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COLOSSIANS 2 
COMMENTARY 

________________________________________________________________ 
 

1 For I want you to know how great a struggle I have on your behalf and for those 
who are at Laodicea, and for all those who have not personally seen my face, 2 
that their hearts may be encouraged, having been knit together in love, and 
attaining to all the wealth that comes from the full assurance of understanding, 
resulting in a true knowledge of God's mystery, that is, Messiah Himself, 3 in 
whom are hidden all the treasures of wisdom and knowledge. 
 
2:1 The Epistle to the Colossians did not exclusively affect those at Colossae, but also 

those at Laodicea (cf. 4:16), which was a mere ten miles away. Paul writes, “I want you to 
know how great a struggle I have for you, for those in Laodicea, and for all who have not 
seen me in person” (HCSB). Paul describes that he is specifically experiencing agōn, 
“generally, any struggle, trial, or danger” (LS),1 something that concurs with his immediate 
prior usage of the verb agōnizomai in 1:29. While physical danger and distress can certainly 
be considered, we should also be reminded of how Paul agonized during his time in 
Ephesus, being evidenced by his up-and-down relationship with the assembly at Corinth (1 
Corinthians 4:17; 16:8, 10; 2 Corinthians 1:23-2:4; 7:8; 12:14). This is something that would 
likely have been known to those in the immediate vicinity of the Lycus Valley. 

The ministry work and sacrifices that Paul made on behalf of the Colossians was 
something they would have to seriously consider in listening to his instruction to them. Paul 
works diligently, and struggles in the process, for people like the Colossians. These people 
are those “who have not met me personally” (NIV), or more specifically hosoi ouch heorakan 
to prosōpon mou en sarki—“as many as have not seen my face in the flesh” (YLT). Paul does 
this because he is a true servant of the Lord Yeshua, knowing that wherever he is, the work 
he performs will have significant results. Contrary to this kind of work and sacrifice, all the 
false teachers in Colossae can be said to offer is slippery words and vain philosophy (vs. 4, 
8). 

2:2 Paul expresses how, “I want their hearts to be encouraged and united in love, so 
that they may have all the riches of assured understanding and have the knowledge of God's 
mystery, that is, Christ himself” (NRSV). Even though he may not meet all the people 
affected by his ministry, the Apostle Paul still wishes them the best. While wisdom 

 
1 LS, 10. 
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originating from God, or His Torah, is a great virtue that is seen throughout the Tanach 
Scriptures,2 Paul expresses here how the Colossians, Laodiceans, and any others he works 
for should come to a knowledge of tou mustēriou tou Theou, Christou, “the mystery of God, 
namely, Christ” (NIV). Whatever mystery the false teachers in Colossae may have been 
serving up, it is insignificant to who Yeshua is. Paul’s prayer in Ephesians 3:17-18 further 
says, 

“[S]o that Messiah may dwell in your hearts through faith; and that you, being rooted 
and grounded in love, may be able to comprehend with all the saints what is the breadth and 
length and height and depth [of such love].” 

The most significant way, though, that the Colossians will be able to come to 
understand the mystery of Messiah is by being “knit together in love.” The verb sumbibazō 
most often means “to bring together into a unit, unite,” but it can also mean “instruct, 
teach, advise” (BDAG).3 It appears in Acts 9:22 where Paul was “proving [sumbibazō] that 
this Yeshua is the Messiah,” and in 1 Corinthians 2:16, which includes a quotation from 
Isaiah 40:13 (LXX), “For WHO HAS KNOWN THE MIND OF THE LORD, THAT HE WILL INSTRUCT 
[sumbibazō] HIM? But we have the mind of Messiah.” Certainly, Paul expects the Colossians 
to come together and be properly instructed—and if they follow what he has told them to do 
then they will be able to understand the mystery of who the Messiah is. 

