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16 Therefore no one is to act as your judge in regard to food or drink or in respect 
to a festival or a new moon or a Sabbath day—17 things which are a mere shadow 
of what is to come; but the substance belongs to Messiah. 
 
2:16 Every Messianic Believer (Jewish or not) at one point in his or her faith experience 

has been quoted Colossians 2:16-17, often by a well-meaning Christian friend or family 
member who wonders why we attend worship services on Saturday (Shabbat), remember 
special times of year like Passover, or abstain from pork and shellfish. Too many of our 
Christian brethren, by us simply doing these things and not necessarily saying anything 
about them, think that we are judging them for not being similarly convicted. So, they quote 
Colossians 2:16-17 and do not accept this “judgment.”98 Almost every time, Colossians 2:16-17 
is taken out of context from the larger message seen in the surrounding verses and the 
actual issues Paul is having to address in his letter. 

What has the Apostle Paul just said before referring to things like eating, drinking, a 
festival, the New Moon, or the Sabbath? He has just said that via Yeshua’s sacrifice, the 
“certificate of debt” or the penalties of Torah violation have been erased (v. 14), and that 
through Yeshua the cosmic powers have been disarmed (v. 15). Now, Paul can move forward 
with some important elaboration on the false teaching circulating in Colossae. The identity 
of the false teachers is again described as Mē...tis or “no one,” only adding to the fact that we 
need to read his statements very carefully. 

When Paul says, “do not let anyone judge you by what you eat or drink, or with regard 
to a religious festival, a New Moon celebration or a Sabbath day” (NIV), it is difficult to 
avoid how the Colossians were being, or would be, judged for their relationship to various 
aspects of the Torah. Many Christian lay readers simply conclude that the false teachers in 
Colossae were judging Paul’s readers for not observing these various rituals. But is there 
more to consider? Should we not wonder what role or significance these religious practices 
had as a part of the false philosophy, before deciding that Paul says that all people should not 
be remembering these things any more? 

We need to remember how in the past, Colossians 2:16 would often be quoted to 
Christians who observed a rigid Sunday Sabbath. But today, very few Christians even care 
about a Sunday Sabbath. Too frequently, Colossians 2:16 is turned on its head by those 
quoting it, who feel they are somehow being judged by the actions of a Messianic Believer 
who says nothing about his or her faith practice, to then judge the person supposedly 

 
98 This is not to say that there are not Messianic people out there who harshly condemn Christians who do 

not observe Shabbat, the appointed times, or eat kosher. There are, and they have frequently brought a great deal 
of discredit to our faith community. 

For a further examination of this, consult the relevant volumes of the Messianic Helper Series by Messianic 
Apologetics. 
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passing judgment! Bruce takes the view, “Had the lesson [taught by this verse] been kept in 
mind in post-apostolic generations, there might have been less friction than there was in the 
church over the divergent calculations of the date of Easter (whether during the 
quartodeciman controversy or later).”99 There will be some Christians today, who may not 
think that some of the things of Torah that we Messianics are convicted about, are 
important for them. Yet, they will consider them individual issues of conscience, left for a 
person who chooses to follow them to work through them in his or her relationship with 
God.100 Unfortunately, though, this includes too few people. Many of the Christian 
family and friends you have will take Colossians 2:16 and inappropriately use it to judge you 
for your obedience to God’s commandments. 

It is difficult for many to even consider the possibility that in instructing the Colossians 
not to accept judgment in regard to various aspects of the Torah—the judgment spoken of 
may relate to something other than “the Colossians not keeping the Jewish law.” In telling the 
Colossians not to be judged according to eating, drinking, a Sabbath day, or a festival, we 
should all be agreed that this relates to the false teachers (and/or any pagan Greeks in 
Colossae) judging the Colossian Believers. But rather than the Colossians being judged for 
not keeping these things, is it at all possible that the Colossians were told not to accept 
judgment for not keeping these things in the manner that the false teachers did? If so, this 
would make things like kosher eating, the appointed times, and the Sabbath mainline 
practices of the Colossian Believers living in accordance with God’s Word. This would 
be in alignment with how James the Just anticipated that the non-Jews coming to faith 
would access the local synagogue and learn the Torah (Acts 15:19-21), and accept it at a 
steady and gradual pace as a part of their maturation in faith, in accordance with “the words 
of the Prophets” taking shape (Acts 15:15ff; cf. Amos 9:11-12, etc.).101 Let us see where the 
evidence takes us. 

