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ABSTRACT 
 
 
Scholars have long debated the nature of Paul’s opponents in the book of Colossians. 

This thesis approaches the debate from a methodological standpoint and contends that 

Paul was not actually confronting active opponents when he wrote the letter. This thesis 

seeks to demonstrate that the challenge of reconstructing a singular opponent arises not 

only from the limitations of textual and historical evidence but also from the assumptions 

and methodologies inherent to historical approaches to the text. By modifying these 

assumptions and adjusting the methodology, Paul’s letter takes on a new relationship to 

its historical context. Paul writes the letter to the churches in the Lycus Valley in a desire 

to develop their identity as a new people in Christ and to appeal to them to live a new 

kind of life in Christ. His warnings in Col 2 function as oppositional rhetoric contrasting 

the religious practices of the Lycus Valley with this new life in Christ. Paul’s warnings 

are therefore broadly representative of the ancient world yet focused especially on two 

threads of historical referents, Judaism and pagan religions. This thesis engages in 

epistolary, rhetorical, and historical analysis to demonstrate how Paul uses the historical 

practices of these two referents to create a broad contrast between the body of Christ and 

the religious world of the Lycus Valley. 
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INTRODUCTION 

 

That Colossians was written as a targeted polemic against specific opponents has 

become a truism among modern, historical scholarship. Building upon this assumption, 

scholars have laboured toward a precise historical identity of such opponents. Yet 

despite more than 100 years of recent research and debate regarding the identity and 

nature of the opposition, scholars are no closer to reaching consensus. With at least 44 

proposals having been set forth as of 1973 – a number that certainly has increased and 

continues to increase – the debate continues to be a hotbed of Pauline scholarship.1  

The establishment of the historical Sitz im Leben of any epistle depends on 

successfully locating the intersection between the textual and historical axes of evidence, 

yet in the case of Colossians, identifying the opponents is plagued by challenges on both 

these axes. First, on the historical axis, the primary evidence is limited by the 

unexcavated state of Colossae, and the broader primary evidence that may be summoned 

as background to the text has failed to provide a historical referent that accommodates 

the evidence of the text. Second, on the textual axis, the evidence within the letter itself 

is cryptic and especially difficult to interpret. Paul fails to identify his opponents by 

name, and the descriptions he gives of them create a number of challenges. Paul’s 

warnings contain features that are both generic and specific, that are affected to an 

unknown degree by his polemic, and that are fraught with lexical, grammatical, and 

syntactical challenges.2 These challenges mean that for Colossians, locating the 

                                                
1 J.J. Gunther, St. Paul's Opponents and Their Background: A Study of Apocalyptic and Jewish 

Sectarian Teachings (Leiden: Brill Archive, 1973), 3-4. 

2 These challenges are especially true of 2:18, which Clinton Arnold contends is “the single most 
perplexing exegetical problem of the letter” (The Colossian Syncretism: The Interface Between 
Christianity and Folk Belief at Colossae [Tubingen: J.C.B. Mohr, 1995], 104). In fact, a$ e9o&raken 
e0mbateu&wn is so difficult that C.F.D. Moule has suspected corruption of the text despite the lack of extant 
textual variants (The Epistles of Paul the Apostle to the Colossians and to Philemon [Cambridge: 
University Press, 1962], 105-106). Moule further laments that 2:23 is “by common consent regarded as 
hopelessly obscure” (Ibid, 108). In addition, there is ongoing debate regarding the extent to which the 
positive, theological statements given in Colossians can be successfully mirror-read in direct opposition to 
additional tenets of the opponents. Thus Edwin Yamauchi’s sober appraisal of the situation: “Our 
understanding of the heresy is derived in part from explicit negative statements about it and in part from 
implicit suggestions as to its nature which we may form from Paul’s positive emphases (“Sectarian 
Parallels: Qumran and Colosse,” BibSac 121 [1964]: 141-152, here 141). 
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intersection between text and historical context is problematic on both axes, for both the 

text and the general historical background provide limited and obscure information.3  

The project of reconstructing the opponents, therefore, is necessarily a circular 

endeavor of allowing the text and the historical evidence to interpret one another. The 

endless multiplication of reconstructions of the opponents is the unsurprising result of 

this circular endeavor combined with the limitless variables arising from problems on 

both axes. For most scholars, the way forward has been a three-step process as they have 

first engaged the text myopically to extract evidence regarding the opponents, then used 

that evidence to reconstruct an identity of the opponents, and finally used that 

reconstruction as a lens through which to interpret the entire letter of Colossians. 

This thesis will undertake a fresh approach to the problem by modifying the 

methodology, challenging the inherent assumptions of scholarship, and using multiple 

disciplines to argue for an alternative reconstruction of the opponents. Regarding 

methodology, though scholarship has generally been correct in using the text as its 

starting point, the myopic approach of initially interpreting only features deemed 

specifically connected to the opponents distorts that evidence by ignoring its broader 

context. Instead, this thesis will undertake a full analysis of the text to provide the 

necessary literary context to the warnings before using them for historical reconstruction. 

Regarding assumptions, this textual analysis will argue against the scholarly assumption 

that Colossians was written as a polemical letter targeting specific opponents, and it will 

propose instead that Paul is using oppositional rhetoric to support his more broadly 

deliberative intent. Finally, this thesis will argue that there were no opponents in 

Colossae. Rather, Paul used warnings as oppositional rhetoric to contrast the proper 

lifestyle of believers with religious customs practised in the first-century Lycus Valley, 

                                                
3 This plight is highlighted by the juxtaposition of Jerry Sumney and Andrew Lincoln. Sumney 

describes the hermeneutical assumption that “knowing what the question is usually determines the 
meaning of the answer” (“Paul and His Opponents: The Search,” in Paul Unbound: Other Perspectives on 
the Apostle [ed. Mark D. Given; Peabody, MA: Hendrickson, 2010], 56). In contrast, Lincoln describes the 
reality of Colossians: “Although the prescription for cure comes across reasonably clearly to the present-
day reader of Colossians, the ailment defies a really detailed diagnosis on his part” (Paradise Now and Not 
Yet: Studies in the Role of the Heavenly Dimension in Paul's Thought with Special Reference to His 
Eschatology, SNTSMS [Cambridge: Cambridge University Press], 561). 
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and within those warnings Paul maintained a dual focus on the broad spheres of Judaism 

and pagan religions, namely Apollo. 

This reconstruction of the historical background will be argued in five chapters. The 

first chapter will contain a review of the significant literature. The review will focus 

especially on the issue of methodology and how scholars have used the text to 

reconstruct the opponents. It will also bring together a stream of neglected scholars who 

have made proposals similar to this thesis. 

The second chapter will turn to the text of Colossians and seek to interpret it as 

epistolary literature with particular attention given to the issue of audience. The chapter 

will argue that Paul envisions his letter to be received by an audience broader than 

Colossae yet centred in the Lycus Valley and that this would have swayed his letter 

toward general rather than particular historical referents.  

The third chapter will continue engaging the text as literature using rhetorical 

criticism to analyse its various parts in relation to their function within the larger 

argument of the letter. This will reveal that the primary exigence of Colossians is not 

refuting opponents but rather instruction for the church regarding living in union with 

Christ as a new and cohesive body in contrast to the world. From this, a rhetorical 

situation emerges in which Paul is concerned for the fragmented and tenuous nature of 

the church in the Lycus Valley and his warnings play a critical role within his discourse 

addressing this problem.  

The fourth chapter moves from the text to the historical axis. Using the boundaries 

of the audience as its guide, this chapter uses primary literary and non-literary evidence 

to develop a portrait of the religious atmosphere of the Lycus Valley. The religious cults 

and practices that emerge provide appropriate parallels for the warnings Paul gives in 

Colossians.  

Finally, the fifth chapter returns to the text and interprets Paul’s warnings in light of 

the audience, rhetorical situation, and historical context as established by the preceding 

chapters. This chapter will contend that Paul creates a broad contrast between the body 

of Christ and the world yet draws specific attention to the types of practices he has in 
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view. In doing so, Paul maintains focus on two threads of broad historical referents, 

Judaism and pagan religions, and demonstrates their deficiencies in light of Christ.  
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CHAPTER 1: HISTORY OF SCHOLARSHIP 

 

The question of the identity of Paul’s opposition has been central to the interpretation of 

Colossians from the early days of the church. For example, in his commentary (ca. 380 

CE), Ambrosiaster suggests Paul is warning against Jews who reflected the pagans in 

their submission to the elements.1 Similarly, in the early fifth century Theodore of 

Mopsuestia argued Colossians was written as Paul’s response to “those from the 

circumcision” who sought to place Gentile believers under the law.2 In the time of the 

reformers, John Calvin was aware of a variety of opinions regarding the opponents.3 He 

describes other interpreters who see “two sorts of men” behind the warnings, namely 

philosophers and Jews, but Calvin rejects this view and instead argues for Jews who 

were “intent on mixing up Christ with Moses and keeping the shadows of the law along 

with the Gospel” and who “invented an access to God through the angels, and put forth 

many speculations of that nature.”4 Likewise, the Geneva Bible introduces Colossians 

with a description of “false brethren” who “mixed the Law with the Gospel.” 

 Contemporary scholarship continues to acknowledge the relevance of the 

question, but the discussion has now reached more broadly into the ancient world and 

has included a wide range of texts and religious groups as potential background. Because 

the debate involves both a long history and an abundance of contemporary literature, any 

survey such as this will necessary be selective. Therefore, this survey will begin with 

Joseph Lightfoot’s work in 1875, for his groundbreaking work set the methodological 

trajectories for all who succeeded him. This review will be representative rather than 

exhaustive, and it will focus specifically on the most significant historical 

                                                
1 Ambrosiaster: Commentaries on Galatians – Philemon, ACT (trans. Gerald L. Bray; Downers 

Grove, IL: IVP Academic, 2009): 81, 91-92. 

2 Theodore of Mopsuestia: Commentary on the Minor Pauline Epistles (trans. Rowan A. Greer; 
Atlanta: Society of Biblical Literature, 2010): 362-365. 

3 John Calvin, The Epistles of Paul the Apostle to the Galatians, Ephesians, Philippians and 
Colossians (trans. T. H. L. Parker; Carlisle: Paternoster Press, 1965): 297. 

4 Ibid., 297. 
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reconstructions and their chief proponents.5 The literature will be arranged according to 

the religious or philosophical group most central to its reconstruction, and this review 

will be particularly interested in how these various positions engage the text and move 

from the text to historical background. In general, scholars vary not only in how they 

interpret the evidence, but also in what amount of weight they give to particular parts of 

the textual evidence.  

In its focus on how scholars utilize the text for historical reconstruction, this review 

will focus on how scholars identify evidence in the text and determine its role in 

reconstruction. The following three terms will be used to describe this engagement: 

foothold, catchwords, and allusions. Most scholars begin with a foothold in the text that 

serves as their initial point of connection between the text and its historical background. 

They then identify the catchwords Paul has borrowed from his opponents and included 

within his polemic. And finally, scholars typically look for subtle allusions in the text 

where Paul has further developed his position in contrast to his opponents. By analyzing 

historical reconstructions in this fashion, this review will demonstrate how dependent the 

reconstruction of the historical context is upon the interpretation of the text and how 

determinative one’s entrance into the text is for his final outcome. This in turn will 

corroborate the textually-centred method that will be employed in this thesis.  

 

1. Gnosticism 

The identification of the opponents as a form of Gnosticism was fashionable throughout 

the late 19th and early 20th centuries.6 Though all of the views included here claim 

                                                
5 Roger DeMaris also provides a survey of the secondary literature but without the focused attention 

on methodology (The Colossian Controversy: Wisdom in Dispute at Colossae, JSNTSS [Sheffield: JSOT 

Press, 1994], 18-40). 

6 The term Gnosticism is problematic and experiencing intense debate among scholars, who disagree 
over the defining features of Gnosticism, its source(s), and its date of origin. In general, Gnosticism 
represents a broad set of Jewish and Hellenistic strands of Gnostic thinking that were generally present in 
the first century but only developed into the formal religious system of Gnosticism upon contact with 
Christianity in the second century. Nevertheless, this section will include all scholars who utilize the term 
‘Gnosticism’ as an identification of the Colossian opponents. It will soon be apparent that each author 
defines Gnosticism and its origin in subtly different ways to suit their reconstruction. For an introduction 
to Gnosticism, see Eduard Lohse, The New Testament Environment (trans. John E. Steely; Nashville: 
Abingdon, 1976), 253-277. Cf. Everett Ferguson, Backgrounds of Early Christianity (Grand Rapids, MI: 
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Gnosticism as their central element, there are a wide range of differences between these 

views, for Gnosticism itself is subject to broad definitions that can accommodate 

variegated forms of syncretism. The scholars included have been selected because they 

are representative of a larger field of scholars who have explored Gnosticism as the 

background to Colossians. 

 

A. Review 

In his commentary originally published in 1875, Lightfoot provided the first substantial 

articulation of the view that the opponents were Gnostic Jews.7 To reach this conclusion, 

Lightfoot identifies “two disturbing elements” that were threatening the Colossian 

church. The first is Judaism, as expressed in the references to the Sabbaths and new 

moons, as well as the prohibition of meat and drinks.8 The second element is a 

“theosophic speculation” foreign to Judaism, which Lightfoot attributes to Gnosticism.9 

Lightfoot suggests the two elements must have been intertwined together in one 

historical group, for “the needless multiplication of person or events is always to be 

                                                                                                                                           
Eerdmans, 1993), 282-293; Birger A. Pearson, Ancient Gnosticism: Traditions and Literature 
(Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 2007); Edwin M. Yamauchi, Pre-Christian Gnosticism: A Survey of the 
Proposed Evidences (Grand Rapides: Eedrmans, 1973). Other scholars now suggest that ‘Gnosticism’ has 
become redefined and broadened to the point that it is no longer a helpful designation and thereby ought to 
be discarded (Michael Williams, Rethinking “Gnosticism”: An Argument for Dismantling a Dubious 
Category [Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1999]). Pheme Perkins notes that even in the second 
century, Gnosticism was not a “neatly defined sociological entity”; rather, ‘Gnostics’ would have been 
identified as “Christians, hermetists, Platonists, or monks” (The Gnostic Dialogue: The Early Church and 
the Crisis of Gnosticism [New York: Paulist Press, 1980]), 15). 

7 J.B. Lightfoot, St. Paul's Epistles to the Colossians and to Philemon (Lynn, MA: Hendrickson 
Publishers, 1981). The relevant portion of Lightfoot’s commentary has been reprinted in Conflict at 
Colossae: A Problem in the Interpretation of Early Christianity Illustrated by Selected Modern Studies 
(ed. Fred O. Francis and Wayne Meeks; Missoula, MT: Scholars Press, 1975), 13-60.  

8 Lightfoot, Colossians, 73. 

9 Lighftoot understands Gnosticism to have been present in the first century in “a simple and 
elementary form” (Ibid. 76-77). He describes Gnosticism as centred on the idea of a superior knowledge 
that tried to solve the problem of evil in a world created by God. This led Gnostics into a dualism whereby 
evil resided in the material world, a situation made possible by the self-limitation (i.e. germination) of 
God. The practical consequence was either strict asceticism or a complete indifference leading to 
licentiousness. This development of Gnosticism happened prior to and independently of Christianity, and 
later contact between the two movements led to influence between them. Regarding Judaism, Lightfoot 
argues that the Essenes demonstrate an early influence of Gnosticism upon Judaism, for they were 
exclusive, theologically speculative, and rigidly ascetic (Ibid. 76-93). 
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deprecated in historical criticism.”10 Thus Lightfoot assumes a singular opponent and 

places the burden of proof upon the text to convince him otherwise.  

In his reconstruction, Lightfoot focuses on demonstrating how the distinctive Jewish 

and Gnostic elements coalesce in the Essenes, who were characterized by the following 

three traits: first, exclusive knowledge and doctrine; second, theological, mystic 

speculations; and third, rigid asceticism. These attributes are essentially Gnostic, so that 

Lightfoot concludes it appropriate to describe Essenism as “Gnostic Judaism.”11 Though 

Lightfoot finds traces of Essenism in Asia Minor (namely in Paul’s encounter with the 

exorcists in Acts 19 and the Sibylline Oracle), he does not “assume a precise identity of 

origin, but only an essential affinity of type” between the opponents and Essenism.12 

Lightfoot concludes that Asia Minor was a “congenial climate” for Essenism in first 

century Asia Minor, though he finds no direct evidence for their presence.13 Having 

reconstructed the opponents in this way, Lightfoot next interprets the entire text of 

Colossians as a polemic written directly against Gnostic Judaism, claiming that through 

this reconstruction, “we perceive that every sentence is instinct with life and meaning.”14 

Fred Francis and Wayne Meeks aptly analyse the significance of Lightfoot primarily 

in terms of his method, for Lightfoot kept his model open to the evidence of the text 

rather than attempting to force it into a known religious group.15 In this way, Lightfoot 

has shed light on the text of Colossians and forced historical scholars to wrestle with the 

convoluted phenomena of the textual evidence rather than curtailing the evidence to fit it 

into a known religious group. His approach has opened the door to the variety of 

reconstructions that currently flood the scene. However, like most watershed ideas, 

Lightfoot’s work is in need of refinement and improvement.  

                                                
10 Ibid. 74. 

11 Ibid. 93. 

12 Ibid. 94-95. 

13 Ibid. 98. 

14 Ibid. 114. 

15 Francis, Conflict, 209-210. 
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Since Lightfoot, much progress has been made in the historical evidence, not least 

of which have been the discovery of the Dead Sea Scrolls and Nag Hammadi 

documents.16 With those discoveries in hand, Yamauchi would later evaluate Lightfoot’s 

reconstruction by surveying the parallels between the Colossian heresy, the Essenism of 

Qumran, and the Gnosticism of the Nag-Hammadi texts.17 Yamauchi discerns a number 

of parallels with Qumran such as dietary practices, Sabbath, and emphasis upon angels. 

However, Yamauchi also notes several unique features of the heresy that seem to more 

closely parallel Gnosticism, such as their proselytizing zeal, orientation of knowledge, 

and soteriology. Yamauchi thereby suggests that, contra Lightfoot, “we are unable to 

equate the Colossian heresy with the Essene heterodoxy.”18 Instead, based on some 

features that have greater affinity with Nag-Hammadi Gnosticism, Yamauchi concludes, 

“We are left then with a heresy with elements that resemble Jewish heterodoxy, on the 

one hand, and with elements that anticipate the later development of Gnosticism, on the 

other hand. In short, we have exactly what we might expect of a transition from the one 

to the other, if Gnosticism did evolve along these lines.”19 Yamauchi thus largely agrees 

with Lightfoot in suggesting Jewish and Gnostic elements, but he demonstrates that 

Essenism is not a satisfactory parallel. 

                                                
16 The presence of Essenes within the Qumran sect is supported by the report of Pliny the Elder (Nat. 

Hist. 5.73), a non-extant reference by Chrystostom (referred to by Synesius of Cyrene in 400CE), and 
theology and practices reflective of Essenism. Thus it is likely that the Dead Sea Scrolls were produced by 
Essenes and therefore informative regarding Essenism. For further discussion, see James C. VanderKam, 
The Dead Sea Scrolls Today (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1994): 71-98. The Nag Hammadi codices, 
discovered in 1945, likely date to the second and third centuries CE and provide the earliest primary 
Gnostic documents. Prior to this, the only extant evidence was found in the polemic of the heresiological 
reports by the church fathers, as surveyed by Pearson (Ancient Gnosticism, 25-50). Robinson provides the 
story of the discovery and translation of the Nag Hammadi texts in three subsequent articles: James M. 
Robinson, “Introduction,” BA 42 (1979): 201-205; idem, “The Discovery of the Nag Hammadi Codices,” 
BA 42 (1979): 206-224; idem, “Getting the Nag Hammadi Library Into English,” BA 42 (1979): 239-248. 
The manuscripts have now been published as The Facisimile Edition of the Nag Hammadi Codices, 
Published under the auspices of the Department of Antiquities of the Arab Republic of Egypt in 
conjunction with the United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization. (Leiden: Brill, 
1972). For the most widely recognized English translation, see The Nag Hammadi Library in English, (ed. 
James M. Robinson; San Francisco: Harper & Row, 1988); cf. The Nag Hammadi Scriptures: The 
International Edition (ed. Marvin Meyer; New York: HarperOne, 2007). 

17 Yamauchi, “Sectarian Parallels.” 

18 Ibid. 152. 

19 Ibid. 152. 
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Lightfoot’s thesis was significantly advanced in 1917 through Martin Dibelius’ 

refinement of Gnostic theory in light of cultic ritual in mystery religion initiations.20 

Dibelius begins with the eleventh book of Apuleius’ Metamorphoses in order to develop 

the rites associated with the initiation of a convert to the Isis mysteries, who would 

undergo a journey into the realm of the dead and return through the protection of the 

deity. Dibelius further interprets the journey depicted by Apuleius as a literal rather than 

subjective journey, as the initiate descended into the darkness of the underground room 

of the temple and later emerged into the brightness of the sun under the guidance of the 

goddess Isis, who protects him against the stoixei=a. The mood for this journey was set 

through asceticism, waiting, visions, dreams, priestly instructions, and sacred texts.21 The 

journey culminates in “the vision of God and deification,” and the initiate gains freedom 

and protection from the cosmic powers.22 The initiate concludes with the following 

phrase in which Dibelius detected an official formula: “I beheld the gods of the 

underworld and the gods of the upper world, face to face.”23 

This extensive analysis of the initiation ritual of the Isis mystery ultimately brings 

Dibelius back to the Colossian opponents, whom Dibelius reconstructs in the image of 

mystery religions as he has described them. Dibelius’ foothold is also his major 

contribution to the discussion, namely that in 2:18 Paul is “quite obviously” employing 

technical terms of the opponents.24 He suggests regarding the difficult phrase a$ e9o&raken 

e0mbateu&wn that “every doubt would be removed if this expression were understood as a 

technical term of the alien cult.”25 He further supports the technical sense of e0mbateu&w 

                                                
20 Martin Dibelius, “The Isis Initiation in Apuleius and Related Initiatory Rites,” in Conflict at 

Colossae: A Problem in the Interpretation of Early Christianity Illustrated by Selected Modern Studies 
(trans. Fred O. Francis and Wayne A. Meeks; Missoula, MT: Scholars Press, 1975). Originally published 
as Martin Dibelius, “Die Isisweihe Bei Apulejus Und Verwandte Initiations-Riten,” Sitzungsberichte der 
Heidelberger Akademie der Wissenschaften, Philosophisch-historische Klasse, Band 8 (Abhandlung, 
1917). 

21 Dibelius, “Isis Initiation,” 77. 

22 Ibid. 81. 

23 Ibid. 64. 

24 Ibid. 83. 

25 Ibid. 84. 
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through what were then recently published inscriptions for the temple of Apollo at 

Claros.26 Six inscriptions describe the ceremonies undertaken by qeo/propoi who came 

to the temple as inquirers, and four of the six use e0mbateu&w to describe what Dibelius 

suggests is the second stage of initiation, entrance into the inner shrine and into the 

mystery proper.27  

Having used e0mbateu&w as a foothold into the text, Dibelius proceeds to interpret the 

rest of the text in light of his reconstruction. He suggests a$ e9o&raken is the object of 

e0mbateu&w and thereby refers to the vision received, the content of which is a secret 

closely guarded by the initiate. Dibelius points to qrhskei/a| tw~n a)gge/lwn and 

stoixei=a as references to the cosmic deities of the visionary experience, and he suggests 

“perhaps a good many of the statements about Christ relate antithetically to the salvific 

content of the mysteries.”28 Thus such terms as musth&rion, sofi/a, and gnw=sij (1:26; 

2:3) are antithetical to the mystery religion, while para&dosij (2:8) is an allusion and 

both sunqa/ptw and sungei/rw (2:12) are borrowed symbols. So also the ascetic 

commandments are a direct reference, and e0qeloqrhski/a (2:23) is a catchword of the 

opponents. Thus Dibelius is able to detect mystery religions as the opponent behind the 

epistle. 

Finally, Dibeilus concludes his essay by returning to the target of Paul’s polemic, 

which was aimed not at the opponents themselves, but rather at Christians in Colossae. 

For Dibelius, this meant the Christians were themselves engaged in syncretistic practices 

with the Hellenistic mysteries, resulting in an early form of Gnosticism within the 

church. The resulting merger “constitutes probably the earliest certainly datable and 

historically recognizable case of an early and germinal Christian-gnostic formation.”29 

                                                
26 The excavation was undertaken in 1912 and subsequently published by Theodore Macridy 

(“Antiquités De Notion II,” JOAI 15 [1912]: 36-67). Note that William Ramsay also developed the same 
positions as Dibelius, though both were unaware of the other’s work and Dibelius has been more 
frequently recognized by future scholars (William Ramsay, “Ancient Mysteries and Their Relation to St. 
Paul,” Athenaeum [1913]: 106-107). 

27 Dibelius, “Isis Initiation,” 87. 

28 Ibid. 89. 

29 Ibid. 91. 
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The Christian gnosis of Colossae was the result of a merger between Christianity and the 

cult, a “double initiation.”30 The resulting interaction of influences between the two 

backgrounds was ultimately oriented toward the same goal: “by means of a revelatory 

religion to set man free from cosmic compulsion and to make him master of his fate.”31 

Thus, Dibelius ultimately views Colossians as a direct confrontation not of mystery 

religions themselves, but rather of Gnosticism in its initial stage of syncretistic 

development. 

Dibelius’ contribution in relation to Lightfoot and Jewish Gnosticism is self-evident. 

Whereas Lightfoot described a generic form of Jewish Gnosticism, Dibelius has 

identified a specific background for describing such Gnosticism. Dibelius departs from 

Lightfoot by neglecting the Jewish element, and he instead bases his reconstruction 

exclusively upon a gnostic mystery religion into which Christians were converting. 

While Dibelius’ reconstruction is commendable for its careful attention to the 

background sources, it suffers at several points. First, his reconstruction is built almost 

exclusively upon e0mbateu&w, one of the most lexically and grammatically difficult terms 

in all of Colossians. In the words of Peter O’Brien, Dibelius has a “preoccupation with 

e0mbateu&wn.”32 Second, Dibelius has marginalized the obviously Jewish elements of the 

text, having not even mentioned the reference to Sabbath and festivals in 2:16. Third, 

there is yet to be discovered in any location an actual cult parallel to that proposed by 

Dibelius, making his reconstruction historically unattested and tenuous.33  Finally, 

Dibelius overstates his case when he treats mystery religions as the hermeneutical key 

for unlocking the text, for though there may be a trace of mystery religion behind the 

polemic, he must strain the text to make it fit into his reconstruction. Thus Dibelius’ 

contribution will prove important even to this study, but his final reconstruction is 

insufficient. 

                                                
30 Ibid. 92-93. 

31 Ibid. 100. 

32 Peter T. O'Brien, Colossians, Philemon, WBC (Waco, TX: Word Books, 1982), xxxv. 

33 Arnold, Colossian Syncretism, 169. 
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Eduard Lohse follows and builds upon Dibelius.34 Lohse summarizes the main 

features through which he proposes the false teaching can be “reconstructed with some 

certainty.”35 He funnels these features into two major categories: first, the pursuit of true 

knowledge (through a right relationship with the elements) such that will allow one to be 

suffused with the divine fullness; and second, asceticism through which one withdraws 

from the world and orders his life in accordance with the principles of the universe. 

Lohse suggests the syncretistic gathering of these elements (Jewish and pagan) can best 

be described as Gnostic, or more specifically, pre-Gnostic. He then finds agreement with 

Dibelius by suggesting that the cultic practices of the opponents “probably took the form 

of a mystery,” a conclusion reflected in Lohse’s translation of a$ e9o&raken e0mbateu&wn 

(2:18): “as he had visions of them during the mystery rites.”36 Lohse argues for this 

connection by understanding circumcision in 2:11 as a catchword of the opponents, who 

used it to dress up their own “decisive act of initiation” in Jewish terminology.37 Like 

Dibelius, Lohse suggests these opponents were ultimately drawing members of the 

Christian congregation into dual membership with the cult and the church. Colossians 

counters this Christian syncretism by declaring “with unequivocal clarity that a synthesis 

of this kind is absolutely impossible.”38 In the end, Lohse not only remains subject to the 

same criticisms as Dibelius, but may also be criticized for his interpretation of 

circumcision in relation to mystery rites. 

Though he is not concerned with delineating all of its syncretistic elements, Randal 

Argall does defend the existence of Hellenistic mystery religions as a component of the 

                                                
34 Eduard Lohse, Colossians: A Commentary on the Epistles to the Colossians and to Philemon, 

Hermeneia (ed. Helmut Koester; trans. William R. Poehlmann and Robert J. Karris; Philadelphia: Fortress 
Press, 1971), 128-129. Originally published as Die Briefe an die Kolosser und an Philemon (Göttingen: 
Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1968). 

35 Lohse, Colossians, 127. 

36 Ibid. 129-130. 

37 Though Lohse suggests that though the text does not communicate the exact nature of this 
initiation rite, he speculates that perhaps it was the physical act of circumcision or perhaps the opponents 
used the term as a figurative description of the ascetic putting away of the flesh (Ibid. 130). 

38 Ibid. 130. 
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opponents’ teaching.39 Argall points to the role of visionary experiences in the mystery 

religions, as demonstrated by the visionary experiences in Homeric Hymn to Demeter 

(early sixth century BCE) and Plutarch’s application of those themes to Isis in his Isis and 

Osiris 15-16 (late first century CE).40 Further, Argall suggests that the ambiguity inherent 

to a$ e9o&raken is because Paul was concerned with the significance of the experience 

rather than the object viewed, and (like Dibelius) he sees the death and resurrection 

motifs in Apuleius’s Metamorphoses 11 as the best background to Paul’s emphasis on 

the death and resurrection of Christ in Colossians.41 He concludes, “I am convinced that 

the religious error depicted in Colossians 2:18 can best be attributed to the influence of 

Hellenistic mystery cults.”42 

The next significant advancement away from Dibelius was provided by Günther 

Bornkamm in 1948.43 Like his predecessors, Bornkamm begins his treatment of the 

Colossian heresy with the assumption that the entire letter is structured around its 

response to that heresy, though he acknowledges that the “extent and manner” of the 

author’s references to this heresy “cannot be determined with certainty.”44 Nevertheless, 

Bornkamm undertakes a method comparable to Lightfoot’s whereby he first looks for 

individual traits “extracted and inferred” from Colossians, then places those traits within 

the broader background of comparative religion, and finally returns to the text and uses 

the perspective of that broader background to illuminate further traits and motifs.45 

                                                
39 Randal A. Argall, “The Source of a Religious Error in Colossae,” CTJ (1987): 6-20. 

40 Ibid. 15-17. 

41 Ibid. 17-19. Argall further notes that Paul may not have known the exact nature of the object seen, 
since he is receiving his information secondhand and it would have been a closely guarded secret, or Paul 
may have simply not bothered to mention it in greater detail.  

42 Ibid. 20. 

43 Gunther Bornkamm, “The Heresy of Colossians,” in Conflict at Colossae: A Problem in the 
Interpretation of Early Christianity Illustrated by Selected Modern Studies (ed. Fred O. Francis and 
Wayne A. Meeks; Missoula, MT: Scholars Press, 1975). The article was originally published in 
Theologische Literaturzeitung 73 (1948): 11-20. 

44 “While the apostle explicitly contends against it [erroneous teaching] only in the limited section 
2:4-23, his positive unfolding of the gospel in 1:15-20 is already determined, in terminology and in 
thought, by antithesis to the heresy, and the structure of the letter as a whole becomes transparent and its 
peculiarity comprehensible in view of this confrontation” (Bornkamm, “Heresy,” 123). 

45 Ibid. 125. 
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He begins the first step by moving directly to the teaching about the cosmic 

elements in 2:8 and 2:20. Here Bornkamm identifies a foothold, equating the stoixei=a 

with the a)rxh~j kai\ e0cousi/aj in 2:10 and 2:15 in addition to qrhskei/a| tw~n a)gge/lwn 

in 2:18.46 These connections lead Bornkamm to interpret the stoixei=a as “personal, 

angelic powers” and he reads the rest of the polemic around this understanding.47 The 

opponents taught that the plh&rwma dwells within the stoixei=a, the stoixei=a places 

men under do/gmata, which in turn leads to asceticism, festivals, humility, etc.  

Bornkamm next locates the stoixei=a within the historical background of 

Gnosticized Judaism, which Bornkamm describes as a syncretistic gathering place “in 

which Jewish and Iranian-Persian elements, and surely also influence of Chaldean 

astrology, have peculiarly alloyed themselves and have united with Christianity.”48 He 

first confidently finds background in Iranian Aeon theology, which had a dualistic 

worldview comparable to Gnosticism and a conception of a world-deity “whose gigantic 

body was composed of the elements of the universe.”49 In addition, Bornkamm identfies 

e0qeloqrhski/a| as a reference to initiation into the mysteries of the heresy, allowing him 

to find “far-reaching parallels in the mystery texts,” particularly the Mithras liturgy.50 He 

reads the polemic against this background, ultimately determining that the heresy had 

utilized Jewish terminology to label the mystery of rebirth as circumcision. He further 

sees a parallel between the mystery religions’ understanding of stoixei=a and its use in 

Colossians. Finally, Bornkamm adds Judaism to the mix by noting additional Jewish-

Gnostic elements such as circumcision, worship of angels, festivals, and ascetic 

                                                
46 Ibid. 123. 

47 Ibid. 124. 

48 Ibid. 135. 

49 Ibid. 126. 

50 Ibid. 127. However, Arnold contends Bornkamm has gone too far in finding a background for the 
Mithras liturgy in Jewish Gnosticism (Colossian Syncretism, 138). Arnold also cites Yamauchi, who 
concludes that Mithraism developed too late to have had influence on Christianity in the first century. 
“Most scholars conclude that Mithraism, which developed at the earliest late in the first century CE, could 
not have influenced nascent Christianity” (Persia and the Bible [Grand Rapids: Baker, 1990], 518, cited by 
Arnold, Colossian Syncretism, 165). 
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requirements.51 He finds confirmation of this view in the Jewish Gnostic texts such as 

Book of Elchasai and Pseudo-Clementines.52 In light of this complex background, 

Bornkamm returns to the text and finds further catchwords to affirm his view, including 

tapeinofrosu&nh, a)feidi/a| sw&matoj, and timh/. Because plh/rwma is a central slogan 

to the heresy, Bornkamm suggests Paul plays on it in his evaluation that it is plhsmonh\ 

th~! sarko/j (2:23). 

