Colossians and Philemon


Lesson 7:  Colossians 2:16-23
Basic Concepts:  
1. Paul directly tackles the false teaching that threaten the Colossians.  He argues against the 
    practices themselves and also reveals the deeper inconsistencies with the true gospel of Christ.

2. Some of the elements seem to be related to Judaism, others to ascetic practices, but in sum-
    mary they are all expressions of human origin.  The result is doctrines and practices which

    carry the appearance of “religion” but are actually worthless or counterproductive to true

    spirituality.

Questions:
1. What is the “shadow” and “substance” of Col 2:17?

2. “Defraud” in Col 2:18 equates to what other warnings in 2:4, 8?

3. What is the major mistake of following such doctrines as noted in Col 2:19?
4. What is the inconsistency pointed out in Col 2:20?

5. Why are false systems of worship often appealing (Col 2:23)?

Special Notes:

1. 2:16-17:  “Therefore, let no one judge you …”

            Food

            Drink                        Shadow of things to come – cf. Heb 10:1; 9:23-24
            Festival                     Substance is of Christ – cf. Gal 3:23-25                   

            New moon

            Sabbath                   
    Judaism created such a strong pull on early Christianity due, in part, to its antiquity and the 

    fervency of its adherents.  Circumcision and other elements like those mentioned above kept

    creeping in, resulting in the corruption of true faith and, to one degree or another, abandon-

    ment of Christ.  The “judging” here involves being treated as inferior or even as illegitimate

    as a true Christian.  Paul says the Colossians should not allow themselves to be so pressured

    or intimidated into observing these obsolete ceremonies.

2. 2:18-19:  “Let no one defraud you …”

            False humility 

            Worship of angels                                     Vainly puffed up by his fleshly mind

            Intruding into things (not) seen                 Not holding fast to the head

    Those who have fallen for such false notions often project an air of piety and their words may
    be sprinkled with religious lingo which makes them sound devout and spiritual.  They un-

    doubtedly created this impression when they waxed eloquent about angelic beings, and such 
    piety would be very persuasive to the unstable.  But Paul dismisses such as empty speculations

    and false visions.  Contrast Paul’s attitude toward the real vision he was given of heaven (2 

    Cor 12:1-7).

3. 2:20-22:  “Why … subject yourselves to regulations …”

            Do not touch                Basic principles of the world

            Do not taste                  Perish with using

            Do not handle              Commandments/doctrines of men

    Paul says such doctrines take men spiritually backward, not forward.  To be so focused on
    physical elements, and then to adopt an ascetic posture toward them, is not only missing the

    point but surrendering to human doctrine – something they had been freed from by the gospel.

    They had “died with Christ” (2:20), and in so doing had not only been liberated from sin but

    also from ignorance and idolatry and human philosophy.  Like the Galatians, they were in dan-

    ger of forfeiting all of this blessing and advantage (Gal 3:1-4; 5:1-6).

4. Summary:  2:23 – “These things …”

             Appearance of wisdom

             Self-imposed religion                    No value against the indulgence of the flesh

             False humility

             Neglect of the body

    No doubt we are in a war against fleshly lusts and self-will.  These forces are powerful.  But if 
    we cut ourselves off from the head, if we insist on fighting this battle on our own terms and by 
    our own strength, we are doomed to failure.  False ideas lead to false doctrines which lead to 
    false practices.  So often what appears to be a “harmless” aberration turns out to have spiritu-

    ally fatal consequences when followed out to the very end.  One element of wisdom is the 
    ability to see where certain ideas and practices will eventually lead.  Paul is urging this wis-

    dom upon the Colossians so that the tendency toward apostasy will be arrested and their 

    relationship with Christ preserved.

