
Study in Colossians
Session 4

This section of Colossians is Paul’s most direct attack on the Colossian heresy.  It is a
warning against error but also one of the most powerful and concise statements on the person and
work of Christ in Scripture.  Though we are only looking at 2:8-15 tonight, Paul’s argument goes
all the way to the end of chapter 2.  This is a difficult selection of Scripture in that is full of
exegetical difficulties.  One of the main problems is that Paul takes words and phrases that the
Gnostics used for their doctrine and turned them around in order to highlight the truth.  In this
brief section Paul is going to state the warning and then justify the warning.

I.  The warning   [Read Colossians 2:8]
A.  The warning is for the Colossians to avoid being taken captive to philosophy.

1.  “See to it”  - Imperative and can easily mean “Look out!” or “Beware!” 
2.   “captive” - the KJV actually does a nice job of describing this word when it

translates it “make spoil of you”.  It is a compound word from the words “to carry off” and
“booty or plunder”.  It is a warning not to allow oneself to be captured and taken away as a slave,
captive or plunder.  This word was regularly used of taking captives in war and leading them
away as plunder in slavery.  

a. This word depicts the false teachers/Gnostics as man-stealers, wishing to entrap the
Colossian believers and then drag them away into spiritual enslavement.

b.  This word “no one” is singular leading some to speculate that Paul was describing one
singular person, such as the known leader of the heresy. However, the singular could be used in
making a warning or could mean his warning is against a singular group of people.

3.  The mechanism for this enslavement was philosophy.  This is the only place in
the New Testament this word is used.  Also, before going further, it must be stated that Paul did
not intend this to be a blanket condemnation of all philosophy as the word merely means “love of
wisdom”.  Rather here it is used to describe the false philosophy being employed against the truth
of the gospel.  Because of Paul’s use of the word in this warning, it has a derogatory tone to it
due to the nature of the philosophy - it’s being used to spread lies rather than lead people to the
truth of God.  There are three descriptions of the sort of philosophy that take men captive. These
three attributes are what makes this philosophy hollow and deceptive.  The word hollow means
“empty handed” - it’s a word that describes a slight of hand trick.  You think you are getting
something but in the end you get nothing.

a. “according to the tradition of men” - traditions is a neutral word - they can be good or
bad.  In this case Paul is using it to describe bad traditions of the world which have no basis in
divine revelation.  

Q: What are some philosophies that are circulating today that go against the gospel?  What is it
that makes these teachings false and dangerous to the gospel?

b.  “elementary principles of the world” - “elementary” means rudiments or basics.  It
describes anything that can be put in a row or series, such as an alphabet or sequence of numbers. 
  1)  It could be used of the basics of Jewish ceremonial rituals or with the Gnostics
and their teachings of aeons and rules for life.  



2)  However the term came to be used to describe the elements of the universe and
the elemental spirits who were the supernatural powers that presided over the heavenly bodies. 
According to this meaning, this phrase could mean those things which make the world work
properly - of course - working properly in terms of paganism and the heresy at hand would be
quite different than working properly in accordance with God’s will.  

Q: What are some of the basic teachings and principles by which our world operates which are
not compatible with the gospel?  (grab all the gusto in this life, dog-eat-dog world, look out for
#1, God helps those who help themselves, etc.)

3)  In our passage it could be elements of learning or elements of spiritual power
or both.   If it’s the former, Paul is speaking of the ABC’s of this world and it’s views on life and
eternity.  If it’s the latter, Paul is speaking of these elemental spirits being the central focus of the
Gnostic faith and life and that this system of beliefs was given to them from these lying spirits. 
Of course, Paul could have left this word vague to hit both birds with one stone.

c.   “rather than according to Christ” - Christ is the yardstick by which we measure all
human knowledge and philosophy.  The heretics of Colossae did not teach the truth as it was
revealed in Christ.

1) The Gnostics devised their erroneous doctrine backwards. They  measured
Christ by their standards.  Instead, in order to be doctrinally accurate, they needed to measure
their teachings by Christ, Who is the only standard of the truth. [II Corinthians 5:14-16]

Q: What do you think is meant by “knowing Christ is the flesh”? (The many wrong or incomplete
ways in which the world knows of Christ.  This is how everyone knows of Christ who is lost.)

2) Anything that fails to conform to the divine revelation that God has handed
down to us through His Word is to be rejected.  Since Christ is the Creator and Sustainer of the
universe, He alone is the measure for what is truth and what is falsehood.

