STUDY 5  – COLOSSIANS 2:6-15

So Far

It is clear that Christ is at the centre of Paul’s ministry and his letter to the Colossians. He is thankful that this church have received the true gospel of Christ and he has prayed that they grow in him. He has emphasised the supremacy of Christ – the one who has rescued them, and he has emphasised that his ministry as an apostle is to present everyone perfect in Christ. 

This Section

In this section Paul continues to stress the need to continue “in Christ” especially in the face of false teaching which may be attractive, but does not depend on him. What we have “in Christ” is emphasised – we have fullness in him, because united to him through his death and resurrection the power of sin in us has been broken, our sin has been forgiven, and in him the evil powers have been triumphed.

Notes
6. So then, just as you received Christ Jesus as Lord, continue to live in him, 
This verse summarises Paul’s teaching in the whole letter. Christians are to go on as they began – having received Christ Jesus as Lord when we first heard the gospel (as the Colossians did, remember 1:6-7), we grow as Christians by continuing in that gospel, knowing we are now “in him”, united to Christ (remember 1:2). We must not look anywhere else. 
7 rooted and built up in him, strengthened in the faith as you were taught, and overflowing with thankfulness.

This verse explains how we are to “continue”. Notice again the emphasis is on Christ, “in him” we are to be “rooted” and “built up”. God has planted us in Christ – he has done everything to unite us to him (remember the descriptions of our conversion in 1:13 and 1:21-23). The way to continue is to grow in the place we are.
This happens as we stay faithful to the gospel (“the faith as you were taught”). This implies that as Christians we do not need new teaching, but we need to know and appreciate more the gospel we have already received. We also need to be “overflowing with thankfulness”. This will be a natural consequence of appreciating the gospel, and will be a positive safeguard against moving away from Christ. You do not move away from someone or something you are thankful for!

Notice how thankfulness is often mentioned by Paul in this letter. It is one of his great desires that Christians should be thankful (notice that he prays for this in 1:12 as well).   

8 See to it that no-one takes you captive through hollow and deceptive philosophy, which depends on human tradition and the basic principles of this world rather than on Christ.

The false teachers threatening the Colossian Christians are mentioned. God, through Paul, is writing this letter so we will not lose our freedom in Christ (he has redeemed us – see 1:14), and be taken back into captivity by those who teach other things.
We cannot work out in detail what the original false teaching facing the Colossians was, but that is a good thing. This verse is just as applicable today as it was then. Paul is warning us against any “philosophy” (a catch all word for any system of teaching or thought) which is “hollow” (i.e. empty) and “deceptive” (claims one thing, but does another). The way we can tell a philosophy is hollow and deceptive is if it depends on anything else other than “on Christ”. 
There is much discussion in the commentaries about what “human tradition” and “the basic principles of this world” means. Don’t get bogged down in this. The point is clear – they are contrasted with teaching which comes from Christ and builds up people in Christ. As we’ll see the false teachers in Colossia were saying that there were other ways of growing as Christians other than being “rooted and built up in him”.

9 For in Christ all the fullness of the Deity lives in bodily form

Again, the reason why Christ is the one in whom we need to be built up is emphasised. Paul reminds us of 1:15-20. God in his fullness has revealed himself in a human body, in Jesus Christ, so we should not go anywhere else to find him. 
The emphasis on the human body of Christ might also be here because the false teachers were saying that what is “bodily” is evil and what is “spiritual” (i.e. non bodily) was good (see 2:16, 2:20-23). They were trying to impress the Colossians with talk about spiritual beings (see 2:18). Paul is perhaps saying here “the human body and physical world is good, God has chosen to reveal himself in a body!”. Don’t be impressed by anyone who tries to teach anything else.

10 and you have been given fullness in Christ, who is the Head over every power and authority.

It is not just that Christ is fully God, but that as Christians, united to Christ, we now have “fullness” in him. If you are full, you don’t need anything else. 

The Christ we are united to is the ruler of the universe (remember 1:15-20) – therefore to go anywhere else for “fullness” or teaching is foolish.

