
The Colossian Heresy

Jewish legalism — dissident liberalism — or pagan superstition? What was the problem that
shook God’s church at Colossae?

While Paul was in prison, probably in Rome,1 heresy entered the church
at Colossae, in Asia Minor. The news was brought to Paul by his close
friend and co-worker, Epaphras (Colossians 1:8), who was a minister at
Colossae (1:7; 4:12).

Scholars disagree in the way they understand the problem at Colossae and in the way they
interpret Paul’s admonitions. Did Paul intend to stop the advance of some philosophical sect?
Was  it  to  warn  Judaizers  who  were  arguing  for  circumcision?  Was  Paul  informing  the
Colossians of their freedom from ordinances or from the ceremonial laws of Moses?
Paul’s purpose — the main point of the letter — is disputed, and it will be analyzed below.

The source of modern confusion

The problem at Colossae is clouded by an assumption
that  pervades  commentaries  and  other  exegetical
works: that Paul’s warning to the Colossians to beware
of  “hollow  and  deceptive  philosophy”  (2:8)  indicates
that a Greek or local philosophical sect was invading
the Christian congregation to entice members away.

Based on this assumption, scholars and laymen alike
have  looked  for  a  solution  that  would  involve  an
intrusion  of  Greek  philosophy  in  a  Christian  setting
concerning Old Testament practices (Colossians 2:16).
This has led to endless debates and general frustration.
What  Greek  philosophy would be concerned with
Old Testament ceremonial laws?

The search for a direct influence of Greek philosophical
schools of thought on Colossae pervades the work of
ancient and modern commentators.

Clement of Alexandria (A.D. 150-215) proposed that it was the Epicureans who were involved
at Colossae. A similar thought was expressed in the West by Tertullian (A.D. 160-220), and
commentators have followed suit ever since. Neo-Platonic thought has also been proposed
as  the  underlying  problem  at  Colossae,  as  well  as  a  mixture  of  Eastern  and  Western
philosophy, all because of the superficial reading of the term philosophy.

https://biblia.com/bible/niv/Col%201.8
https://biblia.com/bible/niv/Col%202.16


Older  and  traditional  commentators  generally
propose a conflict between Paul’s teaching and the
discipline of philosophy. In his commentary, Thomas
Scott writes, “The Judaizing teachers seem to have
blended their system with speculation borrowed from
the  Pagans,  and  their  different  sects  of
philosophers.”  He  adds:  “The  worldly  elements  of
heathen  superstition  or  philosophy  were  blended
with legal and other external observances.”
Finally, he looks back at his explanation and says,
“Unless something of this kind be supposed, it will be
found difficult to understand the apostle’s discourse:
for  he  spoke  of  philosophical  delusions  and  legal
ceremonies at the same time” (Commentary, Whiting
& Watson, New York, 1812, volume VI, referring to
Colossians 2:8-9).
Once  wrong  assumptions  are  removed,  the
epistle to the Colossians can be examined with a
fresh outlook on the problem.

Internal evidence

Paul  attacks  the  heresy  in  Colossians  2:8-23.  If  we  treat  this  passage  as  an  oblique
description  of  the  problem,  we  could  use  the  information  given  by Paul  to  draw up  the
following outline of its basic tenets:

1. It denied that the fullness of the Godhead dwelt bodily in Christ (2:9). 

2. It denied that the Christian was complete in Christ (verse 10). 

3. It tried to supplement the freedom in Christ by introducing ways of heightening Christian 
spirituality. 

Some of the spiritual supplements, as recorded in Colossians, were:
1. circumcision (verses 11-14), 
2. defunct principalities and powers (verse 15), 
3. eating, drinking, new moons, sabbaths, etc. (verses 16-17), 
4. voluntary humility and the worship of angels (verse 18), and 
5. ascetic restrictions (touch not, taste not, etc., culminating in a neglect of the body) (verses 19-

23). 