Why does Paul say that the Colossians are not to accept judgment “in regard to food or 
drink or in respect to a festival or a new moon or a Sabbath day”? Is it because these things 
have been abolished by the work of Yeshua? (The previous reference in v. 14 only speaks of 
the penalties of the Torah being remitted—not God’s expectations of how His people are to 
live.) Or, were these things being connected by the false teachers to their “philosophy and 
empty deception...to the elementary principles of the world” (v. 9)? Moo points out how, 
“On the whole...it seems best to view the practices in v. 16 as basically Jewish in origin and 
perhaps even orientation while still recognizing that they have been taken up into a larger 
mix of religious ideas and practices.”102 

 
99 Bruce, Colossians-Philemon-Ephesians, 115. 
The Quartodeciman issue is explored in more detail in the Messianic Spring Holiday Helper by Messianic 

Apologetics. 
100 Cf. Ibid., 114. 
101 For a further discussion, consult the author’s commentary Acts 15 for the Practical Messianic. 
102 Moo, 221. 
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It is not difficult to see that there are more than just Torah-prescribed practices listed 
by Paul: en brōsei kai en posei ē en merei heortēs ē neomēnias ē sabbatōn, “in eating or in 
drinking, or in respect of a feast, or of a new moon, or of sabbaths” (YLT). Only a few aspects 
of Torah observance feature prominently in the false teachers’ philosophy. Also, do note 
how the first practices listed are food and drink—an important clue that ascetic issues are 
principally at work. The Torah says very little about drinking alcohol, and by no means 
prohibits it as a part of daily life. Abstaining from alcohol only affected those taking a 
Nazirite vow (Numbers 6:3), or priests ministering in the Tabernacle (Leviticus 10:9), but 
not the normal person having wine with a meal. The fact that the Torah says almost nothing 
about drinking alcohol, should clue us in to the issue in Colossae being a bit different 
than just standard Jewish observances. Noting how drinking alcohol has been thrown 
into the mix of observances that the Colossians are not to take judgment by, Moo details, 

“We should therefore at least keep open the possibility that the Colossian false 
teachers’ abstinence from food and drink had its origins elsewhere, since many ancient 
Greco-Roman philosophical and religious traditions also featured prohibitions of meat and 
wine.”103 

Witherington, significantly clouded by an anti-Torah bias, has to immediately discount 
the possibility that the issue in v. 16 is not doing the things in the manner that the false 
teachers were doing: “It is evading the point to say that Paul meant that believers no longer 
keep the Sabbath in the way that the false teachers were suggesting.”104 Yet in having to say 
this, he at least has to recognize that it is not totally far-fetched to suggest that how to keep 
things like the Sabbath, appointed times, or kosher could be a way of interpreting the 
passage—and Paul tells the Colossians not to accept judgment for doing these things 
differently than the false teachers. 

Lincoln’s conclusions about the false philosophy, and how various Torah practices may 
have played a role, are quite intriguing: 

“[T]here is no indication here that the motivation for abstinence from food and drink 
was due to observance of Torah….There is no hint that such special days are being observed 
because of the desire to obey Torah as such or because keeping them was a special mark of 
Jewish identity. Instead, it is probable that in the philosophy they were linked to a desire to 
please the cosmic powers.”105 

This is a fair explanation of how the statements made in v. 16, connect to v. 15. O’Brien 
further describes the kind of significance that the false teachers may have given the 
observances, Torah-based or otherwise, listed in v. 16: 

“There are various reasons why abstinence from food and drink was practiced in the 
ancient world: the belief in the transmigration of souls might prevent a person from eating 
meat. Some practiced asceticism since it was bound up with their views of purity. Others 

 
103 Ibid., 220. 
104 Witherington, 160. 
105 Lincoln, in NIB, 11:361; cf. Bruce, Colossians-Philemon-Ephesians, 114. 



COLOSSIANS AND PHILEMON FOR THE PRACTICAL MESSIANIC 

- 98 - 

thought that by fasting one served the deity, came closer to him or prepared oneself for 
receiving a divine revelation, a point that is important in the light of verse 18.”106 

Considering these things, why were the Colossians not to accept judgment? The 
false teachers observed things like the Sabbath, or gave the appointed times various esoteric 
meanings, which were all specifically related to their “self-abasement and...worship of the 
angels” (v. 18). Who knows what kinds of rituals they performed on the New Moon? Who 
knows what their Sabbath service would have been like? In encountering the false teachers, 
Paul tells the Colossians not to take any judgment from any person they may encounter—as 
within the false philosophy these rituals of Torah were hijacked and used in an effort to 
appeal to the cosmic powers Yeshua was superior over and had disarmed (v. 15). Sabbath 
observance for the sake of simple rest, or keeping the appointed times to remember God’s 
works of salvation history, is not the issue. O’Brien continues, astutely concluding, 

