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COLOSSIANS 3 
COMMENTARY 

________________________________________________________________ 
 

1 Therefore if you have been raised up with Messiah, keep seeking the things 
above, where Messiah is, seated at the right hand of God. 2 Set your mind on the 
things above, not on the things that are on earth. 
 
3:1 The main doctrinal section of Paul’s letter to the Colossians has just ended, and the 

practical, or exhortative section now begins. This part of Paul’s message serves as a positive 
counterpart to the previous negative critique of the false philosophy. Instruction is 
specifically delivered on how Yeshua the Messiah offers power to Believers, enabling them 
to overcome sinful temptations—a power that the false teaching of the Colossian errorists 
cannot provide. The ability to live properly before God cannot be attained by the ascetic 
practices circulating in Colossae, but instead only by the Colossians being united with 
Yeshua. The Apostle Paul teaches the Colossians about their new identity in the Messiah 
(3:1-4), that they are to put off their old sinful ways (3:5-11) and put on new godly ways 
(3:12-17), and about some of the responsibilities that those who live properly have, in order 
to demonstrate right service to the Lord (3:18-4:1).1 

Compared to what has thus far been written, the tone of the remainder of the epistle is 
relatively positive (simply see the contrast between 2:20 and 3:1). The emphasis is, “So if 
you have been raised with the Messiah, seek what is above, where the Messiah is” (HCSB). 
Some claim that the Epistle to the Colossians must be pseudonymous as Colossians, and 
similarly Ephesians (2:6), speak of people being “raised up” with Yeshua, and this is a 
thought that is foreign to Pauline theology. Yet, this is a concept alluded to in the non-
disputed Pauline letters (Romans 6:4, 11-12; Philippians 3:10), as only the choice of 
vocabulary (Grk. Ei oun sunēgerthēte) is unique. The Apostle Paul indeed does treat the 
resurrection of the dead as a future event (Romans 6:5, 8; 1 Corinthians 15:22-23; 1 
Thessalonians 4:16), whereas in this section of Colossians (cf. Galatians 2:19-20) he discusses 
the life of faith directed by the Divine power that resurrected Yeshua. This power is to 
transform people to live differently, and stands in stark contrast to the ascetic rules of the 
false teachers that really cannot help the Colossians. 

 
1 Interpreters like James D.G. Dunn, who would advocate that the Colossians were being persuaded against 

entering into the Jewish Synagogue, claim that this section of verses “provide[s] a counterweight to the evident 
attractiveness of the more traditional Jewish lifestyle” (Dunn, 203). 
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In order for his readers to truly understand the profundity of who the Messiah is, Paul 
admonishes “keep seeking the things above,” specifically employing zēteite, a present active 
imperative verb. The NIV understands this to be “set your hearts on things above,” as v. 2 
will specifically admonish the Colossians to use their minds to think about Yeshua. We can 
be reminded of how Paul similarly instructed the Philippians, “brethren, whatever is true, 
whatever is honorable, whatever is right, whatever is pure, whatever is lovely, whatever is 
of good repute, if there is any excellence and if anything worthy of praise, dwell on these 
things” (Philippians 4:8). 

The Colossians, in considering the Lord Yeshua, are to live the life of the realm of 
Heaven—where Yeshua is sovereign (Psalm 110)—while living on Earth. Born again 
Believers are connected to Heaven (1 Corinthians 15:47-49; Galatians 4:26; Philippians 3:20), 
but not in some kind of an ethereal way. The life of Heaven will be manifested in concrete, 
righteous actions of faith in the saints. Andrew T. Lincoln observes, “In the face of the 
insistence on ascetic observances in order to participate in heavenly life, [the author] 
asserts that through God’s gracious initiative the readers have already been brought into 
such life.”2 Similarly, N.T. Wright reminds us, “The Bible does not say much about heaven. 
But its central feature is clear: it is the place where the crucified Christ already reigns, 
where his people already have full rights of citizenship.”3 

3:2 In some ways, Paul actually agrees with the false teachers, in that the attention of 
the Colossians needs to be directed toward another dimension. He instructs, “mind the 
things above, not the things on the earth” (LITV), as the verb phroneō means “to give 
careful consideration to someth., set one’s mind on, be intent on” (BDAG).4 But rather 
than focus on angels or any other spiritual intermediaries (2:18), the focus of the Colossians 
is to be on Yeshua seated at the Father’s right hand (cf. 2:9). Certainly to be considered is 
Paul’s previous teaching on “the Jerusalem above” (Galatians 4:26) and the “upward call” 
(Philippians 3:14) that Believers possess. IVPBBC summaries how “The Jewish mystics 
creating problems at Colossae were probably seeking these upper realms through mystical 
experiences (2:18), but Paul only mentions one thing specifically in heaven: Christ.”5 

The affections and thoughts of the Colossians are to be focused on Yeshua the Messiah, 
“seated at the right hand of God” (v. 1). Psalm 110:1, “The LORD says to my Lord: ‘Sit at My 
right hand until I make Your enemies a footstool for Your feet,” formed a major part of early 
Apostolic theology regarding the exaltation and Divinity of Yeshua (Acts 2:33-35; 5:31; 7:55-
56; Romans 8:34; Ephesians 1:20; Hebrews 1:3, 13; 8:1; 10:12; 12:2; 1 Peter 3:22; Revelation 
3:21). These are concurrent with Yeshua’s own claims about Himself (Matthew 26:64; Mark 
12:36-37; Luke 20:41-44), and the Son of Man vision the Prophet Daniel was able to see 

 
2 Lincoln, in NIB, 11:637. 
3 Wright, 132. 
4 BDAG, 1065. 
5 Craig S. Keener, The IVP Bible Background Commentary: New Testament (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity, 

1993), 578. 
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(Daniel 7:9-14). Interestingly enough, the Talmud records how the Jewish Rabbi Aqiba was 
rebuked for arguing that a second throne was placed in Heaven for the Messiah: 

