
I Intro. (Dec. 7, 1986 [Rosendale]; Sept. 25, 1988 

[ACC], Oct. 29, Nov. 5, 2006) 

 Few dispute that the author of the letter to 

the Colossians was the apostle Paul. There is more 

discussion about the place and date, but it was 

likely written while he was in prison in Rome 

around A.D. 60-62. Perhaps the main purpose was 

to correct legalistic heresy, which abounded in the 

ancient world, as it still does today. The recipients 

lived in Colossae, which was located in the Lycus 

Valley about 112 miles east of Ephesus in Asia 

Minor. Holy Land and Photos says this about the 

location: 
 “The site of Colossae is located on the southern 
edge of the Lycus Valley near larger and more significant 
sites such as Laodecia, 8 mi. [13 km.] to the west, and 
Hierapolis, 7.8 mi. [21.5 km.] to the northwest. It is 
approximately 112 mi. [180 km.] due east of Ephesus. 

Paul wrote two letters to Colossae, namely 
Colossians and Philemon. Paul evidently never visited the 
city (Col 1:9; 2:1), but rather his colleague Epaphras 
brought the gospel message to the three cities of the 
Lycus Valley, that is to Colossae, to Laodicea, and to 
Hierapolis. However, Paul hoped to visit the city, for he 
requested Philemon to prepare a lodging for him in 
anticipation of a visit (Phil 1:23). 

The mound (Turkish: huyuk) of Colossae has not 
been excavated (One anecdote states, ‘There is 
discussion of excavating the mound in the photo and we 
can expect this to take place in the next few years.’

1
). It 

was said to have been a large city in the fifth century B.C. 
but for some reason it seems to have lost some of its 
importance by the first century A.D. The reason for this is 
unclear, for its position on the major road running from 
east to west, from Pisidian Antioch to Laodicea and from 
there to the Aegean Sea remained unchanged. Possibly 
the new, northwest to southeast route, connecting 
Pergamum to Laodicea and Laodicea to Attalia (Antalya) 
via Cibyra and Termessos, which bypassed Colossae, 
reduced its importance.”

2 
“This town fell into decay (possibly due to 

an earthquake), and the modern town of Chonas or 

Chonum occupies a site near its ruins.”
3
 Others 

say, “The Colossae site was abandoned in the 

eighth century and it became a quarry for others 

residing in the Lycus valley. About 800 AD it was 

replaced by the new town of Chonae, modern 

Honaz, three miles to the south.”
4
 

As was already noted that Paul had 

apparently not been to Colossae (1:7; 2:1). 

Apparently their evangelist was Epaphras (1:7), 

who was with Paul at the time of this writing 

(4:12), as a fellow prisoner when he synchronously 
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wrote to Philemon (Phm. 23), a slave owner from 

Colossae, whose runaway slave, Onesimus, Paul 

wished him to receive back upon his return to 

Colossae. “Epaphras may have traveled to Rome 

to meet with Paul to secure his help in combating 

the influence of false teachers that were preaching 

in Colosse. Archippus may have stood in for 

Epaphras during his absence (Col. 4:17; Phile. 

2).”
5
 “It is noteworthy that Tychicus, who took 

this letter to Colossae for Paul (Col. 4:7, ed.), was 

accompanied by Onesimus (4:9, ed.), the slave on 

whose behalf Paul wrote Philemon.”
6
 One 

commentary says, “the three Epistles, Ephesians, 

Colossians, and Philemon, were sent at the same 

time”
7
 and “carried by the same bearer, 

Tychicus”
8
 (Eph. 6:21). Archippus is also 

mentioned in both Colossians and Philemon (Col. 

4:17; Phm. 2). In Phm. 2, he is mentioned “with 

Philemon and Apphia in a manner suggesting that 

he may have been their son,”
9
 those this is far 

from certain. 

 What were the characteristics of the heresy 

that Paul endeavored to correct? “It contained 

several characteristics. (1) It was Jewish, stressing 

the need for observing Old Testament laws and 

ceremonies. (2) It was philosophical, laying 

emphasis on some special or deeper knowledge 

(gnoµsis). (3) It involved the worship of angels as 
mediators to God (2:18). (4) It was exclusivistic, 

stressing the special privilege and ‘perfection’ of 

those select few who belonged to this 

philosophical elite. (5) It was also Christological. 

But this seminal Gnosticism denied the deity of 

Christ, thus calling forth one of the greatest 

declarations of Christ’s deity found anywhere in 

Scripture (1:15-16; 2:9).”
10
 The Ryrie Study Bible 

adds with reference to the heresy that, “It was 

syncretistic, fusing Jewish legalism, Greek 

philosophic speculation, and Oriental mysticism. 