B.  This warning from Paul was issued so that the believers in Colossae could remain free
in their faith in Christ.

1.  Galatians 5:1-3 - When facing the false teachings of the Judaizers, Paul
insisted that the Galatians remain standing in their faith in Christ which led to their freedom as
opposed to the Jewish laws which led to slavery.  The same was true for the Colossians facing
the Gnostics.

2.  John 8:31-36 - Freedom comes from abiding in the Word of Christ.  Jesus
pinpoints the freedom as being free from sin.

Q: In what ways does the world twist the word “freedom” in our day and age?

II.  Justifying the warning. [Read Colossians 2:9-15]
A.  Paul’s warning stands on the fact that Christ possesses unshared sovereignty and

supremacy.  As a result, Christ alone is complete and adequate to meet every human need. 
Because of this foundational truth, any system or teaching or doctrine which is not “after Christ”
or in line with Him and His teachings is wrong by definition.   In order to make the case for his
strong warning, Paul takes the word “fulness” from 1:19 and expands its consequences to the



Colossian situation.  The simple truth of this section was summed up by F.F. Bruce, “Christ is all
- and all you need.”  Paul gives two reasons for His claim that Christ is the true measure of all
human wisdom and knowledge.

1.  Jesus Christ is fully God and fully human.  (2:9)
a.  This is a difficult verse in that every word is significant.  Let’s get down and dirty.

1) “dwell” - reside, inhabit, settle.  It is a permanent dwelling, not a tent or
temporary location.  Since this word is in the present tense it denotes a continuing action that
doesn’t end.  Thus the essence of God permanently dwells or inhabits Christ.  

2) “fulness” - containing all of something, filled up.  
3) “of Diety” - this word is an abstract word that means not just divine qualities or

attributes but the very essence of what makes God God.  It is the whole glorious total of what and
who God is in His supreme nature and infinite eternal existence.  Romans 1:20 - same word used
here as in Col. 2:9 (divine nature - NASB). 

When you take these words with the word “dwell” and “fulness” you come up with the
truth that every quality of God is fully present in Christ.  As the Gnostics wrongly believed that
only some of God’s qualities or essence were in Christ and even then, not for His entire
existence.  Paul is smashing that thought by saying in this one sentence that every one of God’s
qualities and His essence that makes Him God have been, are and will always reside permanently
in Christ.  As A.T. Robertson put it, “The fulness of the Godhead... dwells in the once mortal,
now glorified body of Christ, now the body of His glory.”  

This is huge.  In one verse we are told of Jesus Christ being God.  It is impossible to read
this verse accurately and not then view Jesus Christ as a full member of the Godhead from
eternity past to eternity future.  We are shown that Jesus Christ is fully God and fully man -
bodily form.  The fulness of God dwelt in Christ even as the preincarnate Word, yet lacking
bodily form until the incarnation.

a) Philippians 2:5-11
b) Hebrews 1:1-4
c) John 1:1, 14

Q: How does this truth of Jesus being fully God support Paul’s warning to the Colossians?

b.  Jesus Christ is fully adequate.  (2:10-15)
1.  v.10 - “in Him you have been made complete (full)” - Because of the union

between Christ and His believers, we are made full, we share in His fulness.  In Christ believers
find satisfaction for every spiritual want and need.  We are filled in Christ so that nothing is
wanting in us after we come to Him.

a. “have been made complete” - perfect tense - thus it is an action fully completed in the
past and that action now stands in the present.  We were given all we needed for life and
godliness when we received God’s grace for salvation (II Peter 1:3-4).

b.  By pushing this phrase up to the front of the sentence, it shows us that it is emphatic,
to be stressed as the most important thought.  

Q: Why do you think Paul put the emphasis of this verse on the phrase “in Him you have been
made complete”?  (If we possess Christ, we possess all)



c. At this point, it doesn’t matter if you put your trust in the Jewish laws and ceremonies,
the aeons and the empty philosophy of the Gnostics or the worship of spirit beings and angels. 
They add nothing to what the believer has in Christ.