In his final analysis, Bornkamm suggests the closest known historical parallel to this 

complex syncretism is the Cappadocian Hypsistarians of the fourth century. The 

Hypsistarian sect was an amalgamation of various deities and beliefs, including Jewish 

Yahweh, pagan elements, Chaldean astrology, Persian beliefs, the Syrian Ba’alim, 

Phrygian Zeus-Dionysus, Egyptian beliefs, and local Asia Minor cults such as Attis.53 

Bornkamm contends this later sect grew out of an incipient Jewish gnosis of which the 

Colossian heresy was a part.54 

Thus in his effort to not flatten the convoluted evidence into a known historical 

group, Bornkamm has committed the opposite fault of mirror-reading the text to the 

point of parallelomania.55 Bornkamm identifies catchwords referring to multiple 

religious groups throughout Asia Minor, and notes that the general nature of many of the 

key terms creates the possibility of seemingly endless parallels. “Every particular 

feature, if we but had more precise knowledge of the history of early Christian and late 

Jewish sects, could certainly be attested, to an even greater measure than is now the case, 

from a number of other systems.”56 Nevertheless, Bornkamm follows this admission with 

a non-sequitur: “But one can hardly doubt the fact that behind the Colossian heresy 

stands a Jewish or Judaizing gnosticism that is deeply infected by Iranian views.”57 Thus 
                                                

51 Bornkamm, “Heresy,” 132. 

52 Ibid. 132. 

53 Ibid. 136. 

54 Ibid. 137. 

55 Samuel Sandmel, “Parallelomania,” JBL 81 (1962): 1-13. cf. John Barclay, “Mirror-Reading a 
Polemical Letter: Galatians As a Test Case,” JSNT 31 (1987): 73-93. 

56 Bornkamm, “Heresy,” 133. 

57 Ibid. 133. 
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Bornkamm’s final move toward amalgamating the parallels into a singular yet complex 

syncretistic group is less than persuasive. Indeed, Bornkamm’s primary attraction to the 

Hypsistarians has less to do with any particular ideological connection with them, and 

more to do with their generally broad and all-inclusive syncretism that would 

accommodate Bornkamm’s undiscrimating acceptance of parallels. 

Several additional scholars have lent their support and their own perspectives to the 

Gnostic view. Moule generally agrees with Lightfoot that the opponents hold to “a 

‘gnostic’ type of Judaism or a Jewish type of ‘gnosticism.’”58 He reaches this conclusion 

by dividing the evidence into three groups. First, the exclusively Jewish elements include 

circumcision (2:11) and Sabbath (2:16); second, the elements found within Judaism but 

not exclusive to it include traditions of men (2:8), food, festivals, and new moons (2:16); 

and third the elements belonging to Hellenism include drink (2:16) and asceticism 

(2:23).59 Moule suggests that the combination of such incompatible features was not 

unknown in antiquity, particularly among the Essenes and later gnostic systems. 

However, he warns that “a wholesale equation of the Colossian error with the later 

gnostic systems is certainly a rash assumption.”60 Rather, Moule concludes by drawing a 

general picture of the opponents as claiming to be Christian, yet valuing asceticism, 

promoting a ritual calendar and food regulations, emphasizing visions, and perhaps 

having a low Christology in which Jesus was one among many able to provide salvation 

from the powers.61 Thus Moule finds evidence pointing in at least two distinct directions 

that, when compressed into one group, has no clear relationship to a first century entity. 

He therefore concludes with a mirror-read description of the opponents that is 

historically plausible but not historically demonstrable. 

                                                
58 Moule, Epistles of Paul, 31. 

59 Moule further suggests three additional elements are likely Hellenic, including plh&rwma (1:19), 
gnw=sij (2:3), and filosofi/a (2:8). He excludes two terms because of their inherent ambiguity. He sees 
do&gmasin (2:14) as potentially broader than the Jewish law and suggests stoixei=a (2:8, 20) can only be 
understood in light of its context (Ibid. 30-31). 

60 Ibid. 33. Similarly, Thomas Olbricht mirror-reads the text against opponents who were “ostensibly 
influenced by Judaism tinctured by Hellenism, and moving in the direction of what later turns out to be 
Gnosticism” (“Colossians and Gnostic Theology,” RQ 14 [1971]: 65-79). 

61 Moule, Epistles of Paul, 33. 
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B. Critical Summary 

Beyond the shortcomings of the particular authors and their representations of the 

opponents, the general identification of Gnosticism has two broader problems that 

further serve to undermine its credibility. First, the term Gnosticism has been broadly 

defined, generalized, and overused to the point that it is now nearly devoid of significant 

meaning.62 Second, and perhaps most importantly, there remains a profound lack of 

evidence regarding the existence, nature, and location of Gnosticism in the first century. 

The earliest direct evidence of Gnosticism arises within the second century heresiologists 

(especially Irenaeus, Ag. Her.) who are themselves not especially reliable because of the 

polemical nature of their works.63 The earliest primary Gnostic documents, discovered 

recently at Nag Hammadi, are dated primarily to the fourth century, though some may 

reflect traditions reaching back to the second century.64 There is, therefore, no solid, 

extant evidence for a pre-Christian Gnosticism in the first century, though certain of its 

features may have been present in the religious and philosophical atmosphere.65 

The combination of these two fault-lines, when taken together, make it tenuous to 

argue for Gnosticism as a defined religious movement in the first century. Thus those 

identifying the Colossian opponents as Gnostic make appeals to “proto” or “incipient” 

Gnosticism, based on the assumption that the defined religious movement of the second 

century must have had a period of development in which its general ideas and 

parameters came into existence. Even so, F.F. Bruce correctly suggests that though it 

may be easy to call the opponents incipient Gnosticism, “it is not so easy…to relate it to 

                                                
62 E.g. Williams, Rethinking “Gnosticism.”  

63 For example, Perkins suggests that Irenaeus was “not compelled to represent the doctrine of his 
opponents accurately,” so that he has likely “over-platonized” his Gnostic opponents (“Ordering the 
Cosmos: Irenaeus and the Gnostics,” in Nag Hammadi, Gnosticism, and Early Christianity [ed. Charles 
W. Hedrick and Robert Jr. Hodgson; Peabody, MA: Hendrickson, 1986], 222). Pearson provides a 
thorough survey of the heresiologists’ references to Gnosticism (Ancient Gnosticism, 25-50).  

64 Birger A. Pearson, “Nag Hammadi: Nag Hammadi Codices,” ABD 4 (1992): 984-993. Yamauchi 
presents the uncritical use of late sources as the strongest and most frequent criticism against those arguing 
for a pre-Christian Gnosticism (Pre-Christian Gnosticism, 170).  

65 Robert McL. Wilson, The Gnostic Problem: A Study of the Relations Between Hellenistic Judaism 
and the Gnostic Heresy (London: A.R. Mowbray & Co., 1958), 261, 263-264. 
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any of the particular forms of developed Gnosticism known today.”66 The 

reconstructions of this incipient Gnosticism from Colossians are so distinct from the 

known Gnosticism of the second century that the probability of such a group having 

existed in first century Asia Minor within the general boundaries of Gnosticism is no 

longer historically plausible.67 

Further, if Gnosticism is behind the opponents, it is strange that Paul does not 

address the most central tenets of Gnosticism. Instead, he directly refers only to features 

that are peripheral. For example, most scholars recognize an anti-cosmic dualism as a 

central feature of Gnosticism.68 Though Colossians contains a cosmic Christology 

whereby Christ is creator, sustainer, redeemer, and lord of the cosmos (1:15-20), the 

polemic does not identify or attack directly the dualism of Gnosticism.69 Instead, Percy 

observes that the dualism typical of Gnosticism is more at home in the Colossian 

author’s theology than in his opponents.70 Indeed, in what is perhaps the final stamp of 

damaging evidence against the Gnostic view, Wilson points out that second century 

Gnostics, rather than being refuted by Colossians, were actually able to interpret 

                                                
66 F.F. Bruce, “Colossian Problems Part 3: The Colossian Heresy,” BibSac 141 (1984): 195-208, here 

199. 

67 Douglas Moo contends Colossians does not have a “coalescence of typically gnostic elements,” 
and that any seemingly gnostic elements were “more generally part of the first-century intellectual 
environment” (The Letters to the Colossians and to Philemon, PNTC [Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 
2008], 53). 

68 Lohse, New Testament Environment, 254; Yamauchi, Pre-Christian Gnosticism, 15; Kurt Rudolph, 
Gnosis: The Nature and History of Gnosticism (trans. Robert M. Wilson, P.W. Coxon and K.H. Kuhn; San 
Francisco: Harper & Row, 1983), 57. 

69 James Dunn notes that this dualism is “indispensable to the hypothesis of Gnosticism” and that 
there is no reason to interpret passages such as 1:13; 2:11-12,21,23; 3:2 in light of ontological dualism 
(The Epistles to the Colossians and to Philemon, NIGTC [Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1996], 28). The 
same problem arises for those who identify the opponents in Corinth as Gnostic. It is claimed by those 
proposing this view that “even Paul himself must have had some Gnostic tendencies because he does not 
explicitly attack their radical cosmic dualism” (Roy Yates, “Colossians and Gnosis,” JSNT 27 [1986]: 49-
68, here 53; cf. Walter Schmithals, Gnosticism in Corinth: An Investigation of the Letters to the 
Corinthians [trans. John E. Steely; Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1971]). 

70 E. Percy, Die Probleme der Kolosser- und Epheserbriefe (Lund: Gleerup, 1946), 177. Dunn 
summarizes that it was popular within the Jewish-Gnostic view “to characterize Colossians as seeking to 
counter the gnostic soteriology/Christology of the heretics with a more radically gnostic 
soteriology/Christology (“The Colossian Philosophy: A Confident Jewish Apologia,” Biblica 76 [1995]: 
153-181, here 153; cf. F.C Baur, Paul the Apostle of Jesus Christ: His Life and Works, His Epistles and 
Teachings [trans. A. Mensies; Peabody, MA: Hendrickson, 2003], II.6-26). 
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Colossians to advance their purposes.71 If Colossians were written as a polemic against 

incipient Gnosticism, it is a strange irony that they soon became such amicable 

bedfellows.72 

 

2. Pagan Religions 

A second category of scholars have turned to pagan religion as the background for 

reconstructing the opponents. While these scholars share some overlap with elements of 

the syncretistic reconstructions of Gnosticism, they are distinct in that they have 

removed Gnosticism from their equations and focused primarily on pagan and folk 

religion. This section will focus almost exclusively on Arnold, who has undertaken most 

of the labour of researching and arguing for this view and thereby has become its chief 

proponent.  

 

Review 

Prior to Arnold, a few scholars had dismissed Gnostic categories and instead proposed 

various forms of local pagan syncretism. A.T. Kraabel described the opponents as a 

mixture of pagan and Jewish elements that was not surprising in “an Anatolian Jewish 

setting.”73 Similarly, Johannes La!hnemann suggested the philosophy was a combination 

of features including Persian, Greek, and Jewish features that were combined with local 

pagan practices to produce a syncretism similar to Dibelius and Bornkamm.74 Despite 

these early forebears, the folk syncretism view found its clearest and most persuasive 

voice in Arnold. 

                                                
71 R. McL. Wilson, Gnosis and the New Testament (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1968), 83. E.g. 

Irenaeus, Adv. Haer., 1.1.8; Hippolytus, Ref., 5.12.5 

72 Thus R.M. Grant concludes, “All we can say about the Colossian situation is that there is nothing 
which seems to be specifically related to any form of Gnosticism which we know. Some of the 
terminology was employed by later Gnostics, but this fact proves nothing” (A Historical Introduction to 
the New Testament [New York: Harper & Row, 1963], 206). 

73 A.T. Kraabel, “Judaism in Western Asia Minor under the Roman Empire with a Preliminary Study 
of the Jewish Community at Sardis, Lydia” (PhD Dissertation; Harvard University, 1968), 146. 

74 However, La !hnemann does not describe this syncretism as Gnosticism (Der Kolosserbrief: 
Komposition, Situation und Argumentation, SNT [Gütersloh: Gütersloher Verlagshaus, 1971], 63-107). 
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Arnold begins his work by laying out his key assumptions regarding the “occasional 

nature” of the Pauline corpus in which the primary motivation of Colossians was to 

oppose a false and syncretistic teaching.75 However, Arnold intends to part from his 

predecessors in three areas of methodology. First, Arnold focuses on local primary 

evidence as much as possible, giving particular attention to inscriptions and 

archaeological evidence from Phrygia, Lydia, Caria, and Asia Minor.76 Second, Arnold 

aims to distinguish catchwords from polemical references, though his methodology in 

doing so is poorly developed. Essentially Arnold suggests that catchwords are most 

likely to appear in the polemical portion of the letter, thereby excluding such terms as 

plh&rwma.77 Finally, Arnold contends that the criterion used in determining the religious 

and cultural background of the opponents must be consistent with “what we might 

reasonably expect to surface in this area of Asia Minor.”78 He notes that Colossae was an 

insignificant city of farmers and wool-dyers, not a cultural city of great importance (as 

were Alexandria, Athens, Rome, etc.). Therefore, Arnold posits that the opponents ought 

to be considered from a perspective of folk religion rather than the advanced systems of 

religious or philosophical schools. The term ‘folk religion’ thus becomes a general 

category for the belief structures of the common people in Colossae, and Arnold 

suggests the magical texts are the best window into this level of belief.79 

With his assumptions and method in place, Arnold turns to the text. He finds his 

foothold in the phrase qrhskei/a| tw~n a)gge/lwn (2:18) and, taking it as an objective 

genitive, attempts to first understand it in the context of magical worship of angels as 

demonstrated in both pagan and Jewish contexts.80 Having thoroughly surveyed the 

                                                
75 Arnold, Colossian Syncretism, 1, 5-6. 

76 Ibid. 3. 

77 Ibid. 4. 

78 Ibid. 4. 

79 Ibid. 5, 15. 

80 Ibid. 8-10. Arnold depends on A. Lukyn Williams, who has argued that tw~n a)gge/lwn is an 
objective genitive indicating angel veneration that, though it stemmed from the fringes of Judaism, also 
betrayed influence by the magical characteristics of Phrygia, Persia, and Syria (A. Lukyn Williams, “The 
Cult of the Angels at Colossae,” JTS 10, no. 39 [1909]: 413-438). Arnold is unable to find one occasion in 
which qrhskei/a is used with a subjective genitive in the Greek literature (Colossian Syncretism, 91ff). 
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references to angels within the magical papyri, Arnold surmises that angels are clearly 

venerated within the context of magic and that they are often invoked in the same 

manner as deity, are seen as intermediaries for the gods, are associated with fate, and are 

worshiped primarily in a context of apotropaic magic.81 Arnold next looks to Judaism, 

where he detects a trend of honouring angels that reached toward veneration but did not 

materialize into worship, and he thereby suggests there were strands of Judaism that 

engaged in magic and also venerated angels in a manner similar to a pagan veneration, 

though Jewish angels were substituted for pagan angels.82  

Having established these two strands of angel-veneration – pagan and Jewish – 

Arnold turns to evidence local to Asia Minor, where he reveals a “relatively high number 

of inscriptions mentioning angels.”83 From the epigraphic evidence he concludes that in 

Asia Minor, angels were commonly perceived as “accessible supernatural beings who 

came to the aid of people in need.”84 However, it is only in pagan contexts that angels 

took on divine status, while in Jewish and Christian texts the angels are servants and 

emissaries of God. Therefore, Arnold proposes that the presence of a pagan angel cult in 

Asia Minor may be affirmed with confidence.85 This interpretation of qrhskei/a| tw~n 

a)gge/lwn is significant because, for Arnold, this is “the primary basis for interpreting 

the whole teaching of the Colossian ‘philosophy.’”86 

With his foothold established, Arnold turns to the identification and interpretation of 

various catchwords. He begins with a$ e9o&raken e0mbateu&wn and agrees with Ramsay and 

Dibelius that it should be seen as “a technical term of the local mysteries and as a 

catchword of the teaching of the opponents,” for this would have been a familiar usage 

                                                
81 Ibid. 30-31. 

82 Ibid. 32-60, esp. 59. 

83 Ibid. 61. 

84 Ibid. 88. Thus he concludes, “In short, the local inscriptional evidence demonstrates that ‘angel’ 
was an important term in the religious life of the people of Asia Minor. People in the are commonly called 
upon a/)ggeloi – regardless of primary religious orientation – for protection and help” (Ibid. 89). 

85 Ibid. 88. 

86 Ibid. 90. 
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of the people of the Lycus Valley.87 Though the precise nature of the connection remains 

unclear, Arnold concludes that the teaching of the opponents “had some connection to 

mystery initiation,” representing a bold syncretism between Christianity and Phrygian 

mystery cults.88  

Arnold proceeds to identify a number of catchwords in the text, focusing 

particularly on the heart of the polemic, 2:16-23.89 He turns first to stoixei=a, suggesting 

it is used in 2:8 as a citation of the “self-understanding” of the opponents (i.e. a 

catchword), though it is modified with the negative and polemical characterization tou~ 

ko&smou.90 Thus it was part of the opponents’ vocabulary for various kinds of spirits, and 

the Colossians would have been familiar with such a usage. Arnold next finds Jewish 

influence within the philosophy as evidenced in 2:16. Sabba&ton is an obvious 

indication, as are the reflections of Jewish tradition in e9orth/ and neomhni/a (2:16), 

though these traditions had transformed in the syncretistic process.91  He identifies 

several catchwords in 2:23 – sofi/a, e0qeloqrhski/a, tapeinofrosu&nh, a)feidi/a| 

sw&matoj, and timh/. He contends that sofi/a has a background in the wisdom literature, 

thus pointing to a magical-wisdom tradition.92 The term e)qeloqrhski/a points to the 

voluntary nature of the worship in a local mystery cult.93 Tapeinofrosu&nh is a 

catchword because, though it is used elsewhere by Paul in a positive fashion (3:12; cf. 

Phil 2:3; Eph 4:2), it is here used in a negative sense (2:8,23).94 The phrase a)feidi/a| 

sw&matoj was also a self-description of the opponents indicating the dietary regulations 

used in their unsparing treatment of the physical body.95 Timh/ is used in conjunction with 
                                                

87 Ibid. 106, 120. 

88 Ibid. 156. 

89 Ibid. 220-221. 

90 Ibid. 189. Arnold suggests tou~ ko&smou would have provided a shocking revelation to the 
Colossians that the angels they are invoking for protection are the very evil powers from which they are 
seeking protection. Ibid. 190. 

91 Ibid. 195-196.  

92 Ibid. 201-204. 

93 Ibid. 219. 

94 Ibid. 211. 

95 Ibid. 214. 
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its mystery religion usage, and was therefore used by the opponents to refer to the divine 

honour granted by God upon their worship via the mystery cult.96 Arnold suggests the 

opponents referred to themselves in a positive manner as philosophy (dia_ th~j 

filosofi/aj; 2:8) and presented their theology positively as tradition (kata_ th_n 

para&dosin; 2:8).97  

Thus Arnold shifts between Jewish and mystery religion backgrounds for these 

various catchwords, leading him to the following summary statement: 
 

A careful examination of the characteristics of ‘the philosophy’ based upon the polemic of 
Colossians 2 demonstrates a remarkable syncretism. There are features that appear to be clearly 
Jewish (such as Sabbath observances), some that are distinctively pagan (mystery initiation), others 
that are best explained as folk belief/magic (invoking angels), and many that could be explained from 
the perspective of a number of traditions.98 

Arnold ultimately places all of these under the banner of magic and folk religion, 

suggesting that among people from different backgrounds there would have been 

“significant overlap” in their religious practices.99 He contends the opponents are located 

within the church (for Paul “never castigates them as outsiders”) and are of Gentile 

background (for Jews would not have undergone mystery initiation).100 Arnold also 

provides evidence (e.g. Ignatius’ letter to the Ephesians; Testament of Solomon, etc.) of 

Christian syncretism with magical practices and folk belief, drawing affinities between 

Christian syncretism and the Colossian opponents.101 Thus Arnold states as the final 

statement of his reconstruction, “The Colossian ‘philosophy’ thus represents a 

combination of Phrygian folk belief, local folk Judaism, and Christianity.”102 Arnold 

concludes by demonstrating how Paul confronts this philosophy with a contextualized 

theology emphasizing cosmic Christology and realized eschatology.103  

                                                
96 Ibid. 219. 

97 Ibid. 204, 208. Arnold follows Lohse in his interpretation of para&dosin. Lohse, Colossians, 95-
96. 

98 Arnold, Colossian Syncretism, 226. 

99 Ibid. 227. 

100 Ibid. 229, 232. 

101 Ibid. 238-241. 

102 Ibid. 243.  

103 Ibid. 245-309. 
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B. Critical Summary 

Arnold has made a substantial contribution to scholarship regarding the book of 

Colossians. His careful treatment of large amounts of primary material has not only 

brought the folk religion view from obscurity to prominence, but has also created a new 

standard for scholars working on the historical background of the book. In many ways, 

all subsequent reconstructions of the opponents must interact with Arnold, and indeed 

this project will dialogue with and benefit from his work at several points.104 

Nevertheless, Arnold’s work is subject to several criticisms. First, Arnold relies 

heavily on the magical papyri, though he himself admits that most of the papyri date into 

the third and fourth centuries.105 He attempts to circumvent this problem by defining 

magic not as a movement, but as a general way of “approaching the divine,” and thereby 

contending that the beliefs and practices exhibited in the papyri were practised much 

earlier.106 Second, because of his identification of qrhskei/a| tw~n a)gge/lwn as a 

foothold, Arnold limits his survey of inscriptions to those that use a!ggeloj, a)ggeliko/j, 

or specifically refer to a Jewish angel.107 This exclusive treatment of the evidence causes 

him to overstate the prominence of angels, calling into question his suggestion of an 

actual angel cult present in Asia Minor and presumably also in Colossae.108 Third, 

though Arnold has established some terminological links between magic and the 

Colossian opponents, he does not account for the most prominent magical language that 

is not represented in Colossians. This is especially true of the term o9rki/zw, which 

appears in the “vast majority” of the magical documents.109 Finally, Arnold’s focus on 

                                                
104 Moo may even be accurate to describe Arnold’s work as “the single, best explanation of the false 

teaching that Paul opposes in Colossae” (Moo, Colossians, 58). 

105 Arnold, Colossian Syncretism, 17. Thus Sumney criticizes that, though Arnold’s material is 200 
years later, he “still assumes that geographic proximity is nearly evidence enough to posit a direct 
connection” (Sumney, “Paul and His Opponents,” 64). This point will be argued further in the fourth 
chapter of this thesis. 

106 Arnold, Colossian Syncretism, 18-19. 

107 Ibid. 62. Also, qrhskei/a never appears in Arnold’s primary materials (cf. Sumney, “Paul and His 
Opponents,” 64). 

108 See chapter five of this thesis regarding an angel cult. 

109 Arnold, Colossian Syncretism, 14. 
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the historical axis has led him into the creation of a complex syncretism that, like many 

before him, is historically unattested.110 

 

3. Hellenistic Philosophies 

Another stream of scholarship appeals to Hellenistic philosophy as the central 

background to the identity of the opponents. Scholars in this stream have appealed to the 

three philosophical schools of Pythagoreanism, Middle Platonism, and Cynicism. 

 

A. Review 

Eduard Schweizer first argued for a Pythagorean background in his commentary in 

1976.111 Schweizer suggests that only the following three things are certain regarding the 

opponents: first, precepts concerning food, drink, and festivals; second, exercises in 

asceticism and perhaps worship of angels; and third, elements of the universe holding 

humanity captive within the world. While many would agree with Schweizer’s first two, 

it is the last of the three that sets Schweizer apart from previous scholars. Schwiezer 

contends that stoixei=a tou~ ko&smou is actually the key phrase, so that the “concept of 

the elements of the universe is in any case decisive.”112 Schweizer suggests stoixei=a 

consistently in the literature refers to the four elements (earth, water, air, and fire), and 

that “this view must far and away have dominated the spirit of the age.”113 Further, these 

elements were at strife with one another and in need of reconciliation.  

For Schweizer, all of these motifs come together in a Pythagorean text dated to the 

first century BCE.114 This text reflects a dualism between the unstable earthly sphere and 

                                                
110 Ian Smith further points out that Arnold’s focus on the historical axis has precluded careful 

exegesis of the text (Heavenly Perspective: A Study of the Apostle Paul's Response to a Jewish Mystical 
Movement at Colossae, LNTS 326 [London: T&T Clark International, 2006], 32). 

111 Eduard Schweizer, Brief and Die Kolosser (Zurich: Benziger, 1976); cf. idem, The Letter to the 
Colossians: A Commentary (trans. Andrew Chester; Minneapolis: Augsburg, 1982). 

112 Ibid. 128. 

113 Ibid. 129. Schweizer provides a detailed review of the relevant literature in a later article (“Slaves 
of the Elements and Worshipers of Angels: Gal 4: 3, 9 and Col 2: 8, 18, 20,” JBL 107 [1988]: 455-468). 

114 Hermann Diels, Die Fragmente der Vorsokratiker, vol. 1 (Berlin: Weidmann, 1906), 448.33-
451.19. 
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the pure, divine world above. Hermes leads souls into this upper sphere provided they 

are pure, pay him honour, and practise ritual baths and asceticism. Thus Schweizer 

concludes that all of the themes in Colossians 2:16-23 are present in this Pythagorean 

text, with the one exception of Sabbath observance. He concludes: “The Colossian 

‘philosophy’ does then seem to have been an actual philosophy; it seems that it may also 

have included some kind of mystery rite. It did not doubt the unimpaired and redeemed 

world brought through Christ; it was only that it wanted to ensure the soul’s ascent to the 

upper world.”115 Therefore, the central issue between the author and the opponents is 

whether fullness is received upon union with Christ or upon post-mortem ascent.116 

While Schweizer has enjoyed some influence, his work too suffers on a number of 

accounts. First, just as Dibelius became over-preoccupied with e0mbateu&w, Schweizer 

has become preoccupied with stoixei=a tou~ ko&smou. His entire thesis reads outward 

from his interpretation of stoixei=a as the four elements, creating a tenuous foothold for 

his reconstruction. Second, Schweizer mentions the possible inclusion of a mystery 

initiation within the opponents, yet he fails to give a defence for why this would be 

necessary or an explanation of how this would effect his view.117 Third, though he 

observes that the mention of Sabbath in 2:16 does not fit his Pythagorean text, Schweizer 

fails to account for the potential Jewishness of the opponents.118 He says only that the 

Jewish component is significantly less than the “Jewish trimmings” in view in Galatia.119 

Thus, his text is not so perfectly inclusive of all of the evidence after all.  

In an attempt to both build upon and to correct Schweizer, DeMaris offers Middle 

Platonism as the core element of the opponents.120 DeMaris advocates a conservative 

                                                
115 Ibid. 133. 

116 Ibid. 139. 

117 Ibid. 133. 

118 This oversight has also been noted by DeMaris (Colossian Controversy, 88. cf. Arnold, Colossian 
Syncretism, 206). Further, Dunn points to Josephus’ commendation of the Essenes as “a group that follows 
a way of life taught to the Greeks by Pythagoras” (Josephus, Ant. 15.371) as evidence that the opponents 
could, in theory, “give the impression of Pythagoreanism without owing anything substantive to it in fact” 
(Colossians, 32, fn.36).  

119 Schweizer, Colossians, 128. 

120 DeMaris, Colossian Controversy. 
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“minimalist” approach in which he seeks to deal with the least amount of text as 

possible, to give that text the loudest voice, and to favour a reconstruction that is simple 

as well as comprehensive.121 He restricts himself to just 2:8 and 2:16-23 to develop his 

picture of the opponents, then concludes his work by reading the rest of Colossians in 

light of Middle Platonism to test his thesis.  

DeMaris uses two terms, filosofi/a and stoixei=a, to establish his foothold in the 

text. Like Schweizer, DeMaris interprets stoixei=a tou~ ko&smou as a reference to the four 

elements, casting him immediately into the realm of Greek philosophy.122 This 

association then illuminates the term filosofi/a, leading DeMaris to conclude, “Both 

point – filosofi/a probably, stoixei=a uneqivocally [sic.] – to a philosophical 

background.”123 However, DeMaris rejects Schweizer’s conclusion and instead re-

classifies Schweizer’s sources as Middle Platonist.124 In addition, because DeMaris 

understands the Colossian dispute to be primarily about knowledge and the pursuit of 

wisdom, he concludes that Middle Platonism is indeed the central core of the opponents. 

This Middle Platonistic view is then modified in two ways. First, DeMaris suggests 

that the opponents were “Jewish in outlook.”125 He notes matters of food and especially 

of calendrical practices and Sabbath observance as evidence of a Jewish perspective. 

Second, because tapeinofrosu&nh was an honoured virtue among Christians, DeMaris 

suggests the opponents had come into contact with Christianity. Thus he aptly 

summarizes his view as follows: “The Colossian philosophy appears to be a distinctive 

blend of popular Middle Platonic, Jewish, and Christian elements that cohere around the 

pursuit of wisdom.”126 

                                                
121 Ibid. 45. 

122 Ibid. 99. 

123 Ibid. 55. 

124 For further discussion of DeMaris’ departure from Schweizer, as well as a full critique of 
DeMaris, see Arnold, Colossian Syncretism, 206-207. 

125 DeMaris, Colossian Controversy, 132. 

126 Ibid. 17. 
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The key term in DeMaris summary is “distinctive.” DeMaris undertakes a 

description of the historical and social setting of Colossians in an attempt to demonstrate 

an environment in which such a syncretistic combination could have come about. In the 

end, however, he is unable to find an actual group that reflects his reconstructed 

syncretism. In fact, he determines “the Jewish practices of the Colossian philosophy 

distinguish it from all other known types of Middle Platonism.”127 Nevertheless, DeMaris 

defends the historical possibility of his reconstruction in light of syncretistic tendencies 

and the general attraction between Jewish and Gentile groups. He is thereby compelled 

to shift the burden of proof and to rest his theory upon the lack of evidence against it, 

stating, “To summarize, no evidence about the social realities of the first century CE tells 

against the situation at Colossae as I reconstruct it.”128 Though such a possibility may 

exist, the silence of the evidence speaks loudly against it.129 Like Bornkamm before him, 

therefore, DeMaris has adduced parallels to the point that his reconstruction is no longer 

historically tenable. 

Next, Troy Martin proposes that Colossians has been written as a response to a 

Cynic critique of the Colossian church.130 He finds evidence in the ascetic regulations of 

2:20-23, and these verses thereby become the evidence of the actual existence of 

opponents as well as his foothold for identifying those opponents. Martin then uses the 

rest of the polemic in chapter 2 as further description of those opponents. 

Martin separates the characteristics of the opponents into three categories based on 

their ability to distinguish Cynicism from other movements: unique, predominant, and 

common.131 The characteristics he identifies as unique are connected to the asceticism of 

                                                
127 Ibid. 118. 

128 Ibid. 126.  

129 Here Arnold finds his strongest critique of DeMaris, suggesting that DeMaris’ reconstruction 
would make more sense were the church in a philosophical centre such as Alexandria or Athens, rather 
than a town of “common people” in the Lycus Valley. As it stands, DeMaris fails to demonstrate the 
presence of Middle Platonic philosophy in first-century Asia Minor. Arnold, Colossian Syncretism, 207. 

130 Troy W. Martin, By Philosophy and Empty Deceit: Colossians As Response to a Cynic Critique, 
JSNTSS (Sheffield: Sheffield Academic Press, 1996). 

131 Ibid. 65-105. 
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2:20-23. Martin argues that this asceticism identifies the opponents as Cynics because 

the Cynics practised the most extreme form of asceticism known in the first century, 

particularly in its restrictions regarding taste and touch, forbidding of unnatural 

commodities, and practising humility as severity against the body.132 The predominant 

characteristics (their “criticism of others, cosmopolitanism, and will-worship” as found 

in 2:16-19, 20, 23) are shared by other groups but are more typical of Cynicism,133 while 

the common characteristics (“persuasive words, human tradition, and dogmatizing 

ascetic principles from the cosmic elements” as found in 2:4, 8, 22) are true of Cynics no 

more than of other groups.134 Martin thereby demonstrates that all of the descriptions in 

Colossians 2 can be applied to Cynicism, and he concludes his work by mirror-reading 

the theological and ethical portions of Colossians as a response to Cynicism. 

Martin’s work suffers from several weaknesses. First, his entire reconstruction rests 

upon his connection of asceticism to Cynicism, yet he does not fully justify this parallel 

in light of the widespread and nearly univerisal practice of asceticism within religions of 

the ancient world.135 Second, Martin is unable to demonstrate the presence of Cynics in 

first century Colossae from the primary evidence. Instead, he tries to create the logical 

probability of their activity in the Lycus Valley, yet in his logic he commits a non-

sequitur that leads to an overstatement in his conclusion. He first argues for the 

possibility of their presence in Colossae in the mid-first century, then he argues that 

where Cynics and Christians were in close proximity, it is probable they would have 

interacted, and thereby he concludes it was probable that Cynics and Christians were 

interacting in Colossae at this time.136 Yet he never establishes his first premise of a 

Cynic presence beyond the mere possibility. Third, to accommodate the evidence of the 

text, Martin must create a distorted Cynic group that is itself historically unattested. In 

                                                
132 Ibid. 65-78. 

133 Ibid. 78-84, 104. 

134 Ibid. 84-104, 105. 

135 This though he admits “many first-century groups advocate an ascetic rejection of various items.” 
Ibid. 65. 

136 Ibid. 109-113. 
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the end, therefore, Martin’s final proposal that a small group of rogue Cynics have 

arrived in Colossae and stirred up problems fails to convince.137  

 

B. Critical Summary 

In summary, those looking to a philosophical background as the primary identity of the 

opponents share a number of common characteristics and flaws. Positively, they provide 

a treatment of filosofi/aj and stoixei=a that appears to be more consistent with their 

common usage in the first century than do the other views. Negatively, the philosophical 

views also fall subject to a number of criticisms. First, these scholars give only a 

minimal treatment of the text, focusing particularly on those portions central to their 

reconstruction and neglecting the rest of the text. Second, and closely related, these 

views marginalize rather than account for the Jewish features of the polemic. Finally, 

these reconstructions, like many before, are weakened when placed against the criteria of 

historical plausibility. While DeMaris, Martin and others have argued for a syncretistic 

situation in Colossae amicable to their identifications of the opponents, by doing so they 

have also described a situation in which virtually any form of syncretism is equally 

plausible, including those presented by Lightfoot, Bornkamm, Arnold, etc. In the end, 

they have not convincingly argued for the presence of a school of Hellenistic 

philosophers in Colossae.138 For these reasons, the reconstructions based on Hellenistic 

philosophy do not convincingly establish themselves as a preferred view. 

 

4. Judaism 

As Gnosticism has increasingly fallen out of the mainstream, and pagan and Hellenesitic 

religions have failed to gain significant traction, many scholars have increasingly turned 

to an exclusively Jewish identity of the opponents. Paul Trebilco has now argued 

convincingly what others had previously suggested – that there was a significant Jewish 

                                                
137 Ibid. 205. 

138 Thus Arnold points to the non-cultured nature of Colossae and asks whether a school of 
philosophy would really be central in such a town (Colossian Syncretism, 5). 
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presence in first-century Asia Minor – and has thereby affirmed scholars in their 

attempts to define the particular form of Judaism adhered to by the opponents.139 The 

views reviewed in this section represent two significant streams, both flowing from the 

groundbreaking work of Francis. The first stream suggests that the opponents were 

Jewish mystics associated with Merkabah, while the second argues that they were simply 

members of the local synagogue.   

