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10 Aristarchus, my fellow prisoner, sends you his greetings; and also Barnabas's 
cousin Mark (about whom you received instructions; if he comes to you, welcome 
him); 11 and also Jesus who is called Justus; these are the only fellow workers for 
the kingdom of God who are from the circumcision, and they have proved to be an 
encouragement to me. 
 
4:10a The final greetings of Paul’s letter continue, as they give us not only some 

important information about Paul’s ministry activity in Rome, but also the people who have 
helped him. The first person mentioned here is Aristarchus, who was present with Paul in 
the Ephesian riot (Acts 19:29), and would therefore have been known to the Believers in 
Colossae, only about a hundred miles away. Aristarchus accompanied Paul to Greece, 
originally being from Thessalonica (Acts 20:4), and later accompanied Paul on his voyage to 
Rome (Acts 27:2), likely going all the way with him. 

Paul designates Aristarchus as ho sunaichmalōtos mou or “my fellow prisoner.” How are 
we to understand Aristarchus being a “prisoner”? He either attended to Paul in his 
confinement, and so “Christ’s captive like myself” (NEB) is some kind of an honorific title, 
or Aristarchus was actually locked up with Paul. Moo favors the latter, with Aristarchus 
being a literal prisoner, although he does have to explain, “We do not know how Aristarchus 
ended up in prison with Paul, but we can speculate that he volunteered to share the apostle’s 
imprisonment in order to be of help to him.”29 

Advocates of pseudonymity for Colossians note a possible problem, because in 
Philemon 23 it is Epaphras who is listed as the prisoner, and not Aristarchus. Yet this need 
not mean that Colossians was not written or authorized by the Apostle Paul. If Aristarchus 
had to share Paul’s imprisonment to assist him, he could have shared these duties with 
Epaphras, who at the time of Philemon’s composition had taken Aristarchus’ place. 

4:10b The second person who extends greetings to the Colossians here is Mark, the 
cousin of Barnabas. This is the same man as John Mark, whose mother Mary had a house in 
Jerusalem where some of the early Believers met (Acts 12:12). Mark accompanied Barnabas 
and Paul back to Antioch (Acts 12:25), and went with them on their First Missionary Journey 
(Acts 13:1-14:28). Apparently, during their quest, Mark had abandoned them at Pamphylia 
(Acts 13:13), and as Paul’s Second Missionary Journey (Acts 15:36-18:28) prepares to 
commence, “Paul kept insisting that they should not take him along” (Acts 15:38a). There 
had been a prior point of contention with John Mark, so much so that Barnabas split up and 
went to Cyprus instead of continuing with Paul (Acts 15:39). 

John Mark is the traditional author of the Gospel that bears his name (Eusebius 
Ecclesiastical History 3.39.14-16). By the time the Epistle to the Colossians was written, the 
previously strained relations that Paul and Mark had, were patched up. Later in 2 Timothy 
4:11 we see the even more complimentary, “Pick up Mark and bring him with you, for he is 

 
29 Moo, 338. 
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useful to me for service.” John Mark apparently had some kind of ministry in Rome (1 Peter 
5:13), considering that Rome is the traditional location from which the Gospel of Mark was 
written, from the perspective of the Apostle Peter.30 

Barnabas being mentioned need not be overlooked, either. He was an important figure 
in the founding of the Jerusalem assembly (Acts 4:36), and he featured prominently in the 
assembly at Antioch (Acts 11:22; 13:1; 15:35). Barnabas also helped Paul in the early stages of 
his ministry (Acts 9:27; 11:25-26). Barnabas appears to have been well known by the 
Colossians. 