11 In him you were also circumcised, in the putting off of the sinful nature, not with a circumcision done by the hands of men but with the circumcision done by Christ,

These next couple of verses are tricky to understand and the commentaries differ on how to understand them. In basic terms, they relate to our unity with Christ – in him we are freed from the power of sin (our sinful nature has been “put off”, not that we are sinless, but that we have been moved from the realm of being controlled by sin, to being controlled by the Spirit in Christ, see Romans 8) – which is what verses 11 and 12 are saying, and in him our sins are forgiven, which is what verses 13 and 14 are saying. These things come about because of the cross. 
With Douglas Moo (Pillar Commentary) I think the best way to understand this verse is that Paul is saying that if we are Christians we have been circumcised – not that a piece of flesh has been cut off of our physical body by men, but that our sinful nature has been cut off us by Christ (our hearts have been circumcised). The sinful nature which once controlled us has been taken and dealt with. This does not mean we are now perfect (see Colossians 3), but its power has been broken.
12 having been buried with him in baptism and raised with him through your faith in the power of God, who raised him from the dead.

Paul here stresses our unity with Christ in what he achieved for us. As he was buried, we were buried, as he was raised, we are raised as new people. He speaks about our “baptism” and “faith” as where the means by which we are united to him. 
It would be wrong to construct a full theology of baptism from these two verses. On one side of the argument Paul is not clearly arguing that baptism is the NT equivalent to circumcision (the contrast is physical circumcision with spiritual circumcision) – we need to go elsewhere to show this. On the other side, it would be wrong to use verse 12 to prove that baptism must be full immersion, or must always follow faith (notice it is mentioned first here). As Douglas Moo (a Baptist) writes-
“The popular explanation that Paul uses baptism as a symbol of our death to the old life (when we are plunged beneath the water) and resurrection to a new life (when we arise out of the water) is also wide of the mark. Baptism does not symbolise what happened when we were converted; it somehow is integrally involved in that conversion itself”. 

However we must not give the impression in the studies that baptism saves – that is not what Paul is saying. But what we can say is that the believer can look back to their baptism, and if they have faith, can have confidence that they are united to Christ and therefore the power of sin in their life has been broken. 

13 When you were dead in your sins and in the uncircumcision of your sinful nature, God made you alive with Christ. He forgave us all our sins,

The first sentence in this verse is a summary of verses 11-15. We were dead in our sins, far from God and not part of his people (uncircumcised – like the nations in the Old Testament), but God has made us alive in Christ.
Our sinful nature has not just been cut off but our sins which we have committed and deserve punishment have been forgiven. “All our sins” are forgiven – even those which we still remember and grieve over. 
14 having cancelled the written code, with its regulation, that was against us and that stood opposed to us; he took it away, nailing it to the cross.
This explains why our sins need to be forgiven. “The written code” refers to God’s law which stands against all humanity whether we were Jews or not (see Romans 2 and 3). The punishment which we deserve for breaking the law (death – see Genesis 2 and 3) has been taken by Christ on the cross. 
15 And having disarmed the powers and authorities, he made a public spectacle of them, triumphing over them by the cross.
However, Christ achieved more on the cross than simply forgiving our sins. Remember 1:19. Christ took on Satan and his demons and defeated them. He triumphed over them, but he did it by the cross – the moment of his apparent weakness, the moment when Satan believed he had won the victory. 
The word for disarmed more literally means “strip off”. This is probably too much detail for a study – but it is interesting to note, especially as that language is used to describe what we are to do with sin in chapter 3 verse 9.

Possible Questions
From verses 6 and 7, how do we live and grow as Christians?

Why do you think Paul stresses the need for thankfulness in verse 7?

What threat is there to obeying verses 6 and 7? How do we test any teaching or philosophy to see if it is “hollow and deceptive”? 

Why should we not move away from Christ? (vs 9-10)

What are some of the benefits of being united to Christ

· in verses 11 and 12

· in verse 13

Why do we need to be forgiven? (vs 14) How can we know we are forgiven?

What else has the cross achieved (vs 15)? 