But, given the parallel usage of sumbibazō in Ephesians, it would seem that Paul’s intent 
in v. 2 is to emphasize that those he ministers to, directly and indirectly, come together as 
one in the Lord: “[F]rom whom the whole body, being fitted and held together [sumbibazō] 
by what every joint supplies, according to the proper working of each individual part, 
causes the growth of the body for the building up of itself in love” (Ephesians 4:16). In 
coming together as one, placing Yeshua at the center of their faith (v. 19), then mature men 
and women filled with the Holy Spirit can learn about Him as the true mystery. 

2:3 If one can understand that it is Yeshua the Messiah who is God’s mystery, then it 
will naturally be revealed that in Him “are hidden all the treasures of wisdom and 
knowledge.” In referring to sophias kai gnōseōs or “wisdom and knowledge,” there is likely 
some deliberate subversion of the terms used by the false teachers in Colossae. These were 
terms used by ancient mystery cults, but were also present in Diaspora Judaism as 
evidenced in the Septuagint translation of books like Proverbs, or the works of Philo. Peter 
T. O’Brien describes, “Paul is making an appeal to Jewish sources partly because the false 
teaching at Colossae on its Jewish side (it was a fusion of Jewish and pagan elements) was 
insisting that Jesus Christ was only one mediator and one source of revelation among 
many.”4 

While we are convinced, as are many evangelical exegetes, that the situation in 
Colossae was a fuse of ancient proto-Gnostic/mystical and Jewish errors, not all are 

 
2 Job 28:12-19; Psalm 110:10; 119:14, 72, 127, 162; Proverbs 3:13-15; Isaiah 33:6. 
3 BDAG, 956, 957. 
4 O’Brien, Colossians-Philemon, 96. 
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convinced. James D.G. Dunn indicates an alternative view: “No doubt part of the 
attractiveness of the Christian message regarding Christ was the degree to which Jewish 
wisdom and apocalyptic traditions were thus combined.”5 

From either angle one takes, the Messiah is the key to opening all of the hidden 
treasures that people seek after (John 1:18; Hebrews 1:2-3). As Paul previously had 
written, “by His doing you are in Messiah Yeshua, who became to us wisdom from God, and 
righteousness and sanctification, and redemption” (1 Corinthians 1:30), and so by placing 
Yeshua as the focus of one’s life—understanding what righteousness, sanctification, and 
redemption are all about can be achieved. While Yeshua had been identified along the lines 
of Wisdom in the hymn of 1:15-20, when a person makes a sincere effort to understand His 
ministry and investigate His accomplishments on behalf of humanity, Yeshua is shown to 
possess qualities and do things that are far beyond Wisdom, as He is the Son of God. O’Brien 
relates how, “Because he holds this exalted position there is good reason to encourage these 
Christians [meaning, Believers] of the Lycus valley to turn to him for all God’s stores of 
insight, understanding, wisdom and knowledge.”6 
 

 
4 I say this so that no one will delude you with persuasive argument. 5 For even 
though I am absent in body, nevertheless I am with you in spirit, rejoicing to see 
your good discipline and the stability of your faith in Messiah. 
 
2:4 Why does the Apostle Paul remind the Colossians about the work he is performing 

(v. 1), and about how Yeshua the Messiah is God’s true mystery (v. 2)? It should seem pretty 
obvious: “I tell you this so that no one may deceive you by fine-sounding arguments” (NIV) 
or “beguiling speech” (RSV). We can safely assume by this that a number of the Colossians 
had already been deceived by the false teachers. The verb paralogizomai, “to mislead by 
fallacious reasoning” (LS),7 is used only one other time in the Apostolic Scriptures. James the 
Just says, “prove yourselves doers of the word, and not merely hearers who delude 
[paralogizomai] themselves” (James 1:22). Can it be said that those who are responsible for 
misleading others with seemingly persuasive arguments—either in ancient times or 
today—are not out actively accomplishing the imperatives that are upon God’s people, as 
clearly laid out in the Scriptures? Are such people spending more time philosophizing about 
things they really know nothing about, or trying to be a blessing to others by demonstrating 
God’s wisdom via faithful service and good works? 