“For Israel the keeping of these holy days was evidence of obedience to God’s law and a 
sign of her election among the nations. At Colossae, however, the sacred days were to be 
kept for the sake of the ‘elemental spirits of the universe,’ those astral powers who directed 
the course of the stars and relegated the order of the calendar. So Paul is not condemning 
the use of sacred days or seasons as such; it is the wrong motive involved when the 
observance of these days is bound up with the recognition of the elemental spirits.”107 

Moo also makes some important observations: 
“Only Sabbath observance that is connected inappropriately to a wider religious 

viewpoint is here being condemned. These interpreters [who agree] are quite right to 
emphasize the importance of interpreting contextually and historically. And they are also 
right, we have suggested, to argue that Sabbath was taken up into a larger, syncretistic 
mix.”108 

While interpreters like O’Brien correctly read the issue in v. 16 in relation to how 
various Torah-based practices were being inappropriately used—as a part of the false 
philosophy to appease the cosmic powers—we should not be surprised to know that not all 
Colossians’ commentators feel this way. Wright considers the Torah-based practices listed 
to be things that excluded outsiders from God’s people, only to be kept by the Jews for a 
time, and by necessity they had to be removed with the expanse of the gospel among the 
nations.109 But far be it from Wright wanting to encourage any kind of anti-Semitism, as 
though things like the Sabbath or dietary laws have never possessed any value, he is correct 
to assert, “what Paul does not say in opposition…here, or in Galatians, [is] that Christianity 
has nothing to do with Judaism…[as] it would have cut off the branch upon which his whole 
argument rests, namely, the belief that Christianity is the fulfillment of Judaism.”110 

 
106 O’Brien, Colossians-Philemon, 138. 
107 Ibid., 139. 
108 Moo, 221. 
109 Wright, 119. 
110 Ibid. 
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From this point of view, the Torah-based practices listed by Paul should certainly be 
studied as they will teach us things about who God is and His previous plan for Ancient 
Israel, but they belong to a prior order. Unfortunately, even when emphasized this way—
with respect encouraged for Judaism—many of today’s standard Christian people do not 
bother studying the Torah even as Biblical history, too frequently consigning it to the 
dustbin of the past. 

You need to remember that there is often a difference between the Christian layperson 
who takes snippets from Colossians 2:16, and the pastor or teacher who is engaged with 
properly applying Paul’s words and who is sincerely concerned with showing tolerance and 
love for people of different points of view (Ephesians 4:2-3). Guthrie’s observations are, “In 
view of Christ’s triumph over all spiritual adversaries, it would be foolish to allow anyone to 
pass judgment over matters as food and festivals.” His conclusion is, “Paul is here referring to 
any system which makes salvation dependent on the observance of certain food taboos or 
rigid adherence to the observance of certain days as sacred.”111 

Certainly for the false teachers of Colossae, unless one followed their philosophy and 
its emphasis on certain Torah practices, one was not considered enlightened, spiritual, or 
perhaps even “saved.” Today’s Messianic Believers should not give similar significance to 
things like the Sabbath or appointed times. They teach us about God’s plan of redemption, 
but they do not provide redemption. Keeping these things is not to make us arrogant in 
our interactions with our fellow brothers and sisters in evangelical Christianity, who do not 
keep them (at present). 

When understanding the strong likelihood of Paul instructing the Colossians to not 
allow themselves to be judged for not failing to keep things like the Sabbath or appointed 
times, but rather for how they were not observed in the same manner as the false teachers—
contemporary examples of how these things are misused by various people in today’s 
Messianic community can certainly be considered. Is the Shabbat service a place to come 
together as fellow brothers and sisters, praise the Lord with song and liturgy, and be 
instructed from the Word? Or is it a time to beat others who are not “doing it the way we 
are”? Are there any syncretistic elements observed during Shabbat or the moedim that are 
designed to appease the elemental spirits (v. 8), which you may have seen or heard of? If so, 
what is the attitude of those who practice them toward those who do not? If there has been 
any negativity issued, Paul’s word is to not accept their judgment. 

When understood in light of Paul’s overall message and warning in his letter, his 
message in Colossians 2:16 is for the Colossians not to take judgment in what they did with 
eating, drinking, the appointed times, New Moon, or Sabbath by the false teachers. These 
things had a significance for the false teachers, which was contrary to the significance they 
were to have for those who were faithful to the gospel and to Messiah Yeshua. They were 

 
111 Guthrie, in NBCR, 1148. 
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normative practices of faith for God’s people, not abolished, but kept improperly by the 
Colossian errorists. 