“One verse of Scripture states, ‘His throne was fiery flames’ (Dan. 7:9), but elsewhere it 
is written, ‘Till thrones were places, and one that was ancient of days did sit’ (Dan. 7:9)! No 
problem, the one is for him, the other for David, in line with what has been taught on Tannaite 
authority: ‘One is for him, the other for David,’ the words of R. Aqiba. Said to him R. Yosé the 
Galilean, ‘Aqiba, how long are you going to treat in a profane way the Presence of God?’” 
(b.Hagigah 14a).6 

If Yeshua the Messiah sits at His Father’s right hand, then it is obvious that the 
Colossians’ attention needs to be directed to and focused around Him, seen in the imperative 
verb phroneite. In the Tanach, the imagery of the right hand is one that expresses great 
power and authority (Exodus 15:6, 12; Psalm 16:11; 17:7; 20:6; 44:3; 60:5; 73:23; 98:1; 118:15-
16). Beyond this, Yeshua possesses the highest of power “far above all the heavens” 
(Ephesians 4:10), and is to be the One to whom all Creation will one day bow as LORD 
(Philippians 2:10-11; cf. Isaiah 45:23). This is to all be sure motivation to live properly. Douglas J. 
Moo describes, “We are not to strive for a ‘heavenly’ status, since that has already been 
freely given us in Christ. Rather, we are to make that heavenly status the guidepost for all 
our thinking and acting.”7 

In directing his audience to think on Heavenly things, there is a definite subversion of 
the false philosophy’s thought that things of the Earth were evil. Paul concurs that the 
attention of the Colossians needs to be focused on Heaven, but in so doing he masterfully 
turns what the false teachers advocate against themselves. Peter T. O’Brien summaries how 
Paul “outclasses his opponents on their own ground, not completely disparaging their 
concern with the heavenly realm but rather redirecting it, at the same time exposing its 
false premises about contacting this realm through legalistic observances.”8 

In 2 Corinthians 4:18, Paul had observed how “we look not at the things which are seen, 
but at the things which are not seen; for the things which are seen are temporal, but the 
things which are not seen are eternal.” In instructing people to focus on eternal things in the 
realm of Heaven, no good theologian honestly argues that Paul opposes physical things—
like the later Gnostics of the Second Century—but was instead often using the contrast of 
worldly/Heavenly as a warning about how possessing a physical body can often lead to 
physical sins. Paul wants people to live their lives on Earth in accordance with what exists 
above. F.F. Bruce further indicates, 

“The Gnostics also believed in aiming at what was above...But Paul has in mind a 
higher plane than theirs...Don’t look at life from the standpoint of these lower planes; look 
at them from Christ’s exalted viewpoint. Judge everything by the standards of that new 

 
6 The Babylonian Talmud: A Translation and Commentary. MS Windows XP. Peabody, MA: Hendrickson, 

2005. CD-ROM. 
7 Moo, 246. 
8 O’Brien, Colossians-Philemon, 161. 
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creation to which you belong, not by those of the old order to which you have said a final 
farewell.”9 
 

 
3 For you have died and your life is hidden with Messiah in God. 4 When Messiah, 
who is our life, is revealed, then you also will be revealed with Him in glory. 
 
3:3 In instructing the Colossians to live righteously, Paul picks up the previous theme 

of how they have “died” with the Messiah (2:12, 20), meaning that His sacrificial death on 
their behalf affects how they are to die to the power of sin. He says, “For you died to this life, 
and your real life is hidden with Christ in God” (NLT). The only real hidden, or secret things, 
that the Colossians need to be concerned about, are already found with the life that they 
possess in the Messiah—something God has purposed. The usage of “hidden” here is 
perhaps about as close to speaking of anything secretive or mystic that Paul gets in his 
letter. He refers to the fact that the Colossian Believers are to live within God’s realm, 
untouchable by anyone. Yeshua is the One in whom true knowledge and wisdom is to be 
found (2:3), things that born again Believers raised with Him into a new life are to 
demonstrate. James D.G. Dunn describes, “Paul and Timothy were evidently wholly 
confident that this perspective, this hidden resource, would provide all the wisdom needed 
to cope with the challenges and problems of daily living.”10 

Another view of the Colossians having a hidden life in the Messiah, is how the language 
of “hidden” is used in the Tanach regarding safety. 1 Samuel 13:6 records how, “When the 
men of Israel saw that they were in a strait (for the people were hard-pressed), then the 
people hid themselves in caves, in thickets, in cliffs, in cellars, and in pits.” Psalm 27:5 also 
exclaims, “For in the day of trouble He will conceal me in His tabernacle; in the secret place 
of His tent He will hide me; He will lift me up on a rock.”11 

What are the ramifications of dying with the Messiah? Paul has previously expressed 
how “that I may know Him and the power of His resurrection and the fellowship of His 
sufferings, being conformed to His death” (Philippians 3:10). He also had previously taught 
how Believers are to “always [be] carrying about in the body the dying of Yeshua, so that the 
life of Yeshua also may be manifested in our body” (2 Corinthians 4:10). To one degree or 
another, the sufferings that the Messiah experienced on our behalf, are to be emulated in 
the way that we conduct ourselves. This does not mean that we are to physically torture 
ourselves, similar to the ascetic regulations of the false teachers (2:21-23), but ethically our 

 
9 Bruce, Colossians-Philemon-Ephesians, 134. 
Dunn disagrees that a Pauline subversion of some kind of Jewish-Gnostic philosophy is in view in vs. 1-2, 

instead arguing that subversion of an apocalyptic Jewish view is seen throughout ch. 3, perhaps as evident in 
literature like 2 Baruch 48:42-52:7 (Dunn, 202). 

