STUDY 4 – COLOSSIANS 1:24-2:5

SO FAR

Through reporting his regular prayers for them, Paul has been assuring the Colossians that they have become new people “in Christ” (vs 1) because the true gospel of Jesus Christ has come to them through Epaphrus and they have responded to it (vs 3-6). He has shown them how great Jesus Christ is (vs 15-20), how they grow as Christians by knowing him more and by knowing his resurrection power (vs 9-13), and he has warned them of the danger of moving away from him (vs 21-23). 

THIS SECTION

Although it would be easy to see this section as simply a transition section from the prayer in chapter 1 to the description of the false teachers in chapter 2, as we read it becomes clear that Paul gives his purpose for writing this letter in these verses. In 2:2 he tells us that he wants these believers (and by extension, all believers) to be united and have the “full riches of complete understanding”. He wants for them what the false teachers want for them – maturity and fullness – but Paul makes it clear that those things are found in 1 place only, or rather in 1 person only, in “Christ, in whom are hidden all the treasures of wisdom and knowledge”. Paul makes it clear that he has devoted his life to serving the church by proclaiming Christ so that the church may be presented perfect in him.  

The false teachers, which Paul will go on to expose later in chapter 2, begin to appear in these verses, with Paul saying that he is stressing these things “So that no one may deceive you by fine sounding arguments” (2:4). 

The verses have a double application. Firstly they teach us the way to true Christian maturity – by knowing Christ. Secondly, by following Paul’s example, they teach us how we can build up and disciple others. Paul’s example is a pattern for gospel ministry in any age and situation. 

NOTES 

Vs 24 – Now I rejoice in what was suffered for you, and I fill up in my flesh what is still lacking in regard to Christ’s afflictions, for the sake of his body, which is the church

In this verse Paul is stressing the hardship he is going through to serve the Colossians. Just as Christ suffered for the Colossians in his death, Paul suffers as a servant of Christ for them.
This is a difficult verse to fully understand (don’t get too hung up on it in the study)- Paul is not saying that Christ’s death lacked any sufficiency in saving the Colossians. They have been completely redeemed because of what Christ has done (vs 13/14, 22), but it can be said that as Christians suffer in this world Christ is suffering (so as Paul is suffering as an apostle for the church, those sufferings can be said to be Christ’s suffering). 
Vs 25 – I have become its servant by the commission God gave me to present to you the word of God in its fullness –

Just as Christ was a suffering servant, Paul’s role as an apostle is to be a suffering servant of the church. He stresses he has been directly appointed by God with a clear task – to present to them what God has revealed completely. 
As we’ll see in the next few verses “word of God” has a double meaning. It refers to the bible (God’s revelation), but also to the content of that word – Jesus Christ, the living word of God.

“Fullness” is a word Paul uses a lot in these chapters, and it is highly likely that the false teachers were using it to try and influence the Colossians to accept their teachings. Paul is saying all “fullness” is found in the gospel alone.

Vs 26 – the mystery that has been kept hidden for ages and generations, but it is now disclosed to the saints.

Presenting “the word of God in its fullness” involves declaring the “mystery”. We think of “mystery” as being something secret, accessible only to a few special people (and that was how the false teachers in Colossae were presenting their message), but in the bible a “mystery” is something which, as this verse states, was not known, but now has been revealed.
It has been “disclosed to the saints” – to all Christians, not just to a special elite.

Vs 27 – To them God has chosen to make known among the Gentiles the glorious riches of this mystery, which is Christ in you, the hope of glory.

The great mystery in “Christ” and the riches of that mystery is the fact that he is “in you, the hope of glory”. Once we know Christ, he dwells within us, and he is the content of all our hope. There is nothing more to seek after, we have it all in Christ.

Paul stresses that the riches of this mystery are available to all the saints – including the gentiles (non Jews). This would have been a radical thought in the early church, and continues to make Paul’s point that there is no spiritual elite in the church, everyone (Jew and gentile alike) are equal.
Vs 28 – We proclaim him, admonishing and teaching everyone with all wisdom, so that we may present everyone perfect in Christ.

As a result of verses 25-27 Paul stresses how he goes about his task as a servant of the church. He proclaims “him” – Christ and nothing or no one else. He does this by “admonishing and teaching” both positive training and negative correction. Paul does this so that everyone reaches maturity. He has the same aim for them as Christ has (see vs 22).
Vs 29 – To this end I labour, struggling with all his energy, which so powerfully works in me.

As a result of verse 28 Paul works hard. Christian ministry is hard work! And yet, it is not all down to Paul He works because Christ is working in him (remember verse 11).
2 Vs 1 – I want you to know how much I am struggling for you and for those at Laodicea, and for all who have not met me personally.
Paul applies these verses personally to the Colossians and assures them he is working hard for them. It is amazing to think he is saying these things to a group of Christians he has never even met.
Vs 2 – My purpose is that they may be encouraged in heart and united in love, so that they may have the full riches of complete understanding, in order that they might know the mystery of God, namely, Christ,

This expands on what Paul means by “present everyone perfect in Christ” in 1:28. he wants them to be “encouraged”. This means more than simply feeling positive and supported – it means strengthened. He wants them to be united – to recognise that they are united and equal in Christ. And he wants them to know Christ, to have a complete understanding of God’s provision for them, and so they know how to grow as Christians. 
Vs 3 – in whom are hidden all the treasures of wisdom and knowledge

Paul again stresses why it is so important not to move away from Christ. In him there is wisdom and knowledge – true knowledge of God and of how to live. Don’t move from him.
Vs 4 – I tell you this so that no-one may deceive you by fine-sounding arguments.

This is an allusion to the false teachers Paul will mention in the rest of chapter 2. he has spent time stressing the centrality of Christ so we are not deceived by others who teach something different. The fact that they “deceive” implies that they will not always be easy to spot, so we need to take time and effort getting to know the authentic gospel.
Vs 5 – For though I am absent from you in body, I am present with you in spirit and delight to see how orderly you are and how firm your faith in Christ is.

Paul stresses here that though there are threats to the Colossians, they are standing firm, trusting Christ, and are “orderly” – not running off in different directions after different heresies.
Possible Questions
Please don’t simply use these without thinking them through – they are only a guide!
How does Paul stress how hard he works for the Colossians? (Vs 24)

How does Paul stress why he works for the Colossians? (vs 25)

What does Paul tell us about what he does as he works for the Colossians? (vs 25)

What comes into your mind when you hear the word “mystery”? What is Paul talking about when he uses that word? (Vs 26-27)

What is Paul’s aim for the Colossians? How will that aim be achieved? (vs 28)
How does Paul work (vs 29)?

What does this teach us about Christian service in the church?

How does Paul expand on his purpose for the Colossians in 2:2?

Why do you think he says what he does about Christ in verse 3?

What encouragements does Paul have as he hears about the Colossian church (vs 5)?

What should be our aim as Christians? What threatens that aim?

