the humble offering of one’s God-given skills and talents to the wider 

community (Romans and 1 Corinthians).
• For Paul “to grace” someone means much more than just “to forgive” them!  It is to 

play our part in God’s creative project of renewing, restoring, and enriching the 
world.

Questions for Reflection
• Many of us have complaints against someone else. Maybe it’s a spouse who has 

betrayed our trust; or a co-worker who has thrown us under the bus to advance or 
save their own position and authority; or a friend who has passed on to another 
person what you thought was told to them in confidence. What are some concrete 
ways you might “grace” someone against whom you have a complaint in your life? 

• What might it mean for you to practice compassion for the offending party? Or treat the 
offending party with kindness? 

• How might these practices help move you forward towards forgiveness? 

Prayer
Who are the people or other aspects of God’s creation that you want to gather into your 
prayer today? 
Gracious Lord, who gives the world everything it needs to flourish through those who 
follow your ways: enlighten the eyes of my heart and mind to see the many ways you 
grace me in daily life; empower me to grace others, in turn, and to be generous with 
them as you are with us; and strengthen me in your time to forgive others as you have 
already forgiven us. Amen.

Day 3: 3:14-15
Above all, clothe yourselves with love, which is a bond of mature perfection. And let the peace of 
Christ rule in your hearts, into which you were indeed called in the one body. And be thankful. 



Maybe most importantly, clothing ourselves with Christ means clothing ourselves 
with Christ’s self-giving love for others. For Paul, this means serving others - carrying 
out specific acts of love to benefit others - through which God’s power enriches the lives 
of other people and communities. As we said in an earlier session, this is where “the 
rubber meets the road.” So Paul encourages us to “walk in Christ Jesus” (2:6) at every 
moment of our daily lives. 

Through acts of Christ-like love, God binds together people and creation. 
• In an earlier session, we also examined the authors’ belief that the enactment of God’s 

will in, through, and for Christ not only created all things, but binds together all things 
in the universe (1:16-17; see also 2:19). 

• Here, the authors offer an even deeper insight: we are bound together with different 
parts of creation by means of concrete acts of love, as we participate with God in the 
ongoing process of carrying out God’s reconciliation of the world. 

These acts of love contribute to what Paul calls “mature perfection.” 
• The Greek word teleiotēs, which we have translated “mature perfection,” signifies a 

state of completion, of having reached the goal of our existence, brought about 
through an ongoing process. For individuals, this ongoing process of growing into 
maturity in Christ includes both thought and action. 

• Becoming “mature in Christ” (as we saw in Colossians 1:28) is a lifelong process. Here, 
Paul seems to imagine that, over time, through acts of love and experiences of being 
bound together with others, the followers of Christ will grow into mature perfection 
as they participate in the ongoing completion or perfection of God’s plan for 
reconciling and reuniting the entire universe in Christ. 

• In the meantime, however, each of us continues to grow into the maturity of Christ as 
we carry out acts of love, through which God restores broken relationships, builds up 
others, and binds together many disparate aspects of creation.

How are believers “called” in the “peace of Christ?” 
• Believers were first called into the community, the body of Christ, by means of an 

experience of the “peace of Christ” in the congregation. 
• Their first calling from God was an experience of God’s grace, an experience of God’s 

life-giving power, that united and reconciled them to people from whom they were 
formerly divided and alienated according to the world’s divisive categories of class, 
gender, ethnicity, status, power, wealth, etc.  

The “peace of Christ” should always characterize life in the body of Christ and 
should be the goal of all our actions. 



• Now that you are members of the community, says Paul, this same “peace of Christ” 
should now “rule” (Greek: brabeuō) in your hearts. 

• The Greek verb brabeuō points to something that controls the outcome of a decision, or 
something that serves as an arbitrator between competing possibilities. To use a 
modern analogy, we might say the “peace of Christ” should serve as the umpire to call 
balls and strikes in our hearts. In other words, as an individual or a community tries 
to discern what specific actions to take in a particular context, they should imagine 
which particular actions are most likely to bear the fruit that Paul calls the “peace of 
Christ.”

Questions for Reflection
• Think about a time when you put your own needs aside and served the interests of 

someone else. In what ways did God bind you together with the person or persons 
you served? Does this experience give you confidence in the authors’ assertion that 
acts of love bind together everything in the universe? 

• Paul tells the Colossians that they were “called” by God when they experienced the 
“peace of Christ” in the community. Think of a time when you experienced the “peace 
of Christ” in your own life. To what was God “calling” you in that experience? 

• We are often conflicted in our hearts about what specific action to take in a given 
context. Think about a particular situation in your own life where you are conflicted 
about how to proceed. What might the “peace of Christ” look like in the context of 
that situation? Does that insight help you decide which action to take?  