Paul’s statements about Mark, “about whom you received instructions,” are a bit 
perplexing. This is because the clause peri hou elabete entolas is better translated as 
“concerning whom ye did receive commands” (YLT). Paul actually uses “commandments” 
(KJV) or “orders” (LITV) to describe this. These directives may have been authorized by Paul 
for Tychicus to tell them, or may have already come down via Paul’s teaching ministry in 
Ephesus. This is a good indication that the Colossians were somehow aware of the rift that 
had existed between Paul and Mark in the past, and Paul wanted to make it perfectly clear 
that this rift was over.31 

4:11a The greetings to the Colossians continue in v. 11 with a man who has a very 
intriguing name: “Jesus who is called Justus.” This is a prime attestation of how in ancient 
times, and even frequently today, Jewish people commonly had two names: one from their 
Jewish heritage, and one from the environment in which they were living. Paul or Paulos, 
otherwise known as Saul or Shaul, also had two names (Acts 13:9). What makes this so 
intriguing for us as Messianics is that this Jewish man, also with the name Justus (Grk. 
Ioustos), was actually named Iēsous. The following is what the ABD entry has to say about this 
man: 

“Jesus Justus, a Jewish Christian who sent greetings to the Colossians along with Paul 
from his place of imprisonment (Col 4:11). Jesus (the Greek form of Joshua or Jeshua) was his 
Jewish name. It was common for Jews to have this name (cf. Acts 13:6) up until the 2d cent. 
C.E. Justus was his Latin surname, which denoted loyal observance of the law, and was 
probably given to him because of his reputation.”32 

What makes Jesus Justus significant is that it points to the fact that the name Iēsous, the 
Greek transliteration of the Hebrew name Yeshua, was in fact used among Greek-speaking 
Jews as an acceptable male name. While it is common in some parts of today’s Messianic 

 
30 Consult the author’s entry for the Gospel of Mark in A Survey of the Apostolic Scriptures for the Practical 

Messianic. 
31 The dilemma seen in these statements is a grammatical one. Dunn points out, “In Paul the word evntolh, 

(‘command’) almost always refers to divine commands (Rom. 7:8-13; 13:9; 1 Cor. 7:19; 14:37; also Eph. 2:15; 6:2; 1 
Tim. 6:14); only here and in Tit. 1:14 it is used of human ‘commands’ or ‘instructions’” (Dunn, 277). If entolē can be 
used for human instructions, even if only in a few locations in the Pauline letters, could it at all be used this way 
in Ephesians 2:15? Could man-made commandments be what had separated the nations from the Jewish people, 
and what required the construction of the dividing wall in the Second Temple complex? 

32 John Gillman, “Justus,” in ABD, 3:1135. 
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movement to hear that the Greek name Iēsous derives from “Zeus,” this has no basis in 
linguistic fact, because Iēsous and Zeus have two totally different Greek spellings and 
pronunciations. TDNT further asserts, “a modern theory is that Jesus is a masculine form of 
Iasō, the goddess of salvation, but Eusebius recognizes the Hebrew basis, and the use of 
Iēsoús predates Christian contacts with the Hellenistic world.”33 Surely, if the Greek name 
Iēsous were of pagan origin, and not a Jewish transliteration of a Hebrew name to be 
employed among Greek speakers, then it would not have been used for the title of the Book 
of Joshua (appearing as IHSOUS) in the Septuagint.34 

The CJB renders v. 11 with “Yeshua, the one called Justus.” Bruce recognizes how “Jesus 
is the Greek/Latin form of Joshua or Jeshua; Justus was a common Latin cognomen.”35 
O’Brien also recognizes that for this man “‘Jesus’ ([Iēsous]) was his Jewish name (the Greek 
from of ‘Joshua’ or ‘Jeshua’) and this was common among Jews (Acts 13:6) until the second 
century A.D. when it disappeared as a proper name, no doubt because of the conflict 
between the synagogue and the Church.”36 Moo further observes, “‘Jesus’ was a popular 
name among the first-century Jews, fading in popularity only in the second century because 
of growing Jewish/Christian tensions.”37 

What this all points to is the fact that when people like the Apostle Paul went out into 
the Greek speaking world, to Greek speaking Jewish synagogues, referring to the Messiah 
with the name Iēsous would not at all have been something strange to them—even if they 
and their adherents knew it was a transliteration of Yeshua. The negative reaction that we 
often find in today’s Messianic movement to the English name “Jesus,” would not have been 
mirrored among the First Century Jewish Believers to the name Iēsous—because just as 
there were normal Jewish men in Judea who bore the name Yeshua, so were there normal 
Jewish men in the Diaspora who bore the name Iēsous. The name Iēsous may not have been 
the original name that the pregnant Mary was instructed to call her unborn child (Matthew 
1:21), but it was by no means something concocted in later centuries by Greeks and Romans 
so that they could somehow continue to worship their pagan deities. 

