Introduction

I.  Preliminary Considerations for a Biblical Theology of Colossians: Paul the Author


A.  Paul's influences

1. Paul was not primarily influenced by Hellenistic philosophy nor second temple Judaism.

2. Rather, his influences are:




a.   First, his experience of the resurrected Christ on the road to Damascus.




b.  Second, his reading of the Old Testament in light of said experience.




c.  Third, subsequent revelations from the Lord (e.g., Acts 18:9, 23:11, 27:23-24;     



2 Corinthians 12:9).


B.  Paul's redemptive-historical hermeneutic

1. In light of his influences, Paul understood God's mighty acts of redemption as occurring in a twofold fashion:




a.  In terms of historia salutis, or the objective and historical accomplishment of 




redemption.




b.  In terms of ordo salutis, or the subjective appropriation of the objective, 




historical might deeds of God (see Gaffin. Resurrection, 11-16).

2. In light of his influences, Paul saw himself as standing within the last days between the already and not yet of the eschatological fulfillment of the Old Testament's promises and prophecies.  In other words, Christ's first coming – in his life, death, resurrection, and ascension – is the inauguration of the eschaton, with its consummation yet to occur when Christ comes again.  


C.  Paul's ontology

1. Because of Paul's influences, ontology always grounds redemptive-historical function (i.e., see Ridderbos, Paul, 68-78; Tipton, “Paul's Christological Interpretation,” 96-102).

2. While there is continuity between Christ's ontic status and his redemptive-historical function (the continuity is one of analogy), there is also a more fundamental discontinuity due to Christ's eternal, self-contained essence which exists quite prior to and apart from history.  


D.  Paul's ethics

1. Because of Paul's influences, his ethics are never abstract.

2. Because of Paul's influences, his imperatives are always grounded in and flow from the indicatives of God's mighty acts of redemption in terms of both historia salutis and ordo salutis.

II. Paul is a Biblical Theologian who is R-H in Hermeneutic and Ontological in Theology

A Biblical Theology of the Book of Colossians

I.  Summary Statement:  Paul's letter to the Colossians is a prayer which is grounded in God's mighty 
acts of redemption through Christ – in both their objective events as well as in their subjective 
application – and in God's ontological being; which form the “power base” out of which the 
Colossians are enabled to live changed lives, to the glory of God.


 
A.  Prayer to God

 
B.  God's Mighty Being

 
C.  God's Mighty Acts

 
D.  Imperatives: Changed and Changing Lives

 
E.  The Glory of God

II.  Prayer to God – Prayer as an eschatological offering rendered up by Paul as the New Covenant 


         prophet-priest to the Gentiles.  

 
A.  Prayer of Thanksgiving (Colossians 1:3-8)

 

1.  The Old Testament Background:  Paul here makes allusion to the thank offerings of 



the Old Covenant temple-priestly ministry.

 

2.  This is seen elsewhere in Paul as he describes his ministry as “fragrant offering” (cf. 



2 Corinthians 2:15 with Numbers 28:1-8).

 

3.  This idea of Paul as an end times prophet-priest is further hinted at in Colossians 



1:24-29 where he “fills up” the afflictions of Christ in his suffering while he 



proclaims Christ among the Gentiles.   

 

4.  Paul sees himself as the end times prophet to the Gentiles (cf. Jeremiah 1:5 with 



Galatians 1:15-16 and Romans 1:1,5).

 

5.  The idea of New Covenant prayer and praise as the already/not yet fulfillment of the 



Old Covenant sacrifices is hinted at when Paul exhorts the church to “pray 



without ceasing.”  Far from this being an admonition to the church to live a 



cloistered life of prayer, he has in view the continual Old Covenant daily 




sacrifices (cf. 1 Thess. 5:17 and Philippians 4:4 with Numbers 28:1-8).

 

6.  The inaugurated versus consummated eschatology of Paul's thinking also informs his 


prayer of thanksgiving.  He thanks God for three things which the Colossians 



possess in vv 4-5:

 


a.  Faith in Jesus Christ (i.e., in what Christ has already done to inaugurate the 




end times - cf. Galatians 1:4).

 


b.  Love for all the saints (i.e., what is happening currently between the times of 




Christ's first and second coming).  

 


c.  Hope in the heavenly inheritance (i.e., that towards which they look for when 




Christ comes again).



7.  Summary:  Drawing upon allusions to the Old Testament, Paul shows himself to be 



an eschatological prophet-priest ministering in prayer in the New Covenant 



temple of God – which is already inaugurated through faith in God's final temple, 


Jesus Christ, but will be consummate as the Colossians heavenly inheritance at 



the return of Christ - on behalf that temple which is a people from every tribe, 



nation, and tongue.  


 
B.  Prayer of Supplication (Colossians 1:9-14)



1.  The prayer of supplication is firmly grounded in the thanksgiving of vv. 3-8.




a.  The idea that thanksgiving to God ought to precede our requests is clearly set 



forth here, and complements what Paul says elsewhere about making our 




supplications known to God with thanksgiving (see Philippians 4:6).



2.  Again, the notion of ceaseless (ouv pauo,meqa) prayer is in view (1:9) echoing the daily 



sacrifices in the tabernacle.





a.  To reiterate, Paul is the “between-the-times,” eschatological praying prophet-




priest ministering in the end times temple of God which is the church 




made up of both Jew and Gentile. 




b.  In this way, he fills up what is lacking in the suffering of Christ who is the 




chief shepherd and high priest of God's people that struggles, suffers, and 



prays for all those God has given him (John 17), of whom Paul (and all 




those who are ministers of the Word after him) serves as a mere under 




shepherd and prophetical priest by virtue of being called by Christ to be 




his messanger of the the Gospel.  




c.  Pastoral Implications:  Like Paul, the minister of the Word is to labor in both 




preaching and prayer.  Herein lies his prime job description.  Word and 




prayer go hand in hand and always accompany each other.  



