
 

Colossians: An Introduction 

Working with Letters 

Twenty one of the twenty nine books of the New Testament are what are known as ‘Epistles’: 

Colossians is one of them. The word Epistle simply means ‘written message’, however the Epistles do 

not all follow the same form. Some of the Epistles resemble ancient letters more than others; whilst 

some more resemble public documents. Ancient letters had a standard form, as do our letters today, 

many of the New Testament Letters conform to this standard form: 

1. Name of the writer; 

2. Name of the recipient; 

3. Greeting; 

4. Prayer, wish or thanksgiving; 

5. Body; 

6. Final greeting and farewell. 

Colossians quite clearly fits into this pattern. The Epistles are all occasional documents written in the 

first century. They were written out of the context of the author to the context of the original 

recipients. They were occasioned by a special circumstance, either from the reader’s side or the 

author’s side. One of the difficulties in interpreting an Epistle is that whilst we have the answers, we do 

not always know what the problems or questions were. It is like listening to one side of a telephone 

conversation. We need to read between the lines and try to understand why the letter was written. We 

must also bear in mind that the Epistles are not first of all theological treaties. The theology of the 

letters is written in relation to the need at hand. 

There are two stages in interpreting an Epistle. The first is to look at its historical and literary context 

(Exegesis – Past Reality) - what did it mean to the original recipients? The second is to look at what 

the text means to us today (Hermeneutics – Present Relevance). As N. T. Wright states in his 

commentary on Colossians (p. 19):  

It is not a miscellaneous collection of ‘helpful thoughts’. It is a particular letter written to a 

particular congregation at one point in its (very early) history. To believe, in fact, that 

Colossians is inspired Scripture is to believe that God intended to say just these things to this 

church  - and in so doing to address, somehow, the church as a whole. 

The Lion Handbook of the Bible contains an excellent article on the world of the letters (The Letters 

Donald Guthrie & Stephen Motyer) as well as material on Colossians itself. The best place to start in 

providing guidance on how to interpret the Epistles is ‘How to Read the Bible for All Its Worth’ by 

Gordon Fee and Douglas Stuart. 

Colossians along with Ephesians, Philemon and Philippians are known as ‘the prison letters’ as they 

were written whilst their author was in prison (4:3, 10, 18), and it is to him we now must turn.  

 



The Author 

Colossians was written by the apostle Paul (joined in 1:1 by Timothy). Paul’s signature was at the end 

of the letter (4:18). Many NT scholars doubt that Paul did in fact write the letter. N. T. Wright in his 

commentary (see below) deals with the arguments raised and concludes: ‘Colossians can be seen as 

simply one more example of that vivid and brilliant theological writing which characterizes, uniquely, 

everything Paul himself wrote.’ (p. 34). Gordon Fee (God’s Empowering Presence p. 636) points out 

the irony that scholars do accept that Philemon was written by Paul, which undermines the claim that 

Colossians was not, given that they were both written at the same time and delivered by the same 

postman! (4:7-9). 

Where and When was it Written 

The standard view is that the letter to the Colossians was written during Paul’s imprisonment in Rome 

(Acts 28:30-31) around AD60 or 61. The indication is that the personal letter to Philemon and the 

general letter to Ephesians (it is likely that Ephesians is the letter to Laodicea referred to in 4:16) were 

written by Paul at the same time and delivered by Tychicus (4:7) and the redeemed runaway slave 

Onesimus (4:9). There have also been arguments that the letter was written during Paul’s 

imprisonment in Caesarea (Acts 24:27). N. T. Wright in his commentary makes a convincing case that 

the letter was written during Paul’s imprisonment in Ephesus (2 Cor. 1:8; 1 Cor. 15:32). Wright would 

thus date Colossians and Philemon between AD52 – 55. It is noteworthy that Ephesus is much closer to 

Colossae than Rome and would have been easier for Onesimus to reach. 

Colosse (or Colossae) 

Colosse was a town on the banks of the Lycus river (a tributary of the river Meander) in Asia Minor 

which is modern day Turkey. Colosse made up one third of a tri-city area along with its neighbours 

Laodicea (ten miles) and Hierapolis (six miles beyond that).  Colosse had been upstaged by its 

neighbours. Hierapolis was a place for health, pleasure and relaxation whilst Laodicea was known for 

its commercial trade and politics (Rev 3-14-22). Colosse was 100 miles east of Ephesus. 

Colosse was mostly a pagan city with a strong intermingling of Jews. The mixed nature of the town 

would have resulted in many different religions being practiced there (this is the obvious inference as 

we have no direct archaeological evidence as the town has not been excavated) Colosse was levelled 

by an earthquake in the ninth year of Nero but was then rebuilt. 

The Church at Colosse 

We have no record of how the church in Colosse began. Paul had never visited Colosse. It is widely 

accepted that Epaphras planted the church (1:7-8). It is likely that Epaphras was converted through 

Paul’s preaching in Ephesus (Acts 19 Paul spent two years there with great results). Epaphras may also 

have planted churches in the neighbouring towns (4:13). Some argue that the fact that Paul had never 

visited Colosse explains his gentle tone throughout the letter; it also explains the large number of 

greetings in the letter (Paul was establishing points of contact). The church may well have met in 

Philemon’s home (Philemon 2), with members including Apphia and Archippus (who clearly had some 

sort of ministry 4:17; Philemon2). 