4:11b Paul says that between Aristarchus, Mark, and Jesus Justus, “These are the only 
men of the circumcision among my fellow workers for the kingdom of God, and they have 
been a comfort to me” (RSV). Suffice it to say, in understanding Paul’s ministry activity in 
Rome, recognizing what is meant by the clause hoi ontes ek peritomēs deserves much more 
attention than the name of the last of these men. The NIV simply renders this as “These are 
the only Jews.” But what is intended by “who are from the circumcision” (NASU)? Is it just 
speaking of people who were Jewish from the time of birth, being circumcised on the eighth 
day, or something more? Could it have been a party of early Jewish Believers, as thought by 

 
33 W. Foerster, “Iēsoús,” in TDNT, 361. 
34 Alfred Rahlfs, ed., Septuaginta (Stuttgart: Deutsche Bibelgesellschaft, 1979), 1:354-405. 
35 Bruce, Colossians-Philemon-Ephesians, 180. 
36 O’Brien, Colossians-Philemon, 251. 
37 Moo, 340. 
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some New Testament theologians, that was more conservative and advocated more Torah 
observance than others? 

Both Dunn and Wright lean toward there being something a little more present than 
those of the “circumcision” just being Jews. This is concurrent with their view that the false 
philosophy countered in Colossians is not a Gnosticized Judaism, but rather the non-Jewish 
Believers in Colossae being persuaded to join the Synagogue. They argue that these three 
men were a part of a conservative faction of Jewish Believers, which on the whole would 
have disapproved of Paul’s ministry work among the nations, but these three men were the 
exception. They recognized how the gospel needed to be tailored for the unique needs of 
Greeks and Romans, and were willing to recognize the special calling upon Paul. In Dunn’s 
view, 

“Here it may simply denote Jews, the people marked out by the designating feature of 
circumcision...but probably with the hint that ‘those of the circumcision’ were usually 
active in hostility to Paul’s mission. The reference presumably is intended to assure the 
Colossians that there were such Jews, or at any rate other Jews apart from himself, who, as 
Jews, were fully approving of and cooperative in the Gentile mission (‘fellow workers’), 
despite, presumably, the disapproval of most of their compatriots.”38 

Even though Dunn concludes that those of the “circumcision” is a reference to a 
conservative group of Jewish Believers, he goes on to assert how the issue of circumcision 
was by no means as serious as it was in Paul’s writing to the Galatians. He simply refers to 
Aristarchus, Mark, and Jesus Justus as being of the “circumcision” to highlight how his 
ministry work was not at odds with the prerogatives of these Jewish Believers: 

“[W]hy mention these individuals, less well known to the Colossians...unless he 
wanted to give particular prominence to them precisely because they were Jews? 
Furthermore, that the reference is made without any sign of resentment or hostility to ‘the 
circumcision’ (contrast Gal. 2:12 and Tit. 1:10) equally strengthens the suggestion that the 
threat from the Colossian synagogue was not at all so forceful as earlier in Galatia, nor was it 
making such an issue of circumcision as there.”39 

Wright’s conclusions are a bit more plausible. Aristarchus, Mark, and Jesus Justus 
could have been of a sector of Jewish Believers that required more immediate changes from 
the non-Jewish Believers in regard to the Torah. Yet, they had to recognize Paul’s valid 
ministry among the nations, how people were really being changed by the gospel, but also 
how the gospel needed to be proclaimed to those people in a bit different manner than to 
Jewish people: 