10 Dunn, 207. 
11 Cf. Moo, 250. 
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character is to be one of self-less service and love to each other. Dying to our sinful selves 
will enable us to understand the magnificence of the Messiah’s exaltation. Maxie D. 
Dunnam considers this to be how, “The risen and exalted Lord conquered death. We do not 
wait for eternal life; it is ours now. Risen with Christ, the glorious privilege of beginning 
now the life with Christ which will continue eternally is ours.”12 

The resurrection of the dead surely awaits us in the future—but the life of the 
resurrection is to be a present experience now. Wright observes, “There is a perfect 
balance here between the ‘already’ and the ‘not yet’ that are so characteristic of Paul’s 
teaching...The new age has dawned, and Christians already belong to it. The old age, 
however, is not yet wound up, and until they die (or until the Lord ‘appears’ again in his 
second coming) their new life will be a secret truth.”13 Paul taught in Romans 8:18, “For I 
consider that the sufferings of this present time are not worthy to be compared with the 
glory that is to be revealed to us.” John also says, “Beloved, now we are children of God, and 
it has not appeared as yet what we will be. We know that when He appears, we will be like 
Him, because we will see Him just as He is” (1 John 3:2). 

Lincoln offers a good summary of what the “hidden” life of Believers entails: “This 
passage can serve...as a reminder that the real new age began with the resurrection of 
Jesus—not with a planetary shift from the Age of Pisces to the Age of Aquarius.”14 While 
Heavenly, the life of Believers is to be lived out on an Earth marred by sin—specifically so 
others can be impacted with the transforming power of the gospel! 

3:4 So serious is the life of Believers, that the Apostle Paul actually asserts “When 
Messiah, who is {y}our life, is revealed, then you also will be revealed with Him in glory.” 
The key statement here is ho Christos phanerōthē, hē zōē humōn. There is some strong 
manuscript evidence that points to humōn or “your” (NIV, NRSV, ESV, HCSB) actually being 
the original reading, as opposed to hēmōn or “our.”15 O’Brien notes how any change between 
humōn and hēmōn “may have been due to faulty hearing or because a copyist wished to 
maintain the point that Christ is the life of Christians generally and not simply of those at 
Colossae.”16 If “Christ, who is your life” (NIV), is the more original reading, it does not 
significantly change anything—because by extension the Messiah is the life of all Believers. 
The Apostle Paul himself recognized how Yeshua was his life: “it is no longer I who live, but 
Messiah lives in me” (Galatians 2:20). Rhetorically, “Messiah, who is your life,” would have 
placed a significant responsibility upon the Colossians to make sure that Yeshua was at the 
center of their faith (1:27). 

Hearing “Messiah, who is {y}our life” in Colossians 3:4 is something that today’s 
Messianics need to take very serious note of. This is not often something we hear in our 

 
12 Dunnam, 372. 
13 Wright, 132. 
14 Lincoln, in NIB, 11:640. 
15 Metzger, Textual Commentary, 624. 
16 O’Brien, Colossians-Philemon, 157 fn #a. 
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congregations and assemblies—as opposed to the declaration “Torah is life.” While 
Deuteronomy 32:46-47 does indeed say, “Take to your heart all the words with which I am 
warning you today...all the words of this law. For it is not an idle word for you; indeed it is 
your life [ki-hu cha’yeikhem],” this is speaking of how the Torah’s commandments are to be 
the sphere of conduct in which Ancient Israel, and certainly God’s people today, are to live and 
find themselves (materially) blessed.17 The point made in Colossians 3:1-4 is that having died 
to sin, and raised to new life with the Messiah, He is to be the source of where eternal life is 
found. There is no problem with today’s Messianic movement placing a proper emphasis on 
the Torah as the high standard of God’s holiness; but there is a problem when “Torah is life” 
equaling the means of inheriting eternal life is emphasized. 

For a man like Paul, “to live is Messiah and to die is gain” (Philippians 1:21). Regardless 
of what happened in his life—even whether he lived or died—he did what he did because of 
who Yeshua was to him. Placing Yeshua at the center of one’s being involves living properly 
in the current world, and looking forward to a future world where He reigns on Earth. 
O’Brien considers this to be “the life of the age to come which will be received on the final 
day and which through the resurrection of Christ from the dead has become for the believer 
a present reality,”18 in what we might call an inaugurated eschatology. John’s writings 
employ language that speaks of how those who belong to Yeshua pass from a realm of death 
to a realm of life (John 5:24-25; 11:25-26; 1 John 5:12). 

One day in the future, Believers “will appear with him in glory” (RSV), the verb 
phaneroō meaning “to make manifest” (LS).19 This speaks of the future glorification of 
Believers at the resurrection (Romans 8:17; 1 Thessalonians 4:16-18), when the human 
person is fully restored (Hebrews 9:28), when the Lord “will transform the body of our 
humble state into conformity with the body of His glory, by the exertion of the power that 
He has even to subject all things to Himself” (Philippians 3:21). While experiencing great 
fulfillment in life on Earth with God’s Spirit within Believers, there is a future coming and a 
definite return of the Messiah to Earth. Dunn points out, “Whether the present writers 
shared this expectation [as very soon]...is not clear...That the parousia is mentioned only 
here in Colossians is of ambiguous significance, since so many of the items included in the 
Pauline letters were determined by the circumstances addressed.”20 Vs. 1-4 place an 
emphasis on living the life of the world to come now, before it is actually manifest. 
 

 

 
17 For further consideration, consult the thoughts expressed in Walter C. Kaiser, “Leviticus 18:5 and Paul: 

Do This and You Shall Live (Eternally?)” in Journal of the Evangelical Theological Society Vol. 14 No. 1 (1971):19-
27, with his conclusions also seen in his book Toward Old Testament Ethics (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1983). 

18 O’Brien, Colossians-Philemon, 165. 
19 LS, 855. 
20 Dunn, 208. 
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5 Therefore consider the members of your earthly body as dead to immorality, 
impurity, passion, evil desire, and greed, which amounts to idolatry. 6 For it is 
because of these things that the wrath of God will come upon the sons of 
disobedience, 7 and in them you also once walked, when you were living in them. 
 
