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n the unsearchable wisdom of God, the many problems in the early church afforded the
apostles rich opportunities to present manifold revelations of Christ as the unique solu
tion to every issue and the surpassing provision for every need among the saints. Hence,
although the serious problems in the church should warn us to not be oblivious of the
enemy’s schemes, to be preoccupied with them would be to miss the divine wisdom and
to neglect God’s unwavering focus—Christ. This principle obtains in interpreting Colos
sians. While we must be aware of the negative background that was the occasion for Paul
to write this Epistle, we should avoid the shortcoming of the many commentators who
dwell more on Paul’s opposition to the situation than on his solution and thereby miss the
height and depth of the revelation of Christ in this Epistle.
The battle that Paul waged was against a mysticism, then prevailing in Colossae, composed of both Gentile and Jewish elements in the form of Gnostic philosophy (2:8) and
Mosaic ordinances (v. 14), which brought the saints in Colossae into various ascetic prac
tices and the worship of angels (vv. 18, 21-23) and subjected them to regulations concerning circumcision, the Sabbath, various religious feasts, and what was acceptable to
eat and drink (vv. 11, 16). This battle continues today, for although their manifestations
have varied across time and space, worldly philosophies, human traditions, and religious
rules of conduct have ceaselessly buffeted the churches. They are what Paul calls “the
elements of the world” (vv. 8, 20) and may be collectively referred to as “culture.”
In essence, the influence of human culture had a twofold effect on the Colossian believers
and threatens to do the same wherever it can: it displaced Christ as the preeminent One
in the church and led the believers into living according to human traditions, retaining
them under the authority of darkness in the earthly sphere of ritualistic Jewish religion
and empty Greek philosophy (3:2, 5; 1:13). Paul’s response was to open to them the high
est revelation of Christ in the entire New Testament, unveiling item after item of His
supremacy in every realm in order to ground the believers in the incomparable divine
truths concerning the person and work of Christ as a safeguard against the encroaching
deceptions of human philosophy and religion. But what is often missed by theological treat
ments of Colossians is that this Epistle is more than a Christological treatise defending
objective truths concerning the supremacy of Christ; it is a loving exhortation from the
apostle aimed at restoring the believers to the subjective experience and enjoyment of
Christ as their God-allotted portion (1:12; 2:18) for God’s purpose to gain the church as
the Body of Christ (v. 19; 3:15) and the new man (v. 10). The insidious effect of culture
is not only to diminish the position of Christ by erroneous teachings but also to replace
the all-inclusive Christ in the believers’ life and experience with traditions and ordinances.
Paul’s struggle was therefore not only for the saints to have a proper knowledge of the
preeminent Christ (1:9—2:23) but also for them to enter into a living in which the all-
inclusive and extensive Christ replaces every element of culture (3:1—4:6). Colossians
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