Specifics included dietary and Sabbath 

observances and circumcision rites (2:11, 16), the 

worship of angels (2:18), and the practice of 

asceticism, which stemmed from the belief that the 

body was inherently evil (2:21-23). In combating 
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this heresy, Paul emphasizes the cosmic 

significance of Christ as Lord of creation and 

Head of the Church. Any teaching, practice, or 

intermediary that detracts from the uniqueness and 

centrality of Christ is against the faith.”
11
 

 In addition to correcting these critical 

errors, Paul informed his readers of his personal 

situation in chap. 4. 

 In Col. 1:1-2, Paul extended a typical 

greeting. Then in vv. 3-8, he offered thanksgiving 

to God and his basis for doing so. 

 

II Paul Greeted the Colossians and Thanked God 

(Col. 1:1-8). 

 A. Paul greeted the Colossians (1:1-2). 

  1. (vs. 1) Paul, Saul was his Jewish 

name (“Jews in the Greek-speaking areas took 

names which closely approximated to the sound of 

their Hebrew and Aramaic names, e.g. Silas: 

Silvanus; Jesus: Jason”
12
), referred to himself as 

“an apostle (ajp ovst o lo "),” which is a term used 
“of messengers with extraordinary status, esp. of 

God’s messenger, envoy.”
13
 In the NT, in addition 

to the twelve, the term is used of Christ, Barnabas, 

of Andronicus and Junia, and of James, the Lord’s 

brother. In order to be an apostle, one had to have 

seen the resurrected Christ (Acts 1:22), and he had 

to have performed the signs of an apostle, i.e. 

miracles (2Cor. 12:12). Therefore there are no 

apostles today. Paul was an apostle of Jesus Christ 

(ajp ovst o lo " Cr i st ou'), that is, of the Savior, the 
Anointed One. That Paul was His apostle means 

that he was commissioned by Him and sent forth 

with the message of the NT, especially the 

message of justification by faith. His 

commissioning did not come about by an act of his 

own will as is well known from the record of his 

conversion on the road to Damascus in Acts 9. 

Rather, it was entirely, “by the will of God 

(di a; qelh vmat o " qeou'),” an “expression” to “be 
regarded as a renunciation of all personal worth, 

and a declaration of God’s unmerited grace.”
14
 By 

itself the term “apostle” implies authority. Paul 

certainly emphasized this meaning with the 

wayward Galatians; “Paul, an apostle (not sent 
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from men, nor through the agency of man, but 

through Jesus Christ, and God the Father, who 

raised Him from the dead)” (Gal. 1:1). Any 

reference to authority in the term “apostle” here is 

probably only because they had never met Paul 

and did not know him. They would probably not 

have questioned his authority as such. By using the 

term “apostle” he would have reinforced their 

confidence in his letter. 

 Paul referred to “Timothy” as “our 

brother.” He apparently was not an apostle, but he 

certainly was a fellow member of the family of 

God. We are not to take this reference to mean that 

he was a co-author either. For Paul does not 

continue using the plural pronoun, “we” or “our,” 

throughout the letter (vv. 3, 4, 7, 8, 9, 1:28, 4:3), 

but often used the singular “I,” etc. (cf. Col 1:23, 

24, 25, 29; 2:1; 4:4, 7, 10, 11, 18). This is Paul’s 

letter, not Timothy’s. Nevertheless, Timothy 

stands in complete agreement with its contents. 

2. (vs. 2) Here we learn of the 

recipients of the letter, which was written “to the 

saints (aJgi vo i "),” that is, set apart ones. This is not 
something that is received by individuals by virtue 

of their sterling lives conferred by the College of 

Cardinals centuries after their deaths. It is 

something that a believer is because he is a 

believer plus nothing else. If you are a believer 

here today, then you are a saint. So please do not 

say, “Well, I’m no saint.” As such, Paul’s readers 

were also “faithful brethren (p i st o i '" ajdelf o i '"),” 
that is, they were, “trustworthy, stedfast, (and) 

unswerving,”
15
 that is, “they” were “practicing the 

principles of the faith in daily life” (handwritten 

notes). So they, “were ‘saints’…in their position 

and ‘faithful brethren…in their practice.”
16
 We 

could add that we are “brethren” by faith and 

“faithful” by godly living.  

See the introduction for the fact that they 

were “at Colossae.” 

 Paul wished them “grace (cavr i "),” a term 
that appears 155 times in the original of the NT. 

Generally it refers to God’s unmerited or unearned 

favor, or “that which is given freely and 

generously.”
17
 We are saved by grace (Eph. 2:8-9), 

but we also live by grace, that is, the whole divine 
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enablement for living the Christian life is a matter 

of grace. Paul is referring to grace for living here. 

This grace is available limitlessly simply for the 

asking according to Hb. 4:16; “Let us therefore 

draw near with confidence to the throne of grace, 

that we may receive mercy and may find grace to 

help in time of need.” It can come to us via the 

prayers (implicit here) of others too as is the case 

of Paul in behalf of the Colossians. 