3:5 Living the life of the world to come, in the present evil world, requires serious 

changes to be evident in the lives of born again Believers. In the Torah, Ancient Israel was 
given a choice between two ways: “See, I have set before you today life and prosperity, and 
death and adversity; in that I command you today to love the LORD your God, to walk in His 
ways and to keep His commandments and His statutes and His judgments” (Deuteronomy 
30:15-16ff). One choice leads to a life of blessing and close communion with God, and 
another choice leads to a life of cursing, death, and exile from God. Those who have made 
the choice to walk the right path, as Paul says, are to “Put to death therefore what is earthly 
in you” (RSV). Ta melē ta epi tēs gēs are actually “your members that are upon the earth” 
(YLT), and an emphasis of how, in O’Brien’s words, 

“Being heavenly minded does not mean living in the clouds! The believer who obeys 
the apostolic injunction to aim at the things above will be involved in an ongoing spiritual 
warfare here below as he or she puts to death the sinful propensities and pursuits, and 
allows the new nature to find outward expression in a godly life.”21 

When examining v. 5, some readers need clarification as to what is intended by the use 
of “member” or melos, simply meaning “a limb” (LS).22 More than a few think that 
“members” is directly related to inappropriate sexual sins, and while this is by no means 
something to be excluded, melē would regard more the faculties of a person than anything 
else. This is the view reflected by Paul in Romans 6:13: “do not go on presenting the 
members of your body to sin as instruments of unrighteousness; but present yourselves to 
God as those alive from the dead, and your members as instruments of righteousness to 
God.” Dunn comments, “the person’s interaction with the wider world as through organs 
and limbs is what is in view. It was precisely the interaction which had characterized the 
Colossians’ old way of life which is now targeted.”23 

After saying that their members are to be dead, v. 5 continues by listing a number of 
specific sins: “sexual immorality, impurity, lust, evil desires and greed, which is idolatry” 
(NIV). Victor Paul Furnish interjects his view, “Nothing specific about moral conditions at 
Colossae should be deduced from these lists,”24 but is it completely impossible that the false 
teachers did not practice these sins to some degree or another? The whole purpose of Paul 
emphasizing that the Colossians are to place their attention on the Messiah, raised up with 

 
21 O’Brien, Colossians-Philemon, pp 175-176. 
22 LS, 496. 
23 Dunn, 212. 
24 Victor Paul Furnish, “The Letter of Paul to the Colossians,” in Charles M. Laymon, ed., The Interpreter’s 

One-Volume Commentary on the Bible (Nashville: Abingdon, 1971), 862. 
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Him in Heaven, recognizing Yeshua as their life—is precisely because the ascetic 
philosophy (2:23) of the false teachers could not stop people from committing deeds of the 
flesh. Paul does not insist that the Colossians’ life on Earth is “dead,” but rather warns how 
specific vices are to no longer be present among them because of the resurrection power of 
Yeshua. 

Paul observed previously in his letter to the Romans how there are immature Believers 
who wrestle with sin: “but I see a different law in the members of my body, waging war 
against the law of my mind and making me a prisoner of the law of sin which is in my 
members” (Romans 7:23).25 The new life of faith in Yeshua requires one to understand, “if 
by the Spirit you are putting to death the deeds of the body, you will live” (Romans 8:13), 
something that is not instantaneous, although it should be a steady process. Bruce concurs, 
“The impartation of the new nature by Christ does not effect the immediate annihilation of 
the old hereditary nature; so long as [people] live in this world, the old nature persists like a 
dormant force which may spring into activity at any time.”26 

How significant are the sins listed by Paul in v. 5? Four sexual sins will later be 
followed by five anti-social sins (v. 8). Giving a list of sins is not something uncommon to 
the Pauline letters (Romans 1:29-31; 1 Corinthians 5:11; 6:9-10; Galatians 5:19-21; Ephesians 
5:3-4). One may even see some parallels with what is said of sinners in Wisdom 14:25-26: 

“For whether they kill children in their initiations, or celebrate secret mysteries, or 
hold frenzied revels with strange customs, they no longer keep either their lives or their 
marriages pure, but they either treacherously kill one another, or grieve one another by 
adultery, and all is a raging riot of blood and murder, theft and deceit, corruption, 
faithlessness, tumult, perjury, confusion over what is good, forgetfulness of favors, 
pollution of souls, sex perversion, disorder in marriage, adultery, and debauchery.” 

There is certainly discussion among Colossians commentators as to where the 
vice/virtue lists seen in the epistle likely originated. Did they come from Jewish proselyte 
requirements, ancient Stoic philosophy, or the Qumran literature? It is not at all difficult to 
discern how the sins listed in vs. 5, 8-9 are forbidden in the Torah, and a principally Jewish 
background is invoked for them. A cursory examination of the Apocrypha, Philo, and the 
DSS show us some further parallels: 

 
In pleasure there exists even a malevolent tendency, which is the most complex of 
all the emotions. In the soul it is boastfulness, covetousness, thirst for honor, 
rivalry, and malice; in the body, indiscriminate eating, gluttony, and solitary 
gormandizing (4 Maccabees 1:25-27). 
 

 
25 Be aware of how many Romans interpreters today are agreed that the “I” of Romans 7 is a hypothetical 

sinner, and not necessarily the Apostle Paul giving us autobiographical information. For a summary of this, 
consult J.M. Everts, “Conversion and Call of Paul,” in Dictionary of Paul and His Letters, 158. 

