STUDY 6 – COLOSSIANS 2:16-25
SO FAR

In the previous section what we have “in Christ” has been 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. Now Paul moves on the contrast this reality with the false teaching which has entered the church in Colossae, and shows that these teachers do not take seriously our union with Christ.
THIS SECTION

In this section the false teachers who have been in the background in the letter so far (see 2:4, 2:8) come to the fore. Paul draws the Colossians’ attention to the false teaching they are hearing, and points to why it is so dangerous. 
Much ink has been spilt by bible commentators trying to work out precisely what the false teaching is. It is best not to spend much time worrying about the specifics – God is his wisdom has kept it vague, so it has application to every generation of Christians. 
In general there are 3 characteristics
· Religious observance, but without Christ (vs 16-17)

· Spiritual experience, but without Christ (vs 18-19)

· Rule-keeping, but without Christ (vs 20-23)
The great shock of all these verses is that although the false teachers in Colossae are claiming to give freedom and maturity, in reality they are the ones who are enslaved to the flesh, the world, and are full of pride. Only Christ has brought new life and set us free from the world, only he has the power to produce growth and holiness in us. 

However don’t just focus on the negatives in these verses! Paul gives very positive teaching about how to grow as Christians, which he will expand on in chapter 3. 
NOTES

16. Therefore do not let anyone judge you by what you eat or drink, or with regard to a religious festival, a New Moon celebration or a Sabbath day.
The false teachers are calling the Colossians back to keep Jewish religious laws about diet and special days. They were probably not denying Christ, but saying something like “now you are a Christian and saved by Christ, you need to keep these laws”.
17. These are a shadow of the things that were to come; the reality, however, is found in Christ.

Paul stresses that by keeping the laws of verse 16 you are in fact denying the supremacy of Jesus Christ. The Jewish laws were shadows cast backwards through history by the life, death and resurrection of Jesus Christ. To still be keeping those laws is to deny that Jesus Christ, their fulfilment, has come. 
18. Do not let anyone who delights in false humility and the worship of angels disqualify you for the prize. Such a person goes into great detail about what he has seen, and his unspiritual mind puffs him up with idle notions.

Another aspect of the false teaching was an impressive spirituality which included worshipping angels and great visions. This may seen very spiritual and the individual may appear to be very humble, but in reality he is “unspiritual” and “puffed up”, as he is exalting himself in other peoples eyes, rather than exalting Christ. It is especially wicked as this kind of spirituality disqualifies the ordinary believer who has not had these experiences. However Paul has already stated in 1:12 that we are qualified to share in the inheritance by God the Father through Christ. 
19. He has 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.

Such an individual has lost connection with Jesus Christ – the head of the church (see 1:18). Christian growth only comes by God through connection to him, not through worship of angels. The body of Christ is not built up and nourished together by those who disqualify others.
20. Since you died with Christ to the basic principles of this world, why, as though you still belonged to it, do you submit to its rules: 21. “Do not handle! Do not taste! Do not touch!”? 22. These are all destined to perish with use, because they are based on human commands and teachings.

Another aspect of the false teaching is that there is a kind of legalism which believes that if you keep particular rules (especially with regard to external things – touch, taste) you will be free from sin. Paul says this is a wrong mindset for the Christian – it forgets we are completely new people in Christ, so we do not deal with sin by focussing on the body, or on external regulations – which are human commands so of only limited, temporary, rather than eternal, value.
23. Such regulations indeed have an appearance of wisdom, with their self-imposed worship, their false humility and their harsh treatment of the body, but they lack any value in restraining sensual indulgence.

It always seems impressive to treat the body harshly – throughout history there have always been ascetics and monks who appear spiritual because they deny themselves food, or company, or sex, but in reality that does no good. They only deal with the symptoms of sin, not the root problem. External laws do not change the heart, and can have negative side affects – they puff those who keep them up with pride (“their false humility”) rather than producing true humility by focussing our attention on Jesus Christ.
POSSIBLE QUESTIONS

Remember to ask a recap question, particularly to cover 2:6-15.

What attitude is being displayed amongst some people in Colossae (vs 16-17)? Over what issues? 
What have these people missed in their understanding of the food and festivals (vs 17)? Why is it foolish to go back to the shadows when the substance is here? 

What is the appeal of the things mentioned in verse 16? Are there any parallels to temptations we may face today? 

What attitude is being displayed in verse 18? Over what issues? 

Look at 1:12-13. Why is it so evil to disqualify other Christians from the prize? 
What does Paul say lies behind this false spirituality? How does it differ from how these people appear? 
How should the church grow? (vs 19)

What are the Colossians doing in verses 20-23?

Why is this wrong? 

Why are these kinds of rules attractive to us? Why don’t they work? 