1) Rule - what comes first - by extension - the king or ruler of a domain
2) Authority - this is the power or liberty to control or have dominion over

something else - to act according to one’s will. 
d. Then Paul plunges again into the all-sufficiency of Christ by stating He is the head over

all rule and authority - i.e. - over every other spiritual power or being.  He is the head as the
source of all these other powers.  Whatever powers might exist in the universe, they all owe their
existence and any rule or power they have to Christ and are under His Lordship.

e. There is an important note that helps us understand Paul’s use of the word “head” here. 
Notice he does claim that the rule and authorities that Christ is head over are part of His body. 
That distinction is reserved for Christ’s people alone.  There are no angels or demons in the body
of Christ. Those beings are mere tools of the Lord to accomplish His ends and they do not live by
faith but rather sight.

In other words, Christ is adequate to meet every need of His people and is over all other
unseen beings.  But Paul does not stop at v.10 when it comes to describing Christ’s adequacy. He
wants the Colossians to know three things Christ has done for His people. As we’ll see, these are: 
spiritual circumcision, forgiveness of all sins, and victory over the forces of evil.  The Gnostic
teaching demotes Christ to a position where He is not only unable to do any of these things but
also no one can ever attain them.

2.  Spiritual circumcision.  In Christ, believers have a true circumcision.  In Him
we have found a reality symbolized by Mosaic circumcision.  The believer’s circumcision is
described as the “putting off” of one’s sinful nature (the body of flesh).  

a. “removal” - this is not only the only place this word is used in the New Testament, it is
the only time it’s ever used in Greek language.  It appears Paul made it up for this occasion and
he did it by making a compound word from two common prepositions: stripping off AND casting
away.  The image is that of divesting oneself of a dirty piece of clothing by stripping it off and
casting it away as trash - not to be picked up again.

b.  “body of the flesh” - the sum total of our selfish ambitions and goals and ways of
meeting our needs under the life of sin.  The focus of this phrase is it is on the sum total of the
believer’s sin.

c.  By stating plainly that this circumcision isn’t that done by human hands and by Christ,
it shows that the truth is that this is a matter of the heart and not the mortal body.  There was to
be no confusion between the spiritual circumcision (the reality) and the physical circumcision
(the shadow found in the law).  

1) Romans 2:28-29
2) Philippians 3:2-3

d.  Paul goes on with the discussion on spiritual circumcision in v.12 by saying the
Christian baptism is the outward counterpart to the inner spiritual circumcision.  However, that
isn’t the thrust of the verse.  Baptism symbolizes the believer’s participation in the burial and
resurrection of Christ.  

1)  Romans 6:3-5 The idea goes beyond just burying our old way of life and being
raised to something new.  It points to a sharing in the experience of Christ’s death, burial and
resurrection.  We are co-crucified with Christ, co-buried with Christ and will be co-resurrected



with Christ.
2) Paul in no way indicates that our new life is tied to our baptism in any way. It is

not some magical rite that secures our salvation.  Rather it is an act of faith and obedience to
Christ whereby we publicly identify with the death, burial and resurrection of Christ.  Our faith
symbolizes our experience.   The tense of “baptize” is passive aorist. This means that something
was done to us prior to our baptism by an outside force and that whatever was done to us is still
active now and will continue to be active.  In other words, our faith in Christ led Him to save us 
and now His salvation, while occurring in the past, still has effect in our lives and that effect will
continue.  Baptism then is the outward sign of the already happened inward heart change.  This
prevents anyone from thinking that baptism is a necessary portion of salvation.  The good news
for this is that since Christ lives forever and we have His life now, we will live forever with Him. 
We have life because we have His life - this alone should be enough to get the Colossians to
think twice about leaving the truth for the Gnostic error.

3.  Forgiveness from all sins.  The second reason for Christ being fully adequate to
meet the needs of human beings is that He alone can and does forgive sinners from all their sins. 
(vv. 13-14) - Just as Christ was raised from the dead, believers will also be raised from the dead
by bringing life to the believer.  This life comes as a result of Jesus Christ forgiving us from all
our transgressions.

a.  “made you alive” - puctilinear verb form here.  It was completed in the past but now
stands and will continue to impact the present and future.  We were made alive by receiving
God’s grace and will continue to live through His action on our behalf forever.  

b. The reason Christ had to make us alive, to give us real life was because we were dead. 
The “You” at the beginning of the sentence is Paul’s way of emphasizing that the Colossians (or
any person) started life off as lost and separate from God due to their transgressions (false steps
or missteps).  The Colossians are dead any longer but they were. 