“[I]t seems difficult to take the phrase ‘those...of the circumcision’ to indicate a party 
within the church without at the same time expressing Paul’s disapproval of it. Perhaps a 
compromise is possible: Paul may be referring not to a party but to people of a particular 

 
38 Dunn, 278. 
39 Ibid., pp 278-279. 
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background: having belonged to a branch of Christianity more concerned than Paul with 
observing the Jewish law, they were by now happy to proclaim God’s sovereign rule 
alongside Paul with his different emphases.”40 

Not all commentators, however, are agreed that hoi ontes ek peritomēs has anything to 
do with the mission and emphases of Jewish Believers over and against non-Jewish 
Believers. Moo simply states, 

“Some...think that Paul might be characterizing these three men as Jewish-Christians 
who were more conservative than Paul on issues of the law and who worked with the 
apostle in evangelism. But there are insufficient grounds in this context to limit the 
reference in this way. Paul is probably simply identifying them as Jewish...in terms of their 
national identity.”41 

I am inclined to agree more with Moo, as basically the fact that these three men “are 
the only Jews among my fellow workers for the kingdom of God, and they have proved a 
comfort to me” (NIV). The difficult fact to note here is that, presumably, it was only 
Aristarchus, Mark, and Jesus Justus who were the only Jews who helped Paul during his 
imprisonment. Moo suggests that some of Paul’s statements in his letter to the Philippians, 
also written during his confinement,42 could give us some clues about what was going on in 
Rome during this time: 

“Some, to be sure, are preaching Messiah even from envy and strife, but some also 
from good will; the latter do it out of love, knowing that I am appointed for the defense of the 
gospel; the former proclaim Messiah out of selfish ambition rather than from pure motives, 
thinking to cause me distress in my imprisonment. What then? Only that in every way, 
whether in pretense or in truth, Messiah is proclaimed; and in this I rejoice. Yes, and I will 
rejoice” (Philippians 1:15-18). 

Apparently, some significant factionalism has manifested itself among the Roman 
Believers,43 and only three Jewish men being willing to help Paul, was a sad consequence of 
this. Yet as Bruce is clear to remind us, “in this work he had these men of Jewish birth to 
assist him at this particular point in the course of those years, and he found great comfort in 
their presence and help.”44 
 

 

 
40 Wright, 157. 
Keep in mind that Paul believed that the most important aspect of the Torah was love (Romans 13:8-9; 

Galatians 5:14), just as the Lord Yeshua had taught (Matthew 19:19; Mark 12:31; Luke 10:27; cf. Leviticus 19:18). 
From the basis of love, all other obedience to God will naturally come forth. 

41 Moo, 342. 
42 Ibid. 
43 Consult the author’s commentary Romans for the Practical Messianic, as factionalism likely existed among 

the Roman Believers before Paul even arrived in Rome. 
44 Bruce, Colossians-Philemon-Ephesians, 181. 
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12 Epaphras, who is one of your number, a bondslave of Yeshua the Messiah, 
sends you his greetings, always laboring earnestly for you in his prayers, that 
you may stand perfect and fully assured in all the will of God. 13 For I testify for 
him that he has a deep concern for you and for those who are in Laodicea and 
Hierapolis. 
 
4:12 Epaphras, who has gone all the way to Rome to visit Paul in his confinement, sends 

his greetings to the Colossians. Paul writes, “Epaphras, who is one of you, a servant of Christ 
Jesus, greets you, always struggling on your behalf in his prayers, that you may stand 
mature and fully assured in all the will of God” (ESV). Epaphras is the one who had 
originally proclaimed the good news to the people in Colossae (1:7-8). Epaphras is the 
Colossian who had gone to see Paul in Rome, informing him of the false teaching circulating 
in Colossae, and needing to consult with the Apostle on what was to be done. 

