Colossians might be filled with knowledge of God’s will, grow in knowledge of
God, and be strengthened by God, who is responsible for their current position
and status (1:9–14). This opening prayer segues into a liturgical meditation on
the magnificence of Christ as the “firstborn of all creation” and the “firstborn
from the dead.” Christ is “the image of the invisible God” and the one in whom
“the fullness of God was pleased to dwell”; all things were created in him and
through him and for him, and in him all things hold together (1:15–20).
The letter goes on to present theological implications of the foregoing exposition of who Christ is and what he has done (1:21–2:23). The Colossians
are assured of their perfection before God, provided they continue in the faith,
and it is to this end that Paul has been willing to suffer and toil on their behalf, in accord with his commission from God to make known the mystery of
“Christ in you, the hope of glory” (1:21–2:7). The Colossians are then warned
about being deceived by empty philosophy that suggests that their baptism into
Christ has been inadequate to secure their position with God, or that religious
observances or experiences will enable them to grow into the fullness that is
found in Christ alone (2:8–23). Such philosophy is denounced as representing
mere human tradition (2:8, 22) and as being in accord with spiritual powers
that Christ has vanquished (2:8, 15, 20).
The letter continues by turning to ethical implications of the recipients’ status
in Christ (3:1–4:6). The Colossians should focus completely on the heavenly
kingdom to which they now belong, reject practices that marked their lives
before Christ, and pursue conduct that befits God’s chosen ones (3:1–17). A
specific table of household duties spells out responsibilities of wives, husbands,
children, fathers, slaves, and masters (3:18–4:1). They should devote themselves
to prayer and exercise wisdom in their relations with outsiders (4:2–6). The letter concludes with instructions and greetings (4:7–17) and with a final greeting
from Paul in his own hand (4:18).

Historical Background
In New Testament times the city of Colossae was a relatively small town in
western Asia Minor (modern-day Turkey). It had close connections with two
Box 19.1

Nailed to the Cross
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Colossians 2:14 uses a memorable image for how God forgave human trespasses (2:13) through
Christ’s death. When a person was crucified, the Roman executioners attached to the cross a list
of the condemned person’s crimes. Colossians says that the record of human failings—the list of
all accusations that could be brought against human beings—was “nailed to the cross” of Christ.
This is a colorful way of saying “Jesus died for our sins.” See also Colossians 1:14, 20, 22.
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