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Col. 2:8-23

Ricky Jackson served 39 for a crime he did not commit.  The man whose false testimony

sent him to prison has since found Christ.  He and Jackson have met and reconciled.  Jackson

has forgiven the man who sent him to prison.

While Jackson was in prison his mother, the dearest person in life to him, died.  He was

not allowed to attend the funeral.

The prison was notoriously violent.  Ricky once watched a man being stabbed to death

over a slight in the chow hall.

Jackson spent 39 years locked up because the system failed to do him justice.

In Col. 2 vv. 8-23 Paul is agonizing over the Colossian's desire to voluntarily submit to the

slavery of manmade rules and regulations.  Paul argues forcefully that our freedom is in

Christ… that Christ is complete and needs no help from any other power or manmade

system to effect our salvation.  We are free in Him.  We must never submit to the slavery of

any power or human system of rules or religion.

This passage is one of the most difficult that Paul wrote.  There are many different

opinions among commentators as to the meaning of the passage.  Many of the ideas in this

sermon are not original with me.

Some of the resources I have used are: William Barclay, The Expositor's Bible

Commentary and The Beacon Bible Commentary.

The passage is rich with many practical lessons for us in Christian living.

The faith in which these Colossian believers and you and I were and are rooted, built up

and established should be a source of abundant thanksgiving.  A true understanding of what

Christ has done on behalf of believers should lead them to gratefulness.  This should

characterize believer's faith and walk.

One of the reasons the passage is so difficult for us is we don't know for sure what heresy

or heresies Paul was dealing with.  To the Colossians Paul's message was crystal clear.  To us

removed by 2,000 years it is not at all clear.  We can guess, and there are several clues in the

epistle, but any opinion we may take about the root problem at Colossae must be a

conjecture on our part.

There are several characteristics of the Colossian heresy:
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1. It was clearly a heresy which attacked the total adequacy and the unique supremacy

of Jesus Christ.

No Pauline letter takes such a lofty view of Christ or insists so strongly on His

completeness and finality.

In 1:15 Paul says Christ is the image of the invisible God.

The word image is a very precise Greek word which speaks of an exact image as one

would make from stamping a die onto a metal surface or burning with a brand.  The idea is

that Jesus Christ is in every way an exact image of the invisible God.

Jesus says in John 14:9, he that hath seen me hath seen the Father.

The idea is the same.  The Son is the exact reproduction of the Father.

In chapter 1 v 19 of Colossians Paul writes, "In him (Christ) all fullness dwells".

In chapter 2 v 3, in whom are hidden all the treasures of wisdom and knowledge.1

In chapter 2 v 9, "In him (Christ) dwells the fullness of the God head in bodily form".

So Paul says Jesus Christ is totally adequate and uniquely supreme.  He is God.

2. Paul stresses strongly Christ's part in creation… by Him all things were created

(Chapter 1 v 16).

in Him all things hold together. (Chapter 1 v 17)

Only God could have created.  The fact that Jesus was involved in creating and holding

together the universe gives the lie to the heresy that says Christ was not complete and

adequate.

3. Paul also stresses strongly the real humanity of Jesus Christ.

In chapter 1:22 Christ did His redeeming work in the body of His flesh.

In chapter 2 v 9, "The fullness of the Godhead dwells in bodily form".  For all His deity

Jesus Christ was truly human flesh and blood.  This directly attacked the false teaching that

Jesus Christ didn't have a real human body.

4. There was also an astrological element in the Colossian heresy.

                                                          
1New American Standard Bible : 1995 Update, Col 2:3 (LaHabra, CA: The Lockman
Foundation, 1995).
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Paul uses the word translated rudiments in our text in v 8 and v 20.

The word had two basic meanings:

a. It could mean a row of things, such as a file of soldiers.

One of its commonest meanings is the ABCs, the letters of the alphabet set out as it were

in a row.

It came to mean the elements of any subject, the rudiments.

Paul may mean the Colossians are slipping back to an elementary kind of Christianity

when they ought to have been going on to maturity.

b. rudiments can also mean "the elemental spirits of the world, and especially the spirits

of the stars and planets".

The ancients would seldom move without consulting the stars.

It was widely believed that the stars held absolute control over men's lives.

The science of astrology professed to provide men with the secret knowledge which

would rid them of slavery to the elemental spirits.

