mystery religions:
popular religious
cults that flourished
during the Hellenistic
era and tended to
keep their doctrines
and practices secret
from outsiders.
elemental spirits
of the universe:
a generic term for
powerful spiritual beings (Col. 2:8, 20).

The area was renowned as a haven for exotic spiritual pursuits. Numerous
pagan cults and “mystery religions” were popular here, including those that
involved devotion to the mother goddess Cybele (whose cult was centered in
Hierapolis) or the worship of various astral deities (sun, moon, and stars). The
latter, in particular, may have been what gave rise to this letter’s references to “the
elemental spirits of the universe” (2:8, 20). Colossae also had a sizable Jewish
population, though reports indicate that the Jewish settlers were thoroughly
Hellenized (i.e., integrated into the Greco-Roman culture).
At one time Colossae had been the largest of the three cities in the Lycus
Valley, but by the time of Paul, Colossae was in decline, having lost out to the
much more prosperous Laodicea. The worst, however, was yet to come: around
61 CE an earthquake devastated the region. Laodicea appears to have had the
money to rebuild, but the situation may have been worse for the smaller communities. We have no sure data as to what happened to the town of Colossae
or to the Christian community there.
The only reference to Colossae in the New Testament is found in the opening
line of this letter (1:2). The book of Acts indicates that Paul passed through
the region of Phrygia (i.e., Asia) on both his second (16:6) and third (18:23; cf.
19:1) missionary journeys, but it makes no mention of Colossae, Hierapolis,
or Laodicea, and it says nothing about Paul’s winning converts or founding

Box 19.2

What Was the “Colossian Heresy”?
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More than forty proposals have been offered regarding the nature of the philosophy that the
Letter to the Colossians seeks to oppose. Here are some sample suggestions:
• a Jewish Christian movement that insisted that gentile Christians must be circumcised and
keep the law of Moses, similar to the “Judaizers” opposed by Paul in Galatians (cf. Gal. 3:19;
4:3–9)
• an esoteric and rigorous form of Judaism, comparable to that practiced by the Essenes at
Qumran
• a mystical form of Judaism, like the Merkabah tradition, so named because asceticism and
strict adherence to the law allowed devotees to travel in the spirit to the heavenly throne
room in a celestial chariot called a merkabah
• a syncretistic religious amalgam of beliefs, combining elements from Jewish tradition with
elements of astral religion
• some variety of a Greco-Roman “mystery religion,” which emphasized the hidden nature of
spiritual truth revealed only to the spiritually elite
• incipient gnosticism, a precursor of what would develop into prominent antimaterialist religious systems in the second century CE
• Pythagorean philosophy, based on the teaching of Pythagoras (sixth century BCE), who
thought that the sun, moon, and stars were spirits that control human destiny and that the
human soul must be purified through ascetic practices
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