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Colossian Heresy : A Probable Mix of Judaistic Belief with an Incipient Gnosticism
Colossian Heresy as Implied in the Scripture 

According to Axiom #5, the first place to look for the historical-cultural context is in the Scripture itself. Based only on the text in the book of Colossians, William  Barclay listed 11 characteristic thoughts of Colossian heresy: (1) Christ alone was not sufficient for salvation (1:15, 19); (2) Not all things were created by Christ (1:16, 17); (3) Christ was not a real human being (1:22, 2:9); (4) It needed something more than Jesus Christ to rid men of their subjection to the elemental spirits of the world, and especially the spirits of the stars and planets (2:20): (5) Something more than Jesus Christ was needed to defeat the power of the demons, frequently referred to as principalities or authorities (1:16, 2:10, 2:15); (6) The simplicities of the gospel needed a far more elaborate and hidden knowledge added to them (2:8); (7) The observance of special days and rituals was important (2:16); (8) It was necessary to limit Christian freedom by insistence on different kinds of legalistic ordinances (2:16, 2:21); (9) Bodily sins were not an issue (3:5-8); (10) Believers should focus on angelic intermediaries between man and God (2:18); (11) The gospel was limited to some chosen few (1:28). (Barclay 1977, p.95-97)
Heretical Tendencies Appearing in Other Churches of Other Cities During Apostolic Times


  If we explore other N.T. books carefully, we can find the presence of similar heretical thoughts and practices in Christian churches of other cities at the time of Paul’s ministry. As there were false teachers traveling from cities to cities, it would give us a more comprehensive historical-cultural picture to look at those tendencies. The Zondervan Pictorial Encyclopedia gave us a quick tour on these saying, “Some of the Corinthians delighted unduly in knowledge (1 Cor 8:1; 13:8) and wisdom (1 Cor 1:17), were unhappy about the thought of resurrection (Cor1:15), questioned whether a Christian could marry (1Cor 7), became indifferent to their bodies’ actions (1 Cor 6:12-18). Others possessed “gnosis falsely so-called” (1 Tim 6:20), had mythologies and genealogies (1 Tim 1:4), spiritualized the resurrection (2 Tim 2: 2:18), played with “Jewish fables” (Titus 1:14), and knew both severe ascetism (1 Tim 4:3) and sexual laxity (2 Tim 3:6). The elder feared the teachers of a docetic, “phantom” Christ (1 John 4:1-3).” (Zondervan Pictorial Encyclopedia 1975 p.738)    
The Jewish Traditions and beliefs Provided Elements for the Growth of Colossian Heresy

The observation of Sabbath, the practice of circumcision and numerous other legalistic beliefs and practices (like clean vs unclean foods and many other cleansing laws) in the traditions of Jewish people clearly provided elements for the growth of Colossian Heresy.   


Some say the key to understand the heresy is in the debated Colossians 2:18 which can be translated either into either “to worship angelic beings” or “seeing the worship of angels”. (Evangelical Dictionary of Biblical Theology 1996 p.106) I agree with their analysis that the second reading is most likely to be case because a Jewish monotheist would be unlikely to worship these angelic/mediatorial spirits. The second reading implies the presence of the teaching that emphasizes visions in which heavenly worship of the angels was observed. The presence of angels reflects one’s presence before God, not the worship of them. It would be attractive to the church because of their desire to be close of God. This approach to spirituality happened in the history of Judaism. The teaching of Merkabah mysticism which is a reference to Ezekiel 1 spoke of days of fasting to prepare for a transcendental journey to see God and his angelic host in worship. So it is probable that this teaching was further developed to emphasize “humility of ascetic practice, visions, rigors of devotion, treating body harshly, and rules about what should not be eaten or what days should be observed …… preparing for the experience that took one beyond what Jesus had already provided.” (Evangelical Dictionary of Biblical Theology 1996, p.107)      
Early Unorganized Parasitic Gnostic Tendencies Combined with Judaistic Beliefs

Many scholars agree that the full development of Gnosticism was much later than the time of Paul. It was at least the second century A.D. when the systematization of Gnosticism came. However scholars generally agree that there is plenty of evidence pointing to the existence of pre-Christian Gnostic tendencies in ancient thought. William Barclay wrote, “…… the idea of two worlds and the idea of the evil of matter are deeply woven into both Jewish and Greek thought.” (Barclay 1975 p.100)  

From the perspective asserted by the Zondervan Pictorial Encyclopedia of the Bible, those Gnostic ideas at the time of Paul’s evangelical ministry were not organized into a system, but coming into contact with a an organized religion (in this case, Christianity), they could form one. In other words, they were parasitic, and they tried to attach themselves to Christianity and form a system. From yet another point of view, they were aggressive because they tried to “digest and “indigenize” Christianity”. (Zondervan Pictorial Encyclopedia 1975 p.738) And the apostles (especially Paul and John) did their best to attack these parasites and keep the purity of Christianity in different churches of their times.     
Philo Judaeus’ Work in Combining Greek Philosophy with Hebrew Religion      


Early Gnostic thoughts were deeply indebted to the work of Philo Judaeus (20 B.C. to 40 A.D.) who “had tried to interpret the Jewish Scriptures by the aid of Greek philosophy, to expound the OT in terms of Platonic thought, and to discover allegorical meanings where they were not intended.”   (ISBE 1982, p.485) The followings are some of the allegorical meanings he attached to the OT: (1) God needed to use intermediate agencies (angels and demons) to exert influences on the world of matter; (2) Christ or Logos was only an impersonal power of God though He is the firstborn of God, the chief of angels, and the representative of mankind; (3) Souls were pre-existent and were then imprisoned in the flesh; so to attain salvation, mankind must break the confinement of the flesh and rise to the vision of God.  ((ISBE 1982, p.485)
The Evidence from Dead Sea Scrolls 

The discovery and the study of the Dead Sea Scrolls, beginning in 1947, confirmed that something like Gnosticism was indeed found in the Judaism of the first century B.C. and first century A.D. and possibly earlier. The key words such as “knowledge”, “mysteries”, and “secrets” were there in the Fourth Gospel, Colossians, and elsewhere in the NT. ( ISBE 1982, p. 486). So the suggestion that the book of Colossians was not written by Paul in the first century A.D. lost much appeal and the presence of Colossian heresy which showed a combination of Judaistic belief and incipient Gnosticism was probably real.       
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