The reason that the false teachers in Colossae, or any false teachers for that matter, 
seem to have success for a season—is that they employ pithanologia. Often, these are 
arguments that give the impression of being well thought out and considered, but they have 

 
5 Dunn, 132. 
6 O’Brien, Colossians-Philemon, 95. 
7 LS, 599. 
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dishonorable motives behind them. N.T. Wright comments, “It is by spurious arguments that 
such teachers win the day, and valid arguments, based on the centrality of Jesus Christ, are 
the proper weapons with which to meet them.”8 When the focus of one’s Bible teaching is as 
Paul’s—“but we preach Messiah crucified” (1 Corinthians 1:23)—and the intent is to get 
others to live like and emulate Him, then things should be in their proper order. But when 
they are not, and base human motives are involved, then things can go desperately wrong. 

Holding to there being an exclusively Jewish issue at work in Colossae, Dunn argues, 
“the implication here is that the Colossian Jewish community was not lacking in skilled 
apologists, but was well able to express the appeal of their worship and code of behavior in 
beguiling terms.”9 His mention of this is well taken, because in all likelihood even when an 
interpreter holds to there being a syncretistic mix of religious errors in Colossae (unlike 
Dunn), the false teachers were some kind of Jewish Believers. They were people intrigued 
by things that according to Paul, would take people away from Messiah Yeshua being at the 
center of one’s faith. 

The Messianic community today is not at all immune to there being teachers who 
promote insidious things with beguiling speech and seemingly persuasive arguments. Most 
relevant, to us applying Colossians in a modern Messianic setting, would be teachings that 
place Medieval Jewish mystical errors at their center, claims made about the Hebrew 
language that are historically unsubstantiated,10 and also teachings that deliberately take 
away from who Yeshua is as God Incarnate in human flesh. The kind of teachers we 
encounter who promote these things are not only charlatans, who have anything but helping 
people understand who Yeshua is to us as people who need redemption (cf. 1 Corinthians 
1:21-25), but via their deceptions they are able to con a great number of people out of their 
hard-earned financial resources. Having some seeming financial success, a number of 
teachers I have encountered in my Messianic experience over the years have thought 
themselves to be “invincible,” and thus able to preach and teach whatever they want. While 
this phenomenon is by no means something new to religion, I fear that the array of false 
teachings present in the Messianic movement will not get better as time moves 
forward. 

2:5 No one should be disturbed about such false teaching, because the Apostle Paul was 
not worried about it in the First Century. Paul expresses confidence that the Colossians are 
going to do the right thing, writing how “though I am absent from you in body, I am present 
with you in spirit and delight to see how orderly you are and how firm your faith in Christ 
is” (NIV). Paul is not present with the Colossians in person (cf. 1 Corinthians 5:3), but tō 
pneumati sun humin eimi, “in the spirit I am with you” (YLT). Is this just talking 

 
8 Wright, 96. 
9 Dunn, 133. 
10 Note that as problematic as the teaching that the Apostolic Scriptures (New Testament) was written in 

Hebrew has been for parts of the Messianic movement, the teachings I would be referring to go far beyond this, 
being closely associated with the Kabbalah and Jewish mysticism. 
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metaphorically about Paul wishing he were with the Colossians, or that Paul’s presence 
among the Colossians is mediated by God’s Spirit, as they are all a part of the same Body of 
Messiah? Not all interpreters are agreed, but it is not a point on which one’s overall 
interpretation of Colossians rises or falls. 