3.  Paul's prayer is for the Colossians is threefold:




a.  That they be filled with knowledge.  For Paul, this is no abstract intellectual 




knowledge, but it has certain content: the qelh,matoj of God.  But this 




knowledge of the will of God is further explicated as occurring evn 




pa,sh| sofi,a| kai. sune,sei pneumatikh/|.  The qualifier here, “spiritual,” should 



be translated with a capital “S”!  As is the case with Paul in so many of 




these instances, he has not in view an ethereal view of “spiritual” as in the 



sense of being mystical and removed from reality.  Rather, his concern 




has to do with the person and work of the Holy Spirit.  The wisdom and 




understanding referred to here is no natural, man-given, ability that can be 



gained through human effort.  Rather, this wisdom and understanding that 



fills the Colossians up with knowledge concerning the will of God is 




supernaturally imposed.  It is given by God through the Spirit of Christ.  




In fact, it is the same Spirit that is referred to in the previous verse (v. 8) 




who forms the sphere and source of the Colossians' love.  




b.  That they would walk worthily.  This idea of walking will be discussed further 



under Paul's ethic.  But suffice to say now that here again the idea of 




knowledge is in view.  And once again Paul is not drawing upon the 




Greek notion of gnosis at this point.  




c.  That they be strengthened with all power.  This request is a parallel of the one 



made by Paul in Ephesians 3:16.  There he prays that the Ephesians 




would 
receive strength through the Holy Spirit.  As such, Paul once again 



draws the reader(s) into the sphere of the eschatological.  In other 





words, Paul's request 
to God is that the last days Spirit would give the 




church, God's temple, power to joyfully endure with patience until they 




attain unto the inheritance which is laid up for them in heaven (cf. 1:5).  




This heavenly 
inheritance is already theirs in principle by virtue of 




Christ's once and for all work, and it will also be theirs in 






consummate glory after they persevere by faith.   




d.  Summary: The idea of knowledge as it is used here by Paul has the OT as its 




referent.  For instance, godly knowledge (from the beginning!) was about 



discerning the difference between good and evil (cf. Genesis 2:17 and 




Deut 1:39).  After all, the God of Israel is a God of knowledge (1 Samuel 




2:3).  But what is most interesting of all, is the way knowledge was 




bestowed upon the craftsman of the tabernacle/temple by the Spirit of 




Yahweh (Exodus 31:3; 35:31).  The letter to the Colossians is an 





eschatological prayer by the last days prophet-priest to the Gentiles as he 




builds the eschatological temple of God through the Spirit's bestowal of 




knowledge.  All this, of course, is the case only because first Christ is 




himself the eschatological temple of God (John 2) who prays for his 




people as the last days prophet-priest (John 17, Hebrews 1:1-5) as he 




bestows upon his people his Spirit (John 20:22, Acts 2).  

III.  God's Mighty Being


A.  The Pre-Existence of Christ.

1. Scholarly Background.




a.  For at least a half century before the appearance of James 






Barr's 1961 expose of Barthian biblical theology, the contrast in the minds 



of many biblical scholars between the Hellenistic worldview and the 




Hebraic worldview was all but absolute.  Particularly of interest for us 




here is the portrait of the Hellenistic worldview as static and that of the 




Hebraic as dynamic (Barr, The Semantics of Biblical Language, 10-11).  




To put it another way, the Greeks were concerned with eternal static 




ontological realities which stood in antithesis to the vicissitudes of 




history, whereas for the Jew history is what is real.  The net 





effect of this way of thinking among biblical theologians was to conclude 



that the bible says precious little about metaphysics, if anything at all.  




And where the Bible does say anything which waxes metaphysical, a 




Hellenistic influence must be credited with the formulation.  Otherwise, 




the teaching in question is either ignored or radically reinterpreted.  For 




modern scholarship, true biblical theology which is faithful to the Hebraic 



worldview would be historical in nature and thus avoid distractions by 




ontological considerations. 




b.  It is often assumed that Greek speaking Christian theologians in the early 




church so perverted the Jewish worldview with Hellenistic philosophical 




thought, that any talk whatsoever in ontological categories must be, ipso 




facto, un-Hebraic or anti-Hebraic (see, for example, Raschke, The Next 




Reformation, 131-4).  In a post-Metaphysical age it is often assumed 




rather than proven that the Bible is unconcerned with eternal and 





ontological considerations.  Therefore, when we come to a study of the 




apostle Paul we can not dismiss the possibility of him speaking about 




such realities a priori  as a Hellenistic corruption.  On the contrary, as we 



will show here, Paul's statements about the eternal, immutable, and self-




contained nature of Christ are grounded firmly in the soil of Old 





Testament revelation. 

2. Approaching the Text of Colossians 1:15-19




a.  For Paul, ontological realities form the very archetypal underpinnings for 




ectypal and redemptive-historical events.  What we will attempt to show 




here is for Paul there is no dichotomy between ontological and 





redemptive-historical categories.  In fact, when it comes to the question of 



ontology or redemptive-history with regard to the person and work of 




Christ, for Paul the answer always and everywhere remains “yes.”  He is 




absolutely concerned with both eternal/ontological categories and with 




redemptive-historical categories.  In other words, he is both concerned 




with the eternal and ontological pre-existence of the Son as well as his 




work in the economy of salvation.  




b.  In fact, in Colossians the historical events performed by the incarnate Son are 



grounded in and reflective of the eternal-ontological being of the second 




person of the Trinity.  




c.  This distinction-in-relation is not grounded in Greek philosophy, but rather in 




Old Testament revelation.    


B.  Colossians 1:15-19

1. This section opens up with the relative pronoun o[j.




a.  The pronoun has its antecedent in the previous to the previous verse.  The 




Father's tou/ ui`ou/ th/j avga,phj (v. 13) is the sovereign of the Kingdom into 




which we have been transferred.  The relative pronoun in v. 14 carries 




forward the subject of Paul's theologizing right into v. 15.  According to 




Paul, the Father's “beloved Son” is the one who here is said to be eivkw.n 




tou/ qeou/ tou/ avora,tou.  The adjective, best translated “invisible,” must 




denote God as being essentially unseeable, something virtually 





presupposed in both Old and New Testaments.(Hay, Colossians, 55-56; 




and O'Brien, Colossians-Philemon, 43).  The idea of eivkw.n recalls the 




Genesis creation account.  As Adam was made in the image and likeness 




of God, so here God's beloved Son is described as that person who is in 




God's image.  Furthermore, Paul states – epexegetically – that this 




beloved image-Son is the prwto,tokoj pa,shj kti,sewj.  Again, echoes of the 



primal and Adamic narrative of creation sound forth clearly in this verse.  




b.  However, this verse by itself seems to prove very little other than that God's 




beloved Son is a product of God's almighty creative power and 





prerogative.  To be sure, there is a clear link between Christ and Adam in 




a “two-Adam” structure.  Just as the first man – Adam - was God's 




firstborn created human being back then, so – on this “horizontal reading” 



- now Christ is the last Adam born of God.  But on this reading, little 




more is established than that Paul is referring to a redemptive-historical 




connection.  In other words, on the basis of v. 15 alone, Paul seems to say 



nothing more than that Christ is eivkw.n tou/ qeou by virtue of his 





incarnation “in the fullness of time.”  To put it another way, this verse 




understood by itself does not necessarily substantiate the claim that Christ 



possessed an eternal pre-existence.  It, at best, only demonstrates that 




Christ is the revealer of the otherwise invisible God.  


