COLOSSIANS STUDYS

HOW TO USE THESE NOTES

These notes are intended to be guides for those who are leading the house group studies on Colossians. They are not intended to be a substitute for personal study on the text and in other commentaries, but hopefully should help you as you prepare the studies. I have included in these notes my brief comments on the verses along, particularly showing the argument of Paul, the flow of the letter and drawing attention to difficult verses and providing help in interpreting them. I have also included at the end some suggested questions and lines of application for the studies. 
PLEASE DO NOT SIMPLY READ THROUGH THESE NOTES AND JUST ASK THE QUESTIONS PROVIDED IN THE STUDY. They are meant as a help, a resource, not as an “off the shelf” study that can simply be done with no extra thought. As with every form of bible teaching, the best home group studies are when the leaders have worked on the passage themselves, have studied it and sat under it themselves, and when the questions they asked are their own (or at least have been made their own and adapted to suit their group). 

STUDYS

Paul’s letter to the Colossians is carefully written and it is worth taking some time to study it carefully. I have divided the letter into 12 studies. The passages are not all of equal length – but I think the studies will be, because (for example) the 4 verses at the beginning of chapter 3 occupy a central place in the letter and in Paul’s argument so it is important to slow down and take them in. 

The divisions are as follows: 

1 – Chapter 1:1-8

2 – Chapter 1:9-14

3 – Chapter 1:15-23

4 – Chapter 1:24 – Chapter 2:5

5 – Chapter 2:6-15

6 – Chapter 2:16-23

7 – Chapter 3:1-4

8 – Chapter 3:5-11

9 – Chapter 3:12-17

10 – Chapter 3:18-4:1

11 – Chapter 4:2-6

12 – Chapter 4:7-18

If you are leading a study it is worth taking some time and reading through the letter from start to finish (it wont take long!). Ask yourself – “why is Paul writing? What is the main theme of Colossians? What is the main thrust of the application?”. And then ask “how does the passage I am preparing fit into the whole letter”?

THE FLOW OF THE LETTER

Paul the apostle wrote this letter to believers in Colossae in the Lycus valley in south east Asia Minor. It was a church he had never visited personally (2:1) but he loves them is very concerned about them.

In short, Paul writes this letter to give the Colossians (and us) a vision of the incomparable greatness of Christ, the one who has saved us and the one to whom we are united to in His life, death and resurrection. Paul is concerned that some people have been upsetting the Colossians by saying that they need something else other than Jesus Christ to live the Christian life – they may have been saying something like “It’s great you trust Jesus, but that’s just a start. You need Jesus plus religious festivals (2:16), or Jesus plus new spirituality (2:18), or Jesus plus rules (2:21-22) if you are going to be a really mature Christian”.

Paul takes the Colossians back to basics and stresses that if we know Christ, we have all we need to be mature and to grow as Christians. He shows us how great Jesus is (1:15-19), how we are united to him when we believe (2:6-12), and how living the Christian life is a case of living out our relationship with him – literally, we become what we already are, in Christ (3:1-4).

The letter to the Colossians is obviously very relevant to us today. We should all desire a closer walk with Jesus. We should all long that our faith will affect every area of our life. But we are often tempted by the “short cuts” and new teachings that are around today. We too often think the key to Christian growth is outward religion, or rules and resolutions, or strange spiritualities (“second blessings” etc). In his word God tells us that we need to know Christ more. If we feel we are not growing as a Christian it is because we have lost sight of him and who we are in him. We are naturally attracted to novelty, but Paul sends us back to Christ Jesus the Lord (1:15-19) whom we have received and need to continue to live and be built up in (2:6-7).  

And this is very practical. The second half of Colossians deals with all aspects of our life – our inward attitudes (3:5-10), our relationships with others in the church (3:11-17), in the family (3:18-21) and at work (3:22-4:1). Knowing Christ will affect everything! No wonder Paul’s aim as an apostle was to:

“…..proclaim him, admonishing and teaching everyone with all wisdom, so that we may present everyone perfect in Christ” Colossians 1:28 

These main themes can be seen throughout the whole of the letter and you can see them beginning to emerge in the prayer Paul prays in verses 1-14.