Prayer
Who are the people or other aspects of God’s creation that you want to gather into your 
prayer today? 
Eternal God, who calls us into the body of Christ where the peace of Christ reigns: 
enlighten the eyes of our hearts and minds to see the many ways you bind us together 
with one another and with creation through acts of self-giving for others; give us 
wisdom to imagine the many ways we can bring the peace of Christ to our world; and 
give us the courage and perseverance to work tirelessly to carry out your reconciling 
plan for the world as we grow together in the mature perfection of Christ. Amen.

Day 4: 3:16-17
Let the word of Christ dwell among you richly; teach and admonish one another in all wisdom; 
and with grace in your hearts sing psalms, hymns, and spiritual songs to God. And whatever 
you do, in word or work, do everything in the name of the Lord Jesus, giving thanks to God the 
Father through him. 



For Paul the word of Christ is a living word that should be actively and creatively 
enriching the common life of the church community in Colossae. 
• The Greek word logos in v. 16 can be translated in different ways, including the “word 

of Christ” (NRSV, used in our translation), the “message of Christ” (NIV), or it might 
even be translated as the “reasoning of Christ.” 

• In the Bible, the “word” of God is always creative: God “speaks” life into existence 
and has done so since the time of creation.  Teaching and admonishing are here seen 
as creative - not judgmental - acts. 

• Paul and Timothy are drawing on that understanding here: the “word” or “reasoning” 
of Christ refers to that Christ-like pattern of human living they have outlined in 
3:12-15. Believers clothe themselves with this way of life, so that grace might abound 
in the community through acts of self-giving love for others.  

Enacting God’s will by clothing ourselves with Christ constitutes the challenging and 
uncertain work of faithfulness in daily life. Members of the community must be 
mutually committed to holding each other accountable for their actions and the 
consequences of their actions. 

• They must constantly share their spiritual “wisdom” with one another, which 
means that, based on their own experiences, they must “teach” and “admonish” 
one another about the best and most fruitful ways to live out the Christ pattern in 
daily life. 

• We have encountered similar teachings on wisdom and accountability earlier in 
Colossians. You might want to turn back to some of the earlier weeks of this 
course, to look at Colossians 1:9-11, 1:28, and 2:3, as well as the negative example 
of 2:23.  

The Colossians’ praise and worship of God through psalms, hymns and spiritual 
songs to God should be offered with “grace” (Greek: charis) in their hearts. The 
NRSV translation suggests these things should be offered to God with “gratitude” in 
their hearts which is correct, as far as it goes. But as we have seen throughout this study, 
“grace” includes much more than just “gratitude.” Grace includes all the attitudes and 
actions embodied in Christ’s pattern of living in the world. Grace suggests a heart 
overflowing with the life-giving love of God.

Every word we speak and every action we take should be done in the “name of the 
Lord.” In the ancient world, the “name” of a person or deity reflected the character and 
nature of that person or god (in Exodus 3, God tells Moses that God’s “name” is “I am” 
or “I will be who I will be”). According to Paul, everything we say and do in daily life 
reflects our own embodied interpretation of the character and nature of our Lord Jesus 
Christ! 



Questions for Reflection
• Admonishment is not a practice that most of us enjoy, whether on the giving or 

receiving end. How do you feel about being taught or admonished by another 
member of your church community? Have you ever experienced admonishment as 
gracious and life-giving? In what ways does your church community draw on the 
wisdom  of its members? 

• Paul clearly recognizes the importance of community members supporting one 
another in the uncertain life of faith in daily life. Who are the people you rely on to 
help you negotiate faith in daily life? Do you meet or talk with them on a regular 
basis, or only as you think the need arises? 

Prayer
Who are the people or other aspects of God’s creation that you want to gather into your 
prayer today? 
God of all wisdom: give me a humble heart and mind that I might hear and respond to 
teaching and admonishment from others in the life-giving ways of Christ; and grant me 
the awareness, insight and knowledge to embody Christ faithfully in everything I do 
and say. Amen.

Days 5 and 6: The Household Code of Colossians 
Scholars characterize the following section of the letter at Colossians 3:18-4:1 as the 
“household code” since it incorporates a traditional Greco-Roman hierarchy in 
connection with the management of a first century Christian household. Conceptually, 
such household codes date back to Aristotle, and they were generally widespread 
throughout the Roman Empire by the first century. They defined the ethical 
responsibilities of the members of a household according to the position each person 
held within the hierarchy of the household. 