It is likely that the Colossian false teachers were teaching that something more than Jesus

Christ was needed to rid men of their subjection to these elemental spirits.

5. Paul speaks of principalities or authorities in chapter 1 v 16, chapter 2 v 10 and v 15.

He is speaking about the belief in the power of demonic powers.  The false teachers said

that something more than Jesus Christ was necessary to free the Colossians from demonic

power.

6. We see in v 8 that there was clearly a philosophical element in the Colossian heresy.

v 8 says they were out to spoil men through philosophy and empty deceit.

7. There was a tendency for the false teachers to insist on the observance of special days
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and rituals.

v 16, festivals, new moons and Sabbaths.

8. There were ascetic elements like special laws about food and drink.

The heresy tended to think lightly of bodily sins.

It introduced the worship of angels and taught the presence of angelic intermediaries

between man and God.

All of these false teachings would lead the Colossians away from the simplicity of the

gospel into legalistic slavery of laws and rules.  It would tend to make them think they were

better than others because of the special rules they kept and special knowledge they had.  It

would make them think all these things were necessary in addition to Jesus Christ.

All of these false teachings would have been included in Gnosticism, a system of false

teaching which believed that the body was evil.  Only the spirit was good.  Because this was

true they taught that it didn't matter what was done with the body.

It taught that Jesus Christ did not have a physical body.

It taught the keeping of all kinds of special rules and keeping of special days.

The Gnostics believed that only they had the special knowledge required to enter the

higher reaches of religious practice.

Paul is teaching against all these heresies and perhaps more in the Colossian letter.

v 8 warns the Colossians not to be taken captive or spoiled (KJ) by the false teachings of

hollow and deceptive philosophy, traditions of men, rudiments of the world, and not after

Christ.

The word spoil or captive means to kidnap or to capture and take away.

The Colossians needed to constantly guard against the seductive teachings which tried to

capture them intellectually.

Satan has always tried to appeal to man's intellect.  In this heresy the appeal was to make

them think they were too intelligent to simply believe in the completeness of Christ and the

gospel.  Surely salvation through faith in Christ is not enough.  Special knowledge is

required.  Christ is not complete.  Special knowledge and men's works are needed to
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complete our salvation.

It is a temptation as old as Christianity and as modern as today's newspaper.

We must never yield to the thought that Christ needs our help in order to save us.  We

must come to Him in faith believing in His sacrifice for our sin just as we are… Nothing in

our hands we bring.  Jesus is complete and able to save us to the uttermost.  Nothing we can

know or do will help to complete that salvation.  The moment we think we know how to

help effect our salvation we disrespect Christ's person and work and forfeit our own

salvation.

This is a very subtle temptation, because it makes us think we are better than others.  We

have special knowledge, and we are specially-favored by God.  That was the Jewish position.

Just because they were Jews they had a monopoly on God.

Paul says, "Perish the thought. For by grace you have been saved through faith; and

that not of yourselves, it is the gift of God2

The word translated philosophy occurs only here in the NT.  Paul was a lover of

philosophy.  He is not condemning education or the study of philosophy but the false

philosophy which will keep people from seeing the truth.

With "basic principles", rudiments  of the world Paul may be referring to the law of

Moses, the four basic principles of Greek philosophy—earth, air, fire and water—or more

likely to the system of local gods who were worshipped by the pagan world of Paul's day.

All manmade religious systems come from Satan.  They are inspired by him to kidnap

people away from the truth.

No one can come to God except through Christ.  In Christ are hid all the treasures of

wisdom and knowledge.  True philosophy will focus on Jesus Christ—It will not put Christ

in any lower position, nor will it focus on human endeavor.

v 9 is a powerful statement of the deity of Christ.  Each verse from v 9 to v 13 carries the

phrase "in Christ" or in Him or "with Christ" or with Him to show that Christ is the center of

God's saving activity.

all the fulness of the Godhead bodily refers to the whole total of deity or all the divine

attributes.

The NIV translates, "For in Christ all the fullness of the Deity lives in bodily form".

                                                          
2New American Standard Bible : 1995 Update, Eph 2:8 (LaHabra, CA: The Lockman
Foundation, 1995).
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"lives in bodily form" means "dwells permanently" or "continues to live in a human body".

Paul is clearly teaching two facts here:

1. Christ was not a separate deity along with God—God's fullness was dwelling uniquely

and supremely in Christ.