There is an indication that although there are false teachers in Colossae, they have not 
yet had as significant an influence that they could. Paul rejoices “to see your good order and 
the firmness of your faith” (ESV), employing some ancient military terminology. Taxis can 
relate to “a drawing up, the order or disposition of an army,” but “generally, an arrangement, 
order” (LS).11 Stereōma, meaning “a solid body, foundation: metaph. steadfastness” (LS),12 is 
seen in 1 Maccabees 9:14 where “Judas saw that Bacchides and the strength [stereōma] of his 
army were on the right.” So, in spite of there being some insidious teachings and 
over/undercurrents present in Colossae, Paul is pleased that most of those who will hear his 
letter possess a very strong and stable faith in Yeshua the Messiah. Indeed, just like the 
Apostle Paul, it would be the wish of all of us who teach the Scriptures that when 
circumstances arise where we have to warn others against errors circulating in the 
assembly, that we can express a similar confidence that our audience is strong and stable in 
faith! 
 

 
6 Therefore as you have received Messiah Yeshua the Lord, so walk in Him, 7 
having been firmly rooted and now being built up in Him and established in your 
faith, just as you were instructed, and overflowing with gratitude. 
 
2:6 Recognizing the Colossians as being firm in their faith in Yeshua (v. 5), Paul 

instructs them, “as you have received Messiah Yeshua the Lord, so walk in Him.” The 
Colossians received (Grk. parelabete) the gospel message as a valid tradition handed down to 
them, with some commentators noting a possible parallel with m.Avot 1:1: “Moses received 
Torah at Sinai and handed it on to Joshua, Joshua to elders, and elders to prophets.”13 Just as 
the Torah would have been considered a reliable tradition, handed down and preserved over 
many generations of Israelite and Jewish leaders, so should the good news of Messiah 
Yeshua now be considered as just as reliable a tradition. 

Noting many of the things the Apostle Paul will be discussing throughout ch. 2—which 
are manifold—Ben Witherington III indicates, “it is quite characteristic of Asiatic rhetoric to 
throw a cornucopia of images and metaphors at the audience, trusting that one or the other 
will lodge in their brains.”14 Paul’s purpose is doubtless to reaffirm to the Colossians what 

 
11 LS, 792. 
12 Ibid., 745. 
13 Jacob Neusner, trans., The Mishnah: A New Translation (New Haven and London: Yale University Press, 

1988), 672. 
Cf. Bruce, Colossians-Philemon-Ephesians, 93; O’Brien, Colossians-Philemon, 105. 
14 Witherington, 154. 
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Yeshua has accomplished for them, and how their lives are to be focused around Him—lest 
they even think about being influenced by the false teachers (cf. 2 Corinthians 11:4; 
Galatians 1:6)! Colossians 2:6-4:6 composes the main body of Paul’s letter, and as he 
expresses, receiving Yeshua is not enough—as one must continue forward in Him. 

As the identity of Yeshua is a major feature of Colossians, Paul is specific to say that his 
audience did not just receive Messiah Yeshua, but rather ton Christon Iēsou ton Kurion—“the 
Messiah Yeshua the Lord.” This plays directly into the Christological assertions immediately 
made in vs. 8-9. The Colossians had properly received Messiah Yeshua and recognized Him 
as Lord (not just “Master”)15—and now there was a serious danger that some, if not many of 
them, could be persuaded against this as Yeshua was advocated to just be one of any number 
of mediatorial beings between humanity and God the Father. 

Recognizing Yeshua as Lord is one of the earliest confessions of Messianic faith 
(Philippians 2:11; Romans 10:9; 1 Corinthians 12:3), because it is a declaration not only that 
Yeshua is to be the One a man or woman follows after—but most significantly because a 
human being must state that God Himself has had to provide salvation. Even while not 
being able to fully understand it as a new Believer, it is still nevertheless a requirement that 
one recognize Messiah Yeshua as Divine to be saved. Having received Messiah properly 
stands in stark contrast to the human traditions Paul will refer to (v. 8), and then refute (vs. 
18-19). 

The Jewish character of Colossians’ author is once again seen in the requirement for his 
readers to “walk” (cf. 1:10), speaking of the manner in which they are to live. 