Many scholars argue that this more patriarchal approach to household relationships 
reflected here, especially its subjugation of women, provides proof that the author of 
Colossians could not have been Paul, who put women and men on an equal footing in 
the church. Moreover, many think the passage was later inserted into an already-
existing letter, since the flow of the letter from 3:17 to 4:2 is much smoother than the 
abrupt transition from 3:17 to 3:18. 

Despite these questions about the origins of this passage, the household code 
nevertheless forms an important part of the canonical letter known as Colossians. The 
authors’ descriptions of the church as the body of Christ, with Christ as its head (1:18), 



and Christ as the head over every ruler and authority in the universe (2:10), follow a 
more widespread social view that hierarchical principles and relationships are 
fundamental to the foundation of the universe. Some scholars even suggest that the 
household code has been inserted to refute those who are accusing Christians of 
promoting deviant behavior and disrupting society by upsetting the order of the 
traditional Greco-Roman household.1 Thus, the application of the household code may 
be a response to pressure or even persecution from the outside world. 

There is an even more subtle point to consider as we read this household code. While it 
may appear on the surface of the household code that women, children and slaves are 
to remain powerless in the face of male domination, this does not mean that these 
groups were actually powerless in their contexts. Although the household code may 
reinforce the patriarchal ideology of the culture and apply it to the church in Colossae, 
the realities are such that oppressed groups may still exercise power in their settings. For 
instance, in Colossians 4:15, we hear a greeting being sent by Paul and Timothy to 
Nympha, the female leader of a house church in Laodicea. As Margaret MacDonald 
notes in her commentary on Colossians, “[i]n the end it is important to remember that 
the household codes are ethical ideals, and do not tell the whole historical story; they 
need to be understood in light of the realities of an emerging Christianity in competition 
with other social groups and subject to hostility from outsiders” (p.161). 

Day 5: 3:18-21
Wives, subject yourselves to your husbands, as is morally right in the Lord. Husbands, love your 
wives and never become embittered toward them. Children, obey your parents in everything, for 
this is pleasing in the Lord. Fathers, do not make your children resentful, or they may become 
discouraged.

Notice that these instructions are clearly focused on actions that please the Lord, 
foster the relationship in view, and seek to protect the subordinate from abuses that 
were common in the first-century world. 
• The Greek verb anēkō, translated here as doing what “is morally right,” points to what 

is fitting or right according to a particular standard. Here, that standard of behavior is 
the one revealed in the life, death and resurrection of our Lord Jesus Christ. The 
expectation is that we will have so internalized Jesus’ way of treating others that we 
are able to model our own lives on him (thus, “what is morally right in the Lord”).  

• In other words, the submission of a wife to a husband must result in a relationship 
that is nevertheless morally right in the Lord. Submission must still lead to life rather 
than destruction for the wife. As noted by Marianne Meye Thompson in her 

1 See Margaret MacDonald, Colossians, p. 161. 



commentary on Colossians, “This does not imply blind assent to a husband’s every 
wish and whim. It is rather the response of Christian character spelled out in the 
previous section” (p. 93). Colossians 3:12-15 calls for humility, gentleness and the 
gracing of others in all the ways that the Lord has graced us. 

• Conversely, with the same goal in mind, the husband must love his wife and not 
become embittered toward her. This counsel is a significant departure from cultural 
norms of the day that gave men superior legal right over women. The husband must 
“love” his wife as is appropriate for all disciples who are to “clothe yourselves with 
love, which is a bond of mature perfection.”(Colossians 3:14). 

• The Greco-Roman marital relationship is fundamentally being reshaped here, to 
expect conduct from both partners that reflects Christ-like actions and attitudes to 
build up the relationship rather than destroy or harm the people in it. 

• Similarly, the instruction to children to obey their parents has as its goal the “pleasing” 
of the Lord, a theme first introduced in 1:10 and continuing throughout the epistle. 
God, as Lord of all, seeks the well-being of every creature. To please the Lord, then, 
means to help all who are in relationship with you to live into fullness of life, as God 
intended for them.

• Once again, it is the health of the relationship and the people in that relationship that 
are in view. The well-being of the children is kept in focus, as reflected in the 
corresponding instruction to fathers not to make their children resentful, lest they 
become discouraged. Discouragement, especially among the young and immature, 
can lead to actions that are destructive, both for the individuals and those around 
them.  

Questions for Reflection
• How do you go about ensuring that you act in ways that are “pleasing to the Lord,” 

ways that help others to live into the fullness of their created being?
• Have you ever grown bitter toward someone and acted on that bitterness? What were 

the consequences to you, the person toward which the actions were directed, or to the 
relationship between you? 