   

c.  In v. 16, however, we begin to see a clearer picture come into relief.  We are 




told that evn auvtw/| evkti,sqh ta. pa,nta evn toi/j ouvranoi/j kai. evpi. th/j gh/j.  Most 



translations here render the evn as a preposition of instrument: by.  The 




beloved Son of the Father – being the image of God and the firstborn of 




all creation – is the means by which all things were created.  Its at this 




point that Paul's high Christology begins to take shape and form.  This 




verse would seem to preclude the idea that Christ is merely the first 




created being through whom all other things were made.  

i. However - placing ourselves in the position of the Arian theologian – can we assume that perhaps this “firstborn of all creation” is a “primal” creature made by God through which everything  was created?

ii. Again, there seems to be nothing here which would necessarily preclude the Arian position.  If Christ is the instrument through whom God the Father creates all things, what is to prevent us from assuming that that instrument is itself a created instrument? 




d.  Even so, with the last of v. 16 we can say that the subject of the current train 




of thought (the beloved Son) has – as it were - taken on a life of his own.  



That is to say, he is portrayed more and more as a self-determining 




person, quite independent of being a creative and created tool in the hands 



of the master creator of the cosmos.  We are told, for instance, that all 




things were created through him – but what is more – all things were 




created eivj auvto.n.  The created order is not only made by him, but it is 




also created for him.  Here, what is in view, is the idea of majestic 




prominence.  The created order, in other words, is there to serve and 




glorify the beloved Son.  This is born out by the objects of creation to 




which Paul refers: ei;te qro,noi ei;te kurio,thtej ei;te avrcai. ei;te evxousi,ai.  




Even the world's powers were made “for him” and render tribute to the 




Son (cf. Psalm 2).

2. V.17 and the allusion to “image” and “firstborn.”




a.  Speaking about the beloved Son of the Father we are told 






here that he was pro. pa,ntwn kai. ta. pa,nta evn auvtw/| sune,sthken.  It is true 




that the propositional phrase pro. pa,ntwn can denote a superior status and 




not necessarily a chronological or ontological priority (see, e.g., James 




5:12 and 1 Peter 4:8).  

1. However, what is view here is chronological priority.  The “all things” here harkens back to the “all things” of v. 16 – mentioned twice.

2. In that setting the referent is to the created order as such.  In other words, he existed before the time of the creation of “all things.”




b.  Again – placing ourselves in the position of the Arian and looking at this from 



his perspective – we must admit that the time marker given here (i.e., 




“before”) need not necessarily preclude a temporal pre-existence of the 




beloved Son (i.e., that he had a temporal or creaturely pre-existence 




before the incarnation).  At this point, we can only definitively conclude 




that the Son existed before his incarnation and was the instrument through 



which – if not also the sphere in which - all other things were created.  




c.  Neither can we exclude the Arian interpretation on the basis of v. 18, which is 



a further explication of what Paul has said thus far.

i.  What is in view here has important implications for a New Testament ecclesiology, to be sure.  Paul's reasoning is impeccable and in effect quite edifying:  because Christ is the one through whom all things have been created, therefore he is also h` kefalh. tou/ sw,matoj th/j evkklhsi,aj, the head of the body, the church.  In other words, if the beloved Son made all things, and he is before all things, and in him all things hold together, then how much more is he now reigning and ruling over his own people – the church.  

ii.  To be sure, Paul goes on here in glowing terms of the what exactly this makes Christ.  He is, in fact, the avrch,, and the prwto,tokoj from the dead.  Again, what is in view here is surely an Adamic idea.  As Adam was in the beginning and – because of sin – the first to enter into death, so the beloved Son is the beginning of a whole new creation by virtue of being the firstborn from death in and by his eschatological deliverance from the grave. So, again, these terms need not necessarily point to the Son's eternal pre-existence.  In fact, here in v. 18 – in a way not in view in v. 15 – Paul's attention seems to be upon the economy of salvation.  

3. V. 19 and the definitive answer to Arian interpretation.

a.   He states, o[ti evn auvtw/| euvdo,khsen pa/n to. plh,rwma katoikh/sai.  The 
preposition connects what has been said previous to what he will now s
tate about the beloved Son.  In other words, all the things which have 
been said already about his preeminence can be said because  evn auvtw/| 
euvdo,khsen pa/n to. plh,rwma katoikh/sai, in him all the fullness of God was 
pleased to dwell.  It should be noted that the subject of the main verb is 
missing, and thus implied.  Most translations insert “God” at this point.  
However, that is not completely satisfactory for at least two reasons.  The 
first reason is theological.  In the context “God” usually refers to a 
specific person; i.e. the Father.  It is theologically problematic to say that 
the fullness of the Father dwelt in the Son.  The second reason is 
contextually.  In other words, given the larger context of Paul's stream of 
thought in this letter, there is a better candidate for the implied subject.  




b.  Here we must turn to the parallel statement in 2:9.  

i. There Paul says, o[ti evn auvtw/| katoikei/ pa/n to. plh,rwma th/j qeo,thtoj swmatikw/j.  This is virtually a semantic parallel to 1:19 (for the OT temple background to this language, see Beale, The Temple and the Church's Mission, 267-8).

ii. However, there are some differences which are worthy of note.  For one, the subject of the main verb is supplied: pa/n to. plh,rwma th/j qeo,thtoj.  Not to put too fine a point on it, put is seems its not for nothing that Paul here invokes a “substantial” word - qeo,thtoj, “deity” - and not the more personal “God” to describe what it is exactly that has indwelt the incarnate Son.  Furthermore, so there is no mistaken identity, we are told in 2:9 that the fulness of deity – or the divine nature – indwelt Christ “bodily.”  This is a way of describing the two natures of the one person of Christ.  In other words, Paul's teaching here is thoroughly metaphysical and ontological.  He is speaking about natures or substances.  There is a nature which is described as “deity” dwelling in and with another substance which has a “bodily” or human character to it.  