 

A. Review 

Though Jewish mysticism had been suggested before by no less than John Calvin, it has 

found modern-day renewal in the work of Francis.140 Though he originally came to his 

position through his study of the broader concerns of the epistle, he argues his case 

beginning with 2:18, for it “constitutes the most direct, concrete characterization of the 

error at Colossae.”141  

Francis’ most significant contribution is in his exhaustive survey of the synchronic 

usage of e0mbateu&w in the development of its lexicography. He contends that Dibelius 

has defined the term too restrictively in assigning it to a background of cultic initiation, 

concluding that within the Claron oracle, e0mbateu&w “had no peculiar technical meaning 

to distinguish it from other verbs of ‘entering’ in contemporary oracle literature.”142 

Further, e0mbateu&w demonstrates a broad range of usage in the papyri, including 

                                                
139 Paul Trebilco, Jewish Communities in Asia Minor (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 

1991); cf. F.F. Bruce, “Colossian Problems Part 1: Jews and Christians in the Lycus Valley,” BibSac 141 
(1984): 3-15; N.T. Wright, The Epistles of Paul to the Colossians and to Philemon: An Introduction and 
Commentary, TNTC (Downers Grove, IL: IVP Academic, 1986), 28. 

140 John Calvin, Commentaries on the Epistles to the Philippians, Colossians, and Thessalonians 
(trans. John Pringle; Edinburgh: The Calvin Translation Society, 1851), 297-298. Francis’ dissertation 
remains unpublished (“A Re-Examination of the Colossian Controversy” [Phd Dissertation: Yale 
University, 1965]). However, the most substantial portions of his work have been published as 
independent articles. First, “Humility and Angelic Worship in Col 2:18,” Studia Theologica 16 (1963): 
109-134, reprinted in Conflict at Colossae: A Problem in the Interpretation of Early Christianity 
Illustrated by Selected Modern Studies (ed. Fred O. Francis and Wayne A. Meeks; Missoula, MT: Scholars 
Press, 1975). Second, “The Background of !"#$%&'() (Col 2:18) in Legal Papyri and Oracle 
Inscriptions,” in Conflict at Colossae: A Problem in the Interpretation of Early Christianity Illustrated by 
Selected Modern Studies (ed. Fred O. Francis and Wayne A. Meeks; Missoula, MT: Scholars Press, 1975). 

141 Francis, “Re-Examination,” 6. 

142 Francis, “Background of !"#$%&'(),” 203. 
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entrance into the heavenlies by way of visions.143 Francis defends this interpretation for 

its usage in Colossians by his study of the immediate context, particularly 

tapeinofrosu&nh. Because the meaning of tapeinofrosu&nh must here (2:18) be a 

meaning distinct from its usage in 3:12, Francis suggests it is a technical term of the 

opponents. In other literature, it is used to refer to ascetic practices (specifically fasting) 

done for the purpose of heavenly entrance, a combination found in Judaism into the 

middle ages.144 Thus it is in e0mbateu&w, interpreted through the lens of 

tapeinofrosu&nh, that Francis establishes his foothold in the text. For Francis, 

e0mbateu&w means ‘entrance’ with the unexpressed object of the heavenly realm.145 

Francis next moves outward into the context, following his identification of 

heavenly ascents. Most importantly, he interprets tw~n a)gge/lwn as a subjective 

genitive, suggesting that the vision of angels worshipping was “the very consummation 

of visionary experience.”146 The broader context of 2:15-23 provides a detailed 

description of the piety of the opponents, whereby they gained visionary experience. The 

restrictions in 2:21 “had to do with restrictions on sex, food, and the mode of visionary 

approach,” while the three restrictions of 2:16 provide a “formal device for sacrificial 

worship.”147 This piety, together with the frequent usage of traditional material in 

Colossians (particularly the LXX), indicates the Jewish nature of the group.  

In the end, Francis concludes that the chief concern of the author is soteriological-

eschatological as he responds to the opponents’ goal of gaining salvation and a portion in 

the Lord by their heavenly ascents.148 The opponents, then, have not so much diminished 

the lordship of Christ as they have deprecated the fullness of his salvific work presently 

realized by the believer.  

                                                
143 Ibid. 198-199. In light of this broad usage, Francis suggests “the term was the common property of 

any man on the street” (Ibid. 204). 

144 Francis, “Humility,” 167-168; cf. G. Scholem, Major Trends in Jewish Mysticism (London: 
Thames and Hudson, 1954), 49ff. 

145 Francis, “Background of !"#$%&'(),” 197. 

146 Francis, “Re-Examination,” 100. 

147 Ibid. 258. 

148 Francis, “Background of !"#$%&'(),” 204; Francis, “Re-Examination,” 4, 260-261. 
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Francis’ work, while substantial and original, also has weaknesses. First and most 

importantly, the subjective genitive interpretation of tw~n a)gge/lwn with qrhskei/a has 

been severely criticized.149 Second, a further textual problem arises with Francis’ use of 

e0mbateu&w, which does not typically refer to entrance into heavenly visions.150 Third, 

Francis runs into problems on the historical axis, for there remains no primary evidence 

directly connecting Jewish mystics to the Lycus Valley (cf. chapter four of this thesis).   

Despite its shortcomings, Francis’ work has opened a new avenue of research within 

Jewish mysticism and subsequent scholars have sought to further define the particular 

nature of the Jewish mysticism in view in Colossians.151 The view gained new esteem 

with the support of Bruce, who also developed a new direction within Jewish 

apocalypticism.152 Having surveyed the evidence within the polemic, Bruce suggests the 

“chief help” is found in Col. 2:16 – “festival or new moon or Sabbath day.”153 The 

“distinctively Jewish” references to the Sabbath and to circumcision compel Bruce to 

look for a Jewish identity for the opponents. He systematically rejects Iranian or Greek 

syncretism, as well as Gnosticism and Essenism, opting instead for Jewish mysticism in 

the form of Merkabah mysticism. This form of mysticism was particularly interested in 

visions of the heavenly chariot (merkabah) upon which God was visibly enthroned.154 

Bruce reconciles the stoixei=a with merkabah by interpreting it in light of the planetary 

                                                
149 Arnold has developed this criticism and the issue will be discussed at length in the fifth chapter of 

this thesis (Colossian Syncretism, 90-94). 

150 Indeed, Lohse finds no occasions of e0mbateu&w used in this manner (Colossians, 120). 

151 E.g. Craig A. Evans, “The Colossian Mystics,” Biblica 63 (1982): 188-205; Christopher Rowland, 
“Apocalyptic Visions and the Exaltation of Christ in the Letter to the Colossians” JSNT 19 (1983): 73-83, 
republished in The Pauline Writings (ed. Stanley E. Porter and Craig A. Evans; Sheffield: Sheffield 
Academic Press, 1995). 

152 Bruce propagated his view through the nearly simultaneous publishing of both a substantial 
commentary and a series of articles. F.F. Bruce, The Epistle to the Colossians, to Philemon, and to the 
Ephesians, NICNT (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1984); idem, “Problems Part 1;” idem, “Colossian Problems 
Part 2: The 'Christ Hymn' of Colossians 1:15-20,” BibSac 141 (1984): 99-111; idem, “Problems Part 3;” 
idem, “Colossian Problems Part 4: Christ As Conqueror and Reconciler,” BibSac 141 (1984): 291-302. 

153 Bruce, “Problems Part 3,” 197. 

154 Ibid. 201-202. Bruce appropriates Scholem’s definition of merkabah mysticism: “Originally, we 
have here a Jewish variation on one of the chief preoccupations of the second and third century Gnostics 
and hermetics: the ascent of the soul from the earth, through the spheres of the hostile planet-angels and 
rulers of the cosmos, and its return to its divine home in the ‘fullness’ of God’s light, a return which, to the 
gnostic’s mind, signified redemption” (Scholem, Major Trends, 49. cf. Bruce, Epistle, 24). 
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spheres, which govern the time and seasons of the commands in Col. 2:16.155 Though 

Bruce represents a step forward for the Jewish mysticism view, he too must admit that he 

cannot prove the existence of merkabah mysticism in the Lycus Valley, but only 

affinities with the heavenly ascent implied in Colossians 2:18.156 

Thomas Sappington has attempted to further develop the Jewish mystic view in the 

light of Jewish apocalyptic literature.157 In Colossians, he identifies 2:16-23 as his 

starting point and seeks to distinguish both indirect and direct references to the 

opponents.158 These references, in turn, create the working hypothesis regarding the 

opponents through which the expositional portions of the text may be interpreted. With 

this method in place, Sappington begins with the prohibitions of 2:21 and asceticism 

(tapeinofrosu&nh) in 2:23. He draws connections between these disciplines and those 

associated with revelatory experiences, suggesting that it is by these restrictions that 

revelatory experiences are achieved.159 He next turns to the media of revelation, which he 

finds in the difficult phrase a$ e9o&raken e0mbateu&wn (2:18). Sappington classifies 

e0mbateu&wn as a temporal modifier indicating that the vision of angelic worship “took 

place at a time of entrance.”160 He interprets the entire prepositional phrase e0n 

tapeinofrosu&nh| kai\ qrhskei/a| tw~n a)gge/lwn (2:18) as the content of this revelation. 

Thus, the opponents were seeking visions that included “humility and worship 

performed by angels.”161 Sappington argues stoixei=a refers to elementary principles 

                                                
155 Bruce is here building on A.D. Nock, who suggests that “in the *%+i,&i=$ Jewish and planetary 

ideas meet” (A.D. Nock, Early Gentile Christianity and Its Hellenistic Background [New York: Harper & 
Row], 98, cited by Bruce, “Problems Part 3,” 204). 

156 Ibid. 204. 

157 Thomas J. Sappington, Revelation and Redemption at Colossae (Sheffield: JSOT Press, 1991). 

158 In his scheme, indirect references are “polemically colored references to the error,” and direct 
references are “clearly the more objective and must be given priority in historical reconstruction” (Ibid. 
146). 

159 Ibid. 155. 

160 Sappington bases this classification upon the parallel construction found in 2:16-17 where %!) 
"&--")%() also functions as a temporal modifier (Ibid. 157-158). 

161 Ibid. 160. 
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rather than personal spiritual forces and is thus not helpful for reconstruction, since it is a 

pejorative term used by Paul rather than a catchword.162  

Sappington concludes by testing his hypothesis against the exposition of Colossians. 

He finds two major themes in Colossians – revelation in Christ and redemption in 

Christ – and demonstrates that both of these themes and the significant passages (for 

revelation, 1:15-20 and 2:1-5; for redemption 1:12-14 and 2:13-15) involved can be 

interpreted against a background of the visionary experiences of Jewish apocalyptic. He 

concludes, “So we may describe the Colossian error as a type of Jewish/Gentile 

Christianity that was strongly oriented toward the ascetic-mystical piety of Jewish 

apocalypticism.”163 

Relative to his predecessors, Sappington is to be commended for his awareness of 

methodology and his careful approach to identifying types of evidence. However, he 

allows the apocalyptic literature too much influence over his interpretations of the text. 

This is most visible when he outlines Colossians 2 to coincide smoothly with his 

previously determined categories of Jewish apocalyptic, dividing the textual evidence 

into direct or indirect evidence in accordance with its ability to fit his scheme. Thus 

Sappington has compromised his treatment of the text in order to accommodate the 

historical parallel central to his reconstruction. Nevertheless, he demonstrates a way in 

which Colossians can be read against such a background of Jewish apocalyptic 

literature.164 

Ian Smith agrees with the Jewish mystic view and has provided the most thorough 

reconstruction to date.165 Rather than working exclusively out of the polemic of 

                                                
162 Ibid. 164-170. 

163 Ibid. 225. 

164 J. H. Roberts agrees with Sappington and carries the argument further by emphasizing Similitudes 
of Enoch as the primary apocalyptic text behind the opponents. However, his attempt to narrow the 
background to a particular text is unconvincing, as his list of tangential points between Colossians and 
Similitudes degenerates into parallelomania. Where Roberts finds similar language and concepts between 
the two texts, he contends Paul is utilizing the language of the opponents, but where Roberts finds unique 
concepts, he suggests Paul is affirming Christ in opposition to the opponents (“Jewish Mystical Experience 
in the Early Christian Era As Background to Understanding Colossians,” Neot 32 [1998]: 161-189). 

165 Smith, Heavenly Perspective. 
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Colossians 2, Smith sets out to demonstrate that Colossians is a holistic letter intended to 

correct theological error and praxis.166 He therefore provides not only an extensive 

exegesis of chapter 2, but also of the Christ-hymn of 1:15-20 and the bridge to 

paranaesis of 3:1-4, arguing that these passages are corrective of the error and thereby 

also reflective of the error. This attempt at a holistic approach is one of the strengths of 

his work. 

Regarding his reconstruction of the opponents, Smith also takes the subjective view 

of qrhskei/a| tw~n a)gge/lwn and he contends the stoixei=a refer to fallen angels.167 From 

this point forward, Smith seeks to demonstrate how the rest of the evidence fits into his 

thesis. At times the evidence cooperates nicely (e.g. the Judaism and pride of 2:16-19), 

but on other occasions Smith must subtly manipulate the evidence to make it work. This 

can be seen most clearly in his arbitrary identification of catchwords whereby terms that 

are reflective of Jewish mysticism are deemed catchwords, while terms that do not 

reflect Jewish mysticism are dismissed. So, for example, Smith suggests the hymn in 

1:15-20 is a Pauline composition latent with catchwords of the opponents: ei0kw_n tou~ 

qeou~, o(rata_/a)o&rata, qro&noi, and kurio&thtej.168 Later, however, he conveniently 

dismisses plh&rwma (1:19) as a catchword even though it reappears in the polemical 

section (2:9), for it does not easily fit within a Merkabah reconstruction.169 Similarly, 

Smith dismisses the notion that e0mbateu&w (2:18) is a technical term for initiation into a 

mystery cult, and instead reads it in light of Jewish mysticism as denoting entrance into 

heavenly worship and visions.170 Nevertheless, Smith demonstrates a possible way in 

which Colossians can be read as a unified letter responding to the error of Jewish 

Merkabah mysticism. 

                                                
166 Ibid. 1-2. 

167 Ibid. 84, 126. 

168 Ibid. 152. 

169 Ibid. 170. 

170 Ibid. 128-130. 
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However, Smith struggles to overcome the weaknesses inherent to the view and 

therefore he remains subject to the same criticisms as his predecessors. From a textual 

perspective, Smith follows Francis in the subjective genitive view and thereby 

encounters the same problems. Likewise, he is compelled to make strained interpretive 

decisions regarding catchwords to accommodate his theory. On the historical side, 

Smith’s work (and indeed the entire stream of Jewish mystic reconstruction) is 

compromised by the lack of evidence for Merkabah mysticism in both the time and place 

of Colossians. Smith confesses Merkabah mysticism is only attested in the third century 

CE and following, and therefore he must assume a trajectory of development tracing back 

to a form of “(proto-) Merkabah” in existence in the first century.171 Further, though there 

is evidence of a Jewish population in the Lycus Valley, Smith must assume that this 

population had come into contact with proto-Merkabah religion.172 As with previous 

reconstructions, these assumptions make his thesis historically tenuous.  

While also influenced by Francis, James Dunn represents a second stream within 

Judaism by contending the Jewish mystics are located squarely within the Jewish 

synagogue.173 Dunn disfavours the use of syncretistic reconstructions of the opponents 

that are not firmly moored in the first century world as understood by the historical 

evidence. Therefore, Dunn criticizes those views that rely heavily on Jewish syncretism, 

particularly those developing a form of incipient Gnosticism, the evidence for which 

Dunn finds lacking.174 Dunn argues that, while diaspora Jews were not wholly uniform, 

“there is a persistent record of Jews being anxious to maintain their distinct religious 

                                                
171 Ibid. 35-47. 

172 Thus Smith can at best conclude, “There is no reason to believe that Jewish apocalyptic and 
mystical movements did not exist in the Lycus Valley” (Ibid. 70). 

173 Dunn, “Colossian Philosophy;” Dunn, Colossians. 

174 He further contends that until there is further evidence of a first century Jewish Gnosticism outside 
of Colossians, the term should be avoided for this period (Ibid. 31). Thus, regarding the development of 
the syncretistic Gnosticism view, Dunn pointedly states, “There is too much in all this that has to be 
abstracted from the context or read into the text” (Ibid. 28). He summarizes, “In other words, the 
hypothesis of a syncretistic religious philosophy with only some Jewish elements is both unnecessary and 
highly implausible, and easy talk of ‘Gnostic Judaism’ at this stage is probably a sign of a too casual 
historical imagination” (Ibid. 33-34). 
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identity and of being given the right to do so.”175 Dunn therefore interprets the Jewish use 

of Greek philosophy and terminology as Jewish apology in an attempt to enhance the 

credibility of Judaism (e.g. Philo of Alexandria), not as evidence of syncretism or Jewish 

Gnosticism.176 Dunn concludes, “At all events, it is more likely than not that the Jews of 

Colossae included those more than ready (and able) to explain their religious practices to 

inquirers and even to take some initiative in providing an apologetic exposition of 

Judaism in the public forum.”177 

With this historical context established, Dunn contends that all of the evidence 

regarding the opponents in Colossians can be explained within a context of an apologetic 

Jewish synagogue. Dunn finds in Colossians the positive theme that the Gentiles were 

being invited into full participation of the heritage of Israel, and Dunn suggests this can 

best be understood when mirrored against a Jewish synagogue that is trying to protect 

the privileged status of Jews.178 While he is overstating when he declares this makes 

“perfect sense” of the evidence, his view has in its favour the simplicity of locating the 

opponents in a singular, historically-viable group.179 Indeed, Dunn’s greatest strength is 

in his use of an historically attested background to the opponents. 

However, Dunn’s view too has its deficiencies. First and most importantly, Dunn is 

so committed to retaining a simple and historically-credible view that he is compelled to 

consistently massage the textual evidence in this direction. Having established the core 

element as Jewish (based on the food laws, festivals, and Sabbath of 2:16), and having 

determined that syncretism is unlikely in diaspora Judaism, he is reticent to interpret any 

                                                
175 Ibid. 30. 

176 Dunn, “Colossian Philosophy,” 156. 

177 Dunn, Colossians, 33. 

178 Dunn finds this theme first in 1:12, where Gentiles have been qualified to share in the inheritance 
of the saints (tw|~ i9kanw&santi u(ma~j ei0j th_n meri/da tou~ klh&rou tw~n a(gi/wn), an echo of the promised 
land in the Jewish Scriptures. Second, Dunn points to 3:12, where Gentiles are described as e0klektoi\ tou~ 
qeou~ a#gioi kai\ h)gaphme/noi, a phrase also echoing the OT, particularly Deut 7:6-7. Third, the theme of 
circumcision, though subtle, points in the same direction (2:11,13; 3:11-12). Finally, the dietary 
requirements point to Levitical purity laws, while festivals, new moons, and Sabbath are clearly Jewish 
(2:16; Dunn, “Colossian Philosophy,” 158-165). 

179 Dunn, Colossians, 33. 
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of the evidence in 2:18-23 within any other context. For example, while he notes that 

qrhskei/a| tw~n a)gge/lwn would most naturally be rendered as an objective genitive, his 

inability to fit this into the Jewish character of the philosophy forces him to turn to 

Francis for an alternate and presumably less natural rendering as a subjective genitive.180 

Similarly, he rejects Dibelius’ interpretation of a$ e9o&raken e0mbateu&wn, instead finding 

in it an allusion to Jewish visions of heaven. Dunn likewise suggests stoixei=a was a 

term used in the synagogue’s apology but now turned against it by its polemical usage in 

Colossians.181 While these interpretations are possible, Dunn has selected his 

interpretation based solely on what would most naturally fit his predetermined identity.  

Second, to make his reconstruction work, Dunn is also forced to continually modify 

and tailor his understanding of the theology and praxis of the synagogue. He essentially 

piles on to the synagogue a number of features that, while not making the synagogue 

explicitly syncretistic, necessitate an unusual combination of features. Dunn’s view 

requires a synagogue in Colossae that is committed to essential Jewish identity markers, 

seeks and boasts of entrance into heavenly visions, uses Greek terminology to defend 

itself within Hellenistic culture, and has been provoked by Gentiles believers who see 

themselves as heirs of Israel’s inheritance.182 In this way, “synagogue” for Dunn 

functions similarly as “Gnosticism” did for earlier interpreters, namely as a broad 

designation able to accommodate a broad range of features. Finally, Dunn’s comparison 

between his reconstruction and the Judaizing opponents in Galatia as “not so very 

different” is incompatible with the great contrast between the nature of the polemic in 

each text, particularly in the epilogues (Gal 6:11-17; Col 4:7-17).183 Dunn’s attempt at 

                                                
180 Ibid. 179-182; cf. Dunn, “Colossian Philosophy,” 173. 

181 Ibid. 167-170. 

182 Dunn, Colossians, 24ff., 174, 179, 181. 

183 Ibid. 33. Dunn gives three common features between the crisis in Galatia and that in Colossae. (1) 
Both opponents viewed themselves as supplementing the Gospel, while Paul viewed them as a direct threat 
due to their misunderstanding of the Gospel. (2) Both opponents provided rules of conduct as a starting 
point for faith. Paul counters in Galatians with Pneumatology, and in Colossians with Christology.  (3) 
Both opponents have a strong element of Jewish tradition, including festivals (Gal 4:10; Col 2:16), food 
laws (Gal. 2:11-14; Col 2:21) stoixei=a (Gal 4:3, 9; Col 2:8, 20), circumcision (Gal 5:2-12; 6:12-15; Col 
2:11,13), halakhic rules intended to control the flesh yet unable to do so (Gal 5:13-19; 6:12-13; Col 2:20-
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resolving this major discrepancy falls flat. He suggests only that the threat must not have 

been as ominous in Colossians, subsequently deducing that the synagogue must have 

been merely exerting an “apologetic promoting itself as a credible philosophy” rather 

than directly attempting to undermine or convert the Colossian church.184 

By appropriating a methodological sensitivity in his treatment of the text, Christian 

Stettler has reached a conclusion quite similar to Dunn.185 He first argues on the basis of 

the positive tone of the letter and the softness of Paul’s rhetoric that the opponents were 

outside rather than inside the church.186 Next, Stettler identifies three explicit statements 

regarding the danger of the opponents (2:8, 16-17a, 18), while he finds general warnings 

in the opening (2:4) and conclusion (2:20-3:4).187 In 2:8, Stettler focuses on filosofi/aj 

as an explicit reference, and argues that it is used in the Jewish literature both as a 

designation for a “Gentile Hellenistic philosophy” and as a “propagandist self-

designation of a Jewish group.”188 Stettler suggests this is a self-designation of the 

opponents, be they Gentile or Jewish, while Paul negatively critiques them as kenh~j 

a)pa&thj. He turns next to 2:16-17a, suggesting that the regulations are from the Torah 

and that by calling them skia_, Paul is pointing to their validity for a particular time in 

salvation history.189 Stettler concludes that those condemning the Colossians in 2:16-17 

“must then be the local Torah-observant Jews.”190 Finally, in 2:18 Stettler follows 

                                                                                                                                           
23), and ambiguous references to angels (Gal 3:19; Col 2;18; Ibid. 136-137). However, Dunn himself had 
already noted the contrast between the polemic of the two letters (Ibid. 25). 

184 Ibid. 35; cf. Dunn, “Colossian Philosophy,” 179-180. 

185 Christian Stettler, “The Opponents at Colossae,” in Paul and His Opponents, Pauline Studies 
Series (ed. Stanley Porter; Leiden: Brill, 2005). 

186 Ibid. 174-175. Stettler here agrees with Hooker, whom he contends has “argued convincingly” on 
this point. M.D. Hooker, “Were There False Teachers in Colossae?” in From Adam to Christ: Essays on 
Paul (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1990). 

187 Stettler, “Opponents,” 175. Stettler uses the grammatical analysis of L. Ramaroson and the 
rhetorical analysis of Sumney. Cf. L. Ramaroson, “Structure De Col 1,3-3,4,” ScEs 29 (1977): 313-319; 
Jerry L. Sumney, “The Argument of Colossians,” in Rhetorical Argumentation in Biblical Texts: Essays 
From the Lund 2000 Conference (ed. A. Ericksson, Thomas H. Olbricht and W. Übelacker; Harrisburg, 
PA: Trinity Press International, 2002). 

188 Stettler, “Opponents,” 177. 

189 Ibid. 182. 

190 Ibid. 182. 
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Francis in resolving the interpretive difficulties (e.g. reading tw~n a)gge/lwn as a 

subjective genitive) and in placing it alongside a Jewish background. This verse, 

therefore, has in view “some kind of Jewish mystic.”191 

Stettler finds further important information in the conclusion (2:20-23). In this 

general warning, he finds a mixture of the Torah commandments from 2:16-17a and of 

the visionary’s emphasis on asceticism from 2:18.  Stettler thereby concludes that verse 

16 and 18 are intertwined, referring to the same group, “namely the Jews of the local 

synagogue who condemned the Colossian Christians because of their lack of Torah 

observance and because of their lack of ascetic commitment and visionary 

experience.”192 Regarding 2:8, while it is possible that these mystic Jews of the 

synagogue also appropriated filosofi/aj as a self-designation, it is also possible that 

there is a second group of Hellenists in view and that Paul is denouncing both the 

synagogue and Gentile religion as stoixei=a tou~ ko&smou.193 Nevertheless, Stettler 

ultimately concludes that it is “more probable” that all the explicit statements refer to the 

same opponent – the Jewish synagogues of Colossae.194 

Though Stettler sets a new standard with his careful attention to methodology and 

his reluctance to make assumptions about the opponents prior to engaging the text, his 

work nevertheless suffers due to his selective use of background material. Throughout 

his analysis, Stettler’s focus is solely on Jewish texts as background and he rarely (if 

ever) turns to the primary sources of Greco-Roman philosophies, paganism, and mystery 

religions. This is perhaps most manifest in his treatment of filosofi/aj, where he 

provides a comprehensive survey of its Jewish usage (i.e. LXX, Philo, Josephus, 

Rabbinic Judaism), but does not mention a single instance of its usage outside these 

                                                
191 Ibid. 188. 

192 Ibid. 190. 

193 Ibid. 195-96. 

194 Ibid. 196, 200. To defend this probability, Stettler points to the reference to circumcision in 2:11 
(following 2:8) and to the possible pun between sulagwgw~n and sunagwh/ (cf. Wright, Colossians, 
100). 
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circles.195 When he does mention other sources, he is brief and quickly dismissive.196 

Therefore, though Stettler’s methodology caused him to withhold identifying the 

opponents until he had read the text, his selective choice of background sources meant 

his conclusion had been predetermined all along.    

 

B. Critical Summary 

Francis’ work has had clear influence, inspiring two schools of Jewish identification, 

Jewish merkabah mysticism and Jewish synagogue. Of the two, Jewish mysticism is 

today perhaps the most popular view.197 These Jewish reconstructions are to be 

commended on a number of fronts, namely their ability to account for the Jewish 

elements of the text, their simplicity, and their historical tenability. Both the synagogue 

and Jewish mysticism are known groups and movements within diaspora Judaism and 

likely were present to some degree in Colossae. Further, the extant body of literature 

regarding these groups (especially mysticism) allows for detailed analysis against 

concrete descriptions of their positions.   

Nevertheless, these Jewish reconstructions are not without their limitations. First, 

while Francis has argued strongly that tw~n a)gge/lwn functions as a subjective genitive, 

this is still a forced and awkward reading. And even if it is subjective, indicating the 

desire of the visionaries to witness the worship offered by angels, such a vision would 

still have been a secondary goal. The primary goal of the mystics, particularly the 

Merkabah mysticism of Bruce and others, was a vision of the throne itself, not just the 

                                                
195 Stettler, “Opponents,” 176-178. Similarly, Stettler’s interpretation of tapeinofrosu&nh displays 

the same oversight (Ibid. 183). 

196 For example, he briefly mentions Plato’s use of skia_ and sw~ma, but dismisses it as cosmic and 
metaphysical, while Colossians is temporal and eschatological. Likewise, because e0mbateu&wn is never 
used as a stand-alone technical term for mystery initiation, Stettler concludes, “there is no need to assume 
that the Colossian opponents borrowed the term from mystery religions.” He is thus free to read it non-
technically as an “entrance” parallel to that of the heavenly visions of merkabah mysticism (Ibid. 181,187). 

197 Sappington provides a summary of those utilizing Francis’ work (Sappington, Revelation, 18ff). In 
addition to those surveyed in this chapter, Lincoln, John Levison, and Michael Bird belong in this group 
(Lincoln, Paradise Now and Not Yet; John R. Levison, “2 Apoc. Bar 48:42-52:7 and the Apocalyptic 
Dimension of Colossians 3:1-6,” JBL 108 [1989]: 93-108; Michael F. Bird, Colossians: A New Covenant 
Commentary, NCC [Eugene, OR: Cascade Books, 2009]). 
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angelic worship surrounding it.198 Thus Paul’s polemic has slightly missed its mark. 

Second, the Jewish views have tended to marginalize and obscure the features that others 

have considered most central, especially such keywords as filosofi/aj and stoixei=a. 

Third and most detrimental, Colossians lacks some of the most central features of Paul’s 

typical rhetoric in dialogue with Jewish opposition. Not only does Paul typically use 

strong rhetoric (cf. Galatians and Philippians) but he also typically argues heavily from 

the Old Testament, both through direct citation and through obvious allusion. Yet in 

Colossians, neither his tone nor his method reflects his typical reproach of Jewish 

opponents.  

 

5. Summary 

This survey reveals the methodological tendencies at work in the effort to reconstruct the 

opponents. This method involves a minimal encounter with the text, generally focused 

on what the scholar deems to be the most explicit evidence (e.g. the most direct polemic 

in Col 2), followed by connecting these features to a known historical group, and finally 

concluding with a return to the reading of the entire book of Colossians in light of that 

group as a test of the cogency of the reconstruction.199 The most critical step within this 

methodology is the initial encounter of the text, particularly the choice of which passages 

constitute the most explicit evidence and how those passages are interpreted. On the 

historical axis, reconstructions of the opponents vary significantly based on the 

background material used for reconstruction. A central source for one scholar may be 

completely ignored by another. This underscores two central challenges inherent to 

reconstructing the opponents, namely the determination of starting point and the 

identification of what constitutes evidence. The assumptions and methods by which a 

                                                
198 In this vein, Sappington himself confesses the validity of this point when he states, “In fact, if 

there is a connection between Jewish apocalypticism and the outlook and practices of the Colossian 
errorists, then we would expect to find significant variety in the revelation received” (Revelation, 161). 

199 As Sumney states, “If we have correctly outlined the opponents’ teaching, the material will in 
some way address them” (“Those Who Pass Judgment: The Identity of the Opponents in Colossians,” 
Biblica 74 [1993]: 366-388, here 379). 
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scholar approaches these two questions have a determinative effect on their final 

conclusions. 

Further, this survey demonstrates the necessarily circular nature of the 

reconstructive process and the challenges associated with it. Three methodological 

principles lie beneath all of these reconstructions of the opponents. First, these 

reconstructions assume that the text cannot be fully understood apart from its historical 

context. However, this becomes complicated in the case of Colossians, for the only 

source of primary evidence regarding the historical occasion comes from the text and 

cannot be gained apart from interpreting the text. Thus a second principle has developed 

in which the text may be engaged without a historical context, but only in a minimal and 

selective manner in order to gather the evidence necessary for historical reconstruction. 

Finally, a third guiding axiom is that the historical occasion must be defined as narrowly 

and precisely as possible, for the accuracy of the interpretation of the text is directly 

proportional to the exactness of the historical reconstruction.200 The end result of this 

methodology is that scholars come tentatively to the text of Colossians with an initial 

agenda of reconstructing a narrow identification of the opponents that can in turn be used 

as a lens through which the rest of the text can be interpreted. This has led to the state of 

scholarship in current times, where proposed identifications of the opponents are 

multiplying steadily, yet little light is being shed on the text itself.  

 

6. Alternative Approaches 

The dangers of such a methodology and the distortions of the resulting conclusions have 

been noted by a number of scholars who have called into question the entire endeavor. 

Morna Hooker has challenged the assumptions and methods of these historical 

reconstructions through her provocative article, “Were There False Teachers in 

                                                
200 Thus in his influential article, John Barclay advocates the assumption of a singular opponent, 

saying, “Unless we have strong evidence that Paul is responding to more than one type of opponent or 
argument, we should assume that a single object is in view.” Yet he does not justify this assumption or 
explain what would constitute “strong evidence” (“Mirror-Reading,” 85). Moo points to the hermeneutical 
value of such precision, confessing, “Our interpretation of Colossians would be more exact if we could 
identify this teaching” (Colossians, 48).  
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Colossae?”201 Hooker notes a number of features that are unusual if the letter is indeed 

written because the church is under the direct threat of a particular heresy. First, Hooker 

describes Paul’s tone as one of “extraordinary calm.”202 If there were false teachers 

promoting a low Christology in contrast to the cosmic Christology of chapter one, 

Hooker expects that Paul would have responded with the strong rhetoric typical of his 

other confrontations with opponents (particularly in Galatians). Second, Hooker 

contends Colossians gives no indication that the church had in fact yielded to a false 

teaching. The only possible indication is dogmati/zesqe in 2:20, typically translated 

“why do you submit yourselves” (ESV) but also possibly translated “Why subject 

yourselves.”203 Further, Hooker argues that the warning in 2:2 is a general warning, 

indicating that Paul’s commands are given to prevent the Colossians from being deluded. 

Likewise, the warning of verse 16 against allowing someone to condemn them does not 

necessitate that there is currently a false teaching doing just that. Therefore, Hooker 

suggests the warnings were not instigated by the threat of a specific false teaching but 

rather arise from a concern regarding the general pressure upon a convert to flee from the 

immorality of his paganism into the regulations of Judaism.204 

In light of this reading of the text, Hooker concludes, “There is no need to postulate 

the arrival in Colossae of ‘false teachers’ or ‘Judaizers’ to explain Paul’s warnings.”205 

Such a statement is clearly at odds with the consensus of those scholars attempting to 

reconstruct such false teachers from the text, prompting them to isolate and quickly 

dismiss Hooker’s thesis en route to their work of reconstruction.206 The result is that 

Hooker has been seen and treated as a lone voice crying in the wilderness, but this is not 

necessarily the case. In fact, though Hooker may have carried the argument to its fullest 

                                                
201 Hooker, “False Teachers?” 

202 Ibid. 122. 

203 Ibid. 123.   

204 Ibid. 124, 133. 

205 Ibid. 124.  

206 E.g. Arnold, Colossian Syncretism, 233-234, fn.3; DeMaris, Colossian Controversy, 39; Martin, 
By Philosophy, 11, fn.2. 
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end, several others have raised similar questions and observed the same limitations 

within the reconstructive effort. 