2:17a So what did the Colossian errorists think about various Torah-based practices, 
and what would Paul consider to be a proper emphasis of them as a standard part of one’s 
faith experience? What he instructs to his audience is, “These are only a shadow of what is 
to come; but the substance belongs to Christ” (RSV). Colossians 2:17 is seldom quoted by our 
Christian family and friends, who specifically protest Messianics remembering the Sabbath, 
appointed times, and kosher, with consideration for the wider issues of the epistle. And 
also, not enough are aware that there can be some translation issues when v. 17 is brought 
into English. 

The NIV Study Bible is about as far as many Christian laypeople go in examining the 
meaning of Colossians 2:17. Its brief commentary describes, “The ceremonial laws of the OT 
are here referred to as shadows…because they symbolically depicted the coming of Christ; 
so any insistence on the observance of such ceremonies is a failure to recognize that their 
fulfillment has already taken place.”112 Today’s Messianics do agree that the practices listed 
in v. 16, particularly things like the Sabbath and appointed times, teach us important lessons 
about the Messiah. They teach us about His First and His Second Coming, including the 
Millennium and the eternal rest to come. But in this brief commentary, many Christians 
will read it not just as “observance of such ceremonies...” but also “study of such 
ceremonies...” Furthermore, if our goal as mature Believers who study the Word is to see 
how Yeshua has and will prophetically fulfill things like the appointed times, how can 
remembering them—in such an effort to learn—actually subtract from recognizing God’s 
plan of salvation history? Could we not actually appreciate our salvation in Yeshua more by 
celebrating things like the Passover, or even by remembering the rest to come by 
participating in a weekly rest on Shabbat? 

In all fairness to the NIV Study Bible, its remarks do go on to say, “This…was combined 
with a rigid asceticism,”113 but not enough people will recognize the circumstances requiring 
Paul to use terms like “shadow” and “substance.” To them, asceticism might as well just be 
“legalism.” 

The role that various Torah-based practices (v. 16) played, in the false philosophy of the 
errorists, was to help them appeal to various supernatural forces (v. 18) over which Yeshua 
triumphed (v. 15). Losing sight of Yeshua as the true mystery (1:27), in their observance of 
those practices, all they could grasp at would be shadows. In classical Greek thought, skia 
often “means ‘shadow’ in contrast to ‘reality’ and denotes the worthlessness of things” 
(TDNT).114 Plato uses it in his image of the cave, describing how the real substance of people 
is found in their ideas, and not in the shadows that they cast on the wall (Republic 514a-

 
112 Kenneth L. Barker, ed., et. al., NIV Study Bible (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2002), 1856. 
113 Ibid. 
114 S. Schulz, “skiá,” in TDNT, 1044. 
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518b).115 While Platonic usage of skia could be considered, as the “shadow” the Colossian 
false teachers were reaching toward, in their misuse of various Torah-based practices, 
would be worthless—Paul’s usage of the term is likely not taken from Plato. 

What would seem more likely is a usage of skia concurrent with what we see in Philo. 
This is where “God’s works are skiá but move us toward the reality...The world of skiá is 
finally related to that of sōma as semblance is to substance” (TDNT).116 In Philo, we see the 
sentiment expressed, “the former fashions shadows only, like painters do, in which it is not 
right to form any living thing. For the very name Bezeleel is interpreted to mean, ‘working 
in shadows.’ But Moses does not make shadows, but the task is assigned to him of forming 
the archetypal natures of things themselves” (Concerning Noah’s Work as a Planter 27).117 
From this point of view, even though Bezalel made the various pieces of Tabernacle 
furniture (Exodus 31:2-3; Hebrews 9:23), these were only shadows when compared to the 
Divine substance of the Torah that Moses was responsible for conveying. Both have value to 
be sure, but the shadow sits as a representation of something much more significant. 

Yet what is the substance that Plato, or even Philo, would be looking for? A higher 
plane of consciousness? More insight into God’s wisdom? 

It is actually not difficult to see how this all relates to the false teachers in Colossae. It is 
not as though the Torah-based practices have no value (v. 16). They actually have great value 
for God’s people that should be appreciated. But, without understanding the substance to which 
they point, they might not mean as much as they should for those who practice them. Dunn 
indicates, “In contrast to Platonic-Philonic thought, it is the Christ in all the concrete 
bloodiness of the cross who is the true reality.”118 Bullard says, “Dietary laws and calendrical 
observances point beyond themselves to Christ, the reality.”119 Just consider how when we 
as Messianic Believers gather to celebrate the Biblical holidays, we gather to not only 
remember the events they commemorate in the Torah, but also what they represent to us 
who believe in Yeshua. We keep these things because they point us to Yeshua, and speak 
volumes to us about who He is, what He has done, and what He will do for us. 