c. The reference of uncircumcision makes it clear that we were once alienated from the
Lord.  Circumcision is the sign of the covenant between God and man and so without the
spiritual circumcision, man is not in a covenant relationship with God.  Ephesians 2:11-13

d. “forgiven” - the root word here is grace.  It means to freely bestow or grant something
to another.  It often refers to the cancellation of a debt but in this case points simply to the divine
grace as the root of forgiveness of our transgressions. This act of forgiving is simultaneous to the
act of being made alive.  This word is also in the aorist - which is the punctilinear form that
means done in the past but continues in the present and future.  We were forgiven in the past by
God but now we still stand in the state of being forgiven by God for now and forever by His
gracious gift.

e. But Paul, not wanting anyone to miss the intended point of what forgiveness actually
implies or how deep it truly is spends v.14 illustrating the truth of being forgiven for all our sins
by God at the time of our salvation.

1.  “canceled out” - to wipe out or to erase or to obliterate, to completely remove
from existence.  In secular literature, this word was used when the government abolished an old
law.  It was now no longer in force or on the books.

2.  “certificate of debt” - a common legal term. It had a few meanings - all of
which apply to this context.  

a)  It was a handwritten note assuming the debt for something or someone.  Philemon 18
gives an example of Paul assuming a certificate of debt.



b) It was an indictment drawn up against a prisoner.  It was a charge list which the
prisoners themselves signed as accurate. Notice in both senses, a personal signature was used to
denote that the debt or charges were accurate - thus it is a personal confession of debt against and
wrong-doing against God and His holiness.

c) The New Testament uses it both ways and both make sense here.  It stands to show us
that we were in debt to God and a prisoner who had committed offenses against God and now
were being liberated from both the debt and the crime. We know this to be true because this
certificate was “hostile” to us which means it was adversarial to us in nature - this certificate was
against us and we admitted to its veracity.

d) “taken it out of the way” - perfect tense. It was completed in the past and it was done
never again to need to be redone.  The certificate of degrees against us was removed from us
once and for all in Christ’s action on the cross.  Notice it was the cross the made this removal of
this certificate possible at all.  Again, Christ and His actions are completely adequate for the
forgiveness of sins.  Sins are real but forgiveness from God is equally real. 

e) Notice Paul’s use of Jewish customs and rites in this passage (as the Gnostics used
them for their own twisted purposes) but now Paul is saying that what the law could never do,
Christ did on the cross for us.  The law was what composed the certificate of decrees against us
whereas Christ’s death on the cross took them out of our way.  Romans 3:19-26

4. The last proof of Christ being adequate for the believer is found in v.15 where
Paul says Christ gained the victory over the forces of darkness.

a.  “disarmed” - laid aside (only other use in New Testament is in Colossians 3:9 where it
is translated “laid aside”.)  This is in the middle voice which means the actor did something to
himself or in this case that Christ did an action of disarming someone else Himself.  The picture
of this word in this voice is that of a wrestler casting off an opponent or of a soldier stripping an
enemy of his weapon.   He stripped or disarmed the rulers and authorities Himself.

b.  “public display” - Christ made an example of the rulers and authorities.  This word for
display is not necessarily a bad display.  It is neutral and is used of Joseph’s manner of treating
Mary when he found out she was pregnant.  The intent of the word is the focus on making
something public or readily or evidently known but it can have a negative implication such as
Christ stripping an opponent of his weapons in battle.  The important thing is that this wasn’t
done in secret but rather by His crucifixion which was done very much in public - for all to see
and know about.  The Gnostic idea of secret knowledge that saved a person is now laid bare as
false and has been stripped of any power to sway the believers of Colossae or anywhere else.

c.  “triumphed over” - this word means to celebrate a military victory and was used to
describe the hymns or songs written to declare and celebrate the victory.   God won a complete
victory over all spiritual forces through the cross.

d. So, to the world, the cross appears to be the instrument of death and defeat of Christ, to
those spiritual forces of darkness - the rulers and authorities - they know that the cross was
instead the very symbol of Christ’s victory over them and thus the believer’s victory over sin and
darkness. For those with faith in Christ, they too recognize the triumph of Christ on the cross and
share in that victory of Christ over the forces of evil by Christ’s death on the cross.  

In these three things (spiritual circumcision, forgiveness from all sins, and victory over
spiritual forces of darkness) Christ’s adequacy is affirmed and by this the warning to avoid
captivity to heresy becomes even more urgent.  With these things, there is absolutely no reason to
turn from Christ to anything or anyone else.