F.C. Baur, himself an avid historian, called into question the centrality commonly 

afforded to the opponents. Having noted the inability of scholars to locate the opponents 

within history, he observes, “If they were so considerable a power that the apostle 

thought it necessary to write an Epistle specially against them, we should expect that 

they had left some clearer traces of their historical existence.”207 Further, Baur suggests 

that the indirect nature of the polemic indicates the opponents were not the central point 

of Colossians. Therefore, he asserts, 
 

In seeking then to sift this matter to the bottom, it is not only permissible, but necessary, to drop the 
common hypothesis that these so-called false teachers were the historical occasion of our Epistle, and 
to set up the contrary view, that all that is said about them is said only by the way, to strengthen and 
enforce that which is in reality the principal theme.208 

This principal theme Baur identifies as Christ, particularly in His relation to the 

universe.209 Therefore, Paul’s concern is that the Church hold steadfastly to Christ and 

not allow anything to compete with Him for central importance.  

Baur next identifies the rhetorical function of the polemic in relation to this central 

theme, suggesting that Paul is using conflicting views as a foil to further develop his 

thesis.  
 
In this argument the author does certainly encounter some conflicting views which serve him for the 
further development of his main thesis; but these have not the special historical reference which is 
commonly attributed to them. They belong merely to certain phenomena here and there, which are a 
part of the general character of the time.210 

Baur places this “general character” within Ebionitism, which he suggests was a broad 

movement standing against Pauline Christianity throughout Asia Minor.211 He thus shifts 

                                                
207 Baur, Paul the Apostle, 2.26. 

208 Ibid. 2.27. 

209 Similarly, Walter Wilson suggests the Christology of Colossians was not written to correct a 
specific, deficient Christology but to persuade the believer of the all-sufficiency of Christ as a deterrent to 
the temptations of the false teachings of the opponents (The Hope of Glory: Education and Exhortation in 
the Epistle to the Colossians, NovTSup 88 [Leiden: Brill, 1997]). 

210 Baur, Paul the Apostle, 2.27. 

211 Baur suggests that if the polemics do indeed point to Ebionitism, “then the special local occasion 
which is said to have led the writer of this Epistle to his task disappears; for what is here condemned as 
opposed to the Christian consciousness belongs to the whole general character of Ebionitism” (Ibid. 2.28).  
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the historical context of Colossians from a “special local occasion” to a broader concern 

for a commitment to an exalted Christology in the face of general challenges to Christ. 

Baur’s reconstruction is particularly striking in light of his own historical method 

and his use of the Hegelian dialectic whereby he sought to explain the history of the 

Christian church in light of continual conflict leading toward resolution. His reliance 

upon this method often caused him to overstate the nature of conflict in early 

Christianity, the most notorious example being his defeated proposition that early 

Christian history developed around a conflict between Pauline and Petrine forms of 

Christianity. Yet Baur himself resisted identifying such specific conflict in Colossians 

and instead placed it in a broader and more generalized context. Nevertheless, Baur’s 

Hegelian assumptions and methodology continue to influence the search for Paul’s 

opponents.212 

Similar to Hooker and Baur, N.T. Wright suggests that Colossians was not written 

as a polemic against specific false teachers present in Colossae. He contends that, 

because of the differences with Galatians, there is “nothing in the letter which requires 

us to postulate that Paul is opposing actual false teachers who were already infiltrating 

the church.”213 Instead, the letter remains positive and optimistic (e.g. 1:3-8; 2:5), and its 

primary emphasis is on Christian maturity. Wright suggests, therefore, that Paul is 

warning against Judaism in general, particularly the danger of Christians being 

compelled to observe the Jewish law. This concern, however, does not necessarily stem 

from actual opponents (though Paul may have had an actual synagogue in mind), but 

rather likely stems from Paul’s continual battle against this issue throughout his ministry. 

Further, the warning allowed Paul to highlight “the fundamental fact that Christians are 

members, in Christ, of the true people of God, the true humanity.”214 Thus for Wright, 
                                                

212 Sumney surveys the ongoing influence of Baur despite Walter Bauer’s demonstration in 1934 of 
broader diversity in the early church (Sumney, “Paul and His Opponents,” 56-58; cf. Walter Bauer, 
Orthodoxy and Heresy in Earliest Christianity [ed. Robert A. Kraft and Gerhard Krodel; Philadelphia: 
Fortress Press, 1971]). 

213 Wright, Colossians, 27. Wright later concludes, “To suggest, then, that there are opponents 
actually present in Colosse (however fashionable such suggestions may be) may well be to read too much 
between the lines” (Ibid. 28). 

214 Ibid. 28. 
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Paul is issuing a warning regarding the general dangers of Christians submitting to the 

Jewish law, not combating an actual opponent. 

There is also a growing group of scholars who suggest that there simply is not 

enough evidence to make a definitive identification of the opponents. Following his 

previously developed method on identifying opponents, Sumney attempts to discern the 

explicit evidence regarding the opponents from the allusions.215 He carefully surveys the 

evidence but stops short of drawing a connection to any known historical group. Though 

he explicitly rejects Judaizers, Gnosticism, mystery rites, and Jewish apocalypticism, he 

is unable to offer a more satisfactory parallel.216 Instead, he summarizes the opponents as 

teachers urging the Colossian church to seek visions of angelic worship through 

asceticism and condemning any who do not seek such visions as being still in their sin.217 

Sumney is satisfied that stopping short of an exact historical identification is more 

consistent with the text itself. “The view of the opponents presented here is perhaps not 

as detailed as some, but it is more certain because it is based throughout on the primary 

text.”218 Thus Sumney concludes that any attempt to be more precise on the historical 

axis would result in a distortion of the evidence on the textual axis.  

Similarly, Moo finds eleven clear features of the opponents in Colossians 2 that 

provide the broad contours of the belief and praxis of the false teaching, but he suggests 

there is at present no known group that sufficiently fits all the evidence.219 Indeed, 

                                                
215 Jerry Sumney, Identifying Paul's Opponents: The Question of Method in 2 Corinthians, JSNTSS 

(Sheffield: JSOT Press, 1990); Sumney, “Those Who Pass Judgment.” 

216 Ibid. 387-388. 

217 Sumney, “Paul and His Opponents,” 66; cf. Jerry L. Sumney, Colossians: A Commentary, NTL 
(Louisville: Westminster John Knox Pres, 2008), 10-12. 

218 Sumney, “Those Who Pass Judgment,” 388. 

219 Moo, Colossians, 50-51, 58. Moo provides the following eleven features: (1) a “hollow and 
deceptive philosophy”, with ‘philosophy’ implying a “somewhat coherent system”; (2) “depends on 
human tradition,” itself too general to make a particular inference; (3) “depends on…the elemental 
spiritual forces of this world,” though stoixei=a is not helpful because its meaning is unclear, and it is not 
certain whether this was a catchword of the opponents or a polemical phrase applied to them by Paul; (4) 
does not “depend on…Christ”; (5) advocates observance of food restrictions and Jewish holy days; (6) 
practised ascetic discipline; (7) focused on angels, though the precise meaning and significance of this 
feature is hotly debated; (8) emphasized visionary experiences; (9) are proud; (10) have lost connection 
with “the head” of the body, suggesting they claimed to be Christians; (11) propagated “worldly” rules as a 
means to spiritual growth. 
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though he is left with the impression that there is a definite threat that “involved a single, 

relatively coherent, teaching,” Moo is “not convinced that the letter provides enough 

information for us to be even reasonably sure about the identification of the false 

teaching.”220 This creates a dilemma for Moo, who on the one hand confesses that 

identifying the opponents would produce a more exact interpretation of Colossians, but 

on the other hand suggests the letter does not provide enough information to make such 

an identification. However, Moo construes this as a positive thing, “for it means that we 

can apply Paul’s teaching in the letter to a wide variety of historical and contemporary 

movements that share the general contours of the false teaching.”221 To accomplish this, 

Moo reduces the opponents to their essential feature – “not according to Christ” – and 

suggests that any teaching that shares this feature falls into the critique of Colossians.222 

If such a broad application is possible, one is left to wonder why Moo insists on a single, 

coherent opponent behind the letter, rather than a letter intentionally written broadly 

enough to combat a wide variety of movements. 

But this is precisely the view of Charles Nielsen.223 Nielsen surveys a number of 

features in the letter to suggest that a broader audience is in view than just the 

Colossians. Indeed, Colossae is representative of the universal church.224 This point is 

further underscored by the lack of specific details regarding the opponents. Nielsen 

surveys the exegetical difficulties involved in identifying the opponents, then points to 

the abundance of conflicting views and the lack of consensus. He concludes the best 

explanation is that the author was not opposing a specific heresy, but rather was 

“intentionally broad,” and this is why (as Moo recognized) “absolutely everything ‘not 

                                                
220 Ibid. 47, 49. 

221 Ibid. 49. 

222 Ibid. 60. 

223 Charles M. Nielsen, “The Status of Paul and His Letters in Colossians,” PRS 12 (1985): 103-122. 

224  Further, Nielsen suggests the letter was written after Paul’s death and was addressed to the 
Colossians because, with the city recently destroyed by an earthquake (61 or 62 CE), they would not have 
been able to refute the claims to authenticity (Ibid. 103-105). However, the primary evidence indicates 
clearly that Colossae was not destroyed in this manner, as argued in the fourth chapter of this thesis. 
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according to Christ’ as interpreted by Paul is to be rejected.”225 Thus Nielsen suggests 

that the author would actually be pleased with the current state of scholarship, for he 

intended “to commend Paul’s interpretation of Christ as the one corrective for a whole 

range of errors.”226  

Perhaps stemming from similar observations, Wayne Meeks questions “whether the 

writer of the letter was as preoccupied with this ‘heresy’ as we have been.”227 Together 

with Francis, Meeks concludes his collection of essays on the issue with an epilogue in 

which he provides a critique of the methodology at work within the reconstructions. He 

discusses the necessity of models for collecting and explaining data regarding historical 

contexts, but also points to their limitations. Many of his criticisms revolve around the 

neglect of the text in constructing a historical model, particularly in the elevation of 

atomistic features (e.g. connections between terms) at the expense of the literary context. 

He therefore suggests the ideal methodology in which “the literary form and context of a 

document ought to be of paramount importance in constructing an historical model.”228 

Such a model would reflect the structure of the text rather than the historical model. 

Thus for Meeks, where the historical axis offers limited information, the solution is to 

return to the text and, armed with new questions, read it more carefully and allow it to 

produce the model for its historical reconstruction.229 Though such a reading also faces 

challenges regarding difficult terms and phrases, Meeks suggests they must be placed 

                                                
225 Ibid. 105, emphasis his. 

226 Ibid. 107. 

227 Wayne A. Meeks, “'To Walk Worthily of the Lord': Moral Formation in the Pauline School 
Exemplified by the Letter to Colossians,” in Hermes and Athena: Biblical Exegesis and Philosophical 
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Opponents,” 66). 
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within their literary context before being interpreted through a reconstructed historical 

lens.230 

These alternative approaches arise from a growing dissatisfaction with the approach 

to historical reconstruction and together they demonstrate the potential progress to be 

made by approaching the problem in a different manner. However, both the reluctance to 

define the historical background to Paul’s warnings on the one hand and the unrestrained 

drawing of parallels on the other hand, leave the letter ungrounded in its historical 

background. Though these scholars have demonstrated how the interpretation of the text 

may be dramatically altered when it is loosed from the hermeneutical mores of the 

reconstructive effort, it is not apparent that this in turn leads to a clearer understanding of 

the text. 

 

7. Conclusion 

This survey demonstrates both the complexity of the task at hand and the broad diversity 

of results in reconstructing the opponents. The process necessarily involves a circular 

methodology of moving between the text and its historical context, but most of 

scholarship has operated out of the underlying assumption that Colossians was a 

polemical text written narrowly against a very specific opponent. This assumption has 

led to the strengthening of the historical axis as the hermeneutical guide for interpreting 

the entire letter. Other scholars have resisted this approach, but in turn have minimized 

the historical axis due to the lack of clear evidence and have thereby diminished the 

occasional nature of the letter as a document within history.  

This thesis, then, situates itself between these two approaches and attempts to bring 

the two axes into balance by giving a fuller treatment of the entire text while also 

affirming its historical ties to the Lycus Valley. This balance may be best demonstrated 

by Colossians’ literary nature. As a letter, it contains a text written toward a particular 

historical context. Therefore, the next chapter will analyse Colossians as a letter and will 

                                                
230 Francis, Conflict, 216-217. 



53 

focus on the role of audience within the letter. It will demonstrate that the audience in 

Colossians creates proper expectations for interpreting the text and its historical context, 

for the audience both grounds the letter historically and affects the nature of the content 

of the letter. This will then create a pathway into a full analysis of the text and a survey 

of its historical context. These avenues of study will culminate in the proposal that 

though there was not a particular opponent operating in Colossae, Paul’s agenda within 

the letter compelled him to use oppositional rhetoric to define his depiction of the body 

of Christ in contrast to the religious practices of the world of the Lycus Valley.  
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CHAPTER 2: EPISTOLARY ANALYSIS OF AUDIENCE IN COLOSSIANS 

 

Any attempt to reconstruct the historical occasion of Colossians must first interact with 

its primary nature as a letter. Stated simply, ancient letters were a form of 

communication between the sender(s) and the recipient(s) when physical presence was 

not possible. The message contained within the letter is, then, the information the author 

would convey if present personally. So long as an ancient document was addressed from 

one person to another, it can be called a letter.1 In antiquity, the simplicity of the letter-

genre gave it a flexibility that inevitably led to a remarkable diversity of form, content, 

and occasion. But in all cases, the key to interpretation lies in the relationship between 

the sender and the recipient. For Colossians, the warnings regarding the opponents imply 

a shared understanding between the author and his recipients, for the author assumes the 

recipients will understand the target of those warnings. Reconstructing the opponents, 

then, requires first identifying the author and the recipients and establishing the nature of 

the relationship between them.  

 This chapter will seek to establish the identity of the author and the recipients of 

the letter addressed to the Colossians, and it will give consideration to the implications of 

the author and audience for the opponents. Because the question of authorship is the 

subject of ongoing and extensive debate among scholars, this chapter will attempt only 

to briefly describe the major issues in the debate with special attention to the case for 

authenticity. The majority of this chapter will instead be devoted to the question of 

audience, since it has received less attention from scholars despite its importance for 

reconstructing the broader historical context of the letter. Regarding audience, the 

following three points will be argued: first, that Paul’s intended audience was oriented 

around but broader than Colossae, reaching to the rest of the Lycus Valley and perhaps 

even further afield; second, that this broader audience would in turn affect the nature of 

Paul’s rhetoric, particularly causing him to focus on broader and more generic concerns 

                                                
1 Richard Bauckham, “Pseudo-Apostolic Letters,” JBL 107 (1988): 469-494, here 471. 
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rather than concerns peculiar to Colossae; and third, that the situation reflects that of his 

audience rather than being a reflection of his own circumstances. These three 

conclusions are important to the broader task of this thesis, for they demonstrate that any 

reconstruction of the broader context of the letter must ground it in the reality of the 

historical situation in the Lycus Valley, yet also not create a peculiar syncretism 

unattested in the towns of the Lycus Valley about which a larger corpus of historical 

material remains. 

 

1. Authorship in Colossians 

The question of authorship in Colossians has received extensive attention from scholars, 

who nevertheless remain nearly evenly divided regarding its authenticity.2 The case 

against authenticity rests upon several layers of observation regarding the dissimilarities 

between Colossians and the rest of the Pauline corpus. One of the strongest arguments 

for pseudepigraphy has been developed by Walter Bujard, whose lexical and semantic 

evaluation of Colossians in contrast to the so-called genuine epistles has proven 

convincing for many scholars.3  According to Bujard, the subtle peculiarities of grammar 

and vocabulary in Colossians demonstrate that it cannot share an author with the genuine 

letters.  Other scholars argue for pseudepigraphy on theological grounds, arguing that the 

advanced theological positions regarding cosmic Christology, universal ecclesiology, 

and realized eschatology reflect post-Pauline developments.4 Further, Colossians omits a 

number of key Pauline themes, including justification by faith and the Holy Spirit. 

                                                
2 Raymond Brown, for example, estimates that 60% of scholars see Colossians as post-Pauline, while 

Norman Perrin suggests most scholars fall on the side of authenticity (Raymond E. Brown, An 
Introduction to the New Testament [New York: Doubleday, 1997], 610; Norman Perrin, The New 
Testament: An Introduction [New York: Thomson Learning, 1974], 124). For a comprehensive list of 
scholars on each side, see Moo, Colossians, 29, fn.5; Arnold, Colossian Syncretism, 7, fn.10; R. McL. 
Wilson, A Critical and Exegetical Commentary on Colossians, ICC (London: T&T Clark, 2005), 9-19, 31-
35, 58-63. 

3 Walter Bujard, Stilanalytische Untersuchungen zum Kolosserbrief als Beitrag zur Methodik von 
Sprachvergleichen (Göttingen: Vandenhoeck und Ruprecht, 1973). 

4 Brown, Introduction, 610-611. 
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 Against these arguments, some scholars hold to authenticity, contending that 

these stylistic and theological features are not actually so far beyond what Paul himself 

could have produced. They point to Paul’s formal education, the limited and occasional 

nature of his corpus, his ability to contextualize his message and rhetoric for specific 

situations, and his brilliance in continually developing his own theology, particularly in a 

context of serious theological dispute. In this vein Hooker states, “Although many 

scholars are doubtful as to whether or not Paul wrote this letter, it certainly develops his 

theology in ways that are compatible with the rest of his thought.”5  

Other scholars attempt to circumvent the issue by arguing that the letter originated 

close to Paul but that he did not pen it with his own hand. Some suggest Paul used an 

amenuensis and may thereby be credited as the genuine author of the letter in a very 

general sense, while the unique features of style and vocabulary are attributed to the 

actual writer (perhaps Timothy).6 Others suggest the letter arose from a school of 

disciples closely associated to Paul, so that the letter is firmly situated within a context of 

Pauline thought, though not composed by him.7  

Though at the present time no scholarly consensus appears imminent, the evidence 

favors Pauline authorship for several reasons.8 First, the letter itself identifies Paul as the 

author and contains numerous personal and historical anecdotes that corroborate this. 

Though this internal evidence may have been surreptitiously added by a 

pseudepigrapher, those arguing for non-authenticity presuppose a level of suspicion that 

too quickly discredits the central internal evidence that seeks to establish a presumption 

of authenticity. Second, Colossians was received as authentically Pauline throughout its 

early reception, while conversely, spurious letters were rejected swiftly and completely.9 

                                                
5 Morna Hooker, Paul: A Short Introduction (Oxford: Oneworld Publications, 2003), 115, fn.8). 

6 Schweizer, Colossians, 15-24, esp. 23; Dunn, Colossians, 35-39. 

7 Thus Brown speculates regarding a school of Pauline disciples in Ephesus who composed the letter 
using the letter to Philemon as a guide (Brown, Introduction, 616). 

8 Victor Furnish concludes, “one cannot speak of even an embryonic consensus about Colossians” 
(“Pauline Studies,” in The New Testament and Its Modern Interpreters [ed. E.J. Epp and G.W. Macrae; 
Atlanta: Scholars Press, 1988], 326, cited by Wilson, Colossians, 35). 

9 For example, 3. Cor received temporary canonicity in the eastern church but was later excluded, 
apparently upon realization of its spurious nature (Donald Guthrie, New Testament Introduction [Downers 
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Pseudonymity was therefore a rare and uniformly condemned practice within the early 

church.10 Third, arguments from vocabulary and style suffer because the size of the 

Pauline corpus provides an insufficient basis for determining what Paul could or could 

not do in a letter. Further, the extant letters are occasional documents influenced by the 

circumstances in which they were written, and Paul demonstrates a remarkable creativity 

in adapting his message and rhetoric for specific situations. Thus the same Paul who 

wrote Galatians could also write Philemon, Romans, and conceivably Colossians. 

 Regarding authorship, therefore, the mixed evidence ensures the debate will 

continue, but at present the balance of the evidence favors authenticity. This thesis will 

proceed on the basis of Pauline authorship, though it should be noted that many of the 

arguments of the thesis are not dependent upon this conclusion.11  

 

2. Audience in Ancient Letter-Writing 

In turning to the question of audience in epistolary literature, Adolf Deissmann’s 

extraordinary influence provides a necessary starting point.12 Working in the papyri, 

Deissmann asserted a sharp distinction between two types of letters, literary and non-

literary (or epistles and letters), and he further contended that Paul’s letters be seen as 

                                                                                                                                           
Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 1990], 1016). Regarding the reception history of Colossians, T.K. Abbitt 
concludes, “The external evidence for the genuineness is in no wise defective” (A Critical and Exegetical 
Commentary on the Epistles to the Ephesians and to the Colossians, ICC [Edinburgh: T&T Clark, 1897], 
li., cited by Moo, Colossians, 30) 

10 For this reason, Guthrie contends that “pseudonymous hypotheses are at a discount when compared 
with authentic works and require for that reason the most convincing grounds for their substantiation” 
(Guthrie, New Testament Introduction, 1018). For example, in the fourth century St. Basil reproaches 
Gregory for having written three forged letter in his uncle’s name in an attempt to reconcile the two (Basil, 
Ep. 58).  St. Basil received and displayed the first letter as genuine, but when it was discovered to be 
forged, he was filled with shame at his own folly.  Upon receiving a third forged letter, St. Basil no longer 
trusts a letter in his uncle’s name, but is compelled to fully investigate it first.  For St. Basil, then, a forged 
letter was simple deceit and is condemned as such. 

11 For a thorough defence of authenticity, see Moo, Colossians, 28-41; O'Brien, Colossians, xli-xlix. 

12 Adolf Deissmann, Light From the Ancient East: The New Testament Illustrated by Recently 
Discovered Texts of the Graeco-Roman World (trans. Lionel R.M. Strachan; Grand Rapids: Baker, 1978). 
For further discussion of his contributions and weaknesses, see Jerome Murphy-O'Connor, Paul the Letter-
Writer: His World, His Options, His Skills (Collegeville, MN: Liturgical Press, 1995), 42-45; Stanley K. 
Stowers, Letter-Writing in Greco-Roman Antiquity, LEC (Philadelphia: Westminster, 1986), 17-20. 
William Doty provides an extensive critique of Deissmann (William G. Doty, “The Classification of 
Epistolary Literature,” CBQ 31 [1969]: 183-199). 



58 

non-literary letters rather than as literary epistles. Much of the ensuing epistolary 

scholarship focused on letter-types and demonstrated that Deissmann’s dichotomy was 

too sharp, since ancient letters actually demonstrate a great flexibility in purpose and 

type. Nevertheless, one aspect of Deissmann’s separation of letters and epistles continues 

to influence scholarship, namely his construal of audience. 

Deissmann’s distinction between letters and epistles included the corollary 

distinction between private and public audience. In Deissmann’s view, letters were 

strictly private while epistles were entirely public. Thus regarding the non-literary letter 

he says, “Confidential and personal in its nature, it is intended only for the person or 

persons to whom it is addressed, and not at all for the public or any kind of publicity…It 

concerns nobody but the person who wrote it and the person who is to open it. From all 

other persons it is meant to be a secret.”13 On the other side, Deissmann suggests literary 

epistles have nothing in common with non-literary letters except in form. He says, “The 

contents of an epistle are intended for publicity – they aim at interesting ‘the public.’ If 

the letter is a secret, the epistle is cried in the market; everyone may read it, and is 

expected to read it: the more readers it obtains, the better its purpose will be fulfilled.”14 

Thus for Deissmann, letters are private and only understood in relation to their author 

and recipient, while epistles are for a public audience and can be understood without 

even knowing the author or the addressee.15 

Like many dichotomies, what Deissmann contributes in creating a simple way to 

categorize the literature, he loses by overstating his case and flattening out the 

exceptions. Indeed, Deissmann himself notes the existence of “intermediate letters” that 

are “half intended for publication,” but he dismisses them as “bad letters” that “with their 

frigidity, affectation, and vain insincerity…show us what a real letter should not be.”16 

Since Deissmann, other scholars have made similar observations, noting briefly the 
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14 Ibid. 229. 

15 Ibid. 230. 

16 Ibid. 230. 
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existence of exceptions in the way an author could conceive his audience in his letters.17 

But unfortunately, though scholars have undertaken to fill in the spectrum of letter-types 

between Deissmann’s extremes, the sharp dichotomy between public and private 

audience remains unchallenged.18 

Thus for a text like Colossians, scholars tend toward one view or the other – either 

Colossians was a private letter written to a narrowly defined group (Colossae, or perhaps 

the Lycus Valley), or Colossians was akin to a literary epistle written for a broad public 

with Colossae as an irrelevant, pseudo-audience. This either-or perception of audience 

has created an unfortunate limitation for scholars and, in the case of Colossians, has 

impeded the work that could help resolve additional problems, namely the identification 

of the opponents. This section, therefore, will analyse ancient letters and identify eleven 

types of audience within the spectrum moving from private to public. The Greco-Roman 

letters will be predominantly used to fill in this spectrum, since they supply the 

overwhelming majority of the extant corpus of ancient letters, and the smaller corpus of 

Hebrew and Aramaic letters will also be consulted where applicable.19 Further 
                                                

17 The need for such a spectrum has been noted by David Aune, though he has not attempted to fill in 
the spectrum (The New Testament in Its Literary Environment, LEC [Philadelphia: Westminster Press, 
1987], 160). M. Luther Stirewalt has also engaged the problem in his discussion of normative, extended, 
and fictitious settings (Studies in Ancient Greek Epistolography, SBLSBS [Atlanta: Scholars Press, 1993], 
1-26). For Stirewalt, normative includes official and personal letters, extended settings include writing on 
professional subjects and letter-essays, and fictitious letter settings include school exercises and letters of 
entertainment. His work has been helpful particularly in the areas of official letters and letter-essays, and it 
will be cited accordingly. Likewise, W.G. Doty acknowledges “less private letters” that were less personal 
than other private letters (Letters in Primitive Christianity [Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1973], 17, 24). He 
further suggests that early Christian letters found their place somewhere between classical letters and the 
papyri. Ioannes Sykoutris also suggests Deissmann’s terminology is too narrow (“Epistolographie,” 
RESupp vol. 5 [1931]: 185-220). J. Schneider points to official letters as standing between private and 
literary letters (“Brief,” RAC 2 [1954]: cols. 563-585). 

18 Even the ancient epistolary theorists differed regarding types of letters. Pseudo-Demetrius provides 
21 types of letters in his Epistolary Types while Pseudo-Libanius’ Epistolary Styles identifies 41 types, the 
last of which is the mixed (mixth\) type (Abraham J. Malherbe, Ancient Epistolary Theorists, SBLSBS [ed. 
Bernard Brandon Scott; Atlanta: Scholars Press, 1988]).  Likewise, modern epistolographers divide over 
how to divide the letters according to type. Stowers identifies six primary types of letters, to which Aune 
adds three more (Stowers, Letter-Writing, 49-173; Aune, New Testament, 162). John White finds four 
types of letters to be sufficiently inclusive (Light From Ancient Letters [Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 
1986], 193-197). Randolph Richards has noted that Paul falls in a spectrum between public and private, 
but he does not develop that spectrum (Paul and First-Century Letter Writing: Secretaries, Composition 
and Collection [Grand Rapids: Intervarsity Press, 2004], 140). 

19 The text and translations of Hebrew and Aramaic letters in this survey are taken from James M. 
Lindenberger, Ancient Aramaic and Hebrew Letters, Writings from the Ancient World (ed. Kent Harold 
Richards; Atlanta: Society of Biblical Literature, 2003). Joseph Fitzmyer provides a summary of 111 
Aramaic letters (“Aramaic Epistolography,” Semeia 22 [1981]: 25-57). Dennis Pardee identifies 47 
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observations will be made regarding how the shifting audience affects the content of the 

letter.  

 

A. Private Letters. 

Private audiences are found primarily in the personal letters. These letters are addressed 

to one person and intended to be read by that person only, and subsequently either saved 

by that person or discarded. There is no expectation or assumption of a future, broader 

audience.20 These letters follow a standard opening form. In Greek letters, the standard 

formula is typically “Author to Recipient, xarein.” Though less consistent, Hebrew and 

Aramaic letters sometimes include a similar initial address followed by Ml#$. A health 

wish or prayer may also be included in the greeting. The body of the letter typically has 

one purpose – perhaps a request, an update, or a greeting – and is accordingly brief. The 

letter closes with a simple farewell (e1rrwso in Greek letters, or Ml#$ again in Hebrew) 

and perhaps the date. A typical example is P. Cairo Zen. 59154 (256 BCE): 

Apollonius to Zenon greeting. From the dry wood put on board a boat as many of the thickest logs as 
possible and send them immediately to Alexandria that we may be able to use them for the festival of 
Isis. Goodbye. Year 30, Dius 3, Phaophi 23. (Select Papyri, 1.273; Hunt) 

This letter contains a simple request made directly to Zenon, and this request serves as 

the purpose of the letter. Upon receiving the letter, Zenon has docketed it as follows: 

“Year 30, Dius 18, Hathur 18. Apollonius about wood for the Isis festival.” In this way, 

Zenon has noted when the letter was received and given a brief summary of the contents. 

It could then be stored by Zenon and be available to him if he needed at some point to 

refer back to it.21 There are countless thousands of these letters that have been discovered 

in the Greek papyri, a testament to both the simplicity of the genre and the tendency to 

                                                                                                                                           
Hebrew letters, but notes the severe limitations of the corpus. Many of the Hebrew letters are short, written 
on ostraca or summarized within narrative. Additionally, the corpus can be divided into two time periods – 
those written from 630-586 BCE and those written in the time of Bar Kokhba (132-135 CE) – with no extant 
letters from the 700 years between. There is a clear division of form between the early letters and those 
dating to the 2nd century, leading Dennis Pardee to conclude that Hebrew epistolography may have been 
“far more varied and diverse” than the extant evidence demonstrates (“An Overview of Ancient Hebrew 
Epistolography,” JBL 97 [1978]: 321-346, here 323-325, 344; cf. Aune, New Testament, 175). 

20 The simplicity of form and content of these private letters suggests that most of them were written 
by uneducated people (Schneider, “Brief,” 568). 

21 On the use of dockets of receipt, see White, Light From Ancient Letters, 216-217. 
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write a letter every time someone traveled in the direction of a friend or family member 

and could serve as a letter carrier.22  

 

B. Private Letters Copied and Sent to a Second Audience. 

Though an author wrote a letter as a private correspondence to one person, that recipient 

might at times copy the letter for a second audience. In this way, a private letter could 

ultimately find its way to a broader audience without the author’s awareness. In P.Mich. 

I.10 (257 BCE), Antimenes writes to Zenon regarding a certain woman he had previously 

sent on a journey (cf. P.Cair.Zen. I.59029). Rather than using the body of his letter to tell 

Zenon of her safe arrival, Antimenes appends a copy of the letter he himself had 

received from Sosipatros. Thus this one correspondence from Antimenes to Zenon 

(addressed on the outside “To Zenon”) actually contains two letters. The first has the 

standard opening and closing formula, and the body explains the appendage of the 

second. The second “letter” is a complete copy of the letter from Sosipatros, including its 

opening and closing formulas. There is no indication that Sosipatros intended his letter to 

be read by anyone other than Antimenes, but because Antimenes felt the information 

provided in the letter was also relevant to Zenon, he sent a copy of the letter to him. 

In the same way, Apollonios writes to Leon and attaches for Leon a copy of the 

letter Apollonios had received from Athenodoros (P.Yale 36; 232 BCE). In this case, the 

earlier letter contained instructions regarding the schedule of sowing the land, and so 

Apollonios passes it along to Leon in anticipation that Leon is the proper person for 

carrying out the task.23  

There is also evidence that an author might at times retain copies of his letters for 

himself and on later occasions forward it to a new audience. For example, Cicero sends 

to Atticus a copy of a letter he himself had written to Pompey (Cicero, Att. 3.9). In this 

                                                
22 For a representative collection and translation of personal letters in the Greek papyri, see Select 

Papyri: Volume I: Private Documents, LCL (trans. A.S. Hunt and C.C Edgar; Cambridge, MA: Harvard 
University Press, 1932); cf. Alan K. Bowman, Oxyrhynchus Papyri: Volume XLV (London: British 
Academy, 1977).   Regarding letter carriers, see P.Ryl. IV 560. 

23 cf. CP.Jud. I.132. 
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way an author might also retain control over his personal letters and, though the original 

was written to a private audience in a particular occasion, it might later serve a second 

purpose with a different audience.  

In summary, though the practice of copying letters was not particularly common, 

there is enough evidence of it to presume that when a person wrote a letter, he did it with 

the realization that it would become the property of the recipient and could be forwarded 

to others. As Stowers starkly surmises, writing a letter “tends to eliminate guarantees to 

privacy,” for the letter may ultimately lead a public life unforeseen by its author.24 Thus 

even in private letters, authors at times wrote with the realization that their letter could 

find an audience beyond the intended recipient, and this may have had a subtle effect on 

the manner and content of the composition. 

 

C. Letters with Multiple Recipients. 

Similar to private personal letters, other letters are personal in nature but are addressed to 

multiple recipients. For example, in P.Paris 43 (154 BCE), Sarapion writes to his two 

brothers to inform them of his upcoming wedding. The address and the opening greeting 

name both brothers – “Sarapion to his brothers, Ptolemy and Apollonios, greeting.” 

Added on the left is a further note directed to just one of the two: “Come for the day, 

Apollonios.” The letter body, however, is written throughout in the second person plural, 

indicating that Sarapion wrote the letter with both of his brothers in mind as his intended 

audience. Thus in this example, Sarapion has written one letter with the intention that it 

will be read by two specified people.25 

Another example is found in a letter from Eirene and her husband to three 

contractors with whom she has recently established a contract (P.Mich. III.183). The 

                                                
24 Stanley K. Stowers, “Social Typification and the Classification of Ancient Letters,” in The Social 

World of Formative Christianity and Judaism in Tribute to Howard Clark Kee (ed. Jacob Neusner, et al.; 
Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1988), 79. 

25 Similarly, Spentadata writes to his two brothers, Hori and Petemahu (Berlin Papyrus 23000; 
Lindenberger, 11). The body is in the plural, though at the end Spentadata writes in the singular 
(apparently to Hori) with instructions to keep Petemahu Km( (“with you”) on the boat, but then shifts 

immediately back to the plural with Mknm (“from you”). 
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letter body serves as a brief summary of the terms of the contract, and the letter itself is 

signed as an official documentation of the agreement. The opening suggests that this one 

letter is intended for all three recipients. “Eirene…to Leontiskos, Thymos and 

Tesenouphis greeting.” Again, the letter body uses the second person plural, as the 

contract applies to all three, and thus all three are intended as the audience.26  

In another instance, the drafts of five letters were written on a single papyrus (P. 