USEFUL RESOURCES

I make no claim that this is all my own work! Three resources in particular have been very useful to me in my study of Colossians:
Peter T. O’Brien – Colossians, Philemon (Word Biblical Commentary). O ‘Brien is probably the best living commentator on the New Testament epistles at the moment. This commentary is VERY heavy going and detailed, but immensely valuable.

Dick Lucas – Colossians MP3 Lectures (Available from the Proclamation Trust). Dick wrote the Bible Speaks Today commentary on Colossians, but about 10 years or so after it was published he went back to Colossians and produced a series of lectures on the book. As usual they are insightful and detailed. 

Sinclair Ferguson – Colossians sermons. Preached at             and available online at              . Very helpful in modelling how to teach and preach this letter.  I have used his divisions in breaking down the letter into 12, as they seemed to make sense.
STUDY 1 - 1:1-8

1. Paul, an apostle of Christ Jesus by the will of God and Timothy our brother,

The letter begins, as most letters did in the NT times, with a statement about who the author is. The church had never met Paul, but he stresses his God given authority to them. This is important as it is a letter written to deal with false teaching, so from the start Paul stresses that he has a word from God for them, in contrast to what they had been listening to.

Paul often includes his fellow workers at the beginning of his letters. Timothy is probably the young man Paul wrote 1 and 2 Timothy to. His inclusion here does not necessarily mean he shared in the writing of the letter – merely that he was with Paul at the time of writing and that the gospel they preach is the same.
2. To the holy and faithful brothers in Christ at Colossae:

Grace and peace to you from God our Father.

It would be easy to skim over this verse to get to the main prayer from verse 3 onwards, but it would be a mistake to do so. Paul makes some very important points about the Colossian Christians here. 

He describes the Colossians as “holy and faithful” (“saints” in the ESV). This is a statement of reality, not about how they feel, nor is it saying they are particularly advanced Christians. They, as Christians, have been set apart for Jesus Christ which is shown by their faith, their believing in him. They are “in Christ” – Paul’s favourite identification for a Christian, which will be explained throughout the rest of this letter. 

They are also “in Colossae”. Christians are called to be saints, to be holy and faithful, wherever we are. But we need to remember our dual identity. It is as if the Colossians should have 2 passports – one stating that they are “in Christ” (raised with him in the heavenly realms – see 3:1-4), and one stating that they are “in Colossae” (where they live now).

We get into trouble if we forget either one of these realities. If we think we are just “in Colossae/in Ealing” we will simply fix our eyes on this world, live life the world’s way and not be distinct and following Jesus. If we forget that we are “in Colossae/in Ealing” and just focus on being “in Christ” we may be tempted to think (as believers have done through the ages) that the holy life is a life of escape, or a life in a monastery, or a life which avoids work in the world (which believes to be a nun or a missionary or vicar is the only holy life), or a life which avoids marriage. Christ calls us to be “in him in the world” – living out our relationship with him in the detail of life at work, in the home. But more of that later in the letter…..

Paul then brings a greeting of “grace and peace”. This is not just a cliché, it is a reminder of the heart of the gospel – God’s free unmerited gift of peace with him, which comes from him to us.

3. We always thank God, the Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, when we pray for you,

Paul now reports his prayer for the Colossians, and begins by stressing how he prays with thanksgiving for them. This is surprising for two reasons. Firstly, these are Christians he has never met personally, and yet he suggests he is regularly praying for them (and the apostle must have had a very long prayer lists already of people he knew), and secondly, the Colossian Christians were not perfect, they had difficulties, yet Paul begins by stressing his thanks to God for them. 
Paul directs his thanks to God (obviously!), but notice how he describes God – “the Father of our Lord Jesus Christ”. Paul makes it very clear that to truly pray to God is to pray to the God of the bible – the God whom Jesus Christ reveals to us and that we have a relationship with through Jesus. This is Paul beginning to stress the centrality of Jesus Christ, the main theme of this letter. 

4. because we have heard of your faith in Christ Jesus and of the love you have for all the saints –

Paul’s thankfulness for the Colossians is that they have heard and received with faith the true gospel message. In this verse Paul gives thanks for the right response they showed to the gospel (“faith”)  - again, notice how it is “in Christ Jesus”, faith always has an object, it is always in something, and to be a Christian is to trust Christ Jesus.