• All of us have been children early in our lives. Did you ever grow resentful of 
something your parents did? Did you ever experience discouragement as a child? 
What do those experiences suggest about your faithfulness in daily life today?  

Prayer
Who are the people or other aspects of God’s creation that you want to gather into your 
prayer today? 
Generous God who has graced us in so many ways: guide me to focus always on what 
is morally right in your eyes and pleasing to you in all that I do; protect me from 
becoming bitter toward others and acting on that bitterness, especially toward members 



of my family; and guide me to actions that bring life and peace to all my relationships. 
Amen.

Day 6: 3:22-4:1
Slaves, obey your lords according to the flesh in everything, not only while being watched and in 
order to please them, but with a generous heart, fearing the Lord. Whatever you do, work from 
the soul as to the Lord and not to humans, knowing that from the Lord you will receive the 
inheritance as your reward; enslave yourselves to the Lord Christ. For the wrongdoer will be paid 
back for whatever wrong has been done, and there is no partiality. Lords, treat your slaves justly 
and with equality, for you know that you also have a Lord in heaven. 

For good reason, slavery is no longer a recognized institution. It is hard to read this 
passage without shivering with awareness of its destructive impact on generations of 
people, especially African Americans. But perhaps the “living word” and guidance of 
this passage may still speak to us, since in some ways we are all in positions of 
authority or subservience in the hierarchical relationships of today’s institutions, 
which include our homes, our workplaces, or our churches. 

The Greek word kyrios (“lord” or “Lord”) is used in the New Testament in two 
different ways and we see both in use here. The phrase “lords according to the flesh” 
denotes human beings who have authority and power over other humans. The word 
“Lord” denotes the Jewish God, or God’s designated agent Jesus Christ, and refers to 
the exalted “Lord” of heaven and earth who has authority and power over the entire 
creation, including all human beings. 

Slavery was an accepted institution in the Greco-Roman world. Slaves (often either 
people taken prisoner in war, or people who sold themselves to pay off debts) made 
up a majority of the population, so fears of a slave rebellion always kept Roman 
officials on guard.  
• It is not surprising, then, that Roman officials were suspicious of any group like the 

church that welcomed slaves (or even recruited/“evangelized” them), empowered 
them as leaders, and taught everyone to see slaves as equal to those of higher social 
class or those in authoritative social positions. 

• Here, the authors walk a fine line: they encourage slaves to remain obedient to their 
earthly lords in everything they do (thereby tamping down socially incendiary ideas 
like encouraging slaves to seek their freedom), while also reminding earthly lords and 
slaves that they both serve one heavenly Lord whose divine judgment will repay each 
according to their actions.  



God judges everyone with impartiality. Paul reminds us that no matter what our 
position in the world today, whether elevated with status and power or submissive with 
little or no position or power, all our actions will all be judged by the standard of 
faithfulness revealed in Christ. “Fearing the Lord,” then, means having a reverence for 
the awesome power of God that brings new life to the world through those who 
faithfully walk in God’s ways for the world, and having a canny awareness of the 
powers of evil that produce destruction and chaos when people walk in ways that do 
not enact God’s will in the world. 

A generous heart always focused on serving the Lord characterizes the followers of 
Jesus, no matter how difficult their worldly circumstances.
• This is a challenging teaching. Many of us have a hard time acting generously when 

we find ourselves in a difficult and challenging place. 
• The authors encourage us to carry out our work from the very core of our being 

(“from the soul”) and to understand all our work as somehow directed toward 
pleasing the Lord, which includes seeing our work as serving a larger common good. 

For those with authority today, the message is clear: despite the power of your 
position, there is still one Lord over you who insists that you treat people justly and 
with equality, and who continues to measure the faithfulness of your actions. 
• For those leaders who follow Jesus faithfully, every employee or subordinate is a 

human being made in the image of God, and this “equality” shapes how leaders 
should see and respond to them. 

• To treat people “justly” (or “rightly” or “fairly”) in this context means being in right 
relationship with one’s subordinates. Contrary to popular belief, the faithful disciple 
in a position of authority is not the one who solely determines the standards for what 
is “just” or “right” or “fair.” Those standards are established by the risen Lord Jesus 
Christ, as witnessed in scripture and through his presence in the gathered community, 
guiding disciples to discern together what is “just” or “right” or “fair” in any 
particular situation.  

We should always remember that these views in Colossians concerning the 
submission of women to men, and the clear acceptance of slavery as an institution, 
may have been a “strategy for survival for Pauline Christians in a hostile 
environment.”2 We can never forget that over the centuries the interpretation and use of 
passages like this one have ignored the underlying historical context, and thus have 
kept people oppressed and enslaved, leading to destruction and chaos in a variety of 
settings. For reasons like this, we must always interpret our scriptures keeping the 

2 Margaret MacDonald, Colossians, p. 166. 



historical context in mind, recognizing the ways our society has changed, and 
acknowledging that God’s overarching plan is for faithful people to work with God to 
bring life and peace to the world. 