Challenges exist not only for Bible readers having the right, appreciative perspective 
toward the practices of v. 16, but also how v. 17 is rendered in English. The first part of the 
verse, ha estin skia tōn mellontōn, is rendered in YLT as “which are a shadow of the coming 
things.” It is easily detected that mellontōn is a present tense active participle—meaning that 
the Torah-based practices possess a shadow of things still yet to come. But various English 
translations can unfortunately skew this. 

The New American Standard translators took a liberty and placed the word “mere” in 
italics—“a mere shadow of what is to come”—meaning that the word was not originally in 

 
115 Plato: The Republic, trans. Desmond Lee (London: Penguin Books, 2007), pp 240-245. 
116 Schulz, “skiá,” in TDNT, 1044. 
117 The Works of Philo: Complete and Unabridged, 193. 
118 Dunn, 177. 
119 Bullard, in New Interpreter’s Study Bible, 2111. 
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the Greek text,120 and could have done so in an effort to downplay the significance that the 
Torah practices of v. 16 actually do possess. This is fairly easy to see for an English reader, 
because the NASU preface does indicate “Italics are used in the text to indicate words which 
are not found in the original,”121 so terms unnecessarily added can be more easily detected. 
(Please note that some words in italics are necessary, especially where in the source 
language a “to be” verb has been left out but is understood, but where a strict translation 
into English would be very choppy.) 

Not all English versions use italics, though, to indicate words that have been added to a 
passage. The RSV and NRSV have “These are only a shadow of what is to come,” and few are 
aware that “only” does not appear in the source text. The ESV, fortunately, started a positive 
trend by simply having “These are a shadow of the things to come.”122 

More problematic than adding “mere” or “only” to v. 17a, is how the NIV has actually 
changed the verb tense: “These are a shadow of the things that were to come.” The NIV 
might not add “mere” or “only,” but mellontōn means “things coming.”123 Many people who 
read the NIV are of the mistaken impression that the various Torah practices of v. 16 have 
nothing more to teach Believers about God’s plan of redemption, when in fact they do. 
O’Brien is one commentator who argues that the past tense “were to come” is the best 
understanding. In his words, “The expression ‘things to come’...does not refer to what lies in 
the future from the standpoint of the writer...so pointing, for example, to the time of the 
Second Coming.”124 The reason that mellontōn has to be translated in the past tense for 
O’Brien, with skia not pointing to anything more to come, is that “then the [skia], (‘shadow’) 
would not have been superseded and the ordinances referred to would retain their 
importance.”125 O’Brien’s words are actually quite telling here: if there are still things to 
come, then Shabbat, the appointed times, and even the dietary laws have lessons to 
teach God’s people today. 

None of us should ever deny the fact that Yeshua the Messiah has already come in 
prophetic fulfillment of things like the sacrificial requirement of Passover. To a degree, the 
Torah practices of v. 16 have been “fulfilled,” but not completely. A present tense participle 
like mellontōn is changed to the past tense “were to come” to disregard that future things do 
await the saints. Great substance is certainly found in Yeshua’s sacrifice for us at Golgotha 
(Calvary), but no one can deny how more redemptive acts are yet to come (Hebrews 9:28). 
In claiming that things like Shabbat or the appointed times have all been “fulfilled,” and they 

 
120 The word monos, which can appear “as adverb, alone, only, merely” (Thayer, 418), rendered as “mere” in 

Mark 6:8 in the NASU, does not appear in the full Greek source text of Colossians 2:17: ha estin skia tōn mellontōn, 
to de sōma tou Christou. 

121 NASB Text Edition (Anaheim, CA: Foundation Publications, 1997), v. 
122 This is also followed by Lattimore: “These are the shadows of the things to come.” 
123 Cleon L. Rogers, Jr. and Cleon L. Rogers III, The New Linguistic and Exegetical Key to the Greek New 

Testament (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1998), 465. 
124 O’Brien, Colossians-Philemon, 140. 
125 Ibid. 
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possess no more lessons for us to learn about the future of salvation history, has 
contemporary Christian thought or theology really been aided? Is there absolutely nothing 
for anyone to learn about the ministry of Yeshua, and the mission He has for His people, by 
considering the role that the practices listed by Paul in v. 16 can properly play in someone’s 
life? Remember that the issue in Colossae was their improper use as a part of a Gnosticized-
Jewish philosophy. 