Cair.Zen I.59015). The letters are addressed to five different recipients and all revolve 

around the same topic of returning runaway slaves who had been captured. Zenon sends 

the letters with Straton, his employee who is recovering the slave. Two letters (to 

Pasikles and Epikrates) request assistance for Straton, the third letter requests 

Peisistratos to make sure Pasikles honours the request of the first letter, and the fourth 

and fifth letters are apparently to officials requesting that they not create any obstacles 

for Straton. Though the letters are not identical and are even quite distinct, Zenon has 

here composed five letters to be sent to five different people, and each letter shares the 

same purpose and similar form and content. He has taken the essence of one letter and 

reframed and modified it for five different audiences. 

Though possibly spurious, Plato also writes a letter to three recipients: Hermias, 

Erastus, and Coriscus (Plato, Letter VI, 322.d).27 Within the letter, Plato addresses the 

recipients directly, singling out Hermias twice and Erastus and Coriscus together twice, 

appealing to them to hold to one another as friends. In the conclusion, Plato appeals, 

“Let this letter be read, if possible, by all three of you gathered together, otherwise by 

twos, and as often as you can in common” (Plato, Letter VI, 323.d). Thus Plato 

anticipates the letter being read by all recipients, though he prefers the letter to have an 

ongoing impact as it is read by the entire group on multiple future occasions. 

Several examples of multiple recipients are found in the Hebrew letters. In one 

example, Hananyah writes to a Jewish garrison composed of htwnkw hynd[y] 
                                                

26 Further examples of contracts in letter-form with multiple recipients include P.Col. IV 121; P.Col. 
IV 122; P.Mich. III 193. 

27 John M. Cooper and D.S. Hutchinson, eds., Plato Complete Works (Indianapolis: Hacket, 1997), 
1645-1646. 
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(“Yedanyah and his colleagues”) with instructions regarding the celebration of Passover 

(Lindenberger, 30; Berlin, St. Mus.P. 13464). In another instance, Mauzyah writes 

)hl) why yz )ynhkw hyrw) hyndy y)rm l) (“To my lords Yedanyah, Uriyah and 

the priests of the God YHWH”) to warn them regarding impending persecution 

(Lindenberger, 31; P. Cairo 3435).28 

 

D. Letters to a Defined Group. 

Letters could also be addressed to a group of people such as a council, a religious 

community, or even an entire city. In these occasions, an author anticipated the general 

character of the people to whom he wrote, though the precise boundaries of the specific 

individuals who would or would not actually receive the letter were not foreseeable by 

the author. Thus the intended audience was a defined, yet only generally perceived, 

group of people. 

In this way, Jeremiah writes a letter “to the surviving elders of the exiles, and to the 

priests, the prophets, and all the people, whom Nebuchadnezzar had taken into exile 

from Jerusalem to Babylon” (Jer 29:1).29 The ensuing letter contains instructions from 

YHWH regarding how the exiles ought to live in Babylon, as well as a promise 

regarding future restoration. The body of the letter, therefore, applies specifically to the 

exiles whom Jeremiah addresses.30  

The New Testament contains numerous examples of letters written to the e0kklhsi/a, 

an assembly usually defined by a particular town or community.31 Other letters are 

addressed to the saints of Christ in a particular location.32 In either case, the content of 
                                                

28 Cf. Lindenberger, 45 (Bodleian Pell. Aram. V); Lindenberger, 46 (Bodleian Pell. Aram. III). In 
other instances, letters were addressed to an individual and Ktyb (“your household”), though the body of 

the letter is in second person singular. (Lingenberger, 54; Arad 21; cf. Lindenberger, 60; Arad 16). Pardee 
suggests the household is thus an extension of the recipient and not an additional addressee (“Ancient 
Hebrew Epistolography,” 340). 

29 On whether this is a prophetic intro within the narrative or an epistolary prescript, see Ibid. 331, 
fn.47. 

30 Though it does not appear to be a letter, Cyrus issues an edict and, when putting it into writing, 
addresses it to whoever among God’s people would want to return to Jerusalem. (Ezra 1:2-4) 

31 1 Cor 1:2; 2 Cor 1:1; Gal 1:1; 1 Thess 1:1; 2 Thes 1:1; Phile 1:2. 

32 Rom 1:7; Eph 1:1; Phil 1:1; Col 1:1. 
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the letter is written with the intent that it will be read orally within the gathering of the 

believers in that particular community. Some of these letters also contain clear evidence 

that the message is quite specific to the situation of the church in that locale (e.g. 

Corinthians, Galatians), while others seem to be more general in their message, leaving 

open the question of their original relevance to the identified recipients (e.g. Ephesians). 

Other New Testament letters define their audience, but leave the geographical location 

open-ended (e.g. Jude 1:1).33 

Likewise, upon becoming emperor, Julian wrote letters to key cities defending his 

role as emperor (361 CE). Only his letter to Athens survives, and Julian addresses it, 

AQHNAIWN THI BOULHI KAI TWI DHMWI (“to the senate and people of Athens;” 

Julian, 268.A). Throughout the body, Julian does not address his audience directly, but 

in the postscript, he refers to them as a1ndrej Aqhnai=oi (“men of Athens;” Julian 

287.D). He then states that he has communicated these same ideas to his fellow soldiers 

and regarding them pro\j koinou\j tw=n pa/ntwn e(llh/nwn poli/taj gra/fw (“I am 

now writing to the whole body of the citizens throughout all Greece;” Julian, 287.D). 

While this may appear to indicate that Julian intends for his letter to be read throughout 

Greece as well, the next and final sentence is an appeal for the gods to grant all possible 

favours to Athens, including future Emperors who will love Athens above all other 

cities. This suggests that Julian did not intend for this letter to be read by audiences 

beyond Athens, though the letter does contain ideas common to those he is also 

propagating to additional audiences throughout his empire. 

 

E. Circular Letters 

A circular letter is written with the intention of having multiple, previously defined 

recipients along a predetermined route. The author intended either for each recipient to 

pass the letter along to the next, or for the messenger to make multiple stops along a 

journey of reading it to multiple recipients. On other occasions, multiple copies would be 

                                                
33 Letters to churches (e0kklhsi/aij) in a particular locale were common into the church’s early 

history, e.g. 1 Clem., Barn., Pol. Phil., and Ignatius’ seven letters. 
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made and sent to different recipients. Circular letters were not a popular form of letter-

writing until the early church began to use it widely; prior to this, most of the extant 

circular letters are from the Jewish letter tradition. Indeed, Roller indicates that he could 

only find one example of a possible circular letter in Greco-Roman epistolography. This 

letter was written by a mother to her three children in the second or third century CE, and 

the use of two hands on the docket suggests that one son may have received it and then 

forwarded it to the other.34 

Though relatively few Hebrew letters are extant, there are several examples of 

circular letters among them.35 The earliest example of a Hebrew circular is an official 

letter from the 5th century BCE (Lindenberger, 41; Badoleian Pell. Aram. VII). Arshama 

writes to a list of officials in various locales following the route his servant, Nakhthor, 

will be taking to Egypt. The letter introduces Nakhthor and instructs each official to 

provide daily provisions for him along his journey. Thus, the letter is addressed to 

officials in six locations: Maruk in […], Nabu-delani in Lairu, Zatuvahya in Arzuhina, 

Upastabara and Lubash in Arbela, Bagafarna in Saalam, and Fradafarna and […] in 

Damascus. 

Several additional examples of Hebrew circulars are embedded within narrative. As 

a result, the epistolary greeting is often omitted and the sender and recipient are instead 

identified within the narrative.36 In 1 Kings 21:8-9, Jezebel writes letters (Myrps) to the 

elders and leaders of Jezreel, where Naboth lives. Though the epistolary greeting and 

subscript have been removed, the narrative includes the body of the letter, which has 

instructions for bringing false charges against Naboth and stoning him to death. 

According to the narrative, therefore, the same letter-body was copied into multiple 

letters so that each elder and leader received his own letter. In this way, Jezebel insured 

                                                
34 Otto Roller, Das Formular der paulinischen Briefe: Ein Beitrag zur Lehre vom antiken Briefe 

(Stuttgart: W. Kohlhammer, 1933), 202. 

35 Though many of the letters typically considered Jewish circulars could also be classified as official 
letters. For example, Roller identifies the following royal letters as Jewish circular letters: Dan 4:1-3; 6:25-
27; Esther 3:13b; 8:13b; 3 Macc 3:11-12; 7:1. Ibid. 203-204. 

36 2 Sam 11:15; 2 Kings 5:6; 19:9-14; Neh 6:6-7; 2 Chron 2:11-16; 21:12-15. Cf. Pardee, “Ancient 
Hebrew Epistolography,” 322, 330. 



67 

that they would act cooperatively to accomplish this treacherous act, and indeed they 

acted in accordance with the letters she had sent (1 Kings 21:10).37 

These circular letters played a crucial role in Jewish communication during the 

Diaspora. Encyclicals were sent out from Palestine to unify Jewish communities around 

central concerns such as the fixing of festival days (M. Rosh HaShanah 1.3-4; 2:2). More 

general festal letters were also circulated with appeals to observe certain festivals (2 

Macc 1:1-10; 1:11-2:18), and Diaspora Jews regarded letters from Jerusalem as having 

broad authority (Acts 9:1; 28:21).38 Gamaliel wrote three circular letters to endorse 

proper tithing. One of these, for example, was addressed “to our brothers in the Upper 

and Lower Galilee and to Simonia and to Obed Bet Hillel.”39 Gamaliel intended for the 

letter to be circulated among the Jews of these specified areas and especially to two 

central individuals. The circular letter, therefore, was a mechanism for Jewish leaders to 

circulate important information and instructions among scattered Jews. 

The early churches’ propensity for circular letters likely stems from this Jewish 

practice.40 Following the Jerusalem council, the apostles and elders in Jerusalem send a 

letter to the Gentile Christians “in Antioch and Syria and Cilicia” with instructions 

regarding the keeping of Torah (Acts 15:23-29). This tri-partite of addressees represents 

an expanding audience. First, Antioch, which was the capital city of Syria and possibly 

Paul’s location of ministry at the time of the council.41 Second, Syria, which was a 

Roman province encompassing the region north of Samaria. Finally, Cilicia was the 

province to the north of Syria. These regions were connected by highways and were 

considered the doorway to Asia Minor.42 The council, therefore, intended for their decree 

                                                
37 Similarly, in 2 Chronicles 30:1-10, Hezekiah writes letters calling the people to return to the LORD 

to avoid exile. The letters apparently have the same content and are carried from city to city by 
messengers. Cf. 2 Kings 10:1-7. 

38 Cf. Aune, New Testament, 180. 

39 Dennis Pardee, Handbook of Ancient Hebrew Letters (Atlanta: Scholars Press, 1982), 187, cited by 
Aune, New Testament, 176. 

40 Ibid. 180. 

41 Ben Witherington III, The Acts of the Apostles: A Socio-Rhetorical Commmentary (Grand Rapids: 
Eerdmans, 1998), 439-446, 468. 

42 E.G. White, “Cilicia,” ISBE 1 (1956): 655-656. 
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to be first read in Antioch, then to circulate outward among Gentile communities enroute 

to Asia Minor.  

Christian circulars quickly multiplied. James is written to the twelve tribes of the 

dispersion (tai=j dw&deka fulai=j tai=j e0n th|~ diaspora|~) and was apparently intended 

to circulate among the scattered Jews. 1 Peter is addressed to scattered exiles along what 

appears to be a predetermined route circling the five provinces of Asia Minor.43 Because 

of its generic nature and a text-critical issue regarding its audience, Ephesians is often 

regarded as a circular letter.44 The apostolic fathers also turned increasingly to circular 

letters as a medium for communicating broadly throughout the church.45 This use of a 

broad yet defined audience was, therefore, an increasingly popular tool in the late New 

Testament era. 

 

F. Private Letters Written in Anticipation of a Public Reading. 

Some letters addressed to private recipients betray an expectation of a broader audience 

within the body of the letter.46 Often this can be seen in the author’s shift from 

addressing his audience in the second person singular to addresses in the plural. For 

example, Julian writes to Themistius the philosopher in response to a letter Themistius 

had sent to him (Julian 253-267; 355 CE). The letter begins with the second person 

singular, but Julian slips into the plural on one occasion soon after, referring to “you 

[u(mi=n] who are my friends” just before referencing “your [su/] recent letter” (Julian, 

253B). The body of this lengthy letter is entirely in the singular with frequent references 

                                                
43 This route began in the northeast with Pontus, then to the central regions of Galatia and 

Cappadocia, on to the western province of Asia, and finally to Bithynia in the northwest. However, Bo 
Reicke notes that this circular route would call for Galatia to follow Cappadocia, though the text reverses 
the order (The Epistles of James, Peter and Jude, The Anchor Bible [Garden City, NY: Doubleday, 1964], 
76-77; cf. Aune, New Testament, 221). 

44 David Alan Black, “The Peculiarities of Ephesians and the Ephesian Address,” GTJ 2 (1981): 59-
73. 

45 E.g. Mart. Pol., Did. Likewise, St. Basil’s letters had a public nature, particularly when dealing 
with opponents. Basil, Ep. 7, 11, 22, 43, 52, 53, 54. 

46 Schneider calls these letters “literarischen Privatbriefe,” though he includes private letters that 
became public posthumously along with those betraying an original anticipation by the author of a public 
audience (Schneider, “Brief,” 569; cf. Sykutris, “Epistolographie,” 186). 
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to the letter sent from Themistius, but in the conclusion, Julian returns again to the 

plural. He states that he had previously written down these things, and now has freed 

himself “from your [u(mw=n] charges” (Julian, 266D). He goes on to refer to “you 

philosophers [u(mw=n tw=n filosofou/ntwn]” (Julian, 267A) and concludes with an urge 

for “all of you” [u(ma=j] to feel gratitude (Julian, 267B). Thus Julian concludes what was 

originally and primarily a personal letter in response to a letter sent from Themistius 

with references to a larger body of philosophers, as if this letter has also served the 

purpose of refuting charges from this larger body.47 Additionally, Julian does the same 

thing in a letter to Priscus. Upon switching to the plural second person, Julian explains 

what he means as follows: “When I say ‘you’ [u(mi=n], I mean the true philosophers, and 

convinced as I am that you are one of these” (Julian, Letters 1; Wright). Julian’s thus 

makes explicit his intention to speak to the entire body of true philosophers of which his 

immediate recipient, Priscus, is a part.48 

The reverse phenomenon occurs in Paul’s letter to Philemon. The opening of the 

letter indicates a letter written to multiple recipients, including Philemon, Apphia, 

Archippus, and the entire house-church (Phile 1-2). Following the opening, the body is 

written in the singular with instructions particular to Philemon regarding the return of his 

runaway slave, Onesimus (Phile 3-20). In the conclusion, Paul affirms that he is writing 

to you (soi) in confidence of his obedience, then asks Philemon to prepare a guest room, 

for Paul is hoping to be restored to you (u(mi=n) in answer to your (u(mw~n) prayers (Phile 

21-22). Paul thereby concludes the letter by returning to the plural audience with which 

he began the letter. Thus Paul writes a personal message to Philemon, but indicates it is 

                                                
47 Similarly, Heraclitus wrotes to Hermodorus to defend himself against charges of impiety made by 

Euthycles (Malherbe, Ancient Epistolary Theorists, 190-192). Early in the letter, Heraclitus shifts to the 
second person plural a0pai/deutoi. Then in the end of the letter, Heraclitus addresses Euthycles directly. It 
appears, therefore, that Hermodorus is no longer the perceived recipient, but rather Euthycles himself. 
Likewise, Heraclitus shifts to addressing the city of Ephesus in two of three additional letters to 
Hermodorus, though in the final letter Heraclitus writes regarding Ephesus without addressing the city in 
the second person (Ibid. 201-203, 207-209, 211-215). It is possible, therefore, that Heraclitus anticipated at 
least two of those letters being read by an audience throughout the city. 

48 Isocrates provides another example, writing to Philip in the second person singular, but addressing 
Philip and his companions in the second person plural with the expectation that his companions will 
contribute to Isocrates’ rebuke of Philip within the letter (Isocrates, Ep. 2.12-13; cf. 9.2-3). 
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to be read publicly, perhaps to place social pressure upon Philemon to comply, or 

perhaps because his directions for Philemon apply also to the rest of the church. 

The anticipation of a broader audience is also implicit in the first-person greetings 

common to many personal letters. In such a greeting, the letter-writer greets additional 

parties directly in the letter rather than requesting the recipient to pass along the greeting 

in his behalf. So, for example, P.Tebt. 415: “I lavishly greet your father and all those 

dwelling there.”49 Another man writes to his brother and also greets 16 additional people 

(BGU 601). A student writes to his father and greets ten individuals and three times 

greets “you all” (P.Oxy. 1296). Mullins suggests that these first-person greetings are 

helpful for “spelling out the intended readership of the letter,” for they demonstrate that 

the author intends to communicate with a “range of people” that “is not adequately 

defined in the opening.”50 It appears, therefore, that the reading of personal letters by 

additional audiences, or even in a public context, was increasingly common and thereby 

increasingly anticipated by letter-writers. This has a small effect upon the letter, opening 

it up to broader application of the personal points being made. 

 

G. Letters Written in Anticipation of Collection and Publication 

Though the precise origin of the practice is unknown, by the first century BCE the 

personal letters of some public persons were collected and published posthumously.51 

These letter collections, being by nature more personal than treatises or essays, were 

thought to provide a window into the character and virtue of the person to whom they 

were attributed. It was a small step, therefore, for a proliferous letter-writer to anticipate 

                                                
49 Further examples of first-person greetings include P.Oxy. 1767; P.Oxy. 1160; P.Oxy. 1067. P.Tebt. 

412 includes a third-person greeting: “Greet your mother and your father.” 

50 Terrence Y. Mullins, “Greeting As a New Testament Form,” JBL 87 (1968): 418-426. Mullins also 
observes that a first-person greeting occurs in the New Testament only in Rom 16:22 (Ibid. 424). Pardee 
notes two Hebrew letters (Arad 16, 21) where the household is greeted along with the recipient and 
suggests the household functions as “a simple extension of the recipient” (“Ancient Hebrew 
Epistolography,” 340). 

51 Extant collections belong to Plato, Anacharsis, Crates, Diogenes, Heraclitus, and Socrates, among 
others (Paul Schubert, “Form and Function of the Pauline Letters,” Journal of Religion 19 [1939]: 365-
377; F.J. Exler, The Form of the Ancient Greek Letter: A Study in Greek Epistolography [Washington 
D.C.: Catholic University of America, 1923], 19; Schneider, “Brief,” 569-570). 
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that his letters would be collected and published as well, and this anticipation in turn 

could affect the content and style of the letter. 

The first to anticipate the publication of his letters was Cicero (106-43 BCE), who 

anticipated and worked toward the posthumous publication of 931 of his letters in order 

to demonstrate his literary abilities.52 Within these letters, Cicero indicates his 

anticipation of publishing his letters and suggests he writes differently in light of this 

broader audience.53 “You see, I have one way of writing what I think will be read by 

those only to whom I address my letter, and another way of writing what I think will be 

read by many” (Ad fam. 15.21.4). Cicero also wanted the opportunity to edit and refine 

his letters prior to their being published. Apparently Tiro wanted to publish some of his 

letters, and so Cicero writes to Atticus, “There is no collection of my letters, but Tiro has 

about seventy and some can be gotten from you. Those I ought to see and correct, and 

then they may be published” (Ad Att. 16.5). Though Cicero’s letters still bear the private 

intensity that is the trademark of personal letters, his anticipation of publication has 

affected his letter-writing. Regarding content, Cicero leaned toward issues of public 

interest; regarding style, he wrote with greater eloquence; and regarding polish, he 

carefully edited his letters toward publication.  

As publication of letters became increasingly common, so too did an author’s 

awareness of the potential public life awaiting even private correspondence. The younger 

Pliny (61-112 CE) also saved copies of his letters and published them in multiple 

collections.54 The collections contain balanced numbers of letters and are often arranged 

thematically. Pliny most clearly suggests his awareness of publication in the first letter of 

the first book, which also appears to serve as a dedication for the collection. “On 

numerous occasions you have urged me to assemble and to publish such letters as I had 

                                                
52 Doty, Letters, 2. 

53 Doty provides a similar survey of Cicero’s anticipation of publication (Ibid. 2-3; cf. Aune, New 
Testament, 172). 

54 Unfortunately the exact process of his publication and the scope of the original collection is 
unknown, particularly how many books of letters he published within a collection (Pliny the Younger: 
Complete Letters [trans. P.G. Walsh; Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2006], xxxiii). 
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composed with some care. I have now assembled them without maintaining 

chronological sequence, for I was not compiling a history, but as each happened to come 

to hand” (Ep. 1.1).  

St. Basil also was aware that his personal letters were “destined” to wide circulation 

and even publication.55 Thus he requests that Maximus the Philosopher pay him a 

personal visit for discussion of sensitive matters, not only to avoid the “gra/mmasin 

a)yu/xoij” (“lifeless words”) of the letter, but also because Basil had decided not to make 

his opinions public (Letters, 9). Basil, therefore, foresees that even his personal letters 

will ultimately become public, at times avoiding issues he wishes to keep private, and at 

other times using personal letters to address public issues (Letters, 16, 52, 188). 

Libanius demonstrates clearly an expectation that his private letters will be read 

publicly. He expects that his friends will hold public readings of his letters upon their 

arrival, even as he does with the letters he receives (Lib., Letter, 1264). Libanius 

collected his letters with the anticipation that they would become public and gain a 

prestige for himself, and the letters that were eventually published came from Libanius’ 

own collection.56 This aspiration, in turn, affected his letter-writing, as Libanius 

“consciously tried to give his letters a timeless quality so that they might have a 

permanent value transcending the original circumstances of their composition.”57 

However, by the end of his life, Libanius became disillusioned and frustrated, and his 

letters reverted to unpolished, private letters in the traditional sense.58 

By the first century, therefore, it appears that any prolific letter-writer would have 

been aware of the possibility of their letters being collected and published. The more 

aware an author was of this possibility, the more they favoured generic topics over 

                                                
55 Roy J. Deferrari, “Introduction,” in Basil: Letters 1-58, LCL (Cambridge: Harvard University 

Press, 1926), xxxvi-xxxviii.  

56 Lib., Letters, 476-7, 773.5; cf. A.F Norman, “Introduction,” in Libanius: Autobiography and 
Selected Letters, LCL (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1992), 28-31. 

57 Aune, New Testament, 171. 

58 Norman, “Introduction,” 33-35. 
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personal matters, utilized heightened style and rhetoric, and tried to polish their own 

public image.  

 

H. Letter Essays. 

Stirewalt has recently identified a category of letters he calls letter-essays.59 These are 

genuine letters with epistolary characteristics that were originally written between two 

parties, but they have two additional features that distinguish them from other private 

letters. First, they were intended to be read by an audience beyond the identified 

recipients; and second, they are abbreviated versions of longer works either already 

published or projected, a reduction that has minimized the aesthetic value.60 Stirewalt 

finds fifteen documents that fit this category, including the philosophic letters of 

Epicurus, the Letters of Dionysius of Halicarnassus, some of Plutarch’s works, 2 

Maccabees, and the Martyrdom of Polycarp.  

Behind these works Stirewalt suggests there is a triangular setting of audience 

represented as “I-thou-they.”61 In writing, the author holds in mind both the ‘thou’ to 

whom he directly writes, and the ‘they’ whom he assumes will ultimately benefit from 

the letter.62 Thus Epicurus writes to Herodotus with the following introduction: “Since 

this method is useful to all studying natural science…I have made an epitome for you” 

(Diogenes Laertius 10.35-38).63 Likewise, The Martyrdom of Polycarp is a letter written 

                                                
59 Note that White also speaks briefly of “letter essays,” though he uses the phrase more generally to 

speak of “treatises in letter form” (White, Light From Ancient Letters, 192). 

60 M. Luther Stirewalt Jr, “The Form and Function of the Greek Letter-Essay,” in The Romans 
Debate (ed. Karl P. Donfried; Peabody, MA: Hendrickson Publishers, 1991), 147, 167. 

61 Ibid. 169-170. M. Luther Stirewalt is especially concerned to apply this triangular construal to 
Romans, and he notes that Joseph Fitzmyer also has discovered an intention in Romans to be read by 
others outside the addressees (M. Luther Stirewalt Jr., Paul, the Letter Writer [Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 
2003], 107-112; Joseph A. Fitzmyer, Romans: A New Translation with Introduction and Commentary, AB 
[New York: Doubleday, 1993], 69). 

62 Because Stirewalt’s primary trait of a letter-essay is that it is an abbreviated form of a longer work, 
the triangular audience does not hold true for all of his examples of letter-essays (e.g. Plutarch; cf. 
Stirewalt, “Greek Letter-Essay,” 151-153). 

63 Likewise, Epicurus’ letter to Pythocles was written in response to a request from Pythocles but is 
also intended to be helpful for a broader audience, as recorded by Digoenes Laertius, Lives, 10.84-116. 
Thus Schneider suggests that Epicurus’ letters were often originally intended for wider distribution beyond 
the addressees (“Brief,” 571). 
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from the church at Smyrna to the church at Philomelium in response to a request from 

the church. The letter’s conclusion includes a request for circulation: “When, therefore, 

ye have yourselves read this Epistle, be pleased to send it to the brethren at a greater 

distance” (Mart. Pol. 20). Thus Stirewalt summarizes, “the letter-essay is customarily 

addressed to one or more individuals who have called for the response, and also to a 

general audience of those who have a common interest,” though this general audience is 

often “implicitly included but not identified.”64 

Dionysius of Halicarnassus also wrote letter-essays in this triangular style. In his 

first letter to Ammaeus, he writes regarding the relationship between Demosthenes and 

Aristotle. In the prescript, Dionysius addresses the letter to Ammaeus with the standard 

epistolary greeting, xairein. Soon after, however, Dionysius says this about the work 

done in his letter: “This I have done, my dear Ammaeus, both out of regard for the truth, 

which I think should be the object of every enquiry, and for the gratification of all those 

who make a serious study of civil oratory” (Dionysius, 1 Amm. 2). This broader audience 

appears to become the primary audience very early into the letter. After beginning with 

regular vocative addresses to Ammaeus (Dionysius, 1 Amm. 2, 3), Dionysius never 

returns to address him, nor does he write in the second person or conclude with an 

epistolary closing. In this way, what began as a letter with an I-Thou audience became 

focused on a third-party audience (I-They) and written in anticipation of their readership. 

Similarly, Dionysius’ letter to Gnaeus Pompeius is written directly to Gnaeus 

throughout, but in the final sentence, Dionysius indicates the benefit this letter will have 

for all students of civil oratory. “The comparison of these historians will be sufficient to 

provide students of civil oratory with a basic stock of suitable examples for every variety 

of setting” (Dionysius, Pomp. 6). 

In these letter-essays, the third-party audience has caused the author to shift from his 

focus on the recipient toward a broader audience. The letter subsequently loses its sharp, 

personal focus and instead becomes a generalized treatise on the topic dealing not only 

                                                
64 Stirewalt, Paul, 111. 



75 

with the particular concern that initially prompted the letter, but also with the anticipated 

criticisms a potential reader might have.65 

 

I. Official Letters. 

Official letters are those written by or to government agents in an official capacity. With 

minor variation, both the eastern Hellenistic monarchies and Roman officials wrote 

decrees in the form of letters and sent them to the appropriate parts of the kingdom.66 

Upon delivery, the letters were first read publicly, then posted or inscribed for public 

reading, and the recipient communities were thereby obliged to observe the decrees.67 

For example, a stele inscribed with three official letters has been discovered at 

Pergamum in the temple of Athena.68 The first letter is from King Attalus II to his cousin 

Athenaeus and dates to 142 BCE (Welles, 65). Though the letter is framed as a personal 

letter to Athenaeus appointing him as the new priest of Dionysus Cathegemon, its 

inscription – complete with personal detail – clearly indicates its function as the public 

announcement of this royal decree. The second letter also concerns Athenaeus, but this 

letter is written by King Attalus III (135 BCE) to “the council and the people of Cyzicus” 

(Welles, 66.1). This letter extols Athenaeus and establishes his suitability for his new 

position as priest of Zeus Sabazius, and though the letter was written to Cyzicus, it has 

been inscribed in Pergamum because of its relevance for the temple and the people there. 

The third letter is addressed directly “to the council and the people of Pergamum” and 

concerns the enshrinement of Zeus Sabazius within the temple of Athena Nicephorus in 

Pergumum (Welles, 67.1). King Attalus III has commissioned Athenaeus to carry out the 

cultic worship and festivals and he intends the letter’s decrees to be entered permanently 

                                                
65 This move toward generalization is particularly acute in Dionysius. Where Dionysius does not 

explicitly adopt a third-party audience, he remains focused on the recipient and the request that prompted 
the letter (Dionysius, 2 Amm.). However, when he adopts the third-party audience, he feels compelled to 
deal with potential objections (Dionysius, 1 Amm. 8). 

66 Aune, New Testament, 164. 

67 Stirewalt, Studies, 28. 

68 For a full transcription, translation, and discussion of this stele, see C. Bradford Welles, Royal 
Correspondence in the Hellenistic Period: A Study in Greek Epistolography (Chicago: Ares, 1974), 264-
273. 
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into the laws of the city (Welles, 67.15-16).69 Each of these three letters contain a defined 

audience, yet because the king expects compliance from a public much broader than his 

indicated audience, he writes these letters anticipating their public inscription. 

Likewise, Ziaelas, king of Bithynia, writes a royal letter to “the council and the 

people of Cos” (Welles, 25.1-3). In response to the request of envoys from Cos, Ziaelas 

affirms his friendship with the city and declares the temple of Asclepius there inviolable. 

He writes this letter and sends it with the envoys as the official decree. The letter, 

therefore, actually has three layers of audience. The first two are defined by the letter-

opening, namely the council of Cos and the rest of the city. But Ziaelas ultimately 

intends for his edict regarding Asclepius’ temple to discourage adversaries of Cos from 

plundering the temple. Its public inscription, therefore, was not only intended to 

strengthen his relationship with Cos, but also to discourage the broad and undefined 

future audience of Cos’ enemies. This third audience has also affected the content of the 

letter, for the king indicates that he has additional wishes to communicate to Cos, but 

rather than record them in the letter for inscription, he entrusts them to the envoys to 

communicate directly (Welles, 25.46-50). Thus the anticipated publication of the letter 

leads Ziaelas to include only those elements relevant to its broadest audience, while the 

elements specific to Cos he excludes from the letter and entrusts instead to the envoys. 

Another inscription from Amyzon contains the introduction of a letter from King 

Antiochus “to generals, cavalry and infantry officers, soldiers, and the rest” (Welles, 

39.1-3). This introduction reveals ever-widening layers of audience within the military 

culminating in the generic toi[j a!lloij. The next line states, “The sanctuary of Apollo 

and Artemis in…” Though the rest of the inscription is missing, it likely declared this 

sanctuary inviolable, serving as a gesture to the people of Amyzon intended to win 

public favour upon being occupied by Antiochus.70 If so, then toi[j a!lloij may indicate 

that Antiochus’ decree extends not only to his own military personnel, but also to any 

                                                
69 Welles suggests this is the purpose behind ordering a city law rather than merely issuing a royal 

decree (Ibid. 271). 

70 Ibid. 170. For a comparable official letter, see Welles 38. 
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future party that might seek to violate the temple. The inscription thereby assures the city 

of Antiochus’ intention to protect the temple from any potential adversaries. 

Official letters, therefore, display a remarkable complexity of audience, blending 

elements of both private and public letters.71 Though addressed to individuals or defined 

groups of people, they are also intended to be inscribed and broadly publicized.72 They 

are therefore ultimately written for this broader audience, though they are enacted and 

communicated through the channels of the recipients. This broad audience affects the 

content of the letter, which includes those decrees that apply to the general public but 

excludes the decrees specific to the actual recipients.  

 

J. Pseudepigraphal Letters 

By the first century CE, pseudepigraphal letters had become a category unto themselves. 

Though identifying a letter as pseudepigraphal requires a degree of subjective judgment, 

there are enough clear examples to suggest that this was an active practice in ancient 

epistolography.73 These spurious letters appear to have been birthed from two different 

occasions, and thus assume two different purposes. First, there is evidence that the 

writing of model letters was a practice used to teach epistolary form. Within the practice 

of prosopopoeia, pupils would study the form and rhetoric of a historical figure, then 

attempt to write letters imitating that form and style.74 This became particularly 

prominent within the philosophical schools, where the letters of Plato and some Cynic 

collections (e.g. Phalaris, Pythogorus, Heraclitus, Diogenes) likely were written under 

                                                
71 The personal and public layers of audience are combined in a letter of King Seleucus. “King 

Seleucus to Theophilus and the magistrates and the city of Seleucia in Pieria, greeting” (Welles 45.1; cf. 
Schneider, “Brief,” 568-569). 

72 P.Oxy. 3025 also describes the public display of a letter with official qualities, namely the 
appointment of officials. Stirewalt notes that to expedite the disseminating process, official letters were 
sometimes addressed to multiple recipients (Paul, 45). 

73 For example, Stirewalt says regarding the question of whether Letters 2 and 3 of Plato were student 
exercises or forgeries, “Decision is largely a matter of subjective opinion” (Studies, 40). 

74 This practice was undertaken in the end of secondary school, or perhaps in the beginning of tertiary 
stage (Malherbe, Ancient Epistolary Theorists, 7). Theon’s Progymnasmata connects letter-writing to 
prosopopoieia (Theon 10), as cited by Stirewalt, Studies, 21, fn.66. 
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such auspices.75 In such cases, the epistolary situation is imaginative, with a student 

attempting to reconstruct what an author might have said in response to a hypothetical 

situation.  

Second, some epistles were written in the name of a previous leader in an attempt to 

give credibility to the letter. In this case, a letter will have a standard epistolary greeting 

indicating an author and recipient, but just as the author is fictitious, so too are the 

recipient and the setting. The motive, and thereby the actual author and intended 

audience, are the subject of much speculation. It is possible that some fictitious letters 

and letter collections were written and sold as forgeries to competing libraries. In these 

cases, financial gain was the sole motive.76 It remains unknown just how prominent this 

practice became, though there is extant evidence of library competition continuing 

beyond the first century BCE.77 

On other occasions, however, forged letters appear to have been written in the name 

of a known historical figure not for immediate financial gain, but rather in an attempt to 

gain the credibility and authority necessary for influencing another audience.78 In such 

cases, the addressee of the letter is also historical and fictitious, as the letter is actually 

intended to influence an audience contemporary to the real author. The actual intended 

audience, therefore, is much later than that identified in the letter, and also often much 

broader.79 For example, 35 Socratic letters have been preserved as a collection. Of the 

35, seven are attributed to Socrates, but based on their content, language, and style, were 

likely written sometime around the first century.80 The conciliatory nature of these letters 

indicates an attempt on the part of the real author to “bring rigoristic and hedonistic 

                                                
75 Plato, 1634-1635; Stirewalt, Studies, 22; Schneider, “Brief,” 573-574. 

76 E.g. Galen, In Hippocratis de Natura Hominis, 15, 105, 109, cited by Stirewalt, Studies, 33. 

77 Ibid. 35-36. 

78 For a full survey of the motives prompting forged letters, see Bruce M. Metzger, “Literary 
Forgeries and Canonical Pseudepigrapha,” JBL 91 (1972): 3-24. 

