
(2:16); self-abasement (2:18); taboos regarding what to handle, taste, or touch 
(2:21); and quite possibly circumcision (2:11). Paul, or whoever is responsible 
for this letter, deems all these things unnecessary for saints in Christ; such things 
are a mere shadow of the substance to be found in Christ (2:17).

The proponents of this philosophy may have been proselytizing the Colos-
sian Christians from within the church as fellow believers or from outside the 
church as adherents to a rival religion. Or perhaps the letter is simply issuing 
a generic warning regarding ideas in the region to which Christians might be 
attracted. Either way, the basic claim of the “Colossian heresy” seems to have 
been that something more than faith in Christ was needed for people to survive 
(or at least to grow or mature) in a world ruled by powerful supernatural beings. 
The primary purpose of the letter is to caution readers against such a notion.

As for the specific circumstances of the letter’s composition, most scholars 
believe that Colossians is either one of the last letters in the New Testament to 
have been written by Paul or one of the first of the pseudepigraphic letters to 
have been written in his name. Decisions about these circumstances are based 
on comparisons between Colossians and other letters.

First, Colossians bears many close parallels to Ephesians (see box 17.1). 
Indeed, most scholars think that Colossians was written first and then used as 
a template for Ephesians, which offers an expanded and more general version 
of content that is more context specific in Colossians.

Second, Colossians appears to be closely tied to Paul’s brief letter to Philemon 
(see box 19.3). Two different explanations are offered for this: (1) Paul wrote 
Colossians around the same time that he wrote Philemon and under similar 
circumstances; or (2) someone else had a copy of Paul’s letter to Philemon 
and borrowed the personal references to make a pseudepigraphic letter to the 
Colossians appear to be an authentic Pauline composition.

Third, Colossians may be compared with the “undisputed letters” of Paul—
that is, letters that all scholars recognize as being written by the apostle (see 

Box 19.4

Distinctive Aspects of Colossians

Distinctive Style

Compared to the undisputed letters, Colossians uses more long sentences (1:3–8 and 2:8–15 are 

each just one sentence in Greek), more redundant adjectives (e.g., “holy and blameless and ir-

reproachable” [1:22]), far more participles and relative clauses, and far fewer conjunctions.

Distinctive Theology

Compared to the undisputed letters, Colossians is said to evince a higher Christology, a more 

developed ecclesiology, and a more “realized” view of eschatology (i.e., more emphasis on 

present benefits than future hope).
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