It is sad that many Christians, when you mention things like Yom Kippur or the Feast of 
Tabernacles, have no idea what you are talking about. Too many, because of inappropriate 
past tense renderings like “were to come,” fail to even attempt to know what the “shadow” 
is, so that they might understand the “substance.” Consider how prior to salvation, the 
Torah functions as a person’s rigid tutor or schoolmaster (Galatians 3:24), but once one 
arrives at salvation, do the principles of God’s Instruction become irrelevant or invalid?126 
Do prophecies from the Tanach or Old Testament, which speak of the Messiah to come, no 
longer deserve any examination because they are “fulfilled”? Of course not. We appreciate 
the prior function that the Torah played in showing us the need for redemption, instilling in 
us principles of holiness, and we study Messianic prophecies to enrich and confirm our 
understanding of who Yeshua truly is for us! 

Similarly, we can each come to God’s place today—and even though they are still 
shadows—learn about who the Messiah is by honoring the Sabbath, remembering the 
appointed times, and even eating kosher. Bruce is not incorrect: “Many Jews looked on their 
festivals and sacred seasons as adumbrations of the messianic age. There are rabbinical 
texts which treat the Sabbath as a foretaste of that coming time—the time which, for Paul 
and other Christians, has come already in Christ.”127 It is a very Pauline concept that the age 
to come is surely to be inaugurated in the lives of God’s people now (Galatians 1:4), but that 
does not mean that it is inappropriate or even sinful to remember the acts of salvation 
history that have had to, and will finally, bring us to the Messianic Age with Yeshua 
physically ruling and reigning over the Earth. 

If v. 17a is not read carefully, especially in light of the issues that originally faced the 
Colossians, then not only do various Torah practices face their end, but a contemporary 
application in today’s Christendom would actually see most traditions of formal worship 
abolished. An extremist could grossly misapply Paul’s words and argue that he thinks that 
all forms of outward worship and “doings” are wrong. Wright, representing a high church 
Anglican tradition, correctly asserts, Paul “never says that it has nothing to do with material 
things, even with outward forms of worship and ritual.”128 Yet for some odd reason or 
another, while high church Christian ritual is acceptable—eucharist and all—for Believers 
going back to the Jewish rituals of the Apostles of Yeshua would be like going back to a 

 
126 Consult the author’s McHuey Blog post from 13 September, 2009, “A Low Hamartology,” available for 

access at <http://mchuey.wordpress.com>. 
127 Bruce, Colossians-Philemon-Ephesians, 116. 
128 Wright, 120. 
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previous age that has nothing more to teach us about redemption. So do we totally let the 
shadow go? Or do we appreciate the role of the shadow that much more, looking 
forward to the things to come in the future? 

2:17b By downplaying Yeshua as superior over the elements (vs. 9, 15), all the false 
teachers could possess would be a skia or shadow of the Torah-based practices that played a 
role in their philosophy. This is why Paul’s statement continues: to de sōma tou Christou, “and 
the substance [is] of Messiah” (my translation). The shadow, that the false teachers only 
have, is to be contrasted to the substance that the Colossian Believers have. 

Some think that “but the body...of Christ” (KJV) is a better translation of v. 17b, in that 
while no outside person is to judge the Colossian Believers about different aspects of the 
Torah (v. 16), the internal community of faith is allowed to judge them. While it is tempting 
to conclude that the Body of Messiah is to judge on these matters, this does not really fit the 
context of what Paul is refuting—with the Colossian false teachers only able to go after 
shadows with their philosophy of error. (This does not mean, of course, that the Body of 
Messiah cannot make appropriate halachic decisions concerning various issues; it just finds 
no textual support in Colossians 2:17b, unlike a passage such as 1 Corinthians 5:12-13). While 
sōma can mean “body” as in the Body of Messiah, with sōma contrasted to skia, it has to mean 
“substantive reality, the thing itself, the reality in imagery of a body that casts a shadow, 
in contrast to skia,” (BDAG).129 The issue is, as properly extrapolated by the NEB, “the solid 
reality is Christ’s.” 

Knowing that the true substance, meaning, or reality of various Torah practices (v. 16) 
is found in Yeshua the Messiah, it is incumbent upon those who have been transformed by 
the gospel to, as Dunn says, “embody the same reality.”130 The work of Yeshua does not 
eliminate or disperse the shadow, but rather shows the greater reality that the shadow 
prefigures or outlines. And even though we know that Yeshua is the substance of things 
such as the Sabbath, Biblical holidays, and kosher laws—does Yeshua as substance “do 
away” with the benefits of remembering them? Christians who observe communion with 
bread and wine are remembering a shadow of something that has occurred in the past, right? 
So if that is not unacceptable, what would be the problem of doing something even more to 
commemorate Yeshua’s atoning work for us, like a Passover seder with an emphasis on the 
Last Supper? Or for that same matter, consider His future work of redemption at Yom 
Teruah/Rosh HaShanah and Yom Kippur? 

