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Historical-Background Study of the Book of Colossians

 Author’s Identity and Situation

The book indicated that the writer was the great Apostle Paul who took the gospel to many places in Europe (Col. 1:1; 1:25-26). Some scholars believed Paul was indeed the author while others didn’t. Those who doubted argued that (1) the words used in the book didn’t appear in Paul’s other books; (2) the heresy mentioned in the book matched the profile of Gnosticism which developed in the second century (Ramsay 1994 p.448); (3) the doctrine of the nature of Christ presented was very different from that expressed in his other books. However, these doubts seemed to have been generally answered by the scholars who believed Paul was the writer. Barclay said, “We need not hesitate to accept Colossians as a letter written by Paul.” (Barclay 1977 p. 99-100) Ramsay, however, put it more cautiously, “…… this guide (book) sides cautiously with the tradition of Pauline authorship.” (Ramsay 1994 p.449) If Paul was the author, he probably wrote it when he was a prisoner in Rome for 2 years where he enjoyed the freedom of renting a house and interacting with guests. (Col 1:24; 4:3; Acts 28:30-31) The time was probably A.D. 60 - 61. (Carson & France 1994 p.1262) 


Paul heard of some positive things about the Colossians from his fellow evangelist, Epaphras who had spent some time ministering to them. (Col 1:3-9) He also heard of bad news that some false teachings were influencing the Colossians. (Col 1:23; 2: 2-4; 2:8) Though he had not met the Colossians in person (Col 2:1), he decided to send messengers to encourage them and help correct the situation. (Col 4:7-8)

Readers’ Identity and Situation        

The primary readers were the Christians at Colosse. (Col 1:2) This city had used to be a prosperous city, famous for its dyeing industry. However, at the time of the letter, it was a small and unimportant town. Archeologists couldn’t even find a stone at the site. (Barclay 1977 p.92) It was located 100 miles from the big city Ephesus where Paul had ministered for three years and so the name of Paul must have earned certain respect among them. (Barclay 1977 p.93-94) Their city was very close to Laodicea and Paul was concerned about the believers there too. That was why Paul would also want the believers at Laodicea to read the letter. (Col 4.16) The church at Laodicea was described in the book of Revelation as spiritually lukewarm and poor. (Rev 3:14-18) We can imagine some mutual influences were going on between these two cities. 


Many of the believers had been gentiles; had used to be alienated from God and involved in many immoral practices. (Col 1:21,27; Carson & France 1994 p.1260) However, after they accepted Christ, they experienced changes and started expressing faith, love and other good Christian qualities. (Col 1:3-8) Now, unfortunately, they were facing certain teachings or subcultures or heresy that might destroy their original faith. It was like an early unorganized form of Gnosticism, mixed with some Jewish traditions brought by the Jews who had been attracted by the prosperity of that city and had come to settle there many years ago. (Barclay 1977 p.93, 99)

           The end of the letter also carried a short straight-forward message to Archippus who was probably the minister at Colosse and was not doing his job well. (Col 4:17) He had been Paul’s fellow evangelist and had used to minister to the church at Philemon’s home. (Philemon V.2) 
Theme(s)

I can identify four main themes in the letter:

1. Jesus has absolute supremacy in the whole universe and in the church in particular. He existed before all creatures and he created all that has ever existed. (Col 1:15-20, 2:10, 2:15, 2:19)
2. Jesus is the mystery of God. There is no other mystery for salvation and gaining credits from God. Jesus in his bodily form has all wisdom and knowledge. (Col 2:2-3, 2:9-14)

3. Do not be deceived by false teachings. (Col 1:23, 2:4, 2:8, 2:16-23)

4. Discard human commands and teachings which have nothing to do with holiness and follow the correct process towards holy living. (Col 2:16-23, 3:1, 4:6)

Purpose(s)

This book was actually a letter (Col 1:1-2, 4:7-18) and so it was trying to convey certain messages in order to achieve certain results. Obviously Paul was worried after hearing the report from Epaphras that some kind of heresy was influencing the Colossians and so he decided to write this letter and sent messengers to take it to them. Through this letter Paul wanted to accomplish multi-purposes. Firstly, he wanted to establish positive relationship with them by showing them love and care and telling them how he had been praying for them to reach spiritual maturity. (Col 1:9-14, 2:5) Secondly, Paul wanted the readers to see a full view of multi-dimensional spiritual maturity. (Col 1:9-14, Col 2:2) Thirdly, Paul taught them the truth about the supremacy of Christ. (Col1:15-20, 2:15) He deliberately used the term “pleroma” (fullness) to exalt Jesus probably because the heresy asserted they needed something else to attain “pleroma”. (Ramsay 1994 p.451) Most importantly, he would want the readers to hold on to their original pure faith (Col 1:23), to be reminded of the redemptive work of Christ (Col 1:20-22), and to understand the correct process of living out a holy life (Col 2:6-11, 3:1-4:6).        
 
On the other hand, Paul wanted to help the Colossians resist the false teachings. Firstly, they had to reject the notion that believers needed any mystery of wisdom or knowledge or rituals other than Christ for spiritual growth. (Col 2:3, 2:8, 3:14) Secondly, they had to give up the practices of observing festivals and regulations, and worshipping angels which wouldn’t help their spiritual progress at all. (Col 2:16-23) Lastly, Paul would want the readers to know the nature and motives and other attributes of the false teachings and teachers. (Col 2:4, 2.8, 2:18-19, 2:22-23)    

Paul, through his letter, would also want to encourage the Colossians to receive the coming messengers and would-be visiting messengers with respect. (Col 4:7-8) He also would like to correct any negative impression they might have towards Justus and Epaphras (Col 4:11-13). Finally, he wanted to caution Archippus against negligence of his duty in watching over the church. (Col 4:17)    
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