The above points indicate neither that the heretics were denying the value of conversion to
Christianity nor that they were endorsing a departure from the church of God at Colossae.
They show that the heretics denied the adequacy of Christ (points 1 and 2). They were
saying that Christians needed more for their salvation than what Jesus Christ had to offer.
They felt they needed to re-appraise circumcision and certain ceremonial laws, along with
some spiritual supplements, such as an attitude of humility and worship towards angels. To
these they added a form of asceticism. (REMEMBER THE WORD ASCETICISM)

 The Epicureans

Epicurus believed 
that what he called
"pleasure" (ἡδονή)
was the greatest good,
but that the way to
attain such pleasure was to live modestly, 
to gain knowledge of the workings of the 
world, and to limit one's desires. This 
would lead one to attain a state of 
tranquility (ataraxia) and freedom from 
fear as well as an absence of bodily pain 
(aponia). The combination of these two 
states constitutes happiness in its highest 
form. Although Epicureanism is a form of 
hedonism insofar as it declares pleasure 
to be its sole intrinsic goal, the concept 
that the absence of pain and fear 
constitutes the greatest pleasure, and its 
advocacy of a simple life, make it very 
different from "hedonism" as colloquially 
understood. 

https://biblia.com/bible/niv/Col%202.8-23
https://biblia.com/bible/niv/Col%202.8-9


Paul’s  observation  in  2:18-19  is  that  these  teachers  were
“puffed up” in their minds and had “lost connection with the
Head,  from  whom  the  whole  body,  supported  and  held
together by its ligaments and sinews, grows as God causes it
to grow.” This tells us that they were Christians rather than
outsiders.  They were holding to  Christ  to  some degree,
otherwise Paul would have said that they had rejected Christ.
In such a case, he could have dismissed them as unbelievers.

The heretical teaching about circumcision indicates that
these  teachers  were  of  Jewish  extraction.  They  were
Jewish Christians and, most likely, from Colossae. Had they
come from another area,  Paul  might have made a point  of
mentioning  it,  as  he  did  in  writing  about  false  believers  in
Galatians 2:4.

That the church at Colossae was primarily gentile is evident
from the comment that its members once were “alienated” and
“enemies” (1:21) in their uncircumcision (2:13), but now had
been shown the riches of God’s glory “among the Gentiles”
(1:27).  Paul’s  comments  would  be  true  even  if  Colossae
included some converts from Judaism.

  DISCUSSION – Messianic Christianity

 Assumptions: 
-You can't understand the depth of your Christianity, unless you understand the depth of 
Jesus' Jewishness!
-The practice of Jewish Rituals bring one closer in their relationship with Christ and clarify 
His beautiful redemptive work of salvation.
-Yes, Christ saved us, but we continue in our Jewish custom and rituals as discipline and 
training to enlarge our faith in Christ.

What do you believe is the CORE message of the above ideas?

The Goal is not REJECTING CHRISTIANS who see things a little different, and Paul didn't! 
Rather, he admonished them to return to the CORE of Christian Faith; to make Christ central.

Asceticism

From the Greek: ἄσκησις áskesis, 
"exercise, training") is a lifestyle 
characterized by abstinence from 
sensual pleasures, often for the 
purpose of pursuing spiritual 
goals. Ascetics may withdraw 
from the world for their practices 
or continue to be part of their 
society, but typically adopt a 
frugal lifestyle, characterised by 
the renunciation of material 
possessions and physical 
pleasures, and time spent fasting 
while concentrating on the 
practice of religion or reflection 
upon spiritual matters.

https://biblia.com/bible/niv/Gal%202.4


The Epicurean Mentality 
First, a disclaimer. No beer or cigars or fine dinning will 
be harmed in the discussion of the Epicurean Mentality.

If the Epicurean Mentality is that “pleasure is the 
greatest good”. How can you identify that thinking in 
the culture today?

• Advertising: Legendary Steaks, served to
perfection-Ruth's Chris Steakhouse Austin.

• Music: I want it all, I want it now. (Queen)
• Concepts: “the good life”,”high life”, “piece of the

pie”. “good living”.
• Politics: “equality”, “shared wealth”, “level playing

field”, “Universal basic income”(Finland),
“Universal healthcare”(Sweden)

• Food: “Have it your way”, “Design your own
burger”, “Diet Club”, “Restaurant Club”, “get our
app and earn points on your next visit!”

• Hotels & Travel: “Everything, Right where you
need it!”, “Feel the class”, “Live like a King”

The point is that none of these ideas are bad in
themselves, we are searching for an expectation of
pleasure. (Likely not delivered)

A connected idea is that one should avoid pain to 
achieve happiness. This means not over indulging 
like a HEDONIST would do. It means not violating 
any laws or getting into conflict with others. How can 
you identify this kind of thinking in our culture today?

• “I don't bother anyone else, I mind my own
business”

• “I let everyone do as the please, just as long as
they don't bother me!”

• “I believe I can choose what is best, because I
am  a  responsible  adult,  I  don't  need  the
government interfering in my choices.”

• “Just leave me alone, and I'll leave everybody
else alone.
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