79 Stowers summarizes, “Using fictitious letters, the writer could take advantage of the characteristics 
of the letter for more general exhortation and pedagogy” (Letter-Writing, 40). 

80 Abraham J. Malherbe, ed., The Cynic Epistles: A Study Edition, SBL Sources for Biblical Study 
(Atlanta: Society of Biblical Literature, 1977), 27. 
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Cynicism into harmony.”81 By creating the setting of Socrates writing letters (three to 

Xenophon, and four with no addressee), the author co-opts the authority of Socrates to 

speak to a contemporary audience regarding a contemporary concern.  

Though scholars dispute the breadth of this practice, the motives driving it, and the 

moral implications attached to it in the ancient world, its practice was nevertheless a 

clear attempt to write for an audience later and broader than that actually indicated in the 

greeting. 

 

K. Literary Works with an Epistolary Framework 

Finally, the epistolary form could be used as a framework for most any kind of literary 

composition, providing the public side of Deissmann’s dichotomy. Though the 

terminology is inconsistent among scholars, the central idea is the same, namely that 

these are not ‘real’ letters in the sense that they were not intended to be sent as a 

communication from the author to the recipient.82 Instead, the epistolary features are 

restricted to the opening and closing formulas, while the body of the letter is a 

composition with no apparent ties to the epistolary setting. In this way, the epistolary 

features have become “ornamental detail added merely to maintain the illusion of this 

particular literary form [i.e. the letter].”83 In reality, these letters never had the intention 

of being sent to the recipient, but were instead disseminated directly to the public.84 

This public use of the letter-form resulted from a gradual transition whereby the 

letter became increasingly flexible and thus a popular form for most any kind of writing. 

Though the literary theorists denounced this as an artificial use of letters, the practice 

                                                
81 Ibid. 29. 

82 Deissmann deemed these letters to be “true literature” (Light From the Ancient East, 148). Ben 
Witherington describes them as rhetorical discourses with an epistolary framework (New Testament 
Rhetoric: An Introductory Guide to the Art of Persuasion in the New Testament [Eugene, OR: Cascade, 
2009], 123). Similarly, David Aune calls them treatises with an epistolary framework (New Testament, 
170). 

83 Exler, Form of the Ancient Greek Letter, 17. 

84 Schneider, “Brief,” 571. 
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only continued to grow and to include a number of different types of literary works.85 In 

this way, didactic compositions came to be framed as letters. For example, the Sophists 

and other philosophers used the semblance of a letter to a friend as an opportunity to 

explain their teachings.86  

On other occasions, the letter-form was used to frame letters of entertainment, the 

best known of which are Alciphron’s letters.87 The extant collection of Alciphron’s 

letters contains 116 letters in three books. Though Alciphron wrote sometime after 175 

CE, he sets his letters in Athens in the time of Alexander the Great and writes from the 

perspective of four classes of people, including fishermen, country people, parasites, and 

courtesans. The names and epistolary settings are completely fictitious, and the contents 

within are intended by Alciphron to be entertaining, though for modern scholarship they 

also have value for their historical insight. Clearly, then, Alciphron was not writing 

letters for personal, private correspondence, but rather he used the letter-form to frame 

letters intended to entertain a public audience consisting of anyone who would read 

them. Further types of entertainment letters include poetic letters, letters to and from the 

gods, and mimic-erotic letters.88 

 

L. Summary 

This spectrum demonstrates the complexity of audience within ancient letters. 

Deissman’s restrictive categories of private versus public letters simply does not hold, 

for there are too many exceptions to his rule. In reality, the letter’s flexibility extended to 

a flexibility of audience, so that a letter-writer could often blend audience types or hold 

multiple audiences in mind, or even shift between audiences in a letter. To identify an 

                                                
85 White summarizes the situation saying, “In general, ancient epistolary theorists regarded treatises 

in epistolary form (letter essays) as artificial and inconsistent with the conversational intent of letters. 
Nonetheless, the use of the letter to address broad constituencies on technical or philosophical subjects 
increased steadily in late antiquity” (Light From Ancient Letters, 218). 

86 Exler, Form of the Ancient Greek Letter, 20. 

87 Alciphron: Literally and Completely Translated from the Greek, with Introduction and Notes 
(Athens: The Athenian Society, 1896). 

88 Stirewalt, Studies, 24-25. 
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author’s intended audience, therefore, is a much more involved task than simply 

identifying the addressees. It involves further tracing what Perelman calls “the ensemble 

of those whom the speaker wishes to influence by his argumentation.”89 This ensemble 

can be either narrower or broader than what the author explicitly identifies as his 

recipients. 

A further effect of this spectrum is that as the audience becomes broader and more 

complex, so too does the nature of the material included in the letter. The more an author 

anticipates a broader or even public audience, the more the letter begins to take on some 

of the aspects of a public letter. Personal anecdotes begin to disappear, style becomes 

more refined, and the topics discussed become increasingly those of public interest. In 

short, the greater the author’s anticipation of broader reception, the more the letter 

becomes loosed from its historical mores. It becomes less situational and more 

theoretical.  

And as a letter becomes increasingly theoretical, the source of the letter’s concerns 

is in turn increasingly shifted from the situation of the audience to the broader concerns 

of the author. A truly public letter, therefore, is entirely the creation of the author and is 

based on his own experiences and background. He writes not in relation to a real and 

specific situation on the recipient’s side, but rather out of his own experiences in 

anticipation of their broader relevance for a general, potential audience. For those letters 

that fall in the middle of the private-public spectrum, the setting of the letter may shift 

from the audience to the author, or may be a combination of the two.90 Identifying the 

type of anticipated audience can thus be helpful in identifying the setting of a letter’s 

concerns. 

 

                                                
89 Chaim Perelman and Lucie Olbrechts-Tyteca, The New Rhetoric: A Treatise on Argumentation 

(Notre Dame: University of Notre Dame Press, 1969), 19. 

90 Robert Karris suggests regarding letter-essays, “It is not clear whether the letter-setting is to be 
seen exclusively in the situation of the addressees. Could it not be that the quest for the situation of the 
letter-essay might be more fruitfully centered in the circumstances of the sender whose intent it is to 
clarify, abridge, etc?” (“The Occasion of Romans: A Response to Professor Donfried,” in The Romans 
Debate [ed. Karl P. Donfried; Revised and Expanded Ed.; Edinburgh: T&T Clark, 1991], 127). 
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3. Defining the Audience in Colossians 

If this is the case, then a careful description of Paul’s audience in Colossians is a crucial 

prerequisite for interpreting not only the nature of the letter, but also the source of his 

concern. Scholars have long noted Paul’s remarkable creativity and his ability to adapt 

the letter-form to suit his own needs.91 It should come as no surprise, then, that his 

intended audience in Colossians is also complex. He provides indications of his intended 

audience in three places in the letter: the opening (1:1), the body (2:1), and the closing 

(4:7-17). By examining and bringing together each of these sections, the full ensemble of 

Paul’s audience can be illuminated, and this audience in turn sets important expectations 

and parameters regarding the opponents. 

 

A. Colossians 1:1-2 

The first evidence in Colossians regarding audience is found in the epistolary greeting 

(Col 1:1-2). Paul follows his own pattern of adhering to the customized greeting formula 

(X to Y, Greetings) yet expanding upon it. Paul introduces himself as author and 

identifies himself as apostle of Christ Jesus, a title he reserves for himself in the letter to 

indicate his position of authority regarding the church.92 Further, Paul identifies Timothy 

as a co-sender and perhaps as a co-author as well.  

Paul next identifies his recipients in a manner still consistent with epistolary 

patterns. Though it may not provide the full picture of an author’s intended audience, 

this greeting certainly provides the initial orientation and central focus of that audience. 

Paul defines his recipients in this way: toi=j e0n Kolossai=j a(gi/oij kai\ pistoi=j 

a)delfoi=j e0n Xristw|~ (Col 1:2). Paul thereby locates his audience geographically 

according to their location in Colossae and spiritually according to their identity as saints 

                                                
91 Indeed, among other things, Paul modifies the customary letter greeting (from xarein to xarij), 

transforms the health wish into his own thanksgivings, expands the customary length of the letter, and 
blends letter-types. 

92 Moo, Colossians, 74-75. Dunn describes this as “a claim to authority and respect” (Dunn, 
Colossians, 44). Marianne Meye Thompson suggests that by writing a letter to a congregation he had not 
founded (i.e. Colossae), Paul “indicates his belief that his apostolic commission included pastoral care for 
churches within the wider orbit of his work” (Colossians, THNTC [Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2005], 47;  
cf. Wright, Colossians, 46; O'Brien, Colossians, 2). 
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and faithful brothers in Christ. The region of Colossae will be discussed at length in 

chapter four, but at this point it suffices to note that Colossae was a small town located 

on a hill in the Lycus Valley. Geographically, therefore, Paul defines his audience as a 

group associated with this particular town. 

But Paul does not write the letter to the entire town at a civic level; instead, he 

writes more narrowly to the group of believers within that town. Paul uses two 

substantives (a(gi/oij, a)delfoi=j) to define them and one adjective (pistoi=j), along with 

the prepositional phrase e0n Xristw. The first substantive, a(gi/oij, appears to be in 

Paul’s usage interchangeable with e)kklesi/a.93 The term functions here as a substantive 

referring to a group of saints rather than as an adjective in parallel with pistoi=j.94 The 

familial term a)delfoi=j defines the recipients in terms of family. It implies membership 

in what is essentially a second home, or a second household, where there is intimacy of 

relationship and interconnectedness.95 Paul’s use here emphasizes not only that the 

Gentile believers are part of the set apart people of God (i.e. Israel), but also that they are 

members of the Christian family in equal standing even with Timothy, who in 1:1 is also 

called o( a)delfo_j.96  Paul modifies a)delfoi=j with the adjective pistoi=j. While this can 

mean “believing,” emphasizing the faith of these brothers, it appears to here be better 

understood as “faithful.”97 Paul thus underscores the genuineness of their faith, possibly 

in contrast to those claiming to be brothers but lacking such genuineness.98 Perhaps most 

significantly, Paul places the entire spiritual description of the addressees within the 

                                                
93 Within Colossians, e)kklesi/a is used in both a universal sense as the body of Christ (1:18, 24) and 

in a particular sense of local house-churches (4:15, 16). Meeks calls a(/gioj the “functional equivalent” of 
e)kklesi/a (The First Urban Christians: The Social World of the Apostle Paul [New Haven: Yale 
University Press, 1983], 85). Paul refers to the Corinthian church as e)kklesi/a in 1 Cor 1:2, but as a(/gioj in 
2 Cor 1:1 (Lohse, Colossians, 7). Therefore, Paul’s choice of a(/gioj over e)kklesi/a in his greeting is 
inconsequential. 

94 Indeed, a(/gioj/ functions as a substantive when used by Paul as an epistolary greeting. Rom 1:7; 1 
Cor 1:2; 2 Cor 1:1; Eph 1:1; Phil 1:1. It is also always substantive when in plural form (Petr Pokorn., 
Colossians: A Commentary [trans. Siegried S. Schatzmann; Peabody, MA: Hendrickson, 1991], 33). 

95 Moo, Colossians, 76-77. 

96 Cf. Dunn, Colossians, 48-49. 

97 Moo, Colossians, 78. It is used in this sense in Col 1:7; 4:7, 9 (cf. Bruce, Epistle, 39). Against this 
conclusion, Lohse argues it should be understood here as “believing” (Colossians, 9). 

98 Lightfoot thereby suggests that Paul here “obliquely hints” at the opponents (Colossians, 132). 
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realm of Christ. Paul says these saints and brothers are e0n Xristw|~, foreshadowing the 

significance of the phrase throughout the letter (1:2, 14, 16, 17, 19, 28; 2:3, 9, 10, 11, 12, 

15). Paul thereby introduces his letter by emphasizing the relationship between believers 

and Christ as central to their identity. 

Thus the epistolary prescript indicates that Paul is here writing a letter to a defined 

group of people. They are physically defined by their location in Colossae and they are 

spiritually defined as those within Colossae who belong to Christ as saints and faithful 

brothers.99 There is no indication of how large this group would have been, nor of how 

clearly defined the boundaries of the group were, though they are clear enough that Paul 

is able to speak of tou_j e1cw the group (Col 4:5). This address presumes the letter would 

have been read to the gathered church in Colossae, though it may have been subjective to 

draw a definitive boundary around those who were genuinely e0n Xristw|~ in distinction 

from those who were not.100  

This prescript gives the preliminary indication of Paul’s audience as a distinctive 

group of people located in Colossae, thereby placing Paul’s letter in the centre of the 

private-public spectrum with a lean toward the private side. However, this does not 

finally settle the issue, for the body and conclusion of the letter contain evidence that 

Paul may have actually intended a broader audience. 

 

B. Colossians 2:1 

The possibility of a broader audience first surfaces in Col 2:1. Unfortunately, the chapter 

break here divides in half what is one unit of thought regarding Paul’s mission (1:24-

2:5).101 In this unit, Paul first describes the universal scope of his apostolic mission, 

                                                
99 Indeed, Paul’s emphasis on the spiritual markers of the recipients overshadows their physical 

location. Thus Lohse describes e0n Kolossai=j as being “mentioned in an almost incidental manner” in Col 
1:1. Ernst Lohmeyer also suggests, “No other letter of Paul so disregards the historical particulars” (Die 
Briefe an die Philipper, an die Kolosser und an Philemon, KEK [Göttingen, 1953], cited by Lohse, 
Colossians, 8 fn.21). 

100 John White suggests there is warrant for thinking that in all of Paul’s letters, “the assembled 
congregation was his envisioned recipient” (“Saint Paul and the Apostolic Letter Tradition,” CBQ 45 
[1983]: 433-444; cf. Meeks, First Urban Christians, 143). 

101 The use of nu~n in Col 1:24 clearly marks the beginning of a new section, and the repetition of 
xai/rw in 2:5 (cf. 1:24) serves as a conclusion. Regarding this unit of text, Dunn agrees with Aletti in 
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presenting himself as a servant labouring for the entire church of Christ (1:24-29). He 

then particularizes this mission and describes his particular concern for his recipients 

(2:1-5).102 In 2:1, Paul recalls his universal struggle from the previous verse (1:29), but 

now focuses this struggle on the Colossians, whom he previously identified as his 

audience, with u(pe\r u(mw~n (“in your behalf”). But Paul does not stop here; instead, he 

gives the preposition u(pe\r two additional objects: u(pe\r u(mw~n kai\ tw~n e0n Laodikei/a| 

kai\ o#soi ou)x e9o&rakan to_ pro&swpo&n mou e0n sarki/. Paul particularizes his mission not 

just to the Colossians, but also to the Laodiceans and the general group of all he has not 

personally met, perhaps indicating that he is conceiving of this broader group as his 

audience in the letter. 

It is possible that Paul is not here revealing a wider intended audience, but instead is 

speaking of the boundaries of his apostolic ministry in behalf of all the churches he has 

not met, of which Colossae (to whom he now writes) is a part. In this view, when Paul 

mentions Laodicea specifically and all others he has not met generally, he speaks of 

them only in the third person. His further statement in 2:2, therefore, regarding his 

purpose of strengthening and uniting these churches is also in the third person (ai9 

kardi/ai au)tw~n). By the time he returns to the second person in 2:4, it appears, 

therefore, that the broader group of 2:1 has faded from his mind and he is still addressing 

directly the Colossians as his audience. If so, then Paul’s audience remains narrowly 

defined. 

However, there are a number of reasons to conclude that this phrase has more 

significance than this for Paul and that it may thereby indicate an expansion of his 

anticipated audience. First, this broader group does not fade completely from view after 

2:1; instead, Paul returns to the idea of absence in 2:5 to emphasize his spiritual presence 

                                                                                                                                           
seeing a chiastic structure in 1:24-2:5: xai/rw (1:24; 2:5), gnwri/sai/e0pi/gnwsin (1:27; 2:2); 
plou~toj/musthri/ou (1:27; 2:2), and a)gwnizo&menoj/a)gw~na (1:29; 2:1; Dunn, Colossians, 128; Jean-
Noël Aletti, Saint Paul: Épître Aux Colossiens, Etudes bibliques [Paris: Gabalda, 1993], 130). Further, 2:6 
appears to follow more naturally from 1:23 than from 2:5 (Dunn, Colossians, 128). Others agree with this 
textual unit but don’t rely on the elaborate chiasm (e.g. Moo, Colossians, 163;  Sumney, Colossians, 113, 
119; O'Brien, Colossians, 73-75). 

102 Moo, Colossians, 163; O'Brien, Colossians, 91. 
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with the Colossians even when he is physically absent. This not only recalls the 

statement in 2:1, but it also forms an inclusio around the verses contained within.103 In 

2:3, Paul brings his description of his particular apostolic mission to a conclusion that 

succinctly summarizes most of what he has said to this point in the letter regarding 

Christ.104 In Christ “are hidden all the treasures of wisdom and knowledge.” Then in 2:4, 

Paul introduces his first warning regarding the opponents: “I am saying this in order that 

no one may delude you with plausible arguments.” This warning is generic, referring to 

any argument that has an appearance of credibility, and it thereby serves as a “main 

thematic statement” for the polemic to come (and perhaps even for the entire letter).105 

Taken together, these two verses (2:3-4) summarize both the Christology that has 

preceded and the polemic that will soon follow (beginning in 2:8), bringing them 

together into a crucial transition that links the two major themes of the letter.106 That Paul 

places this focal point of his letter within the context of a broader group of churches 

suggests that he understands the contents of his letter to be relevant to them all and not 

just to Colossae. Therefore, at the very least, the concern that evokes Paul’s polemic is a 

concern shared with the group listed in 2:1, and quite possibly Paul’s mention of them is 

in anticipation of their reading of the letter as well. 

If so, then Paul’s statement in 2:1 takes on new significance. If the scope of Paul’s 

concern regarding the opponents mirrors the scope of the group he defines in 2:1, then 

Paul’s concern extends to Laodicea and beyond. The ensuing phrase, o#soi ou)x e9o&rakan 

to_ pro&swpo&n mou e0n sarki/, sets the parameters of how far beyond Laodicea this 

audience extends, but regarding its interpretation a number of suggestions have been 

offered. Most narrowly, Paul may have in mind Hierapolis, a close neighbour of 

                                                
103 Sumney, Colossians, 119. 

104 Dunn thus says that 2:3 provides “what is a very tight and effective summary of the main 
emphases of the distinctive Christology so far put forward in the letter.” Dunn, Colossians, 131. 

105 Ibid. 133; cf. Wright, Colossians, 96; O'Brien, Colossians, 100. 

106 Schweizer, Colossians, 115. The transition is effected by the connecting phrase tou~to le/gw, i3na 
in 2:4. In Paul, this construction always reflects back to what Paul has already said (Sumney, Colossians, 
118). In this case, therefore, Paul connects what he has said regarding Christ to his ultimate purpose, which 
is to warn against specious arguments. 
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Laodicea. The two cities are mentioned together regarding Epaphras’ ministry (Col 4:13) 

and a textual variant inserts Hierapolis in 2:1 as well.107 However, if Paul was simply 

referring to Hierapolis, it is strange that he does not mention the city by name.108 More 

broadly, the phrase may designate those who have been converted through the ministry 

of Paul’s colleagues, especially Epaphras.109 Other scholars have suggested it refers 

broadly to “other places in the Lycus Valley” or to “all Christians in the whole area.”110 

Still others find here a concern for the entire church, or even an undefined, open and 

universal concern mirroring the universal mission of Col 1:24, 28.111 

Though most of these suggestions arise from speculation based on external 

evidence, a better way forward is found in the pronoun (o(/soi) Paul uses to introduce this 

phrase. The term o(/soi typically is translated “as many as” and is used as such 

predominantly throughout the New Testament. However, there are four occasions when 

it occurs at the end of a list, and each time it functions to introduce “the conclusion 

which rounds off the enumeration” and is better translated “all who.”112 In each case, the 

list includes specifically identified people brought together by a common attribute, and 

o#soi rounds off the list by including any and everyone else who shares that attribute. So 

in Acts 4:6, there is a gathering in Jerusalem “with Annas the high priest and Caiaphas 

and John and Alexander, and all who (o(/soi) were of the high-priestly family.” All those 

listed share in common their membership in the family of high-priests. The most 

prominent among them are listed by name in descending prominence, then o#soi is used 

to include all the other high-priests without mentioning them by name. Revelation 18 

                                                
107 Bruce finds this insertion in 104, 424, and a “few other cursives” (Epistle, 90, fn.7; cf. Pokorn., 

Colossians, 106, fn.5; Moo, Colossians, 164, fn.63; Dunn, Colossians, 128, fn.1). 

108 Several explanations have been given for this oversight, including that the church in Hierapolis 
may have been weaker or that the peril was not as imminent there (Sumney, Colossians, 113; Dunn, 
Colossians, 129; Lightfoot, Colossians, 172; Schweizer, Colossians, 115). 

109 Bruce, Epistle, 90. 

110 O'Brien, Colossians, 91-92; Lohse, Colossians, 80; cf. Arthur G. Patzia, Ephesians, Colossians, 
Philemon, NIBC (Peabody, MA: Hendrickson, 1990), 46. 

111 Sumney, Colossians, 122; Nielsen, “Status of Paul,” 104; Meeks, First Urban Christians, 126; W. 
Schenk, “Der Kolosserbrief in Der Neueren Forschung (1945-1985),” ANRW 2.25.4 (1987): 3327-64, here 
3334. 

112 Lohse, Colossians, 80, fn.95. 
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describes the destruction of Babylon, and verse 17 says, “And all shipmasters and 

seafaring men, sailors and all whose (o(/soi) trade is on the sea, stood far off and cried 

out.” Here again, a list is made of those who share in common their trade at sea, and the 

list begins with specific trades, then ends with o#soi including all others who share the 

common attribute. Likewise, in the parable of the unmerciful servant, the servant is 

forced to pay his debt. Matthew 18:25 says, “The master ordered him to be sold, his wife 

and children and all that (o(/soi) he had, and payment to be made.” Again, there is a list of 

persons, moving from most prominent to least, from the man himself, to his wife, his 

children, and finally, pa&nta o#sa e1xei. Based on this context, it is best understood as, 

“all whom he had,” emphasizing that the common feature of the list of persons was their 

belonging to his household, and o#sa includes all other members.  

Colossians 2:1 fits into this grammatical structure. Paul gives a list that begins with 

two groups by name – u(mw~n (referring to the Colossians) and Laodicea. He then rounds 

off the list with o#soi followed by a phrase describing an inclusive attribute. This phrase, 

therefore, indicates the feature common to Colossae and Laodicea and adds to the list all 

others who share that feature. In this case, the common denominator is, literally, that 

they have not seen Paul’s face in the flesh. The list, therefore, is intended to include all 

the churches Paul has not met, and though Colossae and Laodicea receive first 

prominence, their significance is in their membership among those whom Paul has not 

met. This assessment is affirmed by 2:5, where Paul again speaks of the Colossians in 

terms of his physical absence and seeks to assert good relations and apostolic authority 

with them.  

If this assessment of o#soi is correct, then at the very least it is evident that Paul is 

writing out of a broader concern that is common to all the churches he has not met. 

Therefore, though Colossae remains as the primary audience at this point, Paul’s 

message in the letter has relevance extending beyond Colossae to Laodicea and the 

surrounding environs. Paul’s statement here, therefore, is similar to the triangular 

audience of the letter-essay. He writes to the Colossians as his direct, second-person 

audience, but with the realization that the content of the letter is instructive also for a 
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broader, third-party audience further afield of his direct audience. This opens the 

possibility that while the letter is written directly to the Colossians, it is also written 

broadly for the churches Paul has not met. 

 

C. Colossians 4:7-17 

In the closing to his letter, Paul includes an unusually long list of personal greetings and 

instructions representing a rich variety of social backgrounds.113 On the heels of 

theological instruction and moral exhortation, these greetings serve as a stark reminder 

that this letter has not evolved completely into a generically public, theological treatise, 

but rather still remains a personal letter between real persons.114 This section provides 

important information, therefore, regarding the nature of Paul’s audience in the letter. 

These instructions may be divided into the following three sections, each of which will 

be addressed individually: first, the recommendation of the letter-carriers (4:7-9); 

second, greetings from Paul’s associates (4:10-14); and finally, Paul’s greetings and 

instructions (4:15-17).  

 

i. Recommendation of Letter-Carriers (Col 4:7-9) 

Paul begins the final greetings by recommending the carriers of his letter, Tychicus and 

Onesimus. In general, ancient letter carriers were responsible not only for the secure 

delivery of a letter to its recipients, but often they were also called upon to give 

additional greetings, convey personal or sensitive information, explain the letter’s 

contents, vouch for the letter’s authenticity, and stand-in as a representative presence of 

the letter-sender.115 Paul reflects these uses of a carrier in his commission of Tychicus 

and Onesimus as letter-carriers. In many ways, Tychicus was an ideal choice for carrying 

                                                
113 Only Romans has more greetings (Rom 16:1-16). The third chapter of this thesis develops the 

social diversity displayed by the greetings. 

114 Wright, Colossians, 154. 

115 E. Randolph Richards, “Letter,” in The New Interpreter's Dictionary of the Bible (ed. Katherine 
Doob Sakenfield; Nashville: Abingdon Press, 2008), 641; cf. Thompson, Colossians, 103-104. 
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this letter. He was originally from the province of Asia, was a close associate of Paul, 

and had traveled extensively as a representative of Paul.116 

In sending Tychicus, Paul gives him the following two tasks: first, to provide further 

information regarding Paul’s situation, and second, to encourage the Colossians.117 Of 

these two tasks, Paul makes the first task the most important by repeating it three times. 

“Tychicus will tell you all about my activities” (4:7). “I have sent him to you…that you 

may know how we are” (4:8).118 “They will tell you of everything that has taken place 

here” (4:9). This task implies that there is additional personal information Paul wants to 

share with the Colossians, but rather than include it in the letter, Paul entrusts it to 

Tychicus.   

In addition to sharing personal information, Paul also says Tychicus will 

parakale/sh| ta_j kardi/aj u(mw~n (“encourage your hearts,” 4:8). This task recalls 

Paul’s own struggle for his audience in Col 2:2, where his purpose is i3na 

paraklhqw~sin ai9 kardi/ai au)tw~n (“that their hearts might be encouraged”). Paul 

thereby connects Tychicus to his own ministry to encourage and strengthen his audience, 

and he sees Tychicus’ role as letter-carrier as the further fulfilment of this aim. It may be 

that Tychicus’ role here was most closely associated with the refutation of the 

opponents, and that Tychicus would clarify any confusion regarding the target of Paul’s 

polemic in the letter. In other words, should the Colossians have missed the focus of 

Paul’s concern, Tychicus would be present in person to point the finger at those whom 

Paul was subtly condemning. However, to give Tychicus such a specific role goes 

beyond the evidence. Though he likely would have been capable of clarifying Paul’s 

                                                
116 O’Brien provides a full summary of what is known of Tychicus’ life and ministry (Colossians, 

247; cf. Lightfoot, Colossians, 233-235; Moo, Colossians, 334; Sumney, Colossians, 266-267). 

117 Dunn suggests Tychicus may also have been given additional tasks not described within the letter 
(Colossians, 272). 

118 A textual variant suggests that this statement should read i#na gnw=| ta\ peri\ u(mw=n rather than i3na 
gnw~te ta_ peri\ h(mw~n, thereby indicating that Tychicus was also on a mission to acquire information 
regarding the Colossians. Though Bruce may be within reason when he says the textual evidence is 
“evenly balanced,” the reading adopted is preferred because it better explains the variants and is congruent 
with Paul’s request in 4:7 and 4:9 (Bruce, Epistle, 176, fn.27; cf. Bruce M. Metzger, A Textual 
Commentary on the Greek New Testament [Stuttgart: Deutsche Bibelgesellschaft, 1994], 559; Wright, 
Colossians, 155, fn.1). 
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letter in this way, his task of encouragement is better understood within the context of 

his assignment to inform them regarding Paul’s situation. In other words, Paul’s primary 

commission of Tychicus concerns the delivery of further information regarding the 

letter’s author, Paul, rather than application of the letter for its recipients.119 Further, if 

Paul expected his letter to need the explanation of a letter-carrier, it is strange that he 

would entrust the Colossians with passing the letter on to the Laodiceans (4:17) rather 

than sending it through Tychicus so he could explain it to them as well. 

In one sense, therefore, Paul’s instructions regarding Tychicus grounds the letter as 

a personal, private correspondence, indicating again that it was intended to be delivered 

first and foremost to the Colossians as the primary recipients identified in the greeting 

(Col 1:1). But in reality, Paul’s use of Tychicus has had the opposite effect within the 

letter. Rather than making it more personal, Tychicus has enabled Paul to omit personal 

details and to write more generically. In this way, Paul’s instructions regarding Tychicus 

are reminiscent of official letters that contained broad information intended for 

publication, while the emissaries who delivered the letters brought additional personal 

information relevant directly to the recipients.120 Paul’s use of Tychicus, therefore, could 

be a subtle indication that Paul is writing the letter itself with a broader audience in 

view.121  

 

ii. Greetings from Paul’s Associates (Col 4:10-14) 

In the second section of his conclusion, Paul passes along greetings from six of his 

associates. Along with their greetings, Paul includes titles, descriptions, and 

commendations regarding them. Of the six, Epaphras receives the most extensive 

                                                
119 Ibid. 155. 

120 The premier example of this effect of a messenger upon an official letter is the letter to Cos from 
Ziaelas king of Bithynia (Welles, 25). 

121 Similar instructions are given regarding Tychicus in Ephesians (Eph 6:21-22), a letter that is even 
more generic and lacking of personal details. This statement regarding Tychicus as letter-bearer appears to 
function as an explanation for the complete lack of personal details in Ephesians, especially the omission 
of greetings from the conclusion. 
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treatment.122  Paul commends Epaphras as a dou=loj of Christ with roots in Colossae, 

then “goes out of his way” to describe Epaphras’ ministry in terms closely connected to 

Paul’s own ministry.123 Epaphras is always (pa&ntote; cf. 1:3, 28) labouring 

(a)gwnizo&menoj; cf. 1:29) in prayer (proseuxai=j; cf. 1:3, 9) in order that they might be 

presented perfect (te/leioi; cf. 1:28) and assured (peplhroforhme/noi; cf. 1:9, 19; 2:9, 

10) in all the will (qelh&mati; cf. 1:9) of God.124 Paul thereby legitimates Epaphras’ work 

and establishes his authority.125 

Then in verse 13, Paul draws specific attention to the recipients of Epaphras’ labour. 

Epaphras works hard u(pe\r u(mw~n kai\ tw~n e0n Laodikei/a| kai\ tw~n e0n 9Ierapo&lei. This 

list is a verbatim repeat of the list of those for whom Paul labours in 2:1, but now the 

broad concluding phrase for Paul (o#soi ou)x e9o&rakan to_ pro&swpo&n mou e0n sarki) has 

been replaced with another specified city, 9Ierapo&lei. This list contains the three 

“significant centres” of the Lycus valley in geographical order, beginning in Colossae, 

moving down the road to Laodicea, then up to Hierapolis.126 These three cities likely 

represent the route the Gospel has taken through Epaphras’ ministry, though it is unclear 

whether Hierapolis has already been evangelized or is Epaphras’ next destination.127 In 

contrast, therefore, to Paul’s apostolic mission undertaken in behalf of the universal 

church, Epaphras’ ministry is localized to the three prominent cities of the Lycus Valley.  

This description of Epaphras’ ministry is informative regarding Paul’s audience in 

the letter. Like the list in 2:1, this list of three cities is held together by a common 

                                                
122 Epaphras is also the only one singled out – the rest send greetings in groups. 

123 O'Brien, Colossians, 252-253. Outside of this reference, Paul uses the term dou=loj only of 
himself and Timothy (Moo, Colossians, 343). Lightfoot suggests Epaphras was either native to or an 
inhabitant of Colossae. (Colossians, 241). 

124 On plhrofore/w meaning here filled rather than convinced, note the parallel to plhro&w in 1:9 
(cf. O'Brien, Colossians, 254). 

125 Moo, Colossians, 344; Dunn, Colossians, 280-281. Because of the close connection to these 
ministry terms and the mission of the letter, Sumney suggests that Epaphras’ prayer here amounts to prayer 
regarding the letter’s success (Colossians, 275-276). 

126 Lightfoot, Colossians, 241; O'Brien, Colossians, 347. 

127 Because of the attention given to Laodicea and the specific mention of churches there (4:15-17) 
but not in Hierapolis, it appears more likely that either Epaphras has not yet gone to Hierapolis, or that the 
Gospel has yet to take hold there, though this is by no means certain (O’Brien, Colossians, 255; Sumney, 
Colossians, 276). 
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denominator. Here, that common factor is found not within the context of Paul’s ministry 

nor of his letter, but it is found instead in the civic centres of Epaphras’ ministry in the 

Lycus Valley. The list therefore serves a much different function than the list in 2:1 and 

should not be seen as a more precise rehashing of the list there. Instead, the three cities 

of 4:13 should be seen as the boundary of Epaphras’ ministry, not as the boundary of 

Paul’s audience in the letter. 

That said, the extent of Paul’s commendation of Epaphras and the prominent place 

he gives him in the letter suggests that Paul anticipates his letter being received first and 

foremost by those to whom Epaphras is ministering. In this more indirect way, Sumney 

is correct to suggest that the list in 4:13 provides “a glimpse of the letter’s actual target 

audience.”128 Certainly if Paul was writing a generic letter intended to go immediately to 

the broad reaches of his own ministry, he would not make such effort to commend 

Epaphras and his labour in the Lycus Valley. Therefore, the elevated commendation of 

Epaphras suggests again that Paul envisions his letter finding a primary audience among 

the communities of the Lycus Valley. 

 

iii. Paul’s Greetings and Instructions (Col 4:15-17) 

The third section of the letter’s conclusion includes Paul’s greetings and instructions for 

Laodicea. Paul greets the brothers at Laodicea along with Nympha and the church that 

meets in her house. This greeting is distinctive on at least two levels. First, it is the only 

time Paul asks a church in one community to greet a church in another community.129 

Second, it is unusual for Paul to greet specific individuals within a recipient church, in 

this case Nympha as well as Archippus, to whom Paul gives a personal admonition 

(4:17).130 This implies that there were multiple house-churches within Laodicea, though 

                                                
128 Ibid. 276. 

129 Dunn calls such a greeting between churches “wholly exceptional” among the Pauline corpus 
(Colossians, 283; cf. Wright, Colossians, 159). 