V. 12 employs the verb agōnizomai, which can mean to “engage in a contest” (BDAG),45 
to describe how Epaphras is “wrestling in prayer for you” (NIV) or how he “never stops 
battling for you” (New Jerusalem Bible). Epaphras can be said to agonize over the Colossians 
when he prays for them. In Moo’s estimation, “it refers to strenuous and consistent 
intervention with the Lord on behalf of the Colossians—prayer needed especially in light of 
the danger posed by the false teachers.”46 In some ways, we can be reminded of Luke 22:44, 
where it is said of Yeshua, “And being in agony [agōnia] He was praying very fervently; and 
His sweat became like drops of blood, falling down upon the ground.” Epaphras has a special 
calling for the Believers in the Lycus Valley, those in: Colossae, Hierapolis, and Laodicea, 
and he does stress out over it a great deal. 

What Epaphras desperately prays for is how the Colossians “may stand perfect and 
fully assured in all the will of God.” This is a perfection or maturity that is able to 
accomplish the realistic will of God, impacting others with the truth of the gospel, and 
manifesting itself in works of kindness and goodness (3:12). O’Brien indicates how “The 
reference to perfection ([teleios]) touches on one of the key issues at Colossae in which 
members of the congregation were encouraged by the false teachers to seek maturity or 
perfection through their philosophy (2:8) with its ascetic practices, visionary experiences 
and special revelations, rather than through Christ.”47 Epaphras shared Paul’s concern seen 
in 1:28, speaking of an ultimate, eschatological perfection of Believers on the final day. 

Surely if Epaphras agonized over the false teachings circulating in Colossae of the First 
Century C.E., should not today’s Messianic leaders similarly agonize over the false teachings 
that too often circulate in our faith community? I know I do, and probably too frequently. 

4:13 Paul is clear to tell the Colossians of Epaphras, “I vouch for him that he is working 
hard for you and for those at Laodicea and Hierapolis” (NIV). The actual vocabulary is echei 

 
45 BDAG, 17. 
46 Moo, 344. 
47 O’Brien, Colossians-Philemon, 253. 
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polun ponon, with the noun ponos generally relating to “toil, labour,” as well as “bodily 
exertion, exercise” (LS),48 used in the Book of Revelation to describe “pain” (Revelation 16:10-
11; 21:4). The verb echei is present active indicative, pointing to how Epaphras “has much 
toil” (my translation) for the Colossians. The false philosophy was likely not just affecting 
those in Colossae, but in the surrounding area. Epaphras would return to his home with 
Paul’s blessing “I testify for him” (NRSV). Dunn notes, “The writer(s) no doubt wished 
thereby to sustain and boost Epaphras’s standing in the eyes of the Colossians, though there 
is no hint that Epaphras needed to be defended for some failure or loss of authority.”49 
 

 
14 Luke, the beloved physician, sends you his greetings, and also Demas. 15 Greet 
the brethren who are in Laodicea and also Nympha and the [assembly] that is in 
her house. 
 
4:14 Two final people extend greetings from Rome, to the Colossians. The first of these 

is Luke, and it is only in this passage that we actually learn of Luke as a doctor in the 
Apostolic Scriptures. In time, Luke will become Paul’s only consistent companion (2 
Timothy 4:11). Luke is the traditional author of both the Gospel of Luke and the Book of Acts 
(Eusebius Ecclesiastical History 3.4.1-7; 3.24.14-15; 5.8.3; 6.25.6). The various “we” passages 
seen in the Book of Acts are understood to include Luke.50 Being the only one who stayed 
along with Paul, he could have served as Paul’s amanuensis or secretary in the composition 
of the Pastoral Epistles (1&2 Timothy, Titus), or even could have played some kind of role in 
the writing of Paul’s final letters. 

The second person seen in v. 14 is Demas. Just three to four years later in the mid 60s 
C.E. (assuming that Colossians was written between 60-62 C.E.), though, Paul observes, 
“Demas, having loved this present world, has deserted me and gone to Thessalonica” (2 
Timothy 4:10). For a season, Demas was a trusted friend, but near the end of Paul’s life, he 
left. 