Evangelical Believers have swelled the Messianic movement in the past two decades 
(1990s-2000s) precisely because they have taken hold of the important lessons and spiritual 
significance in things like the Sabbath, Biblical holidays, and kosher eating. They have seen 
the substance of Yeshua in the weekly day of rest, the Passover seder, the giving of the Law 
and outpouring of the Spirit at Shavuot, the blowing of the shofar and future resurrection on 

 
129 BDAG, 984. 
130 Dunn, 177. 
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Rosh HaShanah, tabernacling with the Lord at Sukkot, and even (although it is extra-Biblical) 
lighting the menorah at Chanukah. In eating kosher they have learned how God wishes us to 
separate holy and unholy things, even in our diet, and how it can benefit our health. These 
Messianic Believers have not embraced these important aspects of God’s Torah to appease 
the elemental spirits (v. 9) or worship angels (v. 18), but to do things that Jesus did. 

Things have been made complicated in recent days because the Messianic Jewish 
movement, in part, has become somewhat unwelcoming of non-Jews in their midst. Some of 
today’s Messianic Jewish leaders do not really want Jewish and non-Jewish Believers to be 
united as the “one new humanity” (Ephesians 2:15, NRSV/CJB) that Paul desired. They do 
not see things like Shabbat or the appointed times as a part of the spiritual heritage of non-
Jewish Believers who have put their trust in the Jewish Messiah. Even Stern’s opinion is, 
“For Gentiles...[these] Jewish practices are in most cases nothing more than a shadow, 
insofar as they do not arise out of their own national experience.”131 Some might take such a 
statement to mean that things like the Exodus really cannot teach anyone who is not Jewish 
that much about their salvation. 

Stern’s exegesis of Colossians 2:16-17 is actually not that much better than your average 
Christian layperson, as he totally forgets the larger issues that concern the false philosophy 
of 2:8-23. He does not even address the role that the Torah-based practices in v. 16 might 
have played for the Colossian errorists, and that all they had were shadows because they 
forgot Yeshua (v. 8). He does think, however, that the Torah-based practices only have any 
real significance for Jewish Believers. He actually says that “these shadows are irrelevant to 
Gentiles, since God did not give these commands to Gentiles, [and] Sha’ul [Paul] urges the 
Colossians not to be bound legalistically to them.”132 From this point of view, Yeshua is only 
the substance of Judaism’s cultural identity markers. Contrary to this—and with 
significantly more Biblical support—Yeshua is the climax of the Sabbath, appointed times, 
kosher laws, and the focus of further acts of redemption to come. How Messianic 
Judaism continues to act toward non-Jewish Believers embracing their Hebraic Roots, and 
wanting to be a part of the Commonwealth of Israel (Ephesians 2:11-12; 3:6), will be a 
continuing issue to monitor in the years to come. 

By far, Colossians 2:17b—the substance or reality found in Messiah—has been used to 
promote the idea that the appointed times speak to a prophetic plan of redemption. Each of 
the appointed times has specific Messianic importance that either has played itself out via 
His First Coming, or will play itself out via His Second Coming. While there have been many 
voices, both Messianic and Christian, who have taught from this vantage point (and our 
ministry is no exception), it is notable that this is a trend now going back well over thirty 
years. Much of it can actually be traced to a short, 31-page booklet in 1979 by the late Zola 

 
131 Stern, 611. 
132 Ibid., pp 611-612. 
Daniel C. Juster, Jewish Roots (Shippensburg, PA: Destiny Image, 1995), pp 130-131 offers a much better 

Messianic Jewish approach, which does weigh in some place for the Colossian false teaching. 
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Levitt, entitled The Seven Feasts of Israel. Evangelical Christians seeing “Jesus in the feasts” 
has probably been the single largest factor contributing to the growth of today’s Messianic 
movement. With a significant rise of interest by today’s Christians in studying the Old 
Testament, it will only get larger. 

If the issue in Colossians 2:16-17 pertains to the errorists’ false philosophy, and their 
misuse of various Torah practices, then what do we need to take note of so that these same 
Torah practices are not misused? 

If we believe that the Sabbath, appointed times, and kosher are still to be followed 
today, then as Messianic Believers we have to understand that the true meaning or 
substance of them is found in the Messiah. We honor the Lord every year by observing His 
appointed times, and by remembering what Yeshua has done for us. The true meaning and 
fulfillment of the seventh-day Sabbath, the Biblical appointments, and indeed all of the 
Torah’s practices are found in Messiah Yeshua, and the example that He lived for us! 