He also stresses the natural fruit of true faith (“love for all the saints”). It is common in Paul’s letters to stress that brotherly love for fellow Christians always accompanies true faith. a right relationship with God will always lead to right relationships with others who are united to Christ, no matter what gender, ethnic or previous religious background they were. This love is not simply warm feelings, but is practical, serving love as modelled by Christ. This love is to be continually worked on, and later in the letter Paul will apply the teaching of the letter to areas where love needs to grow in the church (see 3:12-17). 
5. the faith and love that spring from the hope that is stored up for you in heaven and that you have already heard about in the word of truth, the gospel

In his letters Paul commonly links faith, hope and love as the right fruits of the gospel taking root in people’s lives, and he does so here. 

The hope the Colossians have is the basis for their faith and love. This hope is not simply wishful thinking (e.g.“I hope it wont rain tomorrow” – but we don’t know whether it will or not). It is certain “stored up for you in heaven”, like having money stored up in a bank (although perhaps that is a bad example at the moment!). Our future is secure and because of that our faith and love grows.

The rest of Colossians fills in the content of this hope and how we can be so certain of it. It is not vague – it is personal. The hope we have is in Christ Jesus himself (1:27), whom we are united to, and who is in us guaranteeing us of our future glory. 

The Colossians came to hear about this hope in the gospel, which is the good news about Jesus Christ. It is “truth”. Paul assures them that what they have heard and believed is true – it was when they first believed it, and it still is now. This is a deliberate contrast to what Paul will mention later in the letter – the wisdom of this world which is “hollow and deceptive” (2:8). 
6. that has come to you. All over the world this gospel is bearing fruit and growing, just as it has been doing among you since the day you heard it and understood God’s grace in all its truth. 

Paul continues to stress the truth of the gospel message. The gospel the Colossians heard and responded to was the same message that is going out all over the world. The gospel itself is growing, as more and more people receive it and show that faith, hope and love which are its natural fruit. 

This all seems very obvious, but as we read on in the letter it becomes clear that the Colossians are having their faith in Christ knocked by people who are claiming they need something else as well as the gospel. Paul restates the gospels credentials here. It is not a small wacky message which can be ignored, no, it is the message for the whole world which continues to bear fruit. To listen and respond to the word of truth is the only way you can experience the grace of God. 

The emphasis on the gospel “bearing fruit and growing” is important, because that is what the Colossians (and we) want to do in our Christian lives. The gospel bears fruit and grows in us, as well as by saving more people. The Colossians were being tempted to turn to other things in order to bear fruit in obedience and closeness to God (we’ll see this when we look at the end of chapter 2), but here Paul stresses that fruit comes from the gospel alone. If we move away from the gospel, we will be fruitless.

7. You learned it from Epaphrus, our dear fellow servant, who is a faithful minister of Christ on our behalf, 

Paul underlines to the Colossians that this gospel message was the message they had received. They had not received a partial gospel that needs to be added to – no, Paul deliberately mentions the name of the person who first brought the gospel to Colossae and approves of him. Epaphrus took the apostolic message of the gospel to Colossae. He was a “faithful minister of Christ” – not a faithful minister of religion, or of spirituality, but of Christ who spoke on behalf of the apostles. The Colossians can be sure that what they heard and believed in was God’s word to them. Therefore if they reject it and move on to something else, they are moving away from God. 

8. and who also told us of your love in the Spirit. 
Paul finishes this part of his prayer on a positive note. Epaphrus has reported back to Paul with news of their love (see verses 4 and 5), love which is not simply natural niceness, but love “in the spirit” – Holy Spirit produced love which comes from the bond of unity they have as they are united in Christ. This love which comes from the gospel is the opposite to the pride and superiority that religion and other spiritualities produces (see 2:16, 23).   
SUGGESTED QUESTIONS
What do we learn about the writer of the letter in verse 1? Why is this significant?

How are the recipients of the letter described in verse 2? Why is this significant?

Why is it important to remember that we are both “in Christ” and “in Colossae/Ealing”? What are the dangers that follow if we forget either one of our two identities?
What does Paul thank God for in the Colossians? What is the connection between the faith, love and hope they have?
What comes into your mind when you hear the word “faith”? What does Paul say about the content of the Colossians faith?

What comes into your mind when you hear the word “hope”? How is the hope in verse 5 different? 

How does Paul emphasise that the gospel the Colossians heard was God’s word? 

From these verses, what is the evidence that you can point to that someone has believed the gospel? 