4:15 Vs. 15-17 include some final housekeeping instructions to the Colossians. He tells 
them, “Give my greetings to the brothers in Laodicea, also to Nympha and the congregation 
that meets in her home” (CJB). Anyone who reads v. 15 from the KJV will notice a significant 
difference from what is seen in more modern versions: “Salute the brethren which are in 
Laodicea, and Nymphas, and the church which is in his house.” Some have taken this person 
to be a man, Numphas, while others a woman, Numpha. Many debates have ensued about 
this, but as Bruce M. Metzger’s Textual Commentary on the Greek New Testament indicates, the 
original reading was likely with “Nympha” and “her”: 

 
48 LS, 661. 
49 Dunn, 281. 
50 Consult the author’s entries for the Gospel of Luke and the Book of Acts in A Survey of the Apostolic 

Scriptures for the Practical Messianic. 
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“[Numphan] can be accented [Numphan], from the feminine nominative [Numpha] 
(‘Nympha’), or [Numphan], from the masculine nominative [Numphas] (‘Nymphas’). The 
uncertainty of the gender of the name led to variation in the following possessive pronoun 
between [autēs] and [autou]. On the basis chiefly of the weight of B 6 424c 1739 1877 1881 syrh, 

palms copsa Origen, the Committee preferred [Numphan...autēs]. The reading with [autōn] 
arose when copyists included [adelphous] in the reference.”51 

Most commentators today favor Nympha as female,52 with Moo describing how “the 
feminine name, with corresponding pronoun, should probably be preferred, since it would 
be more natural for early scribes to think of a man as the one in whose house a church [or, 
congregation] met rather than a woman.”53 Ancient copyists were more likely to favor the 
person being male than female, and given how there were originally no accents in the 
accusative case (denoting direct object) Numphan, it could read as either male or female. 
One of the most conservative commentators we have been consulting on Colossians, 
Vaughan, astutely concludes “The feminine pronoun represents perhaps the true reading. 
Numerically the MS evidence for it is slight, but the overall attestation is very strong.”54 
Also important to note is how versions like the NRSV and TNIV recognize how adelphous can 
have an inclusive quality to it: “brothers and sisters.” 

But even if we rightly assume that Nympha was a female, who had a congregation of 
Believers assemble in her home, what role did she play? Was she simply a female patron, or 
did she really play an important role in the leadership? It is not unlikely that Nympha was a 
widow or unmarried, probably a woman of some means via inheritance. In Dunn’s 
estimation, “as the householder and the only one named in connection with the 
[congregation] in her home, Nympha was probably the leader of the [congregation] there, 
or at least she acted as host for the gathering and for the fellowship meal...Certainly there is 
nothing in the New Testament as a whole which would tell against such an inference, 
though the inference itself is hardly certain.”55 While it might be difficult to argue that 
Nympha was a full blown congregational leader here, it is not at all difficult to suggest that if 
this is a female, she did play an important role in this congregation and was not at all put off 
to the side. 

Wherever this home actually was, whether it was Colossae, or adjacent to Colossae and 
to Hierapolis and Laodicea, this may be an indication that the number of Believers in the 
area was too small to meet in a larger place. The more important fact to note is how the early 
Believers often met in homes. History since is replete with how many new moves of God 
begin when faithful men and women open up their homes to others, in order for Believers to 
assemble together for worship and teaching. By no means do growing congregations or 

 
51 Metzger, Textual Commentary, 627. 
52 Bruce, Colossians-Philemon-Ephesians, 183; O’Brien, Colossians-Philemon, 256; Dunn, pp 284-285. 
53 Moo, 349. 
54 Vaughan, in EXP, 11:225. 
55 Dunn, 285. 
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fellowships have to stay in homes, but the pattern is that they often start in homes. Many of 
today’s Messianic congregations have started in someone’s home, but as they get larger they 
find it necessary to begin meeting in some kind of a public place such as a school, share the 
facilities of a church for a while and/or rent some office space, and then eventually purchase 
or build their own permanent facilities. 
 

 
16 When this letter is read among you, have it also read in the [assembly] of the 
Laodiceans; and you, for your part read my letter that is coming from Laodicea. 
 