C.  Concluding Remarks

1. Bringing our discussion back around to v. 15, we can conclude that Paul must have been using the terms eivkw.n and prwto,tokoj in a vertical way, not horizontal way.  That is to say, he is not speaking of the beloved Son as last Adam, in this context.   Rather, he speaking of the beloved Son as primal Adam.




a.  So a two-Adam structure still obtains, but the usual structure as it is depicted 




in Pauline scholarship (i.e., a horizontal structure) is, as it were, turned on 



its end (i.e., so a vertical positioning results).  




b.  However, we should not be mistaken of advancing the idea of a “primal man” 



as that position is articulated in Dunn, Christology in the Making, 113-25.  



On our interpretation, Christ – in his preexistent and eternal substance - is 



archtypal Adam in a similar to which he is archtypal Son of God.  He is 




the original – and thus uncreated – Adam to which the historical Adam is 




the created derivative or analogue.

c.  He is invoking the language of image and firstborn in a transcendent sense.  
In other words, Christ is the original, achetypal image and firstborn of 
God to which Adam is the ectypal correlate.  Just as the beloved Son is 
the eternal-ontological image of the Father, so Adam as a created man 
mirrors that reality as he serves as the temporal image-bearer of the triune 
God.    

2. In conclusion then, Paul is very much concerned with ontological and metaphysical categories.  Far from making Paul into a proto-Scholastic of sorts, his concerns are thoroughly Hebraic and his thought is wholly antithetical to Hellenistic philosophical conceptions.  

IV. God's Mighty Acts


A.  Preliminary Considerations

1. Always and everywhere Paul's theology is grounded the history of redemption.

a.  Paul sees the Old Testament as a redemptive-historical book which tells of 
God's mights acts in history for the salvation of his people and the glory 
of his holy name.

b.  For Paul, the promises of the OT have their fulfillment already in the once 
and for all finished work of Christ in real time-history.  Also, he sees that 
work as proleptic in that what is inaugurated in Christ first coming with 
be brought to its consummation when he comes again in future real time-
history.

c.  Thus, any existentializing or de-historizing of Paul's soteriology is necessarily 
precluded.  

2. However, Paul does not exclude the subjective application of redemption from his understanding of God's mighty acts.  




a.  In fact, for Paul, the objective/historical acts of God form the ground or base 




from which the subjective/applicational finds its possibility.


B.  Historia Salutis

1. Therefore, we begin appropriately with Paul's theology of the history of salvation.

2. Interestingly, the first hint that be gain of Paul's understanding of the historia is found not with reference to Christ's finished work in the past, but his work yet to come in the future.  




a.  1:5 – Here Paul speaks about th.n evlpi,da th.n avpokeime,nhn u`mi/n evn toi/j 





ouvranoij.




b.  The idea of something being “laid up” (th.n avpokeime,nhn) has associated with it 



in the NT the idea of future glory (see, e.g. 2 Tim. 4:8, Matt 6:20).

3. Reconciliation in 1:20

a.  The context here is the incarnation.  V. 19 makes this clear as it speaks about 
the fullness of God dwelling in Christ.  




b.  The reconciliation referred to in 1:20 is a reconciliation which occurred in real 



time-history.




c.  This is confirmed by what is said here about that reconciliation occurring by 




eivrhnopoih,saj dia. tou/ ai[matoj tou/ staurou/ auvtou/.

i. The “all things” referred to in 20a indicates that Christ's work of reconciliationwas for the sake of not just people, but the cosmos itself (Beale, The Old Testament Background, 551)

ii. This reconciliation then is seen by Paul as being, at the least, the fulfillment of the prophets' vision for new creation (Isaiah 65:17, 66:22).  




d.  The “crux” of the verse, however, lays in the idea of the “the blood of his 




cross.”  This is a clear reference to the once and for all death of Christ.  In 



other words, it is the cross – and in particular – the death of the Jesus 




Messiah on it that effects the reconciliation of all things.  This 





reconciliation harkens back to what Paul says in vv. 13-14 speaking about 



the forgiveness of sins and redemption.  But that will picked up in more 




detail in the next sub-section.

4. Reconciliation in 1:22

a.  Again, the idea that reconciliation is first and foremost an objective  and 
historical act of God continues here.  In virtual parallel with v. 20, Paul 
informs the Colossians that they have nuni. de. avpokath,llaxen evn tw/| sw,mati 
th/j sarko.j auvtou/ dia. tou/ qana,tou. 

b.  Note well the “eschatological nun” in this sentence.  This idea of 
reconciliation stands in contrast to the state of affairs found in v. 21.There 
we are told the Colossians were hostile in mind doing evil deeds.  That is 
to say, they were lost and without Christ in the world because Christ had 
not yet come.  So, in other words, what Paul does not have in view here 
as he 
transitions from v. 21 to v. 22 is the Colossians own personal 
conversion experience.  What he has in view is the state of affairs 
in the 
world – in the cosmos – before the coming life and death of the Jesus 
Messiah (in v. 21) and how that state of affairs changes with the Jesus's 
death.  The implications of that death of cosmic and eschatological.  

5. The Redemptive-Historical Musterion of 1:26, 1:27, 2:2, and 4:3




a.  The Old Testament Background: Paul is almost certainly picking up on the 




language from Daniel 2:17-45.  

i. The context of Daniel 2 is that Daniel interpreting dreams

ii. The first time “mystery” is used with reference to Nebuchadnezzar's dream is in v. 18.

iii. The meaning of the dream, or mystery, is revealed to Daniel in vv. 31-45.

iv. The end of which is an everlasting Kingdom established by God (v. 44).  

v. To that end, Daniel speaks of a stone that will some to break in pieces an “image” made of clay, iron, silver, and gold.  




b.  The New Testament Use:  Jesus uses the term to describe the Kingdom of God 



in his parable of the parables (Matthew 13:11, Mark 4:11, and Luke 8:10).  