Questions for Reflection
• The authors suggest that even when we are in a difficult place, subject to the control or 

even domination of others, our actions should flow out of a generous heart. Think 
about a particularly difficult situation in your own life today. Now imagine some 
concrete actions that would reflect your generous heart. How does that make you feel?

• Who are you at the very core of your being? What values motivate you? How do you 
ensure that your actions are aligned with your most important values? This is what 
Paul means when he says “work from the soul as to the Lord.” 

• What standards do you use to determine whether you are treating another human 
being “justly” and with “equality?” What roles do scripture and a gathered group of 
Christians play in your discernment about these things? 

• Do you sometimes compromise your values as a Christian so as not to draw 
opposition, create conflict, or incur ridicule from others? What consolation do you 
draw from this passage? What challenges does it offer? 

Prayer
Who are the people or other aspects of God’s creation that you want to gather into your 
prayer today? 
God of freedom and generosity: cleanse my heart of all its pettiness, arrogance, and lust 
for power and control; fill my heart with your spirit of generosity in every circumstance 
of my daily life; strengthen me with confidence that the discernment of a gathered 
Christian community is usually more insightful and faithful than when I make 
decisions alone; guide me in all my relationships to discern what actions are “just” and 
“fair” according to your divine standards; and empower me to treat every person with 
equality, knowing at my very core that each and every one of them is made in your 
divine image. Amen. 
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WEEK SEVEN
Models of Faithfulness (Colossians 4:2-18)

Day 1: 4:2-4
Persevere in prayer, keeping watch in it with thanksgiving,
praying together also for us,
that God may open a door for the word,
to speak the mystery of Christ,
for which I have been imprisoned,
that I may make it clear,
speaking as I ought.

The door opening here for the word directs the hearers’ attention to people outside 
their community.
• The church’s prayers for Paul (and Timothy?) are also prayers for those who will hear 

what they have to say, prayers that Paul and Timothy may be able to communicate 
clearly with those who might be drawn to Christ.

• The open door here seems in contrast to Paul’s actual state of imprisonment, but 
perhaps it’s just a moment of delicious irony. He is locked behind a door, and still his 
words move out and into the wider community, drawing people to the “mystery of 
Christ.”

• These verses display Paul’s strong sense of community, that those who are in Christ 
together are always in common mission. There is no separation between Paul’s 
proclamation of the mystery of Christ and the prayers of the churches that hold him 
up and sustain him.

• In the use of the word “ought,” we catch a glimpse of Paul’s sense of vocation to be an 
apostle. He is not just a person driven by his own desires, but has been given a distinct 
mission by God, to “speak the mystery of Christ” to those who have not known God.

• To understand the “mystery of Christ,” you might want to turn back to Colossians 
1:26-27, where the author equates the mystery with “Christ among you, the hope of 
glory.”

Questions for Reflection:
Clearly, Paul believes in the efficacy of prayerful intentions. He seems to draw strength 
and encouragement from knowing that congregations such as the church at Colossae 



are joining in his mission through prayer. Think of all the aspects of the world that God 
is concerned about.
• What mission of God are you most drawn to pray for today? 
• How can the “mystery of Christ” be made known plainly, not only through your 

words, but through your actions? Think over the things that you will do today, and 
the people you will be with. Look for the times when you sense “Christ among you, 
the hope of glory.”

Prayer
Who are the people or other aspects of God’s creation that you want to gather into your 
prayer today?
On days when you find it difficult to pray, or do not know how to pray, you might 
consider the simple admonition here, to keep watch in your prayer, with thanksgiving. 
Perhaps your day could begin or end with a simple list of all the things you are thankful 
for: the hot coffee or tea you might enjoy in the morning, a comfortable bed, safe 
drinking water and indoor plumbing, paper to write on, shoes that fit you, clothes to 
choose among, safety, friends, neighbors, a grocery store full of food.... The list can go 
on and on. Such a simple way to pray, and yet it can bring you very quickly into the 
presence of God, and perhaps send you outward in mission.

God of mystery, God of presence, thank you for the innumerable blessings of my life. 
Like Paul, may I be strengthened to speak the mystery of Christ clearly, not only with 
words, but most importantly through my actions. In Christ’s Name I pray. Amen.

Day 2: 4:5-6
With regard to those outside, walk in wisdom,
making the most of the time.
May your speech always be gracious, seasoned with salt,
so that you may know how you ought to answer each person.