Why was the Letter Written 

Paul had clearly received a report about the Colosse church from Epaphras (1:8-9). This was a good 

report (2:5). Many writers argue that false teachers had introduced heresy into the Colossian church. 

There is no agreement as to what was being taught. Some argue that it was Gnosticism; others, a 

pagan cult; still others a form of sectarian Judaism (see Paula Gooder’s article Understanding 

Colossians in The Lion Handbook of the Bible). A number of writers (e.g. David Pawson see Unlocking 

the Bible: Colossians) argue that there was a blending of different religious ideas leading to a form of 

syncretism. N. T. Wright argues compellingly that Paul is giving a polemic against the imposition of 

Judaism (cf. The Judaizers of Galatians). As Wright says (page 27): 

The way to maturity for the people of God does not lie in their becoming Jews, but rather in 

their drawing out, and applying to personal and communal life the meaning of the death and 

resurrection of Jesus Christ. 

There is however nothing in the letter to indicate that false teachers had infiltrated the church, the 

main emphasis of the letter being Christian maturity. The letter should be seen as a positive message 

containing a warning to a young church. Paul called the Colossians to the simplicity of Christ, as Martin 

Luther said ‘man only needs Jesus Christ.’ 

The Message of Colossians 

I. OPENING GREETING (1:1-2) 

II. INTRODUCTION OF PAUL AND HIS THEME (1:3-2:5) 

A. Thanksgiving (1:3-8) 

B. Prayer and Meditation (1:9-23) 

i. Paul’s prayer: the knowledge of God (1:9-12a) 

ii. Reasons for thanksgiving (1:12b-23) 

a. The new exodus (1:12b-14) 

b. Creation and new creation in Christ (1:15-20) 

c. New creation in Colosse (1:21-23) 

C. Paul’s ministry and his reasons for writing (1:24-2:5) 

i. Paul’s ministry in Christ (1:24-29) 

ii. Paul’s ministry in Colosse (2:1-5) 

III. THE APPEAL FOR CHRISTIAN MATURITY (2:6-4:6) 

A. Introduction: Continue in Christ (2:6-7) 

B. Let no-one exclude you (2:8-23) 

i. Already complete in Christ (2:8-15) 

a. Christ and his rivals (2:8-10) 

b. Already circumcised in Christ (2:11-12) 

c. Already free from the law’s demands (2:13-15) 

ii. Therefore, do not submit to Jewish regulations (2:16-23) 

a. These things were mere preparations for Christ’s new age (2:16-19) 

b. With Christ you died to this world and its regulations (2:20-23) 



C. Instead, live in accordance with the new age (3:1-4:6) 

i. Live in Christ, the risen Lord (3:1-4) 

ii. Knowledge and life renewed according to God’s image (3:5-11) 

iii. Do all in the name of the Lord Jesus (3:12-17) 

iv. New life – at home (3:18-4:1) 

v. New life  - in the world (4:2-6) 

IV. FINAL GREETINGS (4:7-18) 

A. Introduction of messengers (4:7-9) 

B. Greetings from Paul’s companions (4:10-14) 

C. Greetings to Christians in the Colosse area (4:15-17) 

D. Signature of the Apostle (4:18) 

We must beware of splitting the letter in two; considering half as doctrine and half as practical 

teaching. For Paul ‘all is doctrine, all is practice, all is worship, because all is Christ’ (N. T. Wright p. 

21). Virtually every subsection in the letter could be accurately summed up with reference to Christ 

himself. The driving force of Colossians is 1:15-20 the great poem of Christ supreme. This leads N. T. 

Wright to comment (p. 21) ‘The main reason why the Colossians should give thanks to God is because 

of Jesus Christ; if they do this with full knowledge and understanding about who he is and what he has 

achieved, everything else will fall into place.’ 

Taking it Further 

I have found N. T. (Tom) Wright’s Tyndale New Testament Commentary on Colossians and Philemon 

very helpful. Furthermore Tom Wright’s Paul for Everyone ‘The Prison Letters’ is an excellent tool for 

daily devotional reading. David Pawson’s Unlocking the Bible series is as always an excellent overview 

with some great historical detail, the Colossians session is available on all formats from Anchor 

Recordings (www.anchor-recordings.com). John Ortberg’s teaching series on Colossians is entitled 

‘Extreme Discipleship’ and is available from Willow Creek UK (http://www.willowcreek.org.uk/). Online 

there are a vast array of talks available on Colossians, I have found helpful: Simon Posonby’s series 

(http://www.staldates.org.uk/BrowseByBiblePassage.asp?strPassage=Colossians); a series from Mars 

Hill Church Seattle (http://media.marshillchurch.org/); talks by John Piper on Colossians 

(http://www.desiringgod.org/ResourceLibrary/Sermons/ByScripture/2/) and a recent series from Joel 

Virgo of CCK Brighton (http://www.cck.org.uk/Media/AllMedia.aspx). 
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