 He also wished them “peace (ei jrh vn h).” 
Peace corresponds to the Hebrew “shalom 

(meaning) completeness, soundness, welfare, 

peace.”
18
 It is more than just the absence of 

conflict, but refers to a total “state of well-

being.”
19
 It follows logically as a result of 

receiving grace both in justification (Rm. 5:1) and 

sanctification. Thus if one wants to enjoy the 

peace of God in daily living, one will have to 

receive the grace of God for daily Christian living. 

Of course, this grace and peace is “from God our 

Father,” the ultimate singular source for such 

things (cf. Eph. 4:29). Some manuscripts add, 

“and the Lord Jesus Christ,” an expression 

common in other greetings (Rm. 1:7; 1Cor. 1:3; 

2Cor. 1:2; Gal. 1:3; Eph. 1:2; Phil. 1:2; 1Th. 1:1; 

2Th. 1:1; Phlm. 3). Whether the expression 

belongs here or not, it is true enough. For the 

Father grants them on the basis of the finished 

work of Christ on our behalf. Besides the similar 

expression, “the Father of our Lord Jesus Christ” 

appears in the next verse here (Col. 1:3). 

 So the terms “brother” (vs. 1), “brethren” 

and “Father” (vs. 2) all point to the fact that all of 

Colossians has to do with those who are members 

of the spiritual family of God. 

 B. Thanksgiving to God and its basis (1:3-

8). 

  1. (vs. 3) Paul opened many of his 

epistles with thanksgiving to God (Rm. 1:8; 1Cor. 

1:4; Eph. 1:15; Phil. 1:3; Col. 1:3; 1Th. 1:2; 2:13). 

In Romans, it was a matter of priority, “First,” that 

is, “before we get into any of the other matters, we 

want to thank God.” The same pattern is followed 

here, “we give thanks to God 

(Eujca r i st ou'men  t w'/ qew'/),” though not stated as 
such. In the Bible, as you know, with the 
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exception of Rm. 16:4, thanksgiving always goes 

to God. It is the expression of appreciation to Him 

for whatever is in view, and is always a veritable 

act of worship. 

 God is described as “the Father of our Lord 

Jesus Christ,” an expression that cannot mean that 

He is the originator of our Lord Jesus Christ 

because He is as old as the Father, since “His 

goings forth are from long ago, from the days of 

eternity” (Mic. 5:2b). God does have priority over 

the Son in authority and function (1Cor. 15:28); 

and it is not wrong to see the Father as the Son’s 

originator in His humanity; “but a body you have 

prepared for Me” (Hb. 10:5). The name Lord 

means that He is Deity, Jesus means Savior, and 

Christ means Anointed One. 

 The expression “praying always for you 

(p avn t ot e p er i ; uJmw'n  p r o seucovmen o i)” shows the 
heart and regular practice of the apostle in going to 

God on behalf of these brothers whom he had 

never seen. 

  2. (vs. 4) He had never seen them, 

but he and Timothy had prayed “for” them “since” 

they “heard (ajk ouvs an t e")” from Epaphras (vv. 7-
8) “of” their “faith in Christ Jesus 

(t h ;n  p i vst i n  uJmw'n  ejn  Cr i st w'/  jI h s ou' [Lightfoot 
says that this, ‘denotes the sphere in which their 

faith moves, rather than the object to Which it is 

directed,’
20
 and is therefore a reference to faith for 

Christian living, not salvation.]),” that is, that in 

fact they were believers, “and” had heard of “the 

love which” they had “for all the saints 

(k a i ; t h ;n  ajgavp h n  h }n  e[cet e ei j" p avn t a " t ou;" aJ
gi vou").” Paul and Timothy were aware of the fact 
that not only were there believers in Colossae, but 

that these believers gave sacrificially of 

themselves with joy to see to it that God’s will 

was done in the lives of “all the saints,” that is, 

believers, without discrimination or partiality. 

Their love had a comprehensive scope. 

  3. (vs. 5) This love was exercised 

by the Colossians “because of the hope laid up 

for” them “in heaven 

(di a; t h ;n  ejlp i vda  t h ;n  ajp o k ei mevn h n  uJmi 'n  ejn  t o i '"
 oujr an o i '").” Three times the Greek word for “laid 
up” is used in rewards passages in the NT; 1Tm. 

6:19; Mt. 6:20; 1Pt. 1:4. God has marvelous things 
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in mind for every believer, but even greater things 

in mind for the faithful believer who lives an 

obedient life, loving other believers as God 

commands. The Colossians knew that, and thus 

they continued in love for all the saints, knowing 

that they were thereby multiplying their hope for 

the future. 