These verses continue the theme of concern for those outside the Christian 
community.
• While the word”discernment” is not used here, it is the practice that underlies the 

counsels that are given. Learning how to “walk in wisdom” or how to “answer each 
person” graciously takes time, practice, and reflection.

• To “walk” in wisdom means not only to think wise thoughts, but to live wisely (as we 
have noted above in our discussion of the Jewish understanding of  halakhah).

• “Making the most of the time” may be a reference to the nearness of the “Day of the 
Lord” that Paul speaks of elsewhere. But for each of us, there is also the urgency of 



simply wanting to be certain that we live the best life possible, beginning now. Time is 
a gift, and the author encourages the community not to take their time for granted.

• Speech is powerful, as we have said earlier (Colossians 3:8). Here, the Colossians are 
told that their speech should be “gracious.” Theologically, grace is the power of God 
to bring fullness of life to all of the creation. Human words may be a vehicle for this 
life-giving power of God, or they may thwart God’s intentions.

• Similarly, salt is a powerful preservative, helping perishable foods to stay healthy for a 
long time. Salt gives flavor to food, and makes it enjoyable. What do you think the 
author has in mind here, when he speaks of seasoning your speech with salt?

• While Paul’s mission was to develop strong communities of Christians, the larger 
purpose for these communities was to affect the world around them, to be a part of 
God’s life-giving mission for the whole world. The grace known in the Christian 
community was meant to flow outward, through the words and actions of believers as 
they encountered others.

Questions for Reflection:
• What does it mean to you to live wisely? You might want to make a list of the values 

that are most important to you in living wisely. Then use that list each evening this 
week, as a measure for your day. Did you live your values? Did you walk wisely?

• The subject of right speech has come up again. Think about the people you are likely 
to see today. How can your conversations with them be “gracious”? How can your 
words be “salty”? What relationship challenges you the most, where conversation is 
concerned? How might you manifest grace, salt, and wisdom in your dealings with 
this person?

Prayer
Who are the people or other aspects of God’s creation that you want to gather into your 
prayer today?
God of life, your Word gives life to the world. Teach me to use my words wisely, that I 
may be a vehicle of your grace for others. I pray this in the name of Jesus, your Word 
Incarnate. Amen.

Day 3: 4:7-9
Tychicus will tell you all the news about me.
He is a beloved brother and faithful minister and fellow slave in the Lord.
I sent him to you for this very reason,
that you might know how we are doing,
and to encourage your hearts.
He is coming with your own Onesimus, a faithful and beloved brother.



They will tell you all the news from here.

Mail in the Roman Empire had to be carried by hand. Tychicus and Onesimus are the 
carriers of this letter to Colossae.
• Faithfulness characterizes both of these men, who have undertaken the journey to 

carry this letter, and perhaps to read it aloud and help explain the author’s intentions 
more fully to the Colossians.

• Tychicus is also called a “fellow slave in the Lord.” It is hard for Americans, with our 
painful experiences of slavery, to imagine the connotations of the word in the first 
century. To be a slave of the Lord would mean not only that the person did God’s 
bidding, but that this person had a high status, on account of belonging to the Lord’s 
household. In earliest Christian circles, being a slave of God or Christ became a 
customary way to speak of leaders, so that the word actually conferred honor.

• Tychicus is mentioned elsewhere in the New Testament: in Acts 20:4, where he and 
others accompany Paul through Macedonia, to Troas; in Ephesians 6:21, which is very 
similar to this reference in Colossians; in Titus 3:12; and in 2 Timothy 4:9, where the 
author says, “I have sent Tychicus to Ephesus.” The number of references suggests 
that Tychicus was a well-known and respected co-worker of Paul.

• Onesimus is quite likely the person who is the subject of the Letter to Philemon, a 
slave who is now free to serve as a courier and minister of the church. You might want  
to take a few minutes to read that short letter. It will give you a very intimate picture 
of Paul’s relationship with this convert. Interestingly, Philemon is not mentioned in 
this letter.

• It was customary in Paul’s churches to refer to one another as “brother.” Before the 
word “Christian” began to be used, people in the churches were referred to either as 
“believers” or “brothers.”

• The word “minister,” used to describe Tychicus, is diakonos in Greek, from which we 
get the word “deacon,” though during Paul’s day there were not yet formal roles 
within the Christian community.

• As you can tell from the commendation of these two men, ministry in the early 
churches was extremely personal. Tychicus and Onesimus are like ambassadors from 
Paul, representing him as they bring the letter along with news and encouragement 
from the Apostle.

