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Lesson One

“Introduction to the Colossian Letter”

(Reading—Colossians 1:1-3)


The letter to the church at Colossae in the region of Phrygia (Asia Minor) was written by the Apostle Paul while He was in Rome as a prisoner (Colossians 4:18). He had made his appeal to have his case heard before Caesar while imprisoned in Jerusalem and later in Caesarea (Acts 21:27-26:32). The city of Colossae, as you would expect, was founded close to the Lycus River. It was one of three cities that were close together—Colossae, Laodicea, and Hierapolis. The city of Laodicea became more and more important over the other two cities. An earthquake around the time of Paul’s letter to the church at Colossae (some believe) led to the demise of the city after a few years. Ruins of the city have only been uncovered in the last century. The population of the city was mixed: (1) There were the long-time residents (native to the area); (2) A large population of Greeks that had a very strong influence over the area; and (3) A large body of Jews that had been settled in the area for some reason. The city of Ephesus was about 100 miles West of the tri-cities. These three cities were probably also included under the area that a Roman Proconsul ruled over in the province of Asia, even though they were in the region of Phrygia.
THE DATE OF WRITING


There is strong evidence that the Apostle Paul may have written four letters (and a possible fifth letter—Hebrews) while a prisoner in Rome (Ephesians, Philippians, Colossians, and Philemon) or just after his release (Hebrews). (Ephesians 3:1, 13; 4:1; 6:19-20; Philippians 1:12-20; Colossians 4:3, 18; Philemon 9, 10, 13). The Apostle was imprisoned for about 4-5 years—first in Jerusalem, then Caesarea, and finally two whole years at Rome (Acts 28:30-31). The dates for his imprisonment at Rome are placed at AD 61-63—so; the general dates for these four letters in particular would be around AD 62-63. Tychicus was the bearer of this letter (4:7).
ESTABLISHMENT OF THE CHURCH AT COLOSSAE


We are not certain as to exactly when and by whom the churches in Phrygia were started. Paul’s statement in Colossians 2:1 might be properly understood to say that he had not been in the city of Colossae or the other two cities as well. If this is correct, then, another possibility can be seen from the statement made in Acts 19:10 that all Asia heard the word while Paul and company were in Ephesus for almost three years. He taught in the School of Tyrannus which would open the door for people all over that area for miles to have heard the message. This is certainly a reasonable assumption based also on Paul’s statement in Colossians 1:23. If the church was started by someone hearing and responding to the Gospel while visiting in Ephesus, or whether someone from Ephesus went as far as Colossae to preach to them, the date for its start could be about AD 54-55. If this letter was written as late as AD 63, the church would have been established for about eight years at the most.
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Paul seems to have been acquainted with these three churches in some way. They had learned also of Paul’s imprisonment at Rome as well. There is an indication that Epaphras may have been the one that had preached the Gospel at first to them (Colossae 1:6-7) and that the church may have sent him to Rome to comfort Paul or that Epaphras chose to go to Rome to inform Paul of the grave condition of the church at Colossae (Colossians 4:12-13). Paul had nothing but praise for him. While at Rome, he was also imprisoned for some reason (Philemon 23). Another interesting person at Colossae that the Apostle seems to have known quite well was Philemon (Philemon 1, 19, 22). Philemon also had a slave that had left him and for some reason ran into the Apostle and was converted (Colossians 4:9; Philemon 10). Even though Paul may not have been to the city of Colossae, he certainly was not unknown to them, nor he to them. His desire to visit them upon his release from Roman imprisonment certainly might indicate this fact (Philemon 22).
PURPOSE FOR WRITING THE LETTER

The immediate news about the church at Colossae was brought to the Apostle Paul by a faithful minister for the church at Colossae, Epaphras (Colossians 1:6-8). He was also very concerned about the church at Laodicea and Hierapolis (Colossians 4:12-13). This letter also was to serve for the church at Laodicea (and possibly Hierapolis as well) (Colossians 4:16). The fact that Paul was sending Onesimus back to Philemon with a letter from him could have been one of the factors involved in the writing to the church at Colossae as well. The Holy Spirit inspired the letter, so how much He was involved in Paul’s writing this letter we do not know. 
We usually gain insight for the purpose of the letter from the things that are mentioned and discussed or dealt with. It seems quite apparent that some false teaching and practices were trying to make inroads into the churches. The nature of these teachings was as follows:
1. Philosophical ideas that were tainted by Jewish observances and Oriental concepts (Colossians 2:8, 11, 14, 16, 17).

2. They also advocated the worship of Angels (Colossians 2:10, 15, 18, 19; 1:16).

3. Extreme Ascetic rules and regulations were being fostered upon the church members (Colossians 2:20-21).

4. A System of ideas that limited the greatness and the Authority of Christ and the sufficiency of His atonement (Colossians 2:8-10, 17, 19; 1:14-20).

5. Such supposedly was calling Christians to a high spiritual life (Colossians 1:23, 28; 2:3-10, 16-18, 23; 3:1, 14, 15).


Some have suggested that here is where the first indications of the heresy that later became known as “Gnosticism.” Paul had warned the elders of the church at Ephesus of this grave danger that was coming (Acts 20:29-30). Some have identified the teaching and writings of a man named Philo with the ideas that began to water down and undermine the teaching and 
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authority of Christ in the church. His writings had already influenced many Jews of Jesus’ day. It is possible that his writings may have been adopted and adapted by someone in Colossae. The Apostle John in later years had moved to Ephesus and wrote his strong Gospel and Letters to combat this vicious error in this general area. 
COMMENTS ON COLOSSIANS 1:1-3
Greetings expressed from Paul & Timothy (1:1).


1) Paul was an Apostle of Jesus Christ.


2) He was not self-appointed, but chosen by God Himself.


3) No false teacher could make this claim with truthfulness.


4) He was a special messenger sent by Jesus Christ unto the world of lost people.


5) He was especially endowed with a message and miracles to back up his claim.


6) Timothy was not only a brother, but a fellow-traveler with Paul on at least two of his 

    missionary trips.


7) He was also with Paul while imprisoned at Rome—but not in prison himself.

Greetings expressed to the church at Colossae (1:2-3).


1) They are called saints. They are a called out, separated people of God, cleansed and 

made ready for service to God. This term applied to all Christians—not just a select few.


2) They were called faithful brethren in Christ. They were loyal to their calling. They 

    were holding on to their faith in Christ.


3) Paul & Timothy wanted God’s grace (unmerited favor) to be continuously over them. 

    We all continually need God’s favor in our lives.


4) Also, that they would enjoy the peace that comes from being right with Deity….that 

    calm assurance of being God’s redeemed children. With God in charge, all is well.
QUESTIONS FOR DISCUSSION

True or False

____1. Colossae is in the province of Asia.

____2. Ephesus, Colossae, and Laodicea are tri-cities in Phrygia.

____3. Colossae was the most populated city in the region.

____4. The date for writing this letter to Colossae was AD 65-66.

____5. The church at Colossae could have been established about 8 years or less at the time 

Paul wrote this letter.

____6. We know that Paul had visited all three churches in this area.

____7. Epaphras was a minister with the church at Colossae.

____8. Tychicus was the bearer of this letter.
____9. The early beginning of Gnosticism in the church is seen in this letter.

____10. Timothy was with Paul when he wrote this letter.