130 Based on the context, it is likely that Nympha lived in Laodicea. There is some debate regarding 
her gender. Nympha can be masculine or feminine depending on the placement of the accent, leading to 
textual variants in the pronoun (au)th~j verses au)tou= or au)tw~n). Most scholars see it as feminine because 
of the greater likelihood that scribes would change a feminine to masculine (e.g. Moo, Colossians, 349; 
Lohse, Colossians, 174; Bruce, Epistle, 183, fn.63-64; Pokorn., Colossians, 195; Ben Witherington III, 
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why Paul singles out Nympha’s for greetings is not clear. It further implies that the 

churches in Colossae and Laodicea were aware of one another and had regular 

interaction and movement between them.131 

Paul follows this greeting with another unusual injunction. Upon reading the letter 

before their own church, Paul explicitly instructs the Colossians to make sure that it is 

also read in the church of the Laodiceans. This instruction implies Paul’s assumption that 

the letter will be read orally among the Colossians, as suggested by a)naginw/skw.132 But 

more importantly, Paul makes arrangements for his letter to have a broader audience 

among the Laodiceans.133 Paul’s request may be nothing more than an afterthought based 

on the close physical proximity of the two cities, but the uniqueness of the request and 

the recalling of the Laodiceans throughout the letter (2:2; 4:15) suggest this has been 

Paul’s plan throughout. If so, than the Laodiceans may be seen as part of the audience 

Paul had in view throughout the letter, implying that Paul expects the letter to address 

the situation of the Laodiceans as much as that of the Colossians. 

 This provides an appropriate context for Paul’s instruction regarding the 

Laodiceans. Though it remains unclear how broadly Paul may have anticipated his letters 

to circulate, his instruction in Col 4:16 suggests at least a minimal expectation of 

regional circulation and thereby pushes Paul’s audience further toward the public end of 

the spectrum.134 As with other ancient writers who anticipated the collection and 

circulation of their letters, this anticipation would have likely caused Paul to write in 

                                                                                                                                           
The Letters to Philemon, the Colossians, and the Ephesians: A Socio-Rhetorical Commentary on the 
Captivity Epistles [Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2007], 205). Paul’s instruction to Archippus is enigmatic. It 
appears that Archippus, called a fellow-soldier in Phile 2, has been entrusted with an ongoing task known 
to Paul, and Paul thereby appeals for him to complete it. Lightfoot’s assertion that Archippus was the 
“chief pastor of Laodicea” is speculative (Colossians, 42). 

131 Dunn is especially impressed with the implication of inter-church fellowship suggested by these 
greetings (Colossians, 283-286). 

132 BDAG 60. Paul also anticipates an oral reading in 1 Thess 5:27 and Phile 2 (O'Brien, Colossians, 
257, 261; Wright, Colossians, 159). 

133 Lohse demonstrates that poih&sate i3na is best understood here as “to cause that” (Colossians, 
174, fn.46; cf. Jn 11:37; Rev 13:15). 

134 Thus even Edgar Goodspeed, who favors a late date for the collection and circulation of the 
Pauline corpus, refers to Col 4:17 as a “hint” for the future collecting of two of Paul’s letters (An 
Introduction to the New Testament [Chicago: Chicago University Press, 1937], 216; cf. Schweizer, 
Colossians, 242). 
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such a way that his theology, polemic, and exhortations would be understandable, 

relevant, and applicable to his wider audience. Paul therefore views his letter as having 

an ongoing value for a broader audience, and he writes out of such an awareness.135 The 

import of this cannot be understated. Paul here writes a letter to a particular church, yet 

writes it in such a way that it would have “sufficiently wider relevance as to be read 

elsewhere.”136 He likely did this either by writing Colossians as a specific letter targeting 

a particular situation common to both cities (i.e. opponents), or by sufficiently 

generalizing his letter so that it could encompass the unique situations of both places. 

Thus Laodicea becomes virtually indistinguishable from Colossae as cohorts in Paul’s 

intended audience. 

 

iv. Summary of Colossians 4:7-17 

Taken together, Paul’s closing greetings and instructions in Col 4:7-17 ground the letter 

in its historical occasion, demonstrating a close connection to the Lycus Valley as the 

intended audience. Tychicus is instructed to carry the letter to a specific destination, 

presumably Colossae. Epaphras is commended in relation to not just Colossae, but 

Laodicea and Hierapolis as well. And most telling, Paul explicitly instructs the 

Colossians to pass the letter on to the Laodiceans. This section, therefore, suggests 

Paul’s audience falls somewhere between the private personal letter and the public letter. 

He has not completely lost sight of his recipients as in truly public letters, but neither has 

he maintained his narrow focus on Colossae alone. Instead, his focus has at this point 

expanded to at least the entire Lycus Valley.  

 

 

                                                
135 Wright connects this awareness to Paul’s apostolic mission, suggesting that Paul saw his letters as 

part of the fulfilment of his commission to “lay foundations for the new world-wide people of God” 
(Colossians, 159-160). Paul therefore invested his own apostolic authority into his letters, giving them 
broader value for the church and beginning the process of collection that would eventually lead to 
canonization. 

136 Dunn, Colossians, 286. Dunn further suggests that this displays an awareness within Colossians 
that the letter was not of “merely occasional or passing significance.” 
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D. Summary of Audience in Colossians 

Paul’s audience in Colossians is complex. He addresses the letter to the church in a 

particular town (1:1), mentions Laodicea and a potentially wide-open audience (2:1), and 

finally concludes with a regional audience (4:13, 15-16). Within the confines of 

Deissmann’s categories, this complexity has been reduced to a debate between a private 

(i.e. Lycus Valley or narrower) or a public audience.137 But by stepping outside the 

limitations of the private verses public distinction, it becomes apparent that Paul’s 

intended audience composes an ensemble with multiple layers of audience. It is more 

appropriate, therefore, to describe his audience in a way that accounts for the fullness of 

this complexity.  

Paul intends his letter to be read first by the saints in Colossae and they remain his 

primary audience throughout the letter. In this manner, Paul writes a letter to a defined 

group of recipients with overtones of private letters and letters written to defined groups. 

But for Paul, the Colossians are only narrowly distinguishable from the other churches in 

the Lycus Valley, especially Laodicea. He expects that the churches in the region are in 

communication with one another and will share the letter and, as indicated by his 

instruction to ensure such sharing, he has written the letter in anticipation of it being 

circulated regionally. Further, Paul writes with a subtle realization that the churches of 

the Lycus Valley are part of a larger group of churches Paul has not yet met, and though 

he does not write explicitly to this larger group, he realizes that his letter has some 

degree of relevance for them (Col 2:1). These broad overtones suggest Paul may 

                                                
137 The unnatural reductionism of the ensuing discussion can be seen in the disparate interpretations 

of the problems introduced by Col 2:1. For those pushing for a public audience (often also holding to a 
pseudepigraphal provenance), 2:1 is used to emphasize Paul’s broader concern and to show that the letter 
is universal. For example, St. Chrysostom strings together a list of passages in an attempt to demonstrate 
Paul’s concern for those from whom he is separated. In quoting Col 2:1, he omits Laodicea in an attempt 
to highlight the broader group, resulting in this unbalanced rendering: “But I would that ye knew how 
greatly I strive for you, and for as many as have not seen my face in the flesh” (St. Chrysostom, Hom. 2 
Cor. XIII). On the other hand, many modern commentators especially argue for a private audience 
consisting of Colossae and perhaps Laodicea in an effort to define as particularly as possible the occasion 
of the letter. In this manner, Witherington initially translates Col 2:1 well, but in his commentary eclipses 
o#soi altogether, effectively overshadowing the implications of a broader occasion. He suggests Paul is 
struggling “for those in Colossae and Laodicea, even though they have never seen his face” (Letters to 
Philemon, 148). 
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envision a more public audience for his letter, perhaps envisioning a wide circulation or 

its perpetuation through publication comparable to official letters.138 

In the end, this combination of a primary audience and expanding public audience 

can best be explained as a form of the triangular audience (I-thou-they) inherent to letter-

essays. Paul writes both directly to the saints at Colossae and explicitly for the church in 

Laodicea and the Lycus Valley. He also more subtly implies relevance for a broader 

third-party group of all the saints and churches that he has not met. Colossians does not, 

however, fit perfectly within the letter-essays. Colossians is distinct in at least the 

following three ways: first, the general audience is only subtly implied rather than 

explicitly articulated at the outset as in Stirewart’s examples; second, the letter-essays do 

not have a parallel to the intermedieary role of Laodicea and the Lycus Valley in Paul’s 

audience; and third, Colossians does not fully lose sight of the identified recipients, but 

returns to them at the end of the letter. Thus Colossians shares the complexity of the 

triangular audience, but with a different emphasis than the letter-essay. The letter-essays 

are written generically for the third-person audience, which in turn overshadows the 

second-person that provided the initial stimulus for writing. But Colossians retains the 

emphasis on the second-person while only explicitly referencing the general audience 

(the third-person) in 2:1.139 Between these two audiences stands the Lycus Valley, which 

is such a slight expansion of Colossae that it is closer to the second-person than the third-

person in Paul’s triangle. In this way, the audience in Colossians resembles the triangular 

audience of letter-essays, but with an increased emphasis on the primary recipients in the 

Lycus Valley. 

                                                
138 John White suggests Paul is at the least combining private sentiment with official authority with 

“unusual epistolary dynamics” (“New Testament Epistolary Literature in the Framework of Ancient 
Epistolography,” ANRW II.25.2 [1984]: 1730-1756, here 1743). 

139 This focus upon the second over the third person can be clearly seen in comparison to the 
Martyrdom of Polycarp. The Martyrdom is first addressed to the church in Philomelium, but then 
immediately expands its audience by adding, “to all congregations of temporary residents everywhere” 
(Mart. Pol. 1). The conclusion also evidences the import of the general audience by giving explicit 
instructions to pass the letter along “to the brothers who are further afield” (Mart. Pol. 20). In contrast, 
Colossians only hints at a general audience within the body of the letter. 
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In Colossians, therefore, Paul grounds the letter with strong historical stakes in the 

Lycus Valley, with Colossae as the chief corner-stake, followed by Laodicea and 

Hierapolis. In this way, Colossians is best seen as a regional circular entrusted to 

Colossae for its ultimate circulation throughout the Lycus Valley. But at the same time, 

Paul’s intimation of a general audience indicates that this letter is comfortably situated 

within his broader apostolic mission and responsibility and therefore has relevance for a 

much broader range of churches. So in the end, Paul writes a letter that embodies a 

message applicable to all the churches he has not met. In other words, were the letter to 

have been loosed from its historical mores and to find its way to the churches of another 

region, it would not thereby have soared beyond the scope of its relevant audience as 

Paul envisioned it. But at the same time, the letter’s emphasis on the Lycus Valley 

evinces a staunch refusal to release its grip on those historical mores. 

 

4. Conclusion 

This evaluation of Paul’s audience has three significant implications for the 

reconstruction of the opponents. First, the letter’s primary audience remains embedded in 

the Lycus Valley and Colossae in particular. The warnings Paul gives in Colossians, 

therefore, must apply directly to the situation within the three cities of Colossae, 

Laodicea, and Hierapolis. This eliminates reconstructions of the opponents that are based 

on either too narrow or too broad an understanding of Paul’s audience. On the one hand, 

it speaks against reconstructions of an anomalous syncretism unique to Colossae yet 

unknown in the excavated cities of Laodicea and Hierapolis. On the other hand, it also 

speaks against reconstructions that detach the letter from the Lycus Valley and appeal to 

broad trends throughout all of Asia Minor. Instead, historical parallels to Paul’s polemic 

must be first and foremost drawn to the Lycus Valley, and the evidence from Laodicea 

and Hierapolis must be consulted heavily not only to extrapolate information that may be 

applied to Colossae, but also regarding these cities as part of Paul’s audience. This 

conclusion will be instructive for the survey of historical evidence in chapter four of this 

thesis. 
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Second, the third-party aspect of Paul’s audience applies his message more broadly 

to the network of churches he had not personally met. His awareness of these churches 

as he wrote the letter would have stretched him further toward the public side of the 

spectrum, and this in turn is suggestive regarding the message of the letter. To the extent 

that Paul envisages the third-person audience, he likely favours the general over the 

specific and addresses only those features of the situation that are common to the broader 

audience. Both the letter as a whole and the polemic within it would have not only had 

direct historical ties to the Lycus Valley, but they would have also had historical 

parallels and relevance to this broader audience. Therefore, the historical referents were 

either widely known, or Paul has generalized in such a way that his polemic could be 

broadly applied to additional groups of a similar nature. 

Finally, though it has been a minor point within this chapter, Paul’s use of a letter-

carrier has implications for the content of the letter. His commission of the letter carrier 

indicates that Paul has withheld personal information from the letter and instead 

entrusted the carriers to communicate it orally. Like an official letter, this affirms that the 

letter itself contains information relevant to a broader audience. Further, by specifically 

entrusting personal information regarding his own situation to the letter-carriers, Paul 

indicates that the letter reflects the situation of his audience rather than himself. 

These implications will prove crucial as this study unfolds. This complexity of 

Paul’s audience indicates that Paul’s polemic must be interpreted and the opponents 

must be reconstructed in such a way that they are historically evidenced within the Lycus 

Valley, yet also have a general relevance in broader communities of Asia Minor. Having 

thus analysed Colossians as a letter and given precision to the identification of the 

audience, the next chapter will look at the body of the letter itself and seek to interpret 

Paul’s warnings within their rhetorical context. 
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CHAPTER 3: RHETORICAL ANALYSIS OF COLOSSIANS AND THE 

RHETORICAL SITUATION 

 

Having considered Colossians as a letter to a complex audience in the Lycus Valley, this 

chapter will now consider the message the letter was intended to convey.1 Rather than 

focus on particular sections of the letter deemed relevant for reconstructing the 

opponents, the letter will be considered as a unified document with an overarching 

message to which each of its parts contributes. This chapter will demonstrate that the 

method of analysis best suited for this type of inquiry is rhetorical criticism. Because a 

full-scale rhetorical analysis would exceed the scope of this thesis in both length and 

relevance, this chapter will focus instead on the rhetorical aspects of Colossians that will 

ultimately be helpful for historical reconstruction of the opponents. These aspects 

include analyzing the parts of Colossians as essential contributions to the discourse’s 

attempt to persuade and discerning the rhetorical situation. 

The chapter will proceed in three stages. First, the theory of rhetorical criticism will 

be considered in relation to the New Testament, with particular focus upon exigence and 

the rhetorical situation, and their relation to historical reconstruction. Second, Paul’s 

letter to the Colossians will be rhetorically analysed as a persuasive text, demonstrating 

how the individual parts contribute to Paul’s argument. The polemic of Colossians 2 will 

also be analysed in terms of its rhetoric and structure, and ultimately its function as 

oppositional discourse in relation to the overall argument of the letter will be described.2 

The chapter will conclude by proposing that the letter was not written to refute active 

opponents in Colossae, but rather it was written out of Paul’s desire to strengthen the 

                                                
1 Epistolary analysis divides the letter into the three sections of greeting, body, and closing, but the 

body of ancient letters became notoriously broad and flexible in both form and content. Epistolary 
analysis, therefore, is limited in its ability to analyse the nature of the message of the letter. Thus Aletti 
notes the inability of the simple three-part epistolary analysis of Colossians suggested by Cannon 
(thanksgiving, body, end) to give more detailed analysis of the body and suggests, “Mais d’autres modèles 
entrent en ligne de compte” (Aletti, Saint Paul, 38; G.E. Cannon, The Use of Traditional Materials in 
Colossians [Macon, GA: Mercer University Press, 1983]). Cannon’s structure is based on John White’s 
(“Introductory Formulae in the Body of the Pauline Letter,” JBL 90 [1971]: 91-97).  

2 Arnold suggests there is a need for a full analysis of the rhetoric of the polemic, especially Col 2:16-
23 (Colossian Syncretism, 221, fn.85). 
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unity of the churches of the Lycus Valley by affirming their identity in Christ and their 

separation from the world. 

 

1. Rhetorical Criticism and the New Testament 

A. Historical Survey of Rhetorical Criticism 

The modern appropriation of rhetorical criticism within Biblical scholarship was inspired 

by James Muilenberg in his 1968 SBL presidential address. Muilenberg challenged 

scholars to move beyond form criticism’s concern with data behind the text to a focus on 

the literary composition itself, particularly its structural patterns and the devices used to 

fashion the parts into a unified whole, and he called this methodology “rhetorical 

criticism.”3  

Within the field of New Testament studies, rhetorical criticism since Muilenberg has 

developed into two primary schools of interpretation, one associated with Hans Dieter 

Betz and the other with George A. Kennedy. Though Betz did not set out to create a 

school of interpretation, his landmark commentary on Galatians had just that effect.4 

Betz studied Galatians in light of Greco-Roman rhetorical theory and suggested the letter 

could best be understood as a rhetorical composition utilizing all the methods and 

categories of ancient rhetorical handbooks.5 Betz’s work is built on the underlying 

assumption that Paul was familiar with the rhetorical handbooks and consciously 

attempted to compose his letters in accordance with them. The goal, then, of Betz’s 

rhetorical criticism is to uncover the rhetorical intent of Paul – the species he attempted 

to adopt, the rhetorical structures he created, etc. Betz argues that Galatians should be 

                                                
3 The address has since been published as James Muilenberg, “Form Criticism and Beyond,” JBL 88 

(1969): 1-18. 

4 Hans Dieter Betz, Galatians: A Commentary on Paul's Letter to the Churches in Galatia, 
Hermeneia (Minneapolis: Augsburg Fortress Press, 1979). 

5 Though Plato’s Phaedrus has discussion regarding what constitutes good rhetoric, Aristotle’s Art of 
Rhetoric is the first to provide a systematic presentation of rhetorical theory. However, because the Art of 
Rhetoric is actually a compilation of class notes, it does not have the consistency and fluidity of later 
works. Betz, as well as the scholars who engage in similar analysis, rely upon a mixture of rhetorical 
theory taken from several handbooks (both Greek and Latin), including ps.-Cicero’s Rhetorica ad 
Herennium, Quintilian’s The Orator’s Education, Demetrius’ On Style, Longinus’ On the Sublime, and 
Cicero’s On the Orator. 



102 

seen as judicial rhetoric and he locates within the body of the letter the various elements 

the handbooks prescribe for a judicial discourse. Thus Betz’s work is essentially a form 

of historical-criticism, attempting to uncover the original intent of the author through the 

lens of ancient rhetoric.6 Indeed, Betz’s description of the occasion of the epistle is 

virtually indistinguishable from those of historical-critical scholarship.7 Though Betz’s 

interpretation of Galatians has been subjected to much criticism, his general approach 

has proven influential and has inspired several monographs and commentaries.8  

The second school of rhetorical criticism in the New Testament originated in 

Kennedy’s New Testament Interpretation through Rhetorical Criticism.9 In contrast to 

Betz, Kennedy appropriates a more generic form of rhetoric often known as universal 

rhetoric. He defines rhetoric as “that quality in discourse by which a speaker or writer 

seeks to accomplish his purpose,” and thereby suggests the goal of rhetorical analysis is 

“the discovery of the author’s intent and of how that is transmitted through a text to an 

audience.”10 Like Betz, Kennedy depends heavily on Greco-Roman rhetorical theory, 

especially Aristotle, regarding the five parts of rhetoric, three species, topoi, etc. But 

Kennedy places classical theory within the broader scope of universal rhetoric.  For 

Kennedy, Greco-Roman theory is a “structured system which describes the universal 

phenomenon of rhetoric in Greek terms.”11 Kennedy’s rhetorical analysis, then, describes 

the author’s attempt to persuade an audience through the text, but does not mandate that 

the author was himself appropriating rhetorical categories. Kennedy’s approach, 

                                                
6 Witherington speaks of “how the NT authors adopted and adapted ancient rhetoric for their 

Christian purposes of communication” (New Testament Rhetoric, 6). 

7 Dennis L. Stamps, “Rethinking the Rhetorical Situation: The Entextualization of the Situation in 
New Testament Epistles,” in Rhetoric and the New Testament (Sheffield: JSOT Press, 1993), 197. 

8 Stanley Porter provides a comparison of several rhetorical commentaries related to Betz (“Paul of 
Tarsus and His Letters,” in Handbook of Classical Rhetoric in the Hellenistic Period 330 B.C.-A.D. 400 
[ed. Stanley E. Porter; Leiden: Brill, 1997], esp. 543-561).  

9 George A. Kennedy, New Testament Interpretation Through Rhetorical Criticism (Chapel Hill: The 
University of North Carolina Press, 1984). 

10 Ibid. 3, 12. 

11 Ibid. 11; cf. Stanley E. Porter, “The Theoretical Justification for Application of Rhetorical 
Categories to Pauline Epistolary Literature,” in Rhetoric and the New Testament: Essays From the 1992 
Heidelberg Conference, JSNTSS (ed. Stanley E. Porter and Thomas H. Olbricht; Sheffield: JSOT Press, 
1993), 108. 
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therefore, is distinct from Betz in that he is not primarily concerned with the historical 

recovery of a rhetoric behind the text; instead, Kennedy aims to use universal rhetorical 

theory (blending ancient and modern or new rhetoric) to explain how the text is able to 

persuade. 

Of the two schools, Kennedy’s approach is more appropriate for analysis of Pauline 

letters, having avoided several of Betz’s pitfalls. First, Betz’s approach requires that Paul 

was not only generally aware of rhetorical practices, but that he was formally trained in 

the application of the handbooks. Though most scholars agree that Paul would have had 

some exposure to rhetorical theory because of the oral and rhetorical culture in which he 

lived, there is little evidence that he received formal rhetorical training.12 Second, there is 

little evidence for the close relationship Betz assumes existed between rhetorical theory 

and epistolography. Though some rhetorical handbooks include occasional comments 

regarding epistolography, the first extant systematic treatment of letters within a 

rhetorical handbook was not until the 4th century CE.13 Third, Betz intermixes multiple 

handbooks representing diverse ancient rhetorical theories in an unsystematic fashion to 

analyse Paul, requiring not only that Paul used rhetorical theory, but that he was broadly 

familiar with several theories and used them in an arbitrary manner. Largely due to these 

                                                
12 Lauri Thurén concludes, “A close identification of ancient techniques is meaningful only if we can 

reasonably assume that the authors had learnt those techniques by name at school” (“On Studying Ethical 
Argumentation and Persuasion,” in Rhetoric and the New Testament: Essays From the 1992 Heidelberg 
Conference, JSNTSS [ed. Stanley E. Porter and Thomas H. Olbricht; Sheffield: JSOT Press, 1993], 470). 
Porter notes education as an area of inconsistency even within the Betz school, for though scholars 
following Betz suggest Paul had at most only an early formal rhetorical education followed by exposure to 
the rhetoric “in the air” of his world, they go on to analyse him as if he was fully utilizing all the details 
and technicalities of the handbooks (Porter, “Paul of Tarsus,” 562-565). For example, Witherington 
describes Paul’s Jewish education and the methods of debating he would have learned (midrash, pesher, 
allegory, etc.) and suggests he would have had opportunity and motive to “become conversant” in Greek 
and rhetoric - opportunity because of the Hellenization in Jerusalem itself, and motive to communicate 
with diaspora Jews (Acts, 94-98). However, such an education falls far short of Witherington’s later 
suggestion that Paul “was capable of using all the forms [i.e. species] of rhetoric” and that Paul’s letters 
are “letter discourses” that are essentially speeches following the handbooks rather than letter traditions 
(Ibid. 116-117, 119; cf. Witherington, New Testament Rhetoric, 3, 20).  

13 The rhetors mentioning epistles include Demetrius (On Style, 223-235) and Quintilian (Orat. 9, 4, 
19), and both Cicero and Seneca comment on the practice of letter writing within their letters. Julius Victor 
is the first to systematically present epistolography as an appendix to his handbook in the 4th century CE. 
(Malherbe, Ancient Epistolary Theorists, 2-3). J.T. Reed suggests the relationship between rhetorical and 
epistolary theory is functional rather than formal (“The Epistle,” in Handbook of Classical Rhetoric in the 
Hellenistic Period 330 B.C.-A.D. 400 [ed. S.E. Porter; Boston: Brill, 2001]). 
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reasons, the rhetorical analyses flowing from the Betz school have differed considerably 

in their results.14 In short, the evidence does not indicate Paul was first and foremost a 

rhetor in his letters, and certainly not a rhetor of the specific nature Betz proposes. 

Kennedy’s approach, on the other hand, remains generalized and broad enough to 

sufficiently incorporate Paul. Not only are Paul’s letters intended to bridge a gap 

between two separated parties, but they also attempt to persuade his audience to affirm 

particular beliefs and to adopt certain behaviors. They were written in anticipation of 

being read (and thereby heard) in public assemblies of the church, and this is perhaps 

nowhere more explicit than in Colossians (4:16). Instead of using exclusively sacred or 

authoritative language, Paul seeks to convince his audience using tools of persuasion 

such as arguments, enthymemes, logic, proofs (both artistic and inartistic), ethos, pathos, 

etc. Kennedy’s approach and the school that has gathered around him provide helpful 

categories for describing that persuasion.  

Further, Kennedy’s method contains a step that is particularly helpful for the 

reconstruction of the opponents – define the rhetorical situation.15 He adopts the idea of 

rhetorical situation from Lloyd Bitzer and the New Rhetoric and, though Kennedy 

himself blends the historical with the rhetorical situation, scholars have gone on to 

distinguish them in such a way that the rhetorical situation provides a helpful bridge in 

moving from the rhetorical world of the text to the historical world behind the text.16 The 

rhetorical situation, therefore, will guide the rhetorical analysis of Colossians undertaken 

in this chapter and will provide the path to the historical reconstruction of the opponents. 

                                                
14 Porter demonstrates these differences primarily in terms of rhetorical outline, where there is broad 

disagreement even on basic issues such as genre and arrangement (“Paul of Tarsus,” 541-561).  

15 This is the second of a three-step method Kennedy suggests should be undertaken in a circular 
fashion – first, determine the rhetorical unit; second, define the rhetorical situation; and third, consider the 
arrangement of the material (Kennedy, New Testament Interpretation, 34-38). Wilhelm Wuellner argues 
that identifying the rhetorical situation is the most crucial and has been since antiquity, since it is the 
necessary precursor to invention (“Where Is Rhetorical Criticism Taking Us,” CBQ 49 [1987]: 448-463, 
here 455). The situational nature of argumentation is central to the New Rhetoric. As Thurén summarizes, 
within the New Rhetoric “not only the logical structure of the explicit argumentation, but especially the 
function of the arguments in the argumentative situation are crucial for understanding and evaluating the 
argument” (“On Studying,” 473). Betz does not refer to the rhetorical situation, but instead constructs the 
occasion in a historical-critical manner (cf. Stamps, “Rethinking,” 197, fn.13). 

16 L.F. Bitzer, “The Rhetorical Situation,” Philosophy and Rhetoric 1 (1968): 1-14. 



105 

B. Exigence and the Rhetorical Situation 

In his landmark article, Bitzer suggests rhetoric must be interpreted in light of the 

situation to which it is a fitting response, or the rhetorical situation. Bitzer defines the 

rhetorical situation as “a complex of persons, events, objects, and relations presenting an 

actual or potential exigence which can be completely or partially removed if discourse, 

introduced into the situation, can so constrain human decision or action as to bring about 

the significant modification of the exigence.”17 The critical element of this definition is 

the exigence, or the specific problem or deficiency that occasioned the discourse and 

which the discourse aims to change. The discourse provides a fitting response to this 

rhetorical situation, even as “the question controls the answer and the problem controls 

the solution.”18 In other words, “a situation which is strong and clear dictates the 

purpose, theme, matter, and style of the response.”19 If the rhetorical discourse, then, is a 

response both fitting to and conditioned by its exigence and rhetorical situation, then the 

interpreter can locate the rhetorical situation by identifying the exigence to which the 

discourse is such a fitting response. 

Bitzer’s work was monumental for rhetorical criticism and created a shift from a 

focus on stylistic devices at a micro-rhetorical level to consideration of the larger 

structure and argument on a macro-rhetorical level.20 Further, Bitzer’s work has given an 

increased role to the audience, which is no longer passive while the author creates, but 

now is seen as judges of the effectiveness of an author’s persuasion.21 The ensuing 

scholarship regarding Bitzer’s proposal has produced a number of crucial clarifications 

to Bitzer’s construal of the rhetorical situation, the most significant of which deal with 

the relationship of the rhetor to the rhetorical situation of the text. 

                                                
17 Ibid. 6. 

18 Ibid. 6. 

19 Ibid. 10. 

20 Wuellner, “Where?” 451.  

21 Ibid. 461; cf. Kennedy, New Testament Interpretation, 35. 
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First, Arthur Miller poses the possibility that two rhetors may respond to the same 

exigence with two very different speeches.22 In such a case, there is more than one fitting 

response. He suggests that, while exigence resides behind the discourse, the discourse is 

also influenced by the constraints of the rhetor and of his audience. That is to say, when 

two rhetors perceive the same situation, it is their difference in value judgments (or 

subsidiary contraints) that ultimately produces two different responses.23 The rhetor then 

presents a discourse in accordance with his own constraints and in such a way that it will 

appeal to the constraints of his audience. The exigence as it appears in the text, therefore, 

is not directly historical, but has been influenced by the constraints of the rhetor.24  

Second, building upon Miller, Alan Brinton clarifies that the exigence is not just a 

factual condition, but is more precisely a factual condition in which the speaker has 

taken an interest.25 Brinton suggests Bitzer’s definition of the rhetorical situation 

presupposes absolute values by objectively considering the exigence to be a deficiency. 

Instead, Brinton proposes the exigence is only deficient in relation to the speaker’s own 

interests, for there is a “lack of fit” between his interests and his environment.26 Thus, 

“The factual component is the exigence (or defect), although it may be exigent (or 

defective) only relative to an interest.”27 In other words, it only becomes a deficiency to 

the extent that the speaker attempts to promote change in the situation.  

                                                
22 Arthur B. Miller, “Rhetorical Exigence,” Philosophy and Rhetoric 5 (1972): 111-18. 

23 Ibid. 116. 

24 Thus Miller summarizes, “The antecedent of every rhetorical situation is the exigence from which 
the situation derives its significance. This exigence specifies the limits of the topic of communication and 
simultaneously provides opportunities within those limits for adapting to hearers. Rhetors elect given 
options for communication depending on their own constraints and their judgments of the constraints of 
their hearers” (Ibid. 118). 

25 Alan Brinton, “Situation in the Theory of Rhetoric,” Philosophy and Rhetoric 14 (1981): 234-48. 
Indeed, Bitzer himself clarified his own view in a similar manner. Bitzer later remarks, “Speakers are 
motivated to create messages when they perceive factual conditions related to felt interests. In other words 
they seek to change by means of discourse something which matters, something about which they are not 
indifferent. A wholly neutral factual condition does not solicit a response; and an interest unrelated to a 
factual condition has no object. An exigence exists when a factual condition and an interest are joined” 
(“Functional Communication: A Situational Perspective,” in Rhetoric in Transition: Studies in the Nature 
and Uses of Rhetoric [ed. Eugene E. White; University Park: Penn State Press, 1979], 28). 

26 Brinton, “Situation,” 244. 

27 Ibid. 246. 
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Third and closely related to Brinton, Richard Vatz notes that rhetors are not 

objective in their portrayal of the exigence, but rather choose which facts and events to 

communicate and then translate those facts into meaning.28 In other words, the rhetor is 

involved in the interpretation and creation of the situation rather than merely reflecting 

it.29 Vatz thereby exposes a fault in Bitzer, whose definition of the rhetorical situation 

assumes the rhetor is presenting an objective view of the historical situation. Instead, a 

discourse will often present the rhetorical situation in a biased fashion to highlight the 

exigency and thereby legitimate the rhetor’s argument for change.30 Indeed, the element 

of deficiency is often assumed as an absolute throughout the speech.31 To the extent that 

the rhetor has manipulated the exigence to suit his argument, there exists a gap between 

the rhetorical situation and the historical situation, and the text directly reflects the 

former over the latter. 

Taken together, the work of Bitzer and others has highlighted the nature of the 

situation discovered in the text. The text itself contains information regarding the 

situation to which it is a fitting response, but this situation is rhetorical rather than 

historical. The distinction is subtle but crucial, for it highlights the role of the rhetor in 

interpreting the historical situation, judging it to be deficient based on his own interests, 

and portraying the situation in a manner that benefits his attempt to change the situation 

through discourse. The recovery of the historical context, then, must first recover the 

rhetorical situation from the text and second move from it to the underlying factual 

component. 

 

 

 

                                                
28 R.E. Vatz, “The Myth of the Rhetorical Situation,” Philosophy and Rhetoric 6 (1973): 154-61. 

29 Ibid. 156-158. But Scott Consigny argues the rhetor’s creativity is still constrained by a particular 
historical occasion (“Rhetoric and Its Situations,” Philosophy and Rhetoric 7 [1974]: 175-185). 

30 Stamps calls this the author’s “entextualization” of the situation, and the audience’s acceptance of 
this entextualization for the sake of argument is itself a conditioning of the audience for accepting the new 
reality (“Rethinking,” 200, 210). 

31 Cf. Brinton, “Situation,” 247. 
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C. Rhetorical Situation and Historical Reconstruction 

It is this second step – the move from rhetorical to historical situation – that is the “most 

difficult and least discussed.”32 The tools and methods of rhetorical criticism have been 

well-developed for analyzing the structure and argumentation of the text, but regarding 

situation, the rhetorical situation has often been collapsed into the historical situation.33 

However, when the goal is to recover the historical situation from the text (as in this 

project), the distinction becomes all the more crucial, for it ensures that the role of the 

rhetor in entextualizing the situation is taken into account.34 The relationship between the 

two must be carefully defined if the gap is ultimately to be bridged and the historical 

context recovered. 

Though the rhetor is creatively involved in developing the rhetorical situation, he 

must retain a connection to the historical situation if he is to be effective in persuading 

his audience.35 In other words, the rhetor must use enough of the factual elements 

prompting the discourse to create a common ground of understanding with the 

                                                
32 Duane F. Watson, “The Contributions and Limitations of Greco-Roman Rhetorical Theory for 

Constructing the Rhetorical and Historical Situations of a Pauline Epistle,” in The Rhetorical 
Interpretation of Scripture: Essays From the 1996 Malibu Conference, JSNTSS (ed. Stanley E. Porter and 
Dennis L. Stamps; Sheffield: Sheffield Academic Press, 1999), 131. Watson himself seeks to fill this void 
by his survey of several scholars’ construal of the relationship between the rhetorical and historical 
situation, noting that Kennedy blurred this distinction (Ibid. 126-131). 

33 Thus Olbricht suggests that those who have attempted to use rhetorical criticism for reconstructing 
historical situations have fallen short of their own potential expectations. To this point, rhetorical criticism 
has been more successful in discerning structure within the text than in reconstructing the audience and 
occasion outside the text (Thomas H. Olbricht, “Classical Rhetorical Criticism and Historical 
Reconstructions: A Critique,” in The Rhetorical Interpretation of Scripture: Essays From the 1996 Malibu 
Conference, JSNTSS [ed. Stanley E. Porter and Dennis L. Stamps; Sheffield: Sheffield Academic Press, 
1999]; cf. Stamps, “Rethinking,” 194). 