4:16 It was quite customary for the letters that Paul wrote to be read aloud to the 

congregations which received them. Much earlier in 1 Thessalonians 5:27, Paul wrote, “I 
adjure you by the Lord to have this letter read to all the brethren.” It is no surprise he 
similarly instructed the Colossians, “When this letter is read among you, have it also read in 
the [assembly] of the Laodiceans” (v. 16a). The challenge with this statement is what is to be 
made with what he means by “and you, for your part read my letter that is coming from 
Laodicea” (v. 16b). 

What is the letter that Paul wrote to the Believers at Laodicea? Some would suggest that 
this is something that has been lost to antiquity, that Paul wrote separately, and was 
likewise carried by Tychicus. Others suggest, based on the manuscript evidence of 
Ephesians 1:1 (RSV), which lacks “in Ephesus,” that the so-called Epistle to the Laodiceans is 
actually the circular epistle that became known as “Ephesians.” Among the extant Pauline 
materials, this is probably the best guess that scholars have to choose from. Wright concurs 
that among all of the hypotheses available, this may be the best one: 

 
“[N]o major arguments have been specifically advanced against it, and it may be 
worth while to outline its implications further in terms of a hypothetical 
reconstruction of events. According to this possibility, Paul...wrote ‘Ephesians’ as a 
general letter to the young churches in the surrounding area [of 
Ephesus]...Tychicus (Eph. 6:21) was despatched with the copy for the churches in 
the Lycus valley area, with the intention of visiting Colossae after Laodicea, as 
would be natural...But Paul does not want the Colossian church to be merely 
another recipient of a circular, any more than he had wanted to include in that 
majestic and poetic ‘circular’ the more specific warnings of Colossians 2, relevant 
though they will be for Laodicea also. So Tychicus takes with him ‘Ephesians’, 
Colossians, and—Onesimus; the latter being the shorter letter intended for his 
erstwhile master Philemon....This hypothesis is, of course, unprovable. But (in my 
judgment at least) it covers the data well, particularly the close relationship 
between ‘Ephesians’ and Colossians.”56 
 

 
56 Wright, pp 160-161. 



COLOSSIANS AND PHILEMON FOR THE PRACTICAL MESSIANIC 

- 168 - 

I would concur with Wright that the so-called Epistle to the Laodiceans is, in all 
likelihood, the Epistle of Ephesians. Moo discounts this, thinking, “Surely Paul simply 
would have included Colossae in the churches to whom ‘Ephesians’ was to be circulated,”57 
meaning that the letter which would become “Ephesians” would have gone to Colossae as 
well, requiring what he wrote to the Laodiceans to be different. Church history bears the 
record that there was actually an apocryphal Letter to the Laodiceans that had been 
compiled after the time of Paul, although as early as the Fourth and Fifth Centuries it was 
being declared inauthentic by Eastern Church authorities. Not until the Council of Trent 
(1545-1563) did this Letter to the Laodiceans find itself officially removed from the Roman 
Catholic canon, and Protestants have never found the apocryphal text that interesting, 
either. “Modern scholars...are unanimous in regarding the apocryphal Laodiceans as a 
forgery” (ABD).58 

The plausibility that the so-called Epistle to the Laodiceans is really the circular letter 
that became known as “Ephesians” is not something to be overlooked when it comes to the 
disputed authorship of Colossians. Morna D. Hooker notes, “the suggestion that” what was 
coming from Laodicea “was Ephesians requires that the letters were by the same author.”59 
Yet, if Paul really did write a separate, non-extant letter to the Laodiceans, it becomes quite 
obvious why Paul’s letters began being copied and preserved for future generations. 
Witherington points out, “What we do have a hint of here is how the process of collecting 
and later canonizing Paul’s letters transpired. Letters were exchanged or copied and 
exchanged, and precisely because they were seen as of ongoing value they were kept and 
reused.”60 
 

 
17 Say to Archippus, “Take heed to the ministry which you have received in the 
Lord, that you may fulfill it.” 18 I, Paul, write this greeting with my own hand. 
Remember my imprisonment. Grace be with you. 
 