Questions for Reflection:
• What sorts of actions or way of life do you think might be indications that person is a 

“slave” of God, or a “slave” of Christ? Does that term appeal to you, or not? If not, 
what word would you choose to speak of someone who truly listens to God and 
embodies God’s will for the good of others?



• Who are your most trusted friends? How do they encourage you? How do you 
encourage them? Can you tell a story about the most important time for you, when a 
friend offered encouragement or consolation or wise counsel? Are you being called to 
do the same for someone else?

Prayer
Who are the people or other aspects of God’s creation that you want to gather into your 
prayer today?
God of encouragement, you speak to us and encourage us through the voices of the 
people we love. If you need me today to give encouragement to someone, please make 
it clear, for I long to be one of your apostles, sent to bring your healing into our world. 
In Christ’s Name I pray. Amen.

Day 4: 4:10-13
Aristarchus, my fellow prisoner, greets you;
also Marcus, Barnabas’ cousin (concerning whom you have received orders - if he comes to you, 
receive him);
also Jesus, called Justus, greets you.
These are the only ones of the circumcision who are my co-workers in God’s kingdom,
and they have been a source of encouragement for me.
Epaphras, who is one of you, greets you.
He is a slave of Christ Jesus, always striving for you in his prayers,
that you might stand mature and fully assured in all the will of God.
I testify to the fact that that he has undergone much labor for you,
and for those in Laodicea and Hierapolis.

In these verses, we meet a group of people who appear to be the very same co-
workers of Paul whom he mentions at the end of the letter to Philemon: “Epaphras, 
my fellow prisoner in Christ Jesus, sends greetings to you, and so do mark, Aristarchus, 
Demas, and Luke, my fellow workers.”
• Many of these folks are also mentioned elsewhere in the New Testament (Aristarchus 

in Acts, Marcus in 1 Peter, etc.). So we know that the author has chosen to mention 
people of status and good reputation in the wider Christian community.

• Remembering that it is quite possible that this letter was written in Paul’s name 
shortly after his death, we might see the praise for Aristarchus, Marcus, Justus and 
Epaphras as part of the movement to authorize the next generation of leaders who are 
carrying on Paul’s work.



• Aristarchus, Marcus, and Justus are singled out as the only Jews who have supported 
Paul in his work. This fact makes their involvement especially significant and 
encouraging for Paul.

• Epaphras, who first proclaimed the gospel to the Colossian church (1:6-8), stands out 
here for receiving the most praise. Notice the grounds for this praise: he is a slave of 
Christ Jesus, he strives for the Colossians in his prayers, he has worked hard for them 
and for the congregations in Laodicea and Hierapolis. In short, his life is given not to 
his own piety, but to the strengthening of others in their living of the faith.

• We have commented earlier this week on the significance of being a slave of Christ. 
Notice that here the author adds that Epaphras strives in his prayer for the Colossians. 
Like an athlete in training, he uses all of his capacities to endure in strong prayers for 
them, with his goal that they may “stand mature and fully assured in all the will of 
God.” See how Eapaphras’ intentions dovetail with Paul’s desires for the Colossians in 
2:8-23.

Questions for Reflection:
Think about the context of earliest Christianity: Jesus was a Jew, as were his first 
followers. Then Paul has the insight that, in raising Jesus from the dead, God has erased 
the boundaries that formerly separated Jews from Gentiles, drawing all people into a 
reconciled relationship with God. Understandably, few members of the ongoing Jewish 
community were persuaded of Paul’s revelation.
• Where do you think you would have stood in that context - with those who held on to 

the faith of their forebears, or with those who were ready to receive a very new (and 
shocking) revelation about God’s will?

• What do you think convinced Aristarchus, Marcus, and Justus to commit their lives to 
Paul’s Gospel?

• How does your life witness to God’s desire to reconcile with all people?

A counsel intended for the Colossians is hidden in the praise for Epaphras: that they 
may “stand mature and fully assured in all the will of God.”
• What do you think that looks like, in ordinary life? Pay attention to your own actions 

today.
• What events of this day challenge you to “stand mature and fully assured in all the 

will of God”?
• How do you balance the virtues of humility and assurance?

Prayer
Who are the people or other aspects of God’s creation that you want to gather into your 
prayer today?



You who hear prayer, teach me to strive in my prayer for others, that I may become 
more and more attuned to your will and a vehicle of your grace for the world you love. 
In Christ’s Name I pray. Amen.

Day 5: 4:14-17
Luke, the beloved physician, greets you, and Demas.
Greet the brothers and sisters in Laodicea,
as well as Nympha and the church in her house.
And whenever this epistle is read before you, make sure that it is also read in the assembly of the 
Laodiceans. And you should also read the epistle from Laodicea.
And say to Archippus, “Pay attention to the ministry which you received in the Lord, and fulfill 
it!”