Here it becomes clear at once that Jesus has in view not the so-called 




“mystery religions” of the pagan world, but the arrival of the promised 




Kingdom of God found in Daniel 2:44.  Also, the Danielic prophecy is 




most likely in mind in Revelation 10:7 and 17:5, 7.    




c.  Paul's Use Elsewhere in His Corpus:  Paul picks up on this language of 




“mystery” to describe the revelation of Jesus Christ as the eschatological 




fulfillment of Nebuchadnezzar's dream (see Romans 11:25; 16:25; 1 




Corinthians 2:1, 7; 4:1; 13:2; 14:2; 15:51; Ephesians 1:9; 3:3f, 9; 5:32; 




6:19; 2 Thessalonians 2:7; 1 Timothy 3:9, 16).




d.  Paul's Use Here:  The Musterion Revealed in Christ.

i. In 1:26 Paul speaks about this mystery as being already revealed.  He says nu/n de. evfanerw,qh toi/j a`gi,oij auvtou/, but now [the mystery] is revealed.  Of particular note is, once again, the eschatological use of the nun.  At one time this mystery was revealed.  In other words, we did not know who the stone was (cf. Isaiah 8:14 with Romans 9:32- 33).  We did not know how he would break in pieces the the image.  We did not know how God's everlasting Kingdom would be established.  But now, we do know.  This is because Christ has revealed himself as the fulfillment of the prophecy.

ii. In 1:27 Paul speaks of the way in which part of this mystery entails the inclusion of the Gentiles into the Kingdom.  This harkens back to 1:13 which speaks about the Colossians being transferred from the kingdom of darkness (from being under the reign of the image?) to the kingdom of the Son (the Kingdom spoken of in Daniel 2:44).  But there is one other element of the eschatological reality which is the New Covenant church.  Although the mystery is already  revealed, there is also a not yet dimension to being in this “mysterious” Kingdom:  h` evlpi.j th/j do,xhj, “the hope of glory” (v 27d).  This future hope of the Colossians spoken of here harkens back to 1:5 and 22 and in the way in which they speak of the future hope or inheritance which is their when Christ comes to present them before the Father as holy, blameless, and above reproach – provided that they do not shift but remain steadfast in the faith.    

iii. In 2:2 we come into, perhaps, the most direct identification of what exactly Paul means by the Danielic musterion.  Paul makes clear that his prayer is that they grow up into the full understanding and eivj evpi,gnwsin tou/ musthri,ou tou/ qeou/( Cristou/.  Here the mystery of God is clearly identified and precisely defined in terms of a person – Christ.  Jesus Christ – in all of his redemptive work – is the mystery of God which has been hidden, but is now revealed.  

iv. 4:3 further supports our exegesis of 2:2.  There Paul requests prayer from the Colossians “at the same” in which Paul is praying for them.  His prayer request is that God might open up opportunities for the preaching of the Gospel (here, “the word”).  This Gospel, or “word,” is identified with to. musth,rion tou/ Cristou/, the mystery of Christ.  The genitive here tou Christou is almost certainly a genitive of apposition (Wallace, Greek Grammar Beyond the Basics, 95-100).  In other words, Paul seeks opportunities to declare the mystery, which is Christ.  It is not unusual or strange to speak of a person as the subject of one's preaching.  The same idea is communicated back in 1:28 where Paul says “Him we proclaim,” referring to Christ.  Put another way, Christ in all of his eschatological work and glory is the content of the apostolic sermon.   

6. Summary:  The Redemptive-Historical Musterion is Paul's use of the Danielic prophecy of the stone which causes the image to stumble (and all those who are in the image of the image!), as that mystery is now revealed in the person and the work of Jesus Christ in both his inauguration of the Kingdom through his life, death, and resurrection as well as his future coming at which he will present to God a holy people made up of both Jews and Gentiles.  Paul sees this mystery as the source and reason for his prayer for the Colossians as well as for his prayer request of them.  Therefore, this letter is a prayer that is eschatological through and through.  Likewise, all the prayers of all the saints are eschatological in that the ground of their prayer is founded upon the revelation of the mystery of God in Christ.  


C.  Ordo Salutis

1. God's mighty acts are not only objective and historical, but they are also subjective and existential.

2.  Union with Christ:




a.  The clearest expression of Paul's doctrine of union with Christ is found in 




2:10-15.  And it is here that we find the cross section of historia salutis 




and ordo salutis.  

i. To begin with, we need to speak about solidarity when we speak about union with Christ.  For Paul, always and everywhere, the believer and Christ have a covenantal solidarity. That is to say, they are so joined and united that all that is Christ's is and becomes the possession of the believer.  

ii. Furthermore, this is a solidarity which has its reality even before the life of the believer occurs.  In other words, as Christ accomplishes his redemptive-history acts, he does so with those whom he represents.

iii. Finally, because of the solidarity between Christ and the believer, Christ's benefits which flow from his once and for all finished work are for them and them alone.  Conversely, they are so much for them that the benefits can never fail to be attained by the believer.  In other words, Christ's work in historia salutis guarantees the full and permanent application of saving benefits to the believer in the ordo salutis.    




b.  In 2:10 the solidarity is established.  The  evn auvtw/ immediately draws our 




attention to the notion of union.  We are “in him” or “in Christ.”  Paul 




goes on to say that he is h` kefalh.  of all rule, and that would include the 




church in Colossae.  Now, to be sure, there is a difference in the way in 




which Christ is the “head” of all things and the way he is the head of the 




church.  In the former sense what is in view is his common sovereignty 




over the created order which he has even now reconciled and is making 




new.  But in the latter sense, Christ is the head in a special and redemptive 



sense.  And this latter sense is the sense which comes in view in the 




following verses.  Furthermore, this latter sense applied not all things but 




particularly to his people in Colossae (and beyond!).




c.  In 2:11 the union in view with Christ has the benefit of being circumcised.  




