
churches in the province. Likewise, the Letter to the Colossians indicates that 
the Christians in this area had not seen Paul “face to face” (2:1); they appear to 
have been taught the gospel by Epaphras (1:7–8), who “worked hard” in Colos-
sae, Laodicea, and Hierapolis and who is now said to be with Paul (4:12–13).

The Letter to the Colossians presupposes a particular situation: the read-
ers are in danger of being deceived by “plausible arguments” (2:4) and taken 
captive through “philosophy and empty deceit” (2:8). Scholars have devoted 
much attention to trying to spell out exactly what this seductive ideology may 
have been, but the letter provides only generalities. What is sometimes called 
the “Colossian heresy” seems to have had something to do with appeasing 
or revering the “elemental spirits of the universe” (2:8, 20), which might be 
equated with the “rulers and authorities” mentioned in 2:15 or even with the 
“angels” referred to in 2:18. The reference to “worship of angels” in the latter 
verse is intriguing. If spiritual powers were thought to control human destiny, 
the Colossian Christians might be tempted to believe that honoring them as 
minor deities could help to ensure positive outcomes in life. Or perhaps they 
were simply invoking the help and protection of angels in ways that the author 
of this letter considers inappropriate and polemically dismisses as “worship.” It 
is also possible that the phrase “worship of angels” refers to worship offered by 
angels; in that case, the point could be that the Colossian Christians are being 
invited to participate in mystical rites that will transport them spiritually to 
a heavenly plane where they can worship God in the company of the hosts of 
heaven (cf. Ezek. 1:4–28; 1 Cor. 11:10; 2 Cor. 12:1–5; Heb. 12:22–23). Either way, 
this teaching also seems to have encouraged or required ascetic practices and 
ritual observances: dietary restrictions (2:16); festival and Sabbath observance 

heresy: false teach-
ing, or teaching that 
does not conform 
to the official stan-
dards of a religious 
community.

EXPLORE 19.12  
Literary Siblings: Re-
lationship of Ephe-
sians to Colossians

Box 19.3

Colossians and Philemon
Similarities

•	Both Colossians and Philemon are said to be written from prison (Col. 4:3, 18; cf. 1:24; 

Philem. 9, 10, 13).

•	Both are said to be coauthored by Paul and Timothy (Col. 1:1; Philem. 1).

•	Both letters mention many of the same individuals: Archippus (Col. 4:17; Philem. 2), On-

esimus (Col. 4:9; Philem. 10), Epaphras (Col. 1:7; 4:12–13; Philem. 23), Mark (Col. 4:10; 

Philem. 24), Aristarchus (Col. 4:10; Philem. 24), Demas (Col. 4:14; Philem. 24), and Luke 

(Col. 4:14; Philem. 24).

Differences

•	Philemon indicates that Epaphras is in prison with Paul, and Aristarchus is not (23–24); 

Colossians gives the impression that it is the other way around (4:10, 12).

•	Colossians makes no mention of an impending visit from Paul, while Philemon indicates 

that Paul hopes to come to visit soon (22).

375Historical Background

_Powell_IntroNT2ed_BB_bb.indd   375 2/1/18   2:47 PM

Published by Baker Academic 
© 2018 Mark Allan Powell