We continue today with Paul’s commendations of his co-workers.
• Luke, named here, is also mentioned as one of Paul’s co-workers at the end of the 

authentic letter Philemon (verse 24). And he is mentioned in 2 Timothy, a letter 
attributed to Paul, as the only person who happens to be present with Paul at the 
moment (4:11). In the late second century, Irenaeus attributed the authorship of the 
third Gospel to “Luke”; and the Muratorian Canon (a very early list of authoritative 
Christian writings), from roughly the same time-frame, links that Luke with “Luke, 
the beloved physician” mentioned here. In this linking of names and texts, we can 
sense the intense desire of Christians to know who wrote their Gospels. But we should 
be cautious in making these kinds of links, as they can lead us off track. By assuming 
that the author of the Gospel of Luke is a physician, readers have paid attention to 
some aspects of the narrative (such as the author’s tendency to make spiritual realities 
appear physically real), but have then missed out on some others (the deeply 
prophetic nature of this Gospel, the author’s sophisticated use of the Jewish 
scriptures, the role of women in the third Gospel, etc.).

• Demas, who is mentioned here presumably in a positive vein, is criticized in 2 
Timothy for being “in love with this present world,” and for deserting Paul to go to 
Thessalonica (2 Timothy 4:10).

• Nympha is clearly a prominent leader and a person of means who convenes a house-
church in her home. She appears to be the head of her household, not subject to a 
husband, contrary to the picture given in the household code of Colossians 3. In this 
respect, she is more like some of the women in leadership who are mentioned in the 
authentic Pauline letters (Chloe, Euodia, Syntyche, Phoebe, among others).

• In the phrase, “whenever this epistle is read before you,” we glean some insight into 
the practices of the gathered community. Apparently, there was a practice of reading 
the received epistles aloud, and also a practice of copying and sharing the epistles 



from community to community. This practice affirms some of the qualities that we 
observe in the letters, that they are specific, but not casual. They address issues that a 
particular community might be having (issues that might also be recognized in other 
communities), and they do so with some considered theological reflection.

Questions for Reflection
In the commentary for today, several issues arise to give us insight into early Christian 
history. One is that early Christians wrestled with the question of where they stood with 
regard to wider cultural norms of relations between people of different sexes and social 
stations. Another is that from the beginning Christians have struggled with their 
curiosity about the authorship of their texts, especially as those texts moved from being 
merely useful to becoming sacred. How important is it to attach a name to a text? 
Thirdly, we have the differing experiences of Demas. Was he commendable, or was he 
the kind of person who would leave others in the lurch?
• How does your faith community wrestle with differences of opinion concerning 

fitness for leadership?
• What, to you, are the most important standards for leadership within a Christian 

community?
• If you were going to write an epistle to your congregation, who would you get to help 

you write it, and what issues would you want to bring up?

Prayer
Who are the people or other aspects of God’s creation that you want to gather into your 
prayer today?
God of inspiration, thank you for the people whom you inspired to write, the people 
whose words we still read and ponder, the people whose words have given us insight 
into your Word. Give me the grace to speak well and kindly and truly today, so that 
others may draw closer to you through my words. Amen.

Day 6: 4:18
I, Paul, write this greeting with my own hand.
Remember my imprisonment.
Grace be with you.

Now, presumably, Paul picks up the pen to write his own greeting.
• For the third time, his imprisonment is mentioned.
• He ends with a prayer, “Grace be with you.”



• Though we end with Paul, alone, it is clear from all that we have learned this week 
about his co-workers that leadership in the early church was actually very diffuse, 
shared by many people who literally depended upon one another for their life.

• Poignantly, among all of those mentioned at the end of Colossians, it may be only Paul 
who is already dead.

Questions for Reflection
This last day of the study of Colossians is a good day for looking back. Look at what 
you have written and learned during the study.
• What learning or new understandings about yourself and God’s will for you do you 

want to carve into your memory?
• What learning or new understandings about God do you want to carve into your 

memory?
• What learning or new understandings about the Bible and/or early Christians do you 

want to carve into your memory?
• What learning or new understandings about God’s call to you at the present time do 

you want to carve into your memory?

Prayer
Who are the people or other aspects of God’s creation that you want to gather into your 
prayer today?
How do you think the author of Colossians would pray for you and for your 
community? Pray in that way...

May you be made strong
with all the strength that comes from God’s glorious power,

and may you be prepared to endure everything with patience,
while joyfully giving thanks to the Father,

who has enabled you to share
in the inheritance of the saints in the light.

(Colossians 1:11-12)
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