2. Christ was not less than God.

He was not merely one of a string of intermediaries between people and God.

When we have Christ we have everything we need for salvation and right living.

v 10 continues the argument.  Paul says in the NAS, and in Him you have been made

complete.  The NIV says, "and you have come to fullness in him".

Christ not only has the fullness of Deity dwelling in Him, but all believers have been

given fullness or completeness in Christ.  The Colossians and we need nothing outside of

Christ; in Him we have everything we need for salvation and right living.  They or us have

no need to seek God in other philosophies.

v 10… which is the head of all principality and power…

The Expositor's Bible Commentary says, quote,

He is "the head" in the sense that he is "the head over every power and

authority".  He is "the head" in the sense that he is the source of life for all that

exists and sovereign Lord over all.  Whatever powers there are in the universe,

whatever ranks and orders of authority and government, they all owe their

being to Christ and are under his lordship.  It is important to observe that

though Christ is here described as head, the powers and authorities are not

called his body, that distinction is reserved for Christ's people.

End of quotation

No power, principality or spirit can replace or improve upon what Christ does for us in
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the Holy Spirit.

v 11… The Jewish male was physically circumcised to symbolize the Jewish relationship

to God.

Also symbolized was cutting off of the old life of sin, purifying one's heart and dedicating

oneself to God.

With the death of Christ this physical act was not necessary for one to have a relationship

with God.

Paul says all believers are circumcised, not with a circumcision done by men's hands but

by Christ.

putting off speaks of a total break from the old sinful life.

The Colossians had become God's children.  The sign of their new life was not the cutting

of the flesh, but a cutting off of the sinful nature.

Christ sets people free from their evil desires by a spiritual not a bodily operation.

v 12 speaks of baptism.  Baptism parallels the act of circumcision in that it portrays a death

to sin, a burial and a resurrection to a new life.

Christian baptism in Paul's day was usually by immersion.  New Christians were

completely buried in water.

Coming up out of the waters of baptism symbolizes resurrection to new life with Christ.

It also symbolizes future bodily resurrection.  Our faith is in the one who had power to raise

Christ from the dead.  We believe He also will raise us from death unless we are taken before

death.

This is freedom.  The believers at Colossae already had this freedom.  They didn't need a

false heresy filled with powers, authorities, rituals and practices.  They were complete in

Christ.

In v 13 Paul reminds the Colossians that they were dead in sins.  They were completely

unable to save themselves.  God through Christ made them alive in Him.  God through

Christ forgave all their sins.

Christ destroyed the penalty of sin and its power over believers on the cross.

Through faith in Christ believers are acquitted or found not guilty before God their judge.

In v 14 He erased the charges that stood against us.

The words are accounting terms.  The picture is of an accountant taking a sponge and

wiping the charges against us away.

He set them aside, nailing them to the cross.  Hallelujah!

Christ nailed the ledger containing our sins to His cross, canceling the charges against us.
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Neither Judaism or the false teachings which so appealed to the Colossians had the power to

cancel sin.

In v 15 Paul says Christ's death also triumphed over powers and authorities or

principalities and powers.  He confronted them openly to publicly reveal their true nature.

He completely defeated them.  He did not need the powers and enemanations of the false

teachers to triumph over them.

In ancient times the conquering general led a triumphal parade in honor of his victory.

His conquered foes were led in chains in the triumph to show what he had conquered.

This is the picture here.  Christ is shown leading a host of conquered captives who He has

triumphed over completely.

His death is our death, symbolized by baptism.  Isaiah 53:8 says, he was cut off out of the

land of the living.  His circumcision is our circumcision.  Christ is personally responsible for

our redemption.  He conquered all opposing forces at Calvary and at the tomb.  His was the

decisive cosmic battle between God and all satanic forces.

The hymn writer has written:

In the cross of Christ I glory

Tow'ring o'er the wrecks of time;

All the light of sacred story

Gathers 'round its head sublime

The NIV translates v 15a, "And having disarmed the powers and authorities".  The

disarming occurred when Jesus died on the cross.

The word is literally "stripped", as in stripping a defeated enemy of armor on the

battlefield.  The powers and authorities thought they were disarming Christ when they

stripped Him and nailed Him to the cross.  Ironically it was His death which stripped the

powers and authorities of their power over the Christian.  Evil no longer has any power over

believers, because Christ has disarmed it.  The Colossians too had participated in the victory

at the cross.