26 Bruce, Colossians-Philemon-Ephesians, 142. 
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Know, then, my good friend, that if you become a votary of pleasure you will be all 
these things: a bold, cunning, audacious, unsociable, uncourteous, inhuman, 
lawless, savage, illtempered, unrestrainable, worthless man; deaf to advice, foolish, 
full of evil acts, unteachable, unjust, unfair, one who has no participation with 
others, one who cannot be trusted in his agreements, one with whom there is no 
peace, covetous, most lawless, unfriendly, homeless, cityless, seditious, faithless, 
disorderly, impious, unholy, unsettled, unstable, uninitiated, profane, polluted, 
indecent, destructive, murderous, illiberal, abrupt, brutal, slavish, cowardly, 
intemperate, irregular, disgraceful, shameful, doing and suffering all infamy, 
colourless, immoderate, unsatiable, insolent, conceited, self-willed, mean, envious, 
calumnious, quarrelsome, slanderous, greedy, deceitful, cheating, rash, ignorant, 
stupid, inharmonious, dishonest, disobedient, obstinate, tricky, swindling, 
insincere, suspicious, hated, absurd, difficult to detect, difficult to avoid, 
destructive, evil-minded, disproportionate, an unreasonable chatterer, a proser, a 
gossip, a vain babbler, a flatterer, a fool, full of heavy sorrow, weak in bearing grief, 
trembling at every sound, inclined to delay, inconsiderate, improvident, impudent, 
neglectful of good, unprepared, ignorant of virtue, always in the wrong, erring, 
stumbling, ill-managed, ill-governed, a glutton, a captive, a spendthrift, easily 
yielding, most crafty, double-minded, double-tongued, perfidious, treacherous, 
unscrupulous, always unsuccessful, always in want, infirm of purpose, fickle, a 
wanderer, a follower of others, yielding to impulses, open to the attacks of enemies, 
mad, easily satisfied, fond of life, fond of vain glory, passionate, ill-tempered, lazy, a 
procrastinator, suspected, incurable, full of evil jealousies, despairing, full of tears, 
rejoicing in evil, frantic, beside yourself, without any steady character, contriving 
evil, eager for disgraceful gain, selfish, a willing slave, an eager enemy, a 
demagogue, a bad steward, stiffnecked, effeminate, outcast, confused, discarded, 
mocking, injurious, vain, full of unmitigated unalloyed misery (Philo Sacrifices of 
Abel and Cain 32).27 
 
The operations of the spirit of falsehood result in greed, neglect of righteous deeds, 
wickedness, lying, pride and haughtiness, cruel deceit and fraud, massive 
hypocrisy, a want of self-control and abundant foolishness, a zeal for arrogance, 
abominable deeds fashioned by whorish desire, lechery in its filthy manifestation, a 
reviling tongue, blind eyes, deaf ears, stiff neck, and hard heart—to the end of 
walking in all the ways of darkness and evil cunning (1QS 4.9-11).28 
 
All of these vices seen depict a pagan way of life that is to be gone in the lives of the 

Colossians. Dunn considers the most significant parallel to exist with CD 4.15-19 in the DSS, 
an interpretation of Isaiah 24:27, “Terror and pit and snare confront you, O inhabitant of the 
earth”: 

 
27 The Works of Philo: Complete and Unabridged, 98. 
28 Wise, Abegg, and Cook, 130. 
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“The true meaning of this verse concerns the three traps of Belial about which Levi son 
of Jacob said that Belial would catch Israel in...The first is fornication; the second is wealth; 
the third is defiling the sanctuary. Who escapes from one is caught in the next; and whoever 
escapes from that is caught in the other.”29 

It cannot be denied how every single one of the sins in vs. 5, 8-9 is spoken against in 
the Torah (hardly what we would expect if the Law really were nailed to the cross in 
Colossians 2:14, losing all of its validity and relevance). Even though the false teachers 
would be insistent in matters like Sabbath, New Moons, various festivals, and eating—as 
these Torah practices had been hijacked as a part of their philosophy (2:16)—how much did 
they actually discuss and emphasize ethical and moral matters? Sexual sins are the first 
listed in v. 5, for the specific reason that most of the new, non-Jewish Believers entered into 
the ekklēsia from a Hellenistic society that had low sexual morals. Greek males, in particular, 
were often allowed to do many things that Jewish culture would completely disallow. A 
Jewish sentiment seen in the Pseudepigrapha specifically expresses, 

“The majority of other men defile themselves in their relationships, thereby 
committing a serious offense, and lands and whole cities take pride in it: they not only 
procure the males, they also defile mothers and daughters. We are quite separated from 
these practices” (Letter of Aristeas 152).30 

What would have been the purpose of Paul listing the various sins of v. 5? Did these 
sins have any relationship to what the false teachers were advocating? What we know for 
certain is that the Colossians were under the threat of being seriously influenced by errant 
worldly philosophies, many of which seem to be represented by teachings that would later 
classify as being a part of Gnosticism. One of the gross errors of Gnosticism was the teaching 
that what one did in the body, physically, did not affect a person spiritually. Obviously, Paul 
insisted that the Colossians were dead to specific physical sins.31 

I would consider it possible that these were some of the sins that were being practiced 
by those who were influenced by the errors of early Gnosticism. Not only did the false 
philosophy not help curtail fleshly urges, but perhaps being so entrenched by their ascetic 
rituals, should the false teachers have fallen into these various physical sins—they would 
have failed to stand convicted. Contrary to this would be how when the Messiah is your 
life, sins committed in one’s physical body do affect a person spiritually, and/or rewards (or 
punishment) experienced in the hereafter. Conviction from the Holy Spirit to rectify mistakes 
should also be present. 

3:6 There is an important reason not to have sinful vices present in one’s life: “it is 
because of these things that the wrath of God will come upon the sons of disobedience.” 
Some kind of eschatological judgment on sinners is anticipated by the Tanach (i.e., Isaiah 13; 

 
29 Ibid., 55; cf. Dunn, 213. 
30 R.J.H. Shutt, trans., “Letter of Aristeas,” in The Old Testament Pseudepigrapha, Vol 2, 23. 
31 Consult Dunn, pp 214-217, for a detailed summary of these sins in an ancient Jewish and Greco-Roman 

context. 
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34:1-4; Zephaniah 1:14-18), although the details are frequently debated as applying to a Day 
of the LORD when Yeshua returns to the Earth, versus the second resurrection (Revelation 
20:6, 11-12) followed by the eternal state. The vantage point of Paul in v. 6 sees hē orgē tou 
Theou as the wrath of God distributed upon sinners at the final judgment. Yeshua the 
Messiah “rescues us from the wrath to come” (1 Thessalonians 1:10; cf. Romans 2:5), in that 
His salvation renders such wrath inoperative for born again Believers. A definite parallel 
exists between vs. 5-6, and Ephesians 5:5-6: 

“For this you know with certainty, that no immoral or impure person or covetous man, 
who is an idolater, has an inheritance in the kingdom of Messiah and God. Let no one 
deceive you with empty words, for because of these things the wrath of God comes upon the 
sons of disobedience.” 