Not a physical rite, but the putting off the of the body of flesh.  This 




putting off the body of flesh comes through or by the circumcision of 




Christ.    It is clear from the context that this “circumcision of Christ” is a 



reference to his death on the cross.  In other words, the objective, 





redemptive-historical work of Christ in his sacrificial death on the cross is 



the way in which the believer has the “body of flesh” taken away from 




him.  The “body of flesh” here, referring as it does to the sinful nature, is 




cut of when Christ was “cut off” at his death.  Therefore, the ordo benefit 



is that the believer is free from sin and its condemnation.  This plays a 




part in the idea of Paul's doctrine of reconciliation and justification.    




d.  In 2:12 the metaphor changes, but the idea stays the same.  Here Paul uses the 



New Covenant rite – instead of the Old Covenant rite – of baptism to 




communicate the same dynamic.  

1. We are buried with Christ in baptism.  In other words, circumcision and baptism are signs of the same reality – namely, the death of Christ and the death of believers to the sinful nature.

2. Whether under the Old or the New, the initiatory rite of the covenant serves as a kind of ordeal rite by which both death and life are symbolized (a la Meredith Kline, By Oath Consigned).

3. Furthermore, and more importantly, it is by faith that believers are raised with Christ.  Here again the historical work of Christ – i.e., his resurrection – is the ground for the believer's subjective benefits.  The believer is already raised with Christ by virtue of being united to him by faith.  Although, it is certainly true, that the believer is not yet fully raised in terms of the wholeness of his person.  He still awaits the future resurrection day.  

4. Lastly, all this comes by the “powerful working of God.”  It is difficult to say what this working qualifies: the raising of the believer or the faith of the believer.  In all likelihood it qualifies both.  Therefore, all of salvation and the means there on to are given by God.  Even the faith requisite to be joined and united to Christ is a mighty act of God.

        


e.  2:13 is a further explication of what has been said.  However, one thing 




here is worthy of note.  The expression sunezwopoi,hsen u`ma/j su.n auvtw/| is 




strong in its exression of solidarity.  Though at one time the believer was 




spiritually dead by being united to his sin (“in your trespasses”), now he 




is spiritually alive being united to Christ in his one act of being made 




alive in resurrection power.  So, harkening back to 1:13, there is here 




another transfer of sorts alluded to.  The believer has been transferred 




from one head to another.  In this verse the two competing heads are 




“your trespasses” and Christ.  Either a person is in sin or in Christ.  And it 



is God's might act to draw the sinner to Christ making him now no longer 



under the headship of sin, but under the headship of Christ.   

 


f.  In 2:14 we see that there is further explication as to what it means to be united 



to Christ in his death and resurrection.  And here is means (continuing 




from v. 13) to have the forgiveness of sins and to have our debt canceled.   



So this is a benefit the believer has already by virtue of Christ's “nailing it 



[i.e., our debt] to the cross.”  Here again we see the cross section between 



the redemptive-historical event of the cross and the application of the 




benefit of forgiveness in union with Christ.

3. Another traditional aspect of the ordo salutis is Justification:

a.  Justification is not at all a prominent theme in Colossians

b.  The only place where the lemma di,kaio- is used is in 4:1, and there is it 
referring to the the kind of behavior one ought to employ when dealing 
with servants.  

c. Yet, the letter-prayer is not completely devoid of issues surrounding 
justification.

i.   The first instance of a connection to justification is found in 1:2 with the apostolic greeting.  Here Paul wishes “grace and peace” to be upon the Colossians.  This in not some secular, standard greeting of the Ancient Near East, but filled with redemptive-historical significance.  The idea of peace, for instance, is closely tied to justification elsewhere in Paul's corpus (see, esp., Romans 5:1).   

ii. The second instance is 1:12-14.  And here we can zero in on two words: i`kanw,santi and evrru,sato.  The former is an aorist participle and is rightly rendered by the ESV as “who has qualified you.”  That is to say, God has made the Colossians fit or worthy of the inheritance of heaven.  Paul further explains how one becomes qualified for inheriting heaven by the latter term. In evrru,sato we have an aorist indicative – which again denotes the once and for all finished work of Christ as the primary sphere of emphasis – which translates as “He has delivered” us.  So, the believer is qualified for heaven by being delivered from th/j evxousi,aj tou/ sko,touj.  Further, as v. 14 makes clear, this qualification by deliverance results in  th.n avpolu,trwsin( th.n a;fesin tw/n a`martiw/n.  Elsewhere in Paul the notion of redemption or forgiveness of sins and justification are closely aligned (Romans 3:24, 4:5-8, 10:10; and see Titus 3:7 for the connection between justification and the inheritance of heaven/eternal life).  So while he may not develop the theme of justification explicitly here, it is certainly implied in the notions of qualification, deliverance, redemption, and forgiveness. 

iii.  Another example of the Paul's implied doctrine of justification is found in 1:20-22.  Here there is the closest correlation between reconciliation on the one hand and blamelessness on the other.  And once again the emphasis is on what Christ did in redemptive-history.  He has reconciled us “in his body of flesh” (v. 22) – an obvious reference to the passion of our Lord.  However, while the word justification – or its cognates – are not used here, elsewhere in Paul the closest relation attains between reconciliation and justification (Romans 5:9-11 and2 Corinthians 5:19-21.  Cf. Also Ephesians 2:14-17 with Romans 5:1 as these two passages tie together the concepts of peace, reconciliation, and justification).  

4. Another aspect of the ordo salutis is sanctification.




a.  The first instance of which we may speak in Colossians of Paul's doctrine of 




sanctification is in 1:2.  Here the letter is addressed to “the saints . . . in 




Christ.”  Immediately the connection between union with Christ and the 




idea of holiness comes to fore.  By virtue of united and joined in 





perpetual solidarity to the “Holy One of Israel,” the believer is sanctified, 



or set apart.  We should note here that this aspect of sanctification is not 




what we my ordinarily think of when we think of the doctrine of 





sanctification.  In other words, Paul has not in view the idea of a one who 



is being increasingly made more and more holy.  Although that idea is not 



precluded anywhere in Paul's thought.  Yet, what we have in this verse is 




an instance of what we might call “definitive sanctification” (see Gaffin, 




Resurrection and Redemption, and Murray Redemption Accomplished 




and Applied).  




b.  The second instance is found in 1:22.  And here, as with the above discussion 




on justification, the closest relationship is established between 





sanctification and reconciliation.  Christ's once and for all sacrifice of his 




“body of flesh” on the cross was to the end that he might be able to 




present the Colossians “holy.”  And once again the more definitive view 




of holiness is here in view.  By virtue of Christ's death on the cross he is 




able, when he returns, to present to his Father a bride that is holy, 





spotless, and without blame.  Not because of what his bride did, but only 




because of what the bridegroom did for her.     