They and we must not act as helpless slaves to the heresy of false teachers; we should

proclaim the truth and victory of our savior Jesus Christ.

In vv 16-23 Paul addresses freedom from legalism.

Paul wonders why the Colossians would choose to return from freedom to slavery.  Why
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would they submit to legalistic rules and regulations?  These rules were rooted in rebellion

against God.  These rules only served to enslave people.  Paul is not against rules and

regulations.  He says believers must never set aside freedom in order to follow a series of

negative rules and regulations regarding every facet of life.  We died with Christ; He has set

us free.

In v 16 Paul says,  Let no man therefore judge you in meat , or in drink3 (in eating), in a

holy day or the Sabbath.  Here Paul is resisting the Judaizers who insisted on legalistic rules

and regulations.  These were issues on which the enemies of Christ succeeded in effecting

His crucifixion.

Christ had set the Colossians free.  These rules and regulations if submitted to would show

the evil powers still held authority over them.

vv 17, 18 and 19 show that these rules and regulations are a mere shadow of the reality

that is found in Christ.

Paul says by turning the Colossian believers away from the reality back to the shadow the

false teachers served only to disqualify the believers.

The KJ voluntary humility is translated "false humility" in the NIV.  Paul is pointing out

that the keeping of laws, rituals and rules can look like humility, but they have no bearing on

salvation.  This kind of humility was self-absorbing and self-gratifying, a kind of pretentious

piety.

The KJ says this kind of humility is vainly puffed up by his fleshly mind.

v 19… The NAS is and not holding fast to the head… The NIV, "He has lost connection

with the Head".

The false teachers were not connected to Christ.  Christ is the head of the body of

believers.  Just as a limb detached from the body loses life, so these false teachers, detached

from the body of Christ and no longer under His headship, had lost the vital connection.

The natural result would be they would fall into error.  Jesus says in John 15:5, he who

abides in Me and I in him, he bears much fruit, for apart from Me you can do nothing.4

Our connection to Christ is vital to our Christian living.

Paul closes the chapter by pointing out that we have died with Christ to the rituals, rules

and manmade regulations.

                                                          
3The Holy Bible : King James Version., Electronic edition of the 1769 edition of the 1611
Authorized Version., Col 2:16 (Oak Harbor, WA: Logos Research Systems, Inc., 1995).
4New American Standard Bible : 1995 Update, Jn 15:5 (LaHabra, CA: The Lockman
Foundation, 1995).
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He says these things may look good, but they are of no value in living the Christian life.

The section beginning if ye be dead with Christ (2:20) has its counterpart in (3:1)…  If ye

then be risen with Christ.

Paul says the natural fruit of a correct conception and experience of divine grace will be

ethical holiness.  He states flatly that only the grace of God, not human willpower, can stop

the practice of the indulgence of the flesh (v 23).  Paul will further develop that theme in

chapter 3.

The Life Application Bible Commentary closes the chapter with a list of questions to ask

about any religious group:

• Does it stress human-made rules and taboos rather than God's grace?

• Does it foster a critical spirit toward others, or does it exercise discipline

discreetly and lovingly?

• Does it stress formulas, secret knowledge, or special visions more than the

Word of God?

• Does it elevate self-righteousness, honoring those who keep the rules,

rather than elevating Christ?

• Does it neglect Christ's universal church, claiming to be an elite group?

• Does it teach humiliation of the body as a means of spiritual growth rather

than focusing on the growth of the whole person?

• Does it disregard the family rather than holding it in high regard as the

Bible does?

Quickly, a few lessons:

• Jesus Christ is completely adequate to save us.  He needs no help from us or any other

power.

• Jesus Christ is God.

• Jesus Christ is human.

• Jesus Christ was the agent in creation.

• We need to strenuously resist any temptation which includes any manmade

requirements to bring about our salvation.

• We need to resist the temptation to feel superior to other Christians because of the
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things we do.

• Education is not wrong; we need to remember it is not education but faith in Christ

which gives us salvation.

• It is important for each of us to maintain the vital connection to Christ the head.

• Christ has taken our sin away, nailing it to His cross.

• Never submit to slavery to manmade systems.  We are free in Christ.
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