While the wrath of God is something that is to be distributed upon sinners at the final 
judgment, the Apostle Paul’s inaugurated eschatology enables him to see that just as 
Believers get to participate, at least partially, in the life of the world to come—so do sinners 
get to similarly participate in the judgment to come. While the NASU renders v. 6 with 
the future tense “will come,” erchetai is a middle voice, present tense verb, rendered in other 
versions as “is coming” (RSV, NIV, NRSV, ESV), leaving the arrival of God’s judgment as 
something that need not necessarily wait until the final day. In Romans 1:18ff, Paul 
expresses how “the wrath of God is revealed from heaven against all ungodliness and 
unrighteousness of men who suppress the truth in unrighteousness,” employing the present 
tense Apokaluptetai for “revealed.” 

Furthermore, the wrath of God is blind to anyone’s pedigree: “to those who are selfishly 
ambitious and do not obey the truth, but obey unrighteousness, wrath and indignation. 
There will be tribulation and distress for every soul of man who does evil, of the Jew first and 
also of the Greek” (Romans 2:8-9). Paul’s theology of sin requires him to recognize that all of 
humanity—including his own Jewish people—are subject to the penalties of sin should they 
fail to repent (Romans 3:9ff). 

There is certainly a significant degree of controversy in theological studies over what 
eternal punishment actually is, with many of us forced to navigate between the extremes of 
annihilationism (where the condemned are completely snuffed out of existence), universal 
salvation (where not only will evil men like Hitler or Stalin be redeemed, but even Satan), 
and even those who hold to a too literal fire and smoke for eternity (which often does not 
counterbalance itself with descriptions of eternal punishment as “outer darkness” as seen in 
Matthew 8:12; 22:13; 25:30; etc.).32 Too many might be overly influenced by thinking of 

 
32 For a further discussion, consult William V. Crockett, ed., Four Views on Hell (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 

1996), and the author’s publication Why Hell Must Be Eternal. 
The author generally adheres to Crockett’s own metaphorical view of eternal punishment, which holds to 

eternal punishment actually taking place and being ongoing for eternity, but interprets images like fire, smoke, 
brimstone, and darkness as principally being literary images of its severity. 
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eternal punishment as being locked up in a castle dungeon from the Middle Ages, whereas 
what it really involves is the unredeemed losing their right to rule beside God as His viceroy 
(Psalm 8; Hebrews 2:5-8). 

In Wright’s estimation, “Part of the horror of hell, it appears, is that those who 
consciously and continually choose sin instead of God become less and less human, until all 
that ennobles them as creatures made in God’s image has, by their own choice, been 
altogether obliterated, beyond hope or pity.”33 Those who lose God’s image (Genesis 1:27-28), 
in this way then, forfeit their right to enter into His purpose as rulers over the redeemed 
state. 

3:7 How significant was it for the Colossians to know that a life of sin merits God’s 
punishment? Paul actually expresses a positive sentiment for them, writing, “You used to 
walk in these ways, in the life you once lived” (NIV). The usage of “walk” here is 
characteristic of a Jewish author (1:10), and the sinful experiences are now—for the most 
part—behind the Colossians, especially as they now know Messiah as their life (v. 4). Dunn 
observes how, “Probably it was the revulsion against such [a negative] ethos which 
attracted many Gentiles to the stronger morality of Judaism.”34 The expanse of the 
Messianic movement in the future, just like the First Century Messianic movement, should 
likewise occur because of a wider emphasis upon Torah ethics and morality. Yet this will be 
quite incumbent upon our future leaders and teachers being well versed in theological 
conversation. 
 

 
8 But now you also, put them all aside: anger, wrath, malice, slander, and abusive 
speech from your mouth. 9 Do not lie to one another, since you laid aside the old 
self with its evil practices, 10 and have put on the new self who is being renewed 
to a true knowledge according to the image of the One who created him— 
 
3:8-9 It would seem that although some major sexual vices have been put out of the 

lives of the Colossians (v. 5), some significant social vices still have yet to be fully gone. Paul 
further instructs, “But now you must rid yourselves of all such things as these: anger, rage, 
malice, slander, and filthy language from your lips. Do not lie to each other” (vs. 8-9a, NIV). 
In telling the Colossians to eliminate these sins from their lives, he says “you have put off 
the old self with its practices” (v. 9b, ESV), ton palaion anthrōpon representing the old, sinful 
person destined for God’s wrath. The concept of putting off sin, and putting on God’s 
righteousness and holiness, is appropriated directly from the Tanach: 

 

 
Also useful to consider is Bruce Milne, The Message of Heaven & Hell (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity, 

2002). 
33 Wright, pp 135-136. 
34 Dunn, 218. 
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“I put on righteousness, and it clothed me; my justice was like a robe and a turban” (Job 
29:14). 
 
“I will rejoice greatly in the LORD, my soul will exult in my God; for He has clothed me 
with garments of salvation, He has wrapped me with a robe of righteousness, as a 
bridegroom decks himself with a garland, and as a bride adorns herself with her 
jewels” (Isaiah 61:10). 
 
3:10 As the Colossians are instructed to put off their old selves and the attendant sins, 

they are to “put on the new self, which is being renewed in knowledge after the image of its 
creator” (ESV). Ton neon describes a new way of existence, with the deeds of sin ripped 
away. Even more specific, the verb enduō can mean “to put any kind of thing on oneself, 
clothe oneself in, put on, wear” (BDAG),35 almost as though redeemed people are to take off 
old sinful clothes, and put on new righteous clothes. This is a recognition of how “if anyone 
is in Messiah, he is a new creature; the old things passed away; behold, new things have 
come” (2 Corinthians 5:17). Connections can definitely be seen with Paul’s parallel letter, 
where he further explains, 

“[I]n reference to your former manner of life, you lay aside the old self, which is being 
corrupted in accordance with the lusts of deceit, and that you be renewed in the spirit of 
your mind, and put on the new self, which in the likeness of God has been created in 
righteousness and holiness of the truth” (Ephesians 4:22-24). 