Looking through the list given to us in Leviticus 23, Passover represents Yeshua’s 
sacrifice for our sin and His covering as the perfect Lamb of God. Unleavened Bread 
represents the hardships and pain He had to endure for us, for matzah is flattened bread 
with “scourges” on it. At Pentecost we remember the Holy Spirit being poured out at the 
Upper Room, just as the Torah had been given to Ancient Israel. The Feast of Trumpets 
prophetically represents Yeshua’s Second Coming and our gathering to meet Him in the 
clouds. The Day of Atonement causes us to become somber as we turn to God and are 
reminded of the future Day of the LORD when Yeshua defeats His enemies at Armageddon. 
The Feast of Tabernacles encourages us to look forward to the establishment of His 
Millennial Kingdom on Earth, and it should likewise remind us of the birth of Yeshua who 
tabernacled among us. Shemini Atzeret is a picture of God wanting to spend “one more day” 
with us and foreshadows eternity with Him. 

Also to be considered, and an element worthy of future studies, is how some of the 
appointed times that have been seemingly “fulfilled” by Yeshua’s First Coming, still may 
teach us some lessons about Yeshua’s Second Coming. 

The importance of keeping the Lord’s appointments for Believers cannot be overstated, 
because when speaking of the Exodus and events in the wilderness, the Apostle Paul wrote, 
“Now these things happened to them as an example, and they were written for our 
instruction, upon whom the ends of the ages have come” (1 Corinthians 10:11). The RSV says 
that “these things happened to them as a warning.” If we find ourselves being the last 
generation “upon whom the ends of the ages have come,” or we at least are nearing that last 
generation—how are we expected to understand God’s redemptive plan for humanity and 
the end-times if we do not keep the appointments He has specified for us? How are we 
supposed to properly understand what is to befall Planet Earth? 

If we do not keep the appointed times as God has told us, are we liable to 
misunderstand His prophetic plan for the ages? The “fixed times” (Leviticus 23:3, NJPS) of 
the Lord tell us when He plans to meet with us, especially regarding the Messiah’s Second 
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Coming. By keeping the appointed times and knowing their significance, can concepts such 
as the any-moment, random pre-tribulation rapture be theologically supported? Or, will we 
understand that there is a definitive pattern in the set seasons of the God of Israel, that we 
can only fully understand by keeping, as opposed to just studying, the moedim?133 

My friends, let us properly understand the role that the shadow plays in us recognizing 
the substance! 
 

 
18 Let no one keep defrauding you of your prize by delighting in self-abasement 
and the worship of the angels, taking his stand on visions he has seen, inflated 
without cause by his fleshly mind, 19 and not holding fast to the head, from whom 
the entire body, being supplied and held together by the joints and ligaments, 
grows with a growth which is from God. 
 
2:18 It is unfortunate that those who quote Colossians 2:16-17, in refutation or 

condemnation of today’s Messianics keeping the Sabbath, appointed times, and kosher, 
have very little consideration for the larger cotext and setting for what is communicated to 
those in First Century Colossae. The remarks Paul makes about various Torah-based 
practices and the substance they possess in Messiah Yeshua (vs. 16-17), are sandwiched in-
between his assertion that He has disarmed the cosmic powers (v. 15) and that the false 
teachers are engaged in both self-abasement and some kind of “worship of angels” (v. 18). 
Misuse of these Torah practices has to be the issue. Delighting in the Sabbath as the 
Scriptures envision it (i.e., Isaiah 58:13-14), for example, is not the issue. Paul is concerned 
how various Torah-based practices have been caught up in a very worrisome form of 
asceticism that severely downgraded Yeshua’s supremacy over the cosmos. 

Why are the Colossian Believers not to take judgment from the false teachers? Paul’s 
instruction is, “Let no one disqualify you, insisting on self-abasement and worship of angels, 
taking his stand on visions, puffed up without reason by his sensuous mind” (RSV). The 
delight of the false teachers is not found in the simple rest offered by the Sabbath, but rather 
en tapeinophrosunē kai thrēskeia tōn angelōn, in “self-mortification and angel worship” (NEB). 
This is the Colossian error at its worst, that not only perverted God’s appointed times, but 
where people would submit themselves to physical rigor so as to induce visions. O’Brien 
observes, 

 
133 Note that while there are many Christian books written on the prophetic significance of the appointed 

times, almost all of them are written by those who do not keep them as a standard element of the praxis of their 
faith. Should we accept prophetic interpretations related to the moedim by those who do not keep them, and 
hence do not understand them as fully as one who does keep them? What about those who consider these to only 
be a part of the spiritual heritage of the Jewish people, and not for all of God’s people who have placed their trust 
in the Messiah? 
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