5.  Summary of the ordo salutis:  In the letter-prayer to the Colossians Paul sets forth an 



ordo salutis that has Christ at the center.  By virtue of the believer union with 



him, all the benefits of his once and for all acts in redemptive-history become 



theirs fully and perpetually – albeit in an already and not yet fashion.  The 



relation we just explored with regards to sanctification in 1:2 and 1:22 brings this 


latter point into sharp relief.  In both instances, definitive sanctification is in 



view.  However, in 1:2 what comes to the fore is the idea that the believer in 



Colossae are already recognized as saints in Christ.  But, by way of contrast, 



1:22 is dominated by the emphasis on a future recognition of the the believer's 



status as “holy” when Christ returns to present them to the Father (that 1:22 is 



speaking about consummated eschatology can only be asserted here and needs to 


be argued more at length in another study).   


D.  Summary of God's Mighty Acts:  As we saw, God's might acts of redemption pro nobis and 


ad extra are both extra nos and intra nos.  However, God's acts in redemptive history 


which are extra nos, always and everywhere gain a certain priority over what God does 


subjectively, intra nos, as he applies the benefits of Christ's work.  The “linchpin,” as it 


were, which holds historia salutis together with the ordo salutis is Paul's doctrine of 


union with Christ.  

V. Imperatives:  Changed and Changing Lives


A.  Preliminary Considerations

1. For Paul the indicatives of the Gospel form the basis for the imperatives of the Christian life.  Or, to put it another way, God's mights acts (both in terms of the historia salutis as well as the ordo salutis) are the seedbed in which the walk of the Christian is planted, nurtured, and grown. God's acts of salvation, then, are the root of which the new life walked is the fruit of the Gospel.

2. Furthermore, in Colossians (as elsewhere in Paul's writings) the order which here moves from indicative to imperative can never be reversed.  In other words, Paul always moves from what God has done first, to what we are then to do.  To reverse this order would mean that God responds to our actions and performs his mighty acts of redemption for us because of what we first did for him.  This would amount to placing God under our wills, making God respond to reward us for our deeds, and thus rendering grace not longer truly gracious.  


B.  Do not be deluded: The importance of sound doctrine - The heart, the central concern, and 


the occasion for the letter-prayer to the Colossians can be said to be found in 2:4-8.  


Everything in chapter 1 is leading up to it, and everything in chapters 2 and 3 flow from 


it.

1. How 1:9-10 anticipate the central concern in 2:4-8


a.  The battleground upon which the spiritual war in Colossae is fought is 
intellectual.


b.  Here “spiritually” or the concept of spiritual warfare can not be understood in 
a bifurcated fashion, pitting mind against heart.  As if spiritual warfare is 
a battle which takes place in the recesses and privacy of one's own heart 
quite independent of the mind.  On the contrary, hearts and soul are being 
fought for exactly through the mind and issues of propositional truth 
claims, knowledge, and philosophy.


c.  This is at once seen in 1:9-10 which is a prayer for the Colossians: plhrwqh/te 
th.n evpi,gnwsin tou/ qelh,matoj auvtou/, that you may be filled with the 
knowledge of [God's] will.  Knowledge of God's will is the frontline of 
the war.  


d.  V. 10, however, makes clear what this proper knowledge results in, which is 
threefold.  First, it knowledge of God's will results in a walk – or way of 
life – that is worthy of the Lord.  Second, knowledge of God's will results 
in bearing fruit by doing good works.  And third, knowledge of God's will 
results in developing further knowledge.  

2. The content of this knowledge is doctrinal and Christological.  Many commentators have suggested that the problem in Colossae is the spreading of a false doctrine of Christ.  This seems confirmed by vv. 15-19, which we expounded above.

3. But 2:4-8 itself solidifies this idea.  At the center of Paul's concern here is to contrast two mutually exclusive and opposing philosophies.  On the one hand, there is the philosophy which is according to human tradition, and on the other there is the philosophy which is kata. Cristo,n.  

4. The human, worldly (“the elemental spirits of the world”
) philosophy is “empty deceit” (v. 8), and “may delude” the Colossians because it comes with “plausible arguments” (v. 4).

5. That this issue surrounds the doctrine of Christ seems confirmed by v. 6 which urges the Colossians to continue walking in Christ in the same way in which he was received.  In other words, the doctrinal faith which was handed down to them by apostolic authority is to be the doctrinal faith in which they are to persevere.  

6. This latter conclusion is further supported by what Paul says in v. 7.  Here he uses the word “faith” - pi,stij – which has the definitive article preceding it.  This gives us the impression that Paul is moving from the subjective to the objective. In other words, he is moving from the Colossians own personal faith commitment in Jesus Christ to now creedal formula.  He desire that the Colossians be established in “the faith.” (cf. Jude 3 – the faith which was once for all delivered to the saints).

7. Summary:  Sound doctrine – particularly, a sound doctrine of Christ – forms the basis and ground from which flow godly walking and conduct.             


C.  Do not be judged: The importance of avoiding man-made constrictions

1. In 2:9-15 Paul develops doctrine of union with Christ, which we have already explicated above.  This is the second part of his sound doctrine of Christ, which 1:15-19 formed the first part.  We might even go so far as to say that 1:15-19 is Paul's sound doctrine of the person of Christ, and 2:9-15 is his sound doctrine of the work of Christ.  

2. But 2:16 forms a clear transition with the use of the ou=n.  In other words, in light of what he has already said about not being deluded, and in light of his sound doctrine of Christ's work, therefore the Colossians are not to allow anyone to judge them.  