The second clause of v. 10 describes how Believers are to be brought “to a true 
knowledge according to the image of the One who created him.” In saying that they are to 
come eis epignōsin or “to knowledge,” Paul is subverting the terms used by the false teachers 
in Colossae. Rather than acquiring knowledge through their philosophy, it instead comes 
via the power of God changing mature men and women, something seen by the present 
passive participle anakainoumenon, “being renewed”—describing actions that only He can 
perform in leading people to such knowledge by His Spirit (cf. Romans 8:26-27). And in such 
renewal—a direct consequence of placing trust in Yeshua—the image of God that was 
marred by the Fall can be restored to people. Such transformation will be directly evident in 
the good and upright moral conduct of Believers. Also to be considered is how tou ktisantos, 
“the creator,” as Ben Witherington III notes, possibly “even...refers to Christ in light of ch. 
1...”36 According to Paul, it is, after all, the image of the Son that Believers are to be 
conformed to (Romans 8:29). 

God’s renewal work of people who cry out to Him, is something seen throughout the 
Tanach, as evidenced in multiple passages: 

 

 
35 BDAG, 333. 
36 Witherington, 178. 
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“And I will give them one heart, and put a new spirit within them. And I will take 
the heart of stone out of their flesh and give them a heart of flesh, that they may 
walk in My statutes and keep My ordinances and do them. Then they will be My 
people, and I shall be their God” (Ezekiel 11:19-20; cf. 36:26-27). 
 
“Cast away from you all your transgressions which you have committed and make 
yourselves a new heart and a new spirit! For why will you die, O house of Israel?” 
(Ezekiel 18:31). 
 
“Create in me a clean heart, O God, and renew a steadfast spirit within me” (Psalm 
51:10). 
 
In connection with what is seen in v. 11, Moo actually suggests that the new self, which 

the Colossians are to put on and wear, is not necessarily to be understood in terms of 
individuals per se, but rather “This language strongly suggests that the ‘new self’ is not a 
part of an individual or even an individual as a whole, but some kind of corporate entity.”37 
He considers the new self to be the kainon anthrōpon or “one new humanity” (Ephesians 2:15, 
NRSV/CJB) that Paul will speak about in Ephesians. This is certainly something not to be 
dismissed, because even if individuals are likely in principal view in vs. 7-10, individuals 
make up a corporate whole in the Body of Messiah. 
 

 
11 a renewal in which there is no distinction between Greek and Jew, circumcised 
and uncircumcised, barbarian, Scythian, slave and freeman, but Messiah is all, 
and in all. 
 
3:11 Quite significant within Paul’s instruction to the Colossians is how putting on the 

new self has universal ramifications. Unlike the false teachers who may have catered only to 
a select few, Paul asserts that “The new self allows no room for discriminating between 
[Greek] and Jew38, circumcised and uncircumcised, foreigner, savage, slave, free man; on 
the contrary, in all, the Messiah is everything” (CJB). V. 11 parallels his previous word in 
Galatians 3:28, “There is neither Jew nor Greek, there is neither slave nor free man, there is 
neither male nor female; for you are all one in Messiah Yeshua,” where he deliberately 
undermined some Rabbinical sentiments of his day (t.Berachot 6:18),39 speaking of the grand 
equality all (including women!) experience in the gospel.40 Paul also says in 1 Corinthians 

 
37 Moo, 267. 
38 Grk. Hellēn kai Ioudaios. 
39 Cf. Joseph H. Hertz, ed., The Authorised Daily Prayer Book, revised (New York: Bloch Publishing Company, 

1960), pp 19, 21; cf. Nosson Scherman and Meir Zlotowitz, eds., Complete ArtScroll Siddur, Nusach Ashkenaz 
(Brooklyn: Mesorah Publications, 1984), 19. 

40 For a further discussion, consult the author’s exegetical paper on Galatians 3:28, “Biblical Equality and 
Today’s Messianic Movement.” 
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12:13, “For by one Spirit we were all baptized into one body, whether Jews or Greeks, 
whether slaves or free, and we were all made to drink of one Spirit,” an allusion to how the 
Holy Spirit is blind when it comes to distributing power to redeemed people. 

Paul’s assertion in v. 11 is that ethnic standing, circumcision standing (likely including 
whether one was a Jewish proselyte or not), cultural standing, linguistic standing, or social 
standing does not matter that much when it comes to the work of the Lord within His 
people. This is because “Messiah is all, and in all,” [ta] panta kai en pasin Christos—as He is to 
be the focal point around whom all Believers are united. This grand equality between all 
who place their trust in Him (Romans 3:22; 10:12), as Bruce indicates, is something 
“especially celebrated in the first three chapters of Ephesians,”41 as the reconciliation of 
Jewish and non-Jewish Believers toward one another is a foreshadowing of the grand 
redemption that is to come to the cosmos (Ephesians 3:10). 

Colossians 3:11 expands the categories that Paul originally listed in Galatians 3:28, but 
rather than subverting various Jewish prejudices, he here makes a point to more subvert 
various Greek and Roman prejudices. All of the groups listed regarded the other as 
inferior.42 This is especially seen by the Phillips New Testament rendering of “foreigner or 
savage,” given ancient classical prejudices toward the Scythians. The Scythians were a 
nomadic people originating from the area to the north and east of the Black Sea, known for 
herding sheep and goats, but also serving as brutal mercenaries.43 The Jewish historian 
Josephus would actually say, “Now, as to the Scythians, they take a pleasure in killing men, 
and differ but little from brute beasts” (Against Apion 2.269).44 Yet in the Messiah, such 
prejudices against people needing His salvation are to be erased. 

In addressing the universal effects of how the gospel can change people, neither Paul 
nor any Colossians commentator today, is going to conclude that various differences 
between people suddenly go away. They do not. But they are not to be present in terms of the 
working of God in the lives of people, as He shows no prejudices toward those whom He 
saves. Wright indicates, “differences of background, nationality, colour, language, social 
standing and so forth must be regarded as irrelevant to the question of the love, honour and 
respect that are to be shown to individuals and groups.”45 This is especially seen in Paul’s 
companion letter to Philemon, regarding what he is to do with the runaway slave Onesimus, 
treating him “no longer as a slave, but more than a slave, a beloved brother” (Philemon 16). 