 Naturally their knowledge of the believer’s 

hope had been there from the beginning for them, 

being something “of which” they “previously 

heard in the word of truth, the gospel 

(h }n  p r oh k ouvs at e ejn  t w'/ lovgw/ t h '" ajlh qei va " t o
u' eujaggeli vou),” that is, “the true and genuine 
Gospel as taught by Epaphras, and not the 

spurious substitute of these later pretenders”
21
 

Some have wondered to what the word 

“previously” has reference; previous to what? 

Lightfoot says, “The preposition seems intended to 

contrast their earlier with their later lessons—the 

true Gospel of Epaphras with the false gospel of 

their recent teachers.”
22
 Whatever the false 

teaching was, it “tended to cheat them of their 

hope,”
23
 and that inevitable meant and means false 

additions to faith in salvation with the implication 

that Jesus did not take care of everything. 

  4. (vs. 6) This was the same gospel, 

“which” had “come to (t ou' p a r ovn t o " ei j" uJma'")” 
them, and which therefore was present with them; 

“just as” elsewhere, “in all the world also it” was 

“constantly bearing fruit and increasing 

(k a q w;" k a i ; ejn  p an t i ; t w'/ k ovs mw/ ejst i ;n  k a rp of o
r ouvmen on  k a i ; aujxan ovmen on).” The reference is 
probably to the Roman Empire, not literally the 

whole world, and to that extent the expression “all 

the world” is hyperbole (cf. vs. 23). This certainly 

runs counter to the exclusivistic elitism of the pre-

gnostics. About bearing fruit and increasing (The 

KJV and NKJV omit “increasing,” but Hodges 

retains it.), Lightfoot says, “While 

k a rp of o r ouvmen on describes the inner working, 
aujxan ovmen on gives the outward extension of the 
Gospel.”

24
 We take that to mean that the former is 

a reference to the fruit of the Spirit (cp. Eph. 5:18 
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& Col. 3:16) or Christian living, and the latter is a 

reference to evangelistic growth. 

 The next comparison doubles back: “even 

as it has been doing in you” or perhaps “among 

you,” “also since the day you heard of it 

(k a q w;" k a i ; ejn  uJmi 'n ,  ajf !  h |" h Jmevr a " h jk ouvs at e).
” This was not news to Paul’s readers who were 

keenly aware of the local effects of the gospel both 

in terms of Christian maturity and evangelism. 

Moreover, it was from that day that they had 

“understood the grace of God in truth 

(ejp evgn wt e t h ;n  cavr i n  t ou' qeou' ejn  ajlh qei va/),” 
that is, from the day they had experientially 

understood the grace of God in truth for they had 

believed it and knew its effects, its transforming 

power. Of course, the grace of God stood opposed 

to all the legalism of the false teachers, legalism 

which was in fact a lie, as opposed to the truth of 

the gospel, which is really that to which Paul 

referred here. 

  5. (vs. 7) A further comparison 

traces the source of the good news to their 

evangelist: “just as you learned it from Epaphras 

(k a q w;" ejmavqet e ajp o;  jEp af r a'),” whom Paul 

described as “our beloved fellow bond-servant 

(t ou' ajgap h t ou' sun douvlou h Jmw'n).” Epaphras and 
Paul’s gospel were one and the same, an entirely 

free grace gospel. There is no other kind. 

Epaphras’ presentation of this gospel was sterling, 

so he is called “a faithful servant of Christ on our 

behalf 

(p i st o;" uJp e;r  uJmw'n  di avk on o " t ou' Cr i st ou').” 
No man who presented a legalistic message would 

ever be described in those terms by the apostle 

Paul. Consequently very few preachers today 

would ever be so described by the apostle, as 

virtually all of them have multiple steps to be 

followed to go to heaven, steps that inevitably go 

beyond “believe on the Lord Jesus Christ and you 

will be saved.” 

  6. (vs. 8) Epaphras was not only a 

messenger to the Colossians with the gospel, he 

was also a messenger to Paul on the Colossians’ 

behalf, informing Paul and Timothy “of” their 

“love in the Spirit,” that is, of the love that 

originated in them by virtue of their walking by 

the power of the Spirit. 

 

III Conc. 
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 Clearly Paul cared deeply for the 

Colossians and wished them all the grace and 

peace from God to sustain them in daily living. He 

thanked God for them as well, and prayed for them 

always, though he had never met them. He 

mentioned their faith, love, and hope with 

reference to which, Lightfoot say, “Faith rests on 

the past; love works in the present; hope looks to 

the future.”
25
 All these depend on the gospel, 

which everywhere bears fruit and grows so long as 

it is clearly presented for what it is, “the grace of 

God in truth.” Anyone who proclaims the message 

clearly, as Epaphras did, deserves commendation; 

all others will face condemnation in one form or 

another. It really is that simple. 
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