3. The content of the judgment:




a.  The actual content of the reason for the judgments is notoriously difficult to 




pinpoint.  




b.  The words used here are: “food,” “drink,” “festival,” “new moon,” and 




“Sabbath” (v. 16)




c.  In v. 17 the redemptive-historical nature of Paul's outlook comes to the fore, 




and this will help us interpret v. 16.




d.  These things are called skia. tw/n mello,ntwn, “shadows of things to come;” to 




which Christ is called the sw/ma, “substance.”  




e.  This places the problem with regards to how the law is seen in the context of 




of the sweep of redemptive-history.




f.  Rather than seeing what here appear to be ceremonial laws as temporary 




pictures of eschatological realities that pass away at the arrival of the 




eschaton, the troubles see the ceremonial laws as abiding restrictions.  In 




this way their position is like that of the party of the circumcision of Acts 




15 and Galatians.  However, for Paul, these ceremonial laws are no longer 



binding on the eschatological New Covenant community.  And the reason 



why is because of the inauguration of the substance of those laws.  In 




other words, those ceremonial laws were never intended to be an end in 




and of themselves, but always and everywhere foreshadowed a greater 




reality which is Christ.  Now, that the reality has arrived in and 





already/not yet fashion, the shadows pass away.  But marks and identifies 



then members of this Covenant are not laws (because those laws were 




nailed to the cross, as per 2:14), but Christ him.  We are no longer in the 




law, or in sin, but in Christ.

4. V. 18 recycles the admonition of v. 16, only by clarifying what he meant by “judge.” This time he exhorts the Colossians to not be “disqualified” by the troubles in the church.




a.  Here the source of the problems seem different than in the previous verses.  




b.  Here the problem is no so much Jewish legalism, but Greek paganism.




c.  Paul has a kind of Stoicism in his scope.




d.  This he later calls “self-made religion” (2:23).  

5. The solution to these deceitful philosophies is for the Colossians to recall that they are “in Christ” - something we see by use of the conditionals in 2:20 and then again in 3:1.  If they are in fact united to Christ in his death (2:20) and his resurrection (3:1), then they ought not to submit to these manmade regulations (2:20b) but rather seek those things which are above (3:2).

6. Summary:  Knowing who they are “in Christ” and who the Christ is in whom they are, makes all the difference in the world in terms of living the Christian life.  To know one's eschatological liberty – that they are freed from manmade regulations and Old Covenant ceremonial laws – leads to better life in which one walks worthy of the Lord.  In other words, when one's attention in on Christ, and not the works of the flesh, then one is truly rooted in good soil which will bear the fruit of good works.   

D. Do not be worldly: The importance of being heavenly-minded

1. Being united to Christ in the complex of his death, resurrection, and ascension has serious implications for the way the Colossians think; and thus, the way they live.

2. 3:1-4 provides for us yet again a perspective on how Paul instructs the Colossians to think, and therefore live, according to the already and not yet of the New Covenant in Christ.  





a.  First, 3:1 shows that Paul has in view Christ in his already 






accomplished work of resurrection and ascension: “raised with 





Christ” . . . “where Christ is, seated at the right hand of God.”





b.  Second, 3:4 shows that Paul's exhortation is equally grounded in the 





not yet aspect of Christ's redemptive work when he consummates 





the Kingdom: “When Christ . . . appears.”  

3. These concepts form the basis for his exhortation to be “heavenly-minded.”

4. The Colossains, in 3:2, are to “set [their] minds on things that are above.”





a.  3:3 offers us a parallel to teaching to 3:1





b.  The Colossians have died (echoing what Paul said in 2:11-12; 20).





c.  Because the Colossians have died and been raised to heaven with 





Christ, their lives are hidden in God with Christ.





d.  Again, union with Christ is in view – where Christ is there also we are.





e.  Christ is hidden in God by virtue of his ascension, so then are we.

5. The idea of being “hidden in God” carries with it the idea of protection and intimacy.

a.  There may also be an allusion to the holy of holies.

b.  The priest would go in behind the veil where he would be hidden from 
the rest of the assembly, but present with God

c.  Likewise, we are in heaven – the temple not made with human hands 
– where Christ is seated (implied: on the mercy seat).   

6. Summary:  Because of what Christ has done in his resurrection and ascension, and because believers have union with him in his resurrection and ascension, the Colossians are to have a radically changed way of thinking; and therefore living.  Because Christ is in heaven hidden in God, so are the Colossians.  Thus, they are to have heavenly minds conducive to their spiritual status and location as those residing in heaven.  To have this mind means to live in a radically different way.


E.  Putting on and putting off

1. Preliminary Considerations: Flowing from the reality of 3:1-4 are the ways of life described in 3:5-4:6.  This section describes what being heavenly minded looks like while living on earth.  This new life in Christ which is lived here on earth as it is informed by one's status as raised and hidden with Christ in heaven, is a two step process: putting off and putting on.

2. 3:5, 8 describe the process of mortification, or the putting to death and putting off that which is not of a heavenly nature – i.e., that which is “earthly.”

a.  OT Back Drop:  There may here be an allusion to the the Old Covenant 
exhortations to Israel to “put away” their idols.  This often meant to 
literally destroy them, and thus putting them to death.

3.  3:12 is what the Colossians are told to put on instead.




a.  OT Back Drop:  There may be here another allusion to the OT priestly dress 




and wears.  As the priests had to adorn themselves with holy clothing to 




enter into and dwell within the temple of God, so likewise, the Colossians 



as those who have their lives hidden in God in heaven are also to adorn 




their priesthood with 
holy clothing.  This clothing, however, is to their 




actions.

4. 3:14 is further instruction as to what the saints in Colossae are to don.  From here to the end of 4:6 we can speak about these garbs as being humility.  Every act in which they are to dress has this one idea in common.  In other words, being heavenly minded and having a changed life means fundamentally to regard others better than oneself.


F.  Summary:  The changed life and the changing life of the believer stems from God's 



initiative.  God has changed their status – and location! - by make the Colossians 


members and citizens of heaven in Christ.  Because Christ is raised and ascended into 


heaven, so also are those who have been joined and united to him by faith.  This means 


that they are to think (i.e., have the mind) in a way that is in keeping with their new 


status.  To be heavenly-minded means putting off the old ways of idolatry and 



unholiness, and putting on the new ways of a holy life which regards others better than 


oneself.   

VI.  The Glory of God

�	The word here translated (as in the ESV) as “elemental spirits” is stoicei/a.  A similar words, however, occurs in the LXX of Ecclesiastes  11:6: stoice,w.  This word means “conduct of life” or “walk.”  It may be that Paul intends to use this word in variation from his usual word for walk, peripate,w.  In any event, we have good reason to think that Paul is here speaking about the walk, or conduct of the world rather than some vague “elemental spirits.”  This would make sense given Paul's close association between one's way of thinking and their “walk” in this letter.  
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