2:7 Before addressing some of the major theological issues of the false teachers’ 
philosophy, Paul acknowledges how most of the Colossians have been doing the right thing. 
They were “rooted and built up in him and established in the faith, just as you were taught, 
abounding in thanksgiving” (RSV). 

Sometimes, English translations do not adequately convey the pattern for faith that 
Paul establishes with the Greek verbs, seen in the clause errizōmenoi kai epoikodomoumenoi 
en autō kai bebaioumenoi, more accurately rendered by the NASU as “having been firmly 
rooted and…being built up in Him and [being] established in your faith.” The first verb, 
errizōmenoi or “having been firmly rooted,” is a perfect passive participle, describing the 
past action of God in rooting people properly in faith via His Spirit. The second two verbs, 
epoikodomoumenoi and bebaioumenoi, “building” and “establishing,” are present tense 
passive participles, describing current actions of God in seeing that His people are built up 
and established. It should not be difficult to detect how being rooted in Yeshua leads to a 
Believer being build up and strengthened during the course of life. There is a likely thematic 
connection between v. 7 and Ephesians 2:20, where the faith of Believers has “been built on 

 
15 Cf. BDAG, 220. 
In most English Bibles, the title that is rendered as “Master” in reference to Yeshua is Despotēs. 
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the foundation of the apostles and prophets, Messiah Yeshua Himself being the corner 
stone.” 

The growth language that Paul uses in v. 7 has been appropriated from the Tanach and 
the Apocrypha. Jeremiah 17:7-8 could certainly be in mind, as “Blessed is the man who trusts 
in the LORD and whose trust is the LORD. For he will be like a tree planted by the water, that 
extends its roots by a stream and will not fear when the heat comes; but its leaves will be 
green, and it will not be anxious in a year of drought nor cease to yield fruit.” The verb hrizō, 
“to make to strike root: metaph. to root in the ground, plant” (LS),16 employed in v. 7, is used of 
Wisdom in Sirach 40:15, where “I took root [hrizō] in an honored people, in the portion of 
the Lord, who is their inheritance.” Similarly in Psalms of Solomon 14:2-4, “to those who live 
in the righteousness of his commandments, in the law, which he has commanded to us for 
our life. The Lord's saints will live by it forever; his saints are the Lord's paradise, the trees 
of life. Their planting is rooted [hrizō] forever; they will not be plucked out all the days of 
the heavens.” 

Of most importance, though, would be Paul’s wider word to the Believers in Asia 
Minor, that they might be “rooted and grounded in love” (Ephesians 3:17). 

If the Colossians hold onto the tradition (Grk. paradosis) that they have been handed 
down about Yeshua’s Lordship via the Apostle Paul, and via their fellow servant Epaphras 
(4:12), then they will have no problems. But if they veer from this course, then they will be 
subject to things which are at best of human origin, and at worst find their origin in 
paganism.17 
 

 
8 See to it that no one takes you captive through philosophy and empty deception, 
according to the tradition of men, according to the elementary principles of the 
world, rather than according to Messiah. 9 For in Him all the fullness of *the 
Deity dwells in bodily form, 10 and in Him you have been made complete, and He 
is the head over all rule and authority; 
 

* Grk. tēs Theotētos includes the definite article “the” 
 
2:8-23 The selection of writing from Colossians 2:8-23 often has various verses, or 

pieces of verses, quoted from them to today’s Torah observant Messianic Believers. If the 

 
16 LS, 718. 
17 I am fully aware of the fact that in certain quarters of today’s Messianic movement, the word “tradition” 

is viewed with a great deal of disdain or disgust. Yet, tradition in all its forms is not at all condemned by the Holy 
Scriptures—because ultimately the Bible is something that has been handed down and is a tradition in and of 
itself. F.F. Bruce reminds us, 

“Protestants sometimes overlook that ‘tradition’ in the NT has this better sense as well as a worse one; it is 
good to recognize and hold fast the true tradition, while rejecting all tradition that runs counter to the gospel” 
(Bruce, Colossians-Philemon-Ephesians, 94). 
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