4:17 One final instruction is given to the Colossians by Paul: “Tell Archippus: ‘See to it 

that you complete the work you have received in the Lord’” (NIV). Archippus obviously 
appears to be an important person within the Colossian congregation, who has an important 
work to fulfill, but the Greek specifically does have diakonia, “attendance on a duty, 
ministration” (LS).61 What this specific “ministry” was we cannot know for certain, as it may 
have been something like preaching or instructing young Believers.62 Suffice it to say, 

 
57 Moo, 351. 
58 Charles P. Anderson, “Laodiceans, Epistle to the,” in ABD, 4:231. 
59 Hooker, in ECB, 1411. 
60 Witherington, 206. 
61 LS, 189. 
62 Cf. Moo, 352. 
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whatever Archippus was doing, it was not promoting the false teaching of the Colossian 
errorists! 

The issuing of this kind of a specific, encouraging word to Archippus, does not at all 
support the Epistle to the Colossians being pseudonymous. Dunn recognizes, 

“The character of the request, coming just before the personally written final phrases, 
makes its invention by a pseudonymous author less plausible and strengthens the 
impression that Paul himself was standing directly behind the letter.”63 

4:18 The Epistle to the Colossians ends with a standard Pauline salutation: “I, Paul, 
write this greeting with my own hand. Remember my chains. Grace be with you” 
(NRSV/ESV). This is a good indication that up to this point, the letter has actually been 
written by an amanuensis or secretary authorized by Paul, with the final signature penned 
by the Apostle Paul himself, just as he does in other letters (1 Corinthians 16:21; 2 
Corinthians 10:1; Galatians 6:11; 2 Thessalonians 3:17; Philemon 19). Dunn recognizes, “The 
brevity in this case and its cramped character...suggest that it was added under difficult 
circumstances, when such a telegraphic note was all that he could (or was allowed to) 
contribute.”64 Consider the chance that Paul’s hands were in chains when this signature was 
appended, or that he had to write this with the letter being held by someone outside of 
prison bars. 

Much has been made of the fact that the Roman Senator Cicero, even though he 
commonly wrote his letters himself, always made sure that if a secretary composed a letter 
for him, he signed it in his own hand, “hoc manu mea” (Letters to Atticus 13.28).65 The reason 
for doing this is obvious: authentication. O’Brien points out, “Paul apparently employed 
the autograph with special nuances: because of a concern that forged letters in his name 
might be sent to churches or individuals (2 Thes 2:2), to give a quasi-legal commitment with 
his personal certification (Philem 19), or to add especial emphasis to what has been said (so 
the reference to ‘large letters’ in Gal 6:11).”66 

It is very difficult to argue pseudonymity for Colossians, especially when the claim of 
the author—Paul—is that the final greeting was written with his own hand. Those holding 
to pseudonymity for Colossians, such as Victor Paul Furnish, would argue, though, “In 
conformity with Paul’s custom the author concludes with a final apostolic certification of 
the whole letter.”67 

In Wright’s estimation, Paul’s salutation of “Grace be with you” is an indication of how 
this letter should be understood as “a means of grace.”68 Surely, if any of us are to take 
inspiration and meaning from Paul’s Epistle to the Colossians, it should be that we are 

 
63 Dunn, 288. 
64 Dunn, 289. 
65 Cited in Bruce, Colossians-Philemon-Ephesians, 186 fn #79. 
66 O’Brien, Colossians-Philemon, 259. 
67 Furnish, in The Interpreter’s One-Volume Commentary on the Bible, 864. 
68 Wright, 162. 
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motivated to serve the Lord Yeshua as a means of grace, demonstrating the new life He has 
given us (3:1-3). We should not find ourselves persuaded by deluding arguments of false 
teachers (2:8), but instead be those who intercede for the Body of Messiah—local and 
universal—just like the faithful Epaphras (4:12-13). 
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