So, if national and social identities are not erased in Yeshua, what is the role that they 
should play in relation to the salvation Yeshua has provided? Bruce observes, “Natural and 
racial idiosyncrasies may survive, but in such a way as to contribute to the living variety of 

 
41 Bruce, Colossians-Philemon-Ephesians, 149. 
42 Consult Dunn, pp 223-227, for a more detailed expansion of how this was the case. 
43 For more information, consult Karen S. Rubinson, “Scythians,” in ABD, 5:1056-1057. 
44 The Works of Josephus: Complete and Unabridged, 810. 
45 Wright, 140. 
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the people of Christ, not so as to create or perpetuate any difference in spiritual status.”46 
Moo further describes, “these earthly identities are no longer what is most important: 
solidarity in Christ is now the ruling paradigm for the new community.”47 This is not at all 
an easy lesson for today’s Messianic movement, which still often falls into the paradigm of 
Galatians 2:16—an attention focused around human “works of law” (cf. 4QMMT),48 rather 
than on Yeshua’s faithfulness demonstrated for us.49 Messianic Judaism, in particular, runs 
the serious risk of focusing on Jewish-ness at the expense of Yeshua-ness, and in failing to 
integrate the virtues that many non-Jewish Messianics bring from their native cultures,50 
which can aid in the mission of God for His “one new humanity.” Witherington’s thoughts 
are well taken: 

“The basis of any kind of ordering in the [assembly] is according to what one is called 
and gifted to do, a rather bold break from the way things tended to be determined in the 
pagan world, and also to a larger degree in the Jewish world.”51 

As important as it is to recognize the grand equality that all Believers in Yeshua are to 
experience, and especially for Messianics how Jewish and non-Jewish Believers are to be 
bound by His salvation, it is quite easy to see how some can take Colossians 3:11 a bit too far. 
Lincoln oversteps the appropriate bounds when asserting, 

“What are the contemporary equivalents of the categories listed in 3:11 that ought not 
to be obstacles to unity and reconciled relationships within the church? Certainly male and 
female still need to be added, and, in light of contemporary understanding of sexual 
orientation, gay/lesbian and straight should be included. In a global context, the disparity 
between ‘First World’ and ‘Two-thirds World’ Christians scarcely reflects a universal 
community displaying the overcoming of differences in a loving and just reconciliation in 
Christ.”52 

We can certainly agree with Lincoln that there are many unnecessary divisions among 
Believers today, extending to males and females, and also differences between people in the 
First World and those who live below poverty. Lincoln goes too far, though, in suggesting 
that sexual orientation is an inappropriate barrier between Believers—especially when the 
Apostle Paul himself considered homosexual behavior to be a principal result of the pagan 
Gentiles turning away from the One True God (Romans 1:26-28), a sure reflection of his 
Torah ethic (Leviticus 18:22; 20:13). Certainly, both evangelical Christians and Messianic 

 
46 Bruce, Colossians-Philemon-Ephesians, 149. 
47 Moo, 272. 
48 Consult the author’s article “What Are ‘Works of the Law’?” (appearing in The New Testament Validates 

Torah). 
49 Consult the author’s article “The Faithfulness of Yeshua the Messiah” (appearing in The New Testament 

Validates Torah). 
50 One of the most important of these virtues would be the strong integration of the Protestant work ethic, 

applied to how we approach theological research and Biblical Studies. 
51 Witherington, 179. 
52 Lincoln, in NIB, 11:646. 
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Believers often have a way to go in treating homosexual men and women as human beings 
to be afforded basic rights—people for whom Yeshua was sacrificed (2:14) and who the 
Father values and loves greatly. But, their non-Biblical lifestyle should very much prohibit 
them from serving in the leadership of today’s ekklēsia. They deserve to be shown the love of 
the Messiah, but their lifestyle is not something that is approved of in the Scriptures.53 

Contrary to the false teachers of Colossae, who were desiring ecstatic, ethereal trances 
of another dimension, the power of Yeshua has the awesome capacity to change people 
while on Earth. Moo observes how “in opposition to a tendency among the false teachers to 
exclusivity,” the Apostle Paul stresses “that the new humanity is inclusive of every nation 
and every social class.”54 This is because “Christ is all that matters for Christ lives in all” 
(Phillips New Testament). Yeshua is to be everywhere within every Believer, and so it is 
incumbent upon fellow brothers and sisters to recognize the Lord Yeshua in one another, 
the One who reigns supreme (cf. 1 Corinthians 15:28). Dunn has some excellent thoughts 
that each of us may have to consider: 

“[I]t is precisely [this] thought of Christ in a cosmic role, as embodying the creative 
power and rationality by which God created and sustains the cosmos...Anyone who 
recognizes God in Christ to that extent will find such human distinctions and boundaries 
relatively trivial and unimportant.”55 
 

 
12 So, as those who have been chosen of God, holy and beloved, put on a heart of 
compassion, kindness, humility, gentleness and patience; 13 bearing with one 
another, and forgiving each other, whoever has a complaint against anyone; just 
as the Lord forgave you, so also should you. 
 
3:12 The grand spiritual renewal, which knows no ethnic or cultural boundaries, that 

Yeshua can enact within a person—manifests itself in concrete attitudes of holiness and 
appropriate conduct. Paul instructs the Colossians, “Put on then, as God's chosen ones, holy 
and beloved, compassion, kindness, lowliness, meekness, and patience” (RSV). This would 
have had an important rhetorical effect for people in Asia Minor, as Witherington indicates, 
“The three synonyms piled up together at the outside—the elect, the holy ones, the 
beloved—are again an Asiatic trait.”56 Not to be overlooked at all is how in describing born 
again Believers, Paul appropriates language that is used in the Tanach to originally describe 
Israel. Simply consider what is summarized of Ancient Israel in Deuteronomy 7:6-8: 

“For you are a holy people to the LORD your God; the LORD your God has chosen you to 
be a people for His own possession out of all the peoples who are on the face of the earth. 

 
53 Consult the relevant parts of Men and Women in the Body of Messiah: Answering Crucial Questions (2018). 
54 Moo, pp 272-273. 
55 Dunn, 227. 
56 Witherington, 179. 
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