34 Elizabeth Schüssler Fiorenza argues that failure to pay attention to the exigence and problem in the 
rhetorical situation of 1 Corinthians will result in “reconstructing the historical situation of the Corinthians 
community simply as the story of Paul” (“Rhetorical Situation and Historical Reconstruction in 1 
Corinthians,” NTS 33 [1987]: 386-403, here 393-394). In other words, Paul’s subjective portrayal of the 
situation would be taken as the objective situation, with the rhetorical situation absorbing and becoming 
the historical. The gap between them is minimized and ultimately it is the historical construction that is 
negatively affected. 

35 If the attachment to historical reality were lost, Bitzer’s theory would collapse into a literary 
approach where the rhetorical situation is entirely the creation of the rhetor, exists entirely within the world 
of the text, and cannot be successfully connected to the world outside the text. However, Bitzer’s 
situational theory requires that the constituent parts of the situation must be objectively present (cf. 
Brinton, “Situation,” 242). 
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audience.36 Though his expression of the historical situation may be partial and 

rhetorically influenced, it still must be identifiable to his audience. Therefore, the rhetor 

is not creative in the sense that he creates a rhetorical situation ex nihilo, but is creative 

in how he appropriates the historical situation to make it rhetorical. The discourse, then, 

is the rhetor’s response to this rhetorical situation rather than the full historical 

situation.37 

This careful distinction suggests that within the rhetorical situation remain elements 

of the historical situation. However, the historical data is partial in accordance with the 

rhetor’s interests and constraints and it is presented in accordance with the rhetor’s 

judgment of their deficiency. Nevertheless, the rhetorical situation gives access to the 

historical situation. Thus the two are “intertwined,” with the rhetorical creating a bridge 

to understanding the historical situation.38 

This creates a two-step process for historical reconstruction.39 First, the text is 

analysed in accordance with rhetorical criticism to construct the structure and argument 

of the text (see this chapter). This reveals the rhetorical situation, from which the 

historical situation can be hypothetically reconstructed. Second, external knowledge 

regarding the historical, social, and cultural world of the rhetor and his audience are used 

to develop the broader historical context (see chapter four). Then the historical situation 

can be developed where the rhetorical situation and historical context intersect (see 

chapter five). 

 

                                                
36 See John H. Patton, “Causation and Creativity in Rhetorical Situations: Distinctions and 

Implications,” Quarterly Journal of Speech 65 (1979): 36-55. 

37 Stamps, “Rethinking,” 199. 

38 Watson, “Contributions,” 126. 

39 Watson suggests, “To the rhetorical situation there needs to be added our knowledge of the 
historical, cultural and social dimensions of the Greco-Roman world contemporaneous with the Pauline 
epistles to construct the broader historical situation which makes sense of all the facets of the rhetorical 
situation” (Ibid. 131). This method is similar to Norman Petersen, who distinguishes the narrative or 
referential world that is a literary construction within the text from its contextual history, then advocates a 
two-step process in moving “from the text to its referential, narrative world, and from its narrative world to 
history” (Rediscovering Paul: Philemon and the Sociology of Paul's Narrative World [Minneapolis: 
Fortress Press, 1985], 8-9). Fiorenza advocates a similar process. (“Rhetorical Situation,” 388). 



110 

D. Summary 

For this project, therefore, the rhetorical situation will provide the bridge connecting the 

text to the historical context.40 The remainder of this chapter will provide a rhetorical 

analysis of Colossians. Following the universal method of Kennedy and his school, this 

analysis will focus on persuasion and argumentation within Colossians. The function of 

units will be considered in light of the whole, and the overall argument and genre of the 

letter will be examined. This will culminate in a suggestion regarding exigence in 

Colossians with special attention given to the opponents. This rhetorical situation will 

lay the groundwork for the later reconstruction of the opponents through the application 

of additional sources. 

 

2. Rhetorical Analysis of Colossians 

A rhetorical analysis of Colossians requires dividing the text into its parts for individual 

analysis and demonstrating how each part relates and contributes to the text as a whole. 

As an epistle, Colossians divides into three sections: introduction (1:1-2), body (1:3-4:6), 

and conclusion (4:7-18). The body itself will be further outlined in accordance with 

rhetorical categories, leading to the following outline by which this chapter will be 

arranged:41  

!

"# $%&'()*+,-!.,//(&01!2343567!

8# $9),:&;<!234=564>7!

&# ?,+-/,'!234=56=7!

+# ?,+-/,!)@!AB+0C'1&D&01!234=5E7!

F# ?,+-/,!)@!G0(/,H/''&)0!234I56J7!
First Proof: Christ Hymn (1:15-20) 

H# "%%*&H+(&)0!()!K)*)''&+0'!234635667!
a/b. Minor transitio (1:23) 
&&# ?+;*L'!M;@@/,&01!+0:!N&0&'(,-!2346O564>7!

                                                
40 In Vernon Robbins’ socio-rhetorical method, this is the equivalence of a bridge between inner 

texture and intertexture, especially social and cultural intertexture, though Robbins himself does not 
suggest how such a bridge might be made (Exploring the Texture of Texts: A Guide to Socio-Rhetorical 
Interpretation [Harrisburg, PA: Trinity Press International, 1996]; idem, The Tapestry of Early Christian 
Discourse: Rhetoric, Society and Ideology [London: Routledge, 1996]; cf. R. Alan Culpepper, “Mapping 
the Textures of New Testament Criticism: A Response to Socio-Rhetorical Criticism,” JSNT 70 [1998]: 
71-77).  

41 Aletti provides a survey of the various ways scholars have outlined Colossians (Saint Paul, 33-40). 
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+# ?+;*L'!P0&D/,'+*!N&''&)0!2346O56I7!

F# ?+;*L'!?+,(&H;*+,!N&''&)0!()!(B/!K)*)''&+0'!26435>7!
2/3. Major transitio (2:6-7) 
K# ?+,+/0/'&'!264E5O4Q7!

&# R/1+(&D/4!?)*/<&H!264E53I7!

+# S&,'(!T+,0&01!264E53>7!
Second Proof: The Believer’s Position in Christ (2:11-15) 

F# M/H)0:!T+,0&01!2643Q53U7!

H# AB&,:!T+,0&01!2643E53I7!

:# M;<<+,-!)@!T+,0&01'!+0:!(,+0'&(&)!2646J56=7!

&&# ?)'&(&D/4!?+,+/0/'&'!2=435O437!

+# G0(,):;H(&)0!+0:!(,+0'&(&)0!2=435O7!

F# ?;(!()!:/+(B!(B/!)*:!*&@/'(-*/!)@!(B/!T),*:!2=4>5337!

H# ?;(!)0!(B/!0/T!*&@/'(-*/!)@!(B/!F):-!2=4365O437!

V# ?/,),+(&)4!M;<<+,-!+0:!@&0+*!&0'(,;H(&)0'!2O465Q7!

$# $%&'()*+,-!H*)'&01!2O4U53E7!

 

A. Epistolary Greeting (1:1-2) 

The epistolary greeting opens the letter by identifying the senders and the recipients (cf. 

chapter two). It is the initial establishment of relationship and seeking of favour, and 

though purely epistolary in form, shares in the rhetorical function of the exordium. 

 

B. Exordium (1:3-2:5) 

In its most basic sense, 1:3-2:5 provides a rhetorical exordium to body of the Colossian 

letter.42 The exordium serves as the introduction of the speech and can contain a variety 

of elements and functions, namely seeking the good will of the audience, establishing the 

ethos of the speaker, and introducing the discourse.43 In Colossians, Paul achieves these 

functions through his adaptation of epistolary prayer and thanksgiving, as well as an 

extended discussion of his own mission. Further, Paul uses the exordium to introduce the 

                                                
42 Several features demonstrate the unity of this large section as the exordium, especially the long 

sentences, continuing conjunctions, and repetition of words and themes. Further, though various elements 
may reflect other rhetorical elements, this entire section works together to accomplish the key tasks of the 
exordium (Matthew E. Gordley, The Colossian Hymn in Context: An Exegesis in Light of Jewish and 
Greco-Roman Hymnic and Epistolary Conventions, WUNT [Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2007], 241). 

43 Aristotle, Rhet., 3.13-14; Quintilian, Orat., 4.1.5; George A. Kennedy, A New History of Classical 
Rhetoric (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1994), 5. Heinrich Lausberg suggests emotion (pathos) is 
especially relevant to the exordium in order to gain the good will of the audience (Elemente Der 
Literarischen Rhetorik: Eine Einführung Für Studierende Der Klassischen, Romanischen, Englischen, 
Und Deutschen Philologie [München: Max Hueber Verlag, 1963], §43.1, 69). 
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central proofs that will ultimately provide the foundation of the overall appeal of his 

letter. Throughout the exordium Paul begins with universal aspects of the Gospel and his 

ministry, then applies them particularly to the Colossians.  

 

i. Prayers (1:3-23) 

The first half of the exordium consists primarily of Paul’s prayers of thanksgiving and 

intercession in behalf of the Colossians. This section contains only three sentences, each 

prolonged by a series of subordinate clauses marked by participles and relative pronouns. 

This is especially true of the prayer of intercession (1:9-20), where Paul sandwiches the 

‘Christ-hymn’ within his prayer.   

 

a. Prayer of Thanksgiving (1:3-8) 

In his letters, Paul seems to have adopted the custom of ancient letters that routinely 

contained an introductory thanksgiving to the gods in behalf of the recipients.44 

However, it is now understood that Paul routinely also modified the traditional 

thanksgiving such that “each thanksgiving not only announces clearly the subject-matter 

of the letter, but also foreshadows unmistakably its stylistic qualities, the degree of 

intimacy and other important characteristics.”45 So also here, Paul introduces the nature 

of his relationship to the Colossians and foreshadows the major themes of the letter. The 

thanksgiving has been inspired by what Paul and his cohorts have heard regarding the 

Colossians, and this theme of hearing provides a chiastic structure to the rest of the 

thanksgiving as follows:  
 
(A) a)kou&santej th_n pi/stin u(mw~n . . . kai\ th_n a)ga&phn h$n e1xete (1:4) 

(B) prohkou&sate e0n tw|~ lo&gw| th~j a)lhqei/aj tou~ eu)aggeli/ou (1:5)  
 (B’) h)kou&sate kai\ e0pe/gnwte th_n xa&rin tou~ qeou~ e0n a)lhqei/a| (1:6) 
(A’) dhlw&saj h(mi=n th_n u(mw~n a)ga&phn (1:8) 

                                                
44 Paul Schubert, Form and Function of the Pauline Thanksgivings, BZNW (Berlin: Töpelmann, 

1939), 117-119; O'Brien, Colossians, 8. 

45 Schubert, Pauline Thanksgivings, 77. 
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In relationship to the rest of the letter, the introductory thanksgiving of Colossians 

serves three functions. First, it provides a narrative framework for the events that have 

led to the writing of the letter. The Colossians have heard from Epaphras of the truth of 

the gospel, the gospel has taken its presence among them and produced the growth and 

fruit common to the Christian experience, and Paul and his cohort have in turn heard a 

good report from Epaphras that has prompted their thanksgiving. 

Second, Paul uses the positive tone of the thanksgiving to initiate a favourable 

relationship with the Colossians. Though the thanksgiving lacks the “warm manner” of 

other Pauline thanksgivings, Paul compensates for this with commendation and praise.46 

Though this praise may be only a ploy for gaining the good will he will need to later 

rebuke them, there is no indication within the thanksgiving that Paul’s assessment of the 

Colossian situation is anything less than affirmative. He therefore engages them not as a 

threatened or besieged community, but rather as a faithful and advancing community. 

Third, the thanksgiving introduces and foreshadows important themes recalled and 

developed throughout the letter.47 In this way the thanksgiving actually serves a didactic 

purpose as the initial introduction of the themes Paul is teaching throughout the letter.48 

These themes include the message of the gospel, its proclamation by Paul’s emissaries, 

the Colossians’ reception of the gospel, and the gospel’s production of subsequent 

growth and fruit-bearing. 

 

b. Prayer of Intercession (1:9-20) 

Paul connects this prayer of intercession to the previous thanksgiving with the 

transitional marker dia_ tou~to (1:9) and the recycled use of a)kou&w (cf. 1:4, 5, 6).49 

Together they indicate that the ensuing prayer of 1:9-20 is also the result of the report 

                                                
46 Peter O’Brien notes this and also finds a “certain awkwardness” in the double-expressions of 1:6-9 

(Introductory Thanksgivings in the Letters of Paul [Leiden: E.J. Brill, 1977], 100-101). 

47 Both Terrence Mullins and O’Brien trace how terms in the thanksgiving are used throughout the 
letter (Terrence Y. Mullins, “The Thanksgivings of Philemon and Colossians,” NTS 30 [1984]: 288-293; 
O'Brien, Introductory Thanksgivings, 69; cf. idem, Colossians, 30). 

48 O'Brien, Introductory Thanksgivings, 263. 

49 For further parallels between 1:3-8 and 1:9-14, see Moo, Colossians, 92. 
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Paul has heard.50 The ensuing statements emphasize the purpose of the prayer rather than 

its content. The first purpose clause is marked by i3na and a subjunctive (plhrwqh~te), 

indicating the intent that the Colossians would be filled with e0pi/gnwsin.51 Emphasis is 

added to the idea of knowledge with the ensuing prepositional phrase e0n pa&sh| sofi/a| 

kai\ sune/sei pneumatikh|~.52  

This knowledge, however, is not the final purpose of the prayer; instead, the filling 

of knowledge is itself given a purpose - peripath~sai a)ci/wj tou~ kuri/ou ei0j pa~san 

a)reskei/an (1:10).53 Paul uses peripate/w throughout his letters to refer broadly to the 

manner in which a person conducts their life.54 Here, Paul indicates that this manner of 

life should ultimately be worthy of the Lord and lead to a desire to please him. This 

creates an intricate and essential relationship between knowledge and walking worthy, so 

that to not walk worthy is to demonstrate a lack of having been filled with this 

knowledge.55 His desire for the Colossians, therefore, is ultimately that they would live 

in a manner pleasing to the Lord, and the filling of knowledge is a means toward this 

end.56 

The import of walking worthy as a central motif within this prayer (and indeed the 

entire letter) can be seen in the further clarification it receives. Paul uses four participles 

in verses 10-12 to explain what it means to walk worthy. The first two participles 

(karpoforou~ntej and au)cano&menoi) indicate that walking worthy involves both 

                                                
50 Lightfoot, Colossians, 137. 

51 Fullness (plhro/w) is a recurring theme within the letter (1:9, 19, 24, 25; 2:2, 3, 9, 10; 4:12, 17), 
prompting some to suggest it is a term or concept used by the opponents. However, Moo demonstrates that 
Paul uses this same verb in similar contexts in his other letters (Rom 15:13; Eph 3:19; Phil 2:2; 4:19; 2 
Thess 1:11; 2 Tim 1:4; Moo, Colossians, 93). 

52 Each of these terms related to knowledge foreshadows its use throughout the letter: e0pi/gnwsin 
(2:2; 3:10), sofi/a (1:28; 2:3, 23; 3:16; 4:5), and su/nesij (2:2). 

53 That this is an infinitive of purpose, see O'Brien, Colossians, 22. Lightfoot, however, considers it 
an infinitive of result, though the distinction is of little consequence (Lightfoot, Colossians, 139). 

54 See Gal 5:16, 25; Rom 6:4; 8:4; 14:15; 2 Cor 4:2; Eph 2:10; 4:1; 5:2, 15; Phil 3:17. This usage is 
consistent with its use in the LXX and the Dead Sea Scrolls (TDNT 5.944-45; cf. Lohse, Colossians, 25-
26; Schweizer, Colossians, 41-42; Sumney, Colossians, 46-47). 

55 O'Brien, Introductory Thanksgivings, 103. 

56 Indeed, it will be seen that peripate/w plays a central role in the argument of the entire letter, 
appearing as the central term at crucial junctures, especially 2:6 and 4:5. 
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growth and fruit-bearing. The passive form of the third participle (dunamou&menoi) points 

toward God as the source of the empowerment necessary for the worthy life. The 

strengthening ultimately empowers the one walking worthy to endure in a context of 

suffering and to be patient with other people.57 The fourth and final participle 

(eu)xaristou~ntej) functions as a transition.58 Looking back, it further explains 

peripath~sai, indicating that walking worthy also includes giving thanks to the Father.59 

Looking ahead, Paul uses eu)xaristou~ntej to transition into discussion of the work of 

the Father on behalf of the Colossians, which in turn leads to a transition to a focus on 

the Son and the hymn of 1:15-20.60 

Paul describes the work of the Father in 1:12-14 with terms and concepts that clearly 

echo Old Testament language, especially Exodus 6:6-8.61 The Father is first described as 

the one who qualified (i9kano&w) the Colossians to share in the inheritance of the saints in 

the light (1:12). The Colossians have been rescued out of one authority and transferred 

into an alternative kingdom.62 Paul defines and contrasts these two realms in terms of 

light and darkness, then abruptly shifts to describing the new kingdom as tou~ ui9ou~ th~j 

a)ga&phj au)tou~, thereby creating the necessary change of referent from Father to Son in 

                                                
57 Moo, Colossians, 98; O'Brien, Colossians, 24. 

58 This participle has been the subject of much scholarly debate, particularly since Käsemann argued 
1:12-14 comprises a baptismal liturgy and therefore interpreted eu)xaristou~ntej as an imperatival 
participle (Ernst Käsemann, “A Primitive Christian Baptism Liturgy,” in Essays on New Testament 
Themes [trans. W.J. Montague; Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1964], 153, originally published in 
Exegetische Versuche und Beinnungen [Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1960]). However, the lack 
of an extant baptismal liturgy in its original form means there is no external control against which to 
evaluate his thesis (O'Brien, Colossians, 25). Further, imperatival participles are rare in the New 
Testament, and to make eu)xaristou~ntej imperatival introduces discontinuity to the text when the 
grammatical flow strongly points toward continuity (Sumney, Colossians, 51-52; cf. Moo, Colossians, 99). 
Sappington provides a survey of the debate (Revelation, 193ff.). 

59 Moo, Colossians, 82. 

60 Sumney, Colossians, 44, 56. 

61 Several commentators furnish extensive analysis of these echoes (e.g. O'Brien, Colossians, 25-29; 
Moo, Colossians, 101-107; Wright, Colossians, 60-64; Gordon Fee, Pauline Christology: An Exegetical-
Theological Study [Peabody, MA: Hendrickson, 2007], 295-298; Bird, Colossians, 42-44).  This language 
is also similar to Paul’s confession in Acts 26:12-18 (Aletti, Saint Paul, 81-82; Witherington, Letters to 
Philemon, 127).  Schweizer suggests the baptismal elements anticipate 2:13-15, a relationship further 
developed by Sappington (Schweizer, Colossians, 49; Sappington, Revelation, 208).  

62 Josephus (Ant. 9.235) uses mete/sthsen to speak of Tiglath-Pileser capturing the Israelites and 
transplanting them into his own kingdom (cf. Lohse, Colossians, 37).  
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preparation for the Christ-hymn to follow. The transition is completed in 1:14 as the 

Father’s work culminates in Christ with the Colossian’s possession of redemption 

(a)polu&trwsij), appositionally clarified as the forgiveness (a!fesij) of sins.63  

With Christ as the main referent, Paul uses a relative pronoun to connect the 

following hymn (1:15-20) to the preceding prayer. Therefore, though scholars have been 

prone to extract the hymn from its context in form-critical analyses aimed at detecting 

earlier traditions, it actually remains closely connected to the context Paul has just given 

to introduce it. To introduce a sharp break at verse 15 would therefore defraud Paul of 

the smooth transition he has laboured to effect.64  

 

First Proof: Christ Hymn (1:15-20) 

No individual unit of Colossians has received more scholarly attention than the hymn of 

1:15-20.65 Much of the interest in this text has been the result of the desire of the 

Religionsgeschichtliche Schule to find evidence of the earliest forms of Christianity by 

isolating traditional material behind the hymn.66 As exciting as the possible results of 

such endeavors may be, there is yet no consensus on the original form of the material, 

                                                
63 Though Paul does not use a!fesij outside of Colossians (1:14; 2:13; 3:13), Ephesians (1:7; 4;32), 

and an Old Testament quotation (Rom 4:7), the concept is common to his theology (cf. Moo, Colossians, 
106). 

64 Witherington suggests Paul has himself provided a “smooth transition” into the hymn such that a 
break between verses 14 and 15 is “artificial” (Letters to Philemon, 119, 127; cf. Fee, Pauline Christology, 
295). 

65 Several surveys of the scholarly literature on the hymn have been undertaken including C. Stettler, 
Der Kolosserhymnus: Untersuchungen zu Form, traditionsgeschichtlichem Hintergrund und Aussage von 
Kol 1,15-20, WUNT (Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2000); Gordley, Colossian Hymn, 3-30; Lohse, 
Colossians, 41, fn.64. The term ‘hymn’ will be used in reference to 1:15-20 throughout this project, 
though this is not intended to suggest the passage consists of a hymn in a technical sense of the word. 
Instead, the term hymn is used in a more general sense to signify the poetic structure and “hymnic” theme 
of these verses. S.E. Fowl provides an extended discussion of the technical sense of ‘hymn’ and likewise 
concludes that Col 1:15-20 is a hymn only in a general sense that it offers praise to a divine figure (The 
Story of Christ in the Ethics of Paul: An Analysis of the Hymnic Material in the Pauline Corpus, JSNTSup 
[Sheffield: Sheffield Academic Press, 1990], 31-45, esp. 45).  

66 Käsemann argues the original hymn was a pre-Christian Gnostic text (“An Apologia for Primitive 
Christian Eschatology,” in Essays on New Testament Themes [trans. W.J. Montague; Philadelphia: 
Fortress Press, 1964]). Several trace a background to Wisdom in Hellenistic Judaism (e.g. Lohse, 
Colossians, 46-61; Dunn, Colossians, 86-104). But Fee argues strongly against a Wisdom background 
(Pauline Christology, 300). 
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nor is there likely to be.67 This study will therefore bypass such an analysis and, taking 

the hymn as it appears in the text, investigate instead the structure, content, and 

rhetorical function of the hymn within the letter. 

Structurally, the hymn divides into two strophes introduced by relative pronouns 

with a third strophe functioning as a connecting abridgement, as demonstrated by 

Wright:68  
 
o#j e0stin (15) 

o#ti e0n au)tw|~ (16) 
di0 au)tou~ kai\ ei0j au)to_n (16) 

 
kai\ au)to&j e0stin (17) 
kai\ au)to&j e0stin (18) 

 
o#j e0stin (18) 

o#ti e0n au)tw| (19) 
di0 au)tou~ . . . ei0j au)to&n (20) 

This simple diagram indicates what becomes even clearer when the additional elements 

are added, namely that the first and third strophes have a parallel structure, while the 

abridging strophe has a unique structure. The parallelism of the first and third strophes is 

further enhanced by the repetition of prwto&tokoj (1:15, 18), ei1te (1:16, 20), and e0n 

toi=j ou)ranoi=j kai\ e0pi\ th~j gh~j (1:16, 20). However, these strophes are not entirely 

balanced, leading to speculation regarding redactions to an original hymn. In the end, the 

only conclusion justified by the text is that the poem appears in the form the author 

intended, and any apparent expansions or unbalanced portions are necessary to the 

function he intends for the hymn to achieve within the letter.69 
                                                

67 As Wright notes, if such analyses must allow for the author to have added to his original source (as 
most agree has happened in 1:17-18a), then they must also allow that the author may have omitted portions 
as well. And if such is the case, there remains no hope of recovering an original form (N.T. Wright, 
“Poetry and Theology in Colossians 1:15-20,” in The Climax of the Covenant: Christ and the Law in 
Pauline Theology [Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1990], 100).  

68 Ibid. 101. Similar to Wright, see Aletti, Saint Paul, 89-93; Bruce, “Problems Part 2,” 106; Bird, 
Colossians, 50; Steven M. Baugh, “The Poetic Form of Col 1:15-20,” WTJ 47 (1985): 227-44, here 236; 
Moo, Colossians, 116. Others find only two strophes, including Schweizer, Colossians, 57; Lohse, 
Colossians, 44-45; Lohmeyer, Briefe, 51-52. Matthew Gordley includes a full survey of proposed 
structures (Colossian Hymn, 5-16; cf. Aletti, Saint Paul, 90). Yet even regarding structure, no consensus 
exists (O'Brien, Colossians, 35). 

69 Wright ultimately concludes, “The balance of the whole poem suggests strongly that it was 
conceived, at least in outline, as a whole. If there are parts which appear to us as irregularities within a 
closely worked basic structure, that may be evidence more for our false expectations than for different 
stages of composition” (“Poetry and Theology,” 102, 106). Likewise, though he suggests they hymn has 
been edited at some points, Lohse critiques the attempt to recreate balanced strophes because it requires 
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Turning from structure to content, the hymn presents the beloved Son in exalted and 

superlative terms that echo yet surpass descriptions of Wisdom in Hellenistic Judaism.70  

The first strophe places the Son in relation to God as the image, gives him a central role 

in the act of creation, and declares his supremacy with regard to the totality of creation. 

The bridge further describes him as the sustainer of creation and the head of the 

e0kklhsi/a.71 The second strophe presents the Son in relation to humanity and 

reconciliation, for the Son is the firstborn from the dead,72 the dwelling place of the 

fullness of God,73 the agent of reconciliation, and the achiever of peace by his cross.74 As 

a whole, therefore, the hymn elevates the Son. He is preeminent over both creation and 

reconciliation (new creation), his preeminence is both primordial (the “beginning”) and a 

historical consequence (of the cross and resurrection), and he is both the dwelling-place 

and the revelation of the invisible God. In short, “There never was a higher Christology 

than this.”75  

                                                                                                                                           
too much meddling with the text and presupposes the “primitive” hymn had regular verse structures and 
strophes (Colossians, 44). 

70 The Wisdom background of the hymn has been well traced, especially by Schweizer (Colossians; 
cf. Dunn, Colossians, 84-89; Lohse, Colossians, 45-48). However, several problems have been noted with 
this background: (1) Wisdom is feminine while the Son and hymn are masculine; (2) Wisdom is quasi-
personal while the Son is a historical, living being; (3) the hymn’s depiction of the Son as the goal (ei0j) of 
creation is unknown to Wisdom; (4) Wisdom is created while the Son is eternal (Prov 8:22-26). Therefore, 
the hymn is “reminiscent” of Wisdom literature but moves beyond it in its elevation of the Son (Moule, 
Epistles of Paul, 59; cf. O'Brien, Colossians, 36, 40-42; Wright, “Poetry and Theology,” 117-118). Fee is 
especially sceptical of the use of Wisdom as a background to the hymn (Pauline Christology, 300).   

71 Bird, Colossians, 55. 

72 Like prwto&tokoj in verse 15, the hapax logomena prwteu&wn may denote temporality, but 
typically points toward preeminence and superiority. Cf. Esth 5:11; 2 Macc 6:18; 13:15. Lohse provides 
further examples (Colossians, 56).  

73 This phrase raises a critical problem of interpretation regarding the subject of eu)do&khsen. It may be 
taken to mean “God in all his fullness dwells in him” or “God was pleased to let all the fullness dwell in 
him.” The later echo of the phrase in 2:9 clarifies that this is the “fulness of deity,” suggesting the former 
interpretation is to be preferred (O'Brien, Colossians, 51). Either way, the point remains the same: “God 
dwells within Christ” (Margaret Y. MacDonald, Colossians, Sacra Pagina [Collegeville, MN: Liturgical 
Press, 2000], 63; cf. Dunn, Colossians, 101). It is not, then, a reference to the “heavenly fulness” of second 
century Valentinian Gnosticism (Lightfoot, Colossians, 255-271; Lohse, Colossians, 57). 

74 The achievement of this reconciliation implies that a rupture had taken place between the first and 
second strophe to which Paul will later refer (Col 1:21). Both a)pokatalla&ssw and ei0rhnopoie&w are 
hapax logomena, though the themes are not uncommon to Paul (Rom 5:10, 11; 11:15; 2 Cor 5:18-20). Cf. 
O'Brien, Colossians, 53. Dunn suggests the blood of the cross here refers to the blood of war and victory, 
rather than of suffering (Colossians, 103). 

75 William Barclay, The All-Sufficient Christ: Studies in Paul's Letter to the Colossians (Philadelphia: 
Westminster Press, 1963), 45. 



119 

Because of this lofty christology and structural eloquence, the hymn demonstrates 

epideictic qualities. Epideictic speech could be used to demonstrate the rhetorical 

abilities of the rhetor, to secure favour from an audience through the praise of a figure 

they already esteemed, or to present a theme that had bearing on the case at hand.76 The 

hymn in Colossians contains the latter two purposes. First, the hymn helps the broader 

exordium win favour with the audience by praising the Son, whom the Colossians 

already worship and serve. Second, the use of the hymn throughout the letter indicates 

the Paul is also here introducing a theme that he will later utilize as a proof in his 

argumentation.77 

Regarding this second function, Paul cites, echoes, and expands upon the hymn at 

crucial points within the letter. The following chart depicts where this usage occurs 

within the letter.78 

 
Portion of Hymn Used  Use in Colossians 

1:20 a)pokatalla&cai 1:22 a)pokath&llacen 

1:18 sw&matoj 1:22 sw&mati 

1:20 tou~ ai3matoj tou~ staurou~ au)tou~ 1:22 qana&tou 

1:16 e0kti/sqh ta_ pa&nta 1:23 e0n pa&sh| kti/sei 

1:16,20 e0n toi=j ou)ranoi=j 1:23 u(po_ to_n ou)rano&n 

1:18 tou~ sw&matoj th~j e0kklhsi/aj 1:24 tou~ sw&matoj au)tou~, o# e0stin h( 
e0kklhsi/a 

1:19 o#ti e0n au)tw|~ eu)do&khsen pa~n to_ 
plh&rwma katoikh~sai 

2:09 o#ti e0n au)tw|~ katoikei= pa~n to_ 
plh&rwma 

1:19 plh&rwma 2:10 peplhrwme/noi 

1:18 au)to&j e0stin h( kefalh_ 2:10 o#j e0stin h( kefalh_ 

1:16 ei1te a)rxai\ ei1te e0cousi/ai 2:10 pa&shj a)rxh~j kai\ e0cousi/aj 

1:18 sw&matoj 2:11 sw&matoj 

1:18 prwto&tokoj e0k tw~n nekrw~n 2:12 tou~ e0gei/rantoj au)to_n e0k nekrw~n 

1:20 stauro/j 2:14 stauro/j 

1:16 ei1te a)rxai\ ei1te e0cousi/ai 2:15 ta_j a)rxa_j kai\ ta_j e0cousi/aj 

                                                
76 Quintilian, Orat., 4.3.1-2, 14. 

77 The hymns’ close connection to the subject at hand precludes it from being labeled a digression (cf. 
O'Brien, Colossians, 62). 

78 Several minor echoes of the hymn throughout the letter could also be cited, especially the frequent 
use of pa=j both within the hymn (six times) and the letter (33 additional usages). Further, the 
prepositional phrases e0n au)tw|~ (1:16, 17, 19; cf. 2:6, 7, 9, 10, 15; 4:2) and e0n pa~sin (1:18; cf. 1:6, 9, 10, 
11, 23, 28; 3:11, 16; 4:12) are utilized frequently throughout the letter, while other prepositional phrases 
within the hymn are not (e.g. di0 au)tou~, ei0j au)to_n, pro_ pa&ntwn).  Gordley provides a similar analysis, 
though he goes further both by including individual repeated terms that appear to have no direct 
connection to the hymn and by tracing thematic references throughout the letter (Colossian Hymn, 265-
266).  
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1:18 au)to&j e0stin h( kefalh_ tou~ 
sw&matoj 

2:17 to_ de\ sw~ma tou~ Xristou~ 

1:18 h( kefalh_ tou~ sw&matoj 2:19 th_n kefalh&n, e0c ou{ pa~n to_ sw~ma 

1:16,20 ta_ e0pi\ th~j gh~j 3:1,5 ta_ e0pi\ th~j gh~j 

1:15 ei0kw_n 3:10 kat0 ei0ko&na 

1:16 e0kti/sqh ta_ pa&nta 3:10 tou~ kti/santoj au)to&n 

1:20 ei0rhnopoih&saj 3:15 h( ei0rh&nh tou~ Xristou~ 

1:18 tou~ sw&matoj 3:15 e0n e9ni\ sw&mati 

Though this usage will be traced further as this rhetorical analysis of the letter 

progresses, several observations may be made here. First, the echoes of the hymn are 

centralized in three locations: the application of the hymn to the Colossians in 1:21-24, 

the polemic of 2:8-19, and the paranaesis of 3:1-10 (especially 3:10).79 Second, within 

the polemic, the hymn is always referenced within subordinate clauses. Paul refers to the 

hymn in connection with each warning he gives (prior to 2:20), but never within the 

warning itself; rather, he cites the hymn as part of the proof or explanation 

accompanying the warning, and the use of the hymn is especially strong in the baptismal 

material in 2:9-15. Third, perhaps more surprising than what Paul reiterates is what he 

neglects, namely the key attributes (prwto&tokoj, a)rxh/, prwteu&w, ei0j au)to_n) that 

seem to most directly declare the preeminence of the Son.80 Indeed, the very statements 

that have elicited the most interaction from scholars receive the least interaction from 

Paul. These observations suggest that the contents of the hymn are not in dispute, but 

rather are an assumed point of agreement between Paul and his audience.  

The use of the hymn within the letter, therefore, indicates the hymn ultimately 

functions as a proof inserted within the exordium.81 As such, it provides the common 

                                                
79 Fee makes a similar observation, though without such specificity (Pauline Christology, 299). 

80 Further, though Paul uses ei0kw_n again in 3:10, it is not in relation to the Son as the image of God, 
but in relation to believers as being renewed in that image. Thus Paul also neglects to recall this term in 
arguing for the preeminence of the Son. 

81 Contrary to this view, Bird sees the hymn as the propositio, while Witherington deems it the 
narratio (Bird, Colossians, 50; Witherington, Letters to Philemon, 128). Aristotle suggests there are two 
kinds of proof: artistic and inartistic (Aristotle, Rhet., 1.2.2). Artistic proofs are those the author composes 
for his purposes, while inartistic are those the author borrows from other sources and which the audience 
likely already knows and affirms. To make such a distinction for the hymn would require descending into 
the discussion regarding the original source of Paul’s material. However, it suffices to argue here that by 
placing the weight of his argumentation upon the hymn, Paul indicates his assumption that his audience 
already agrees it is authoritative. Though he may have modified it in ways only those familiar with the 
original form could perceive, Paul seems to be appropriating the hymn as an inartistic proof. 
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ground Paul uses as the starting point and basis for his argumentation.82 Though the rest 

of the letter must still be analysed, the way Paul has used this proof provides an early 

suggestion that the principle theme of the hymn regarding the preeminence of the Son 

may not have been in dispute.83 

 

c. Application to the Colossians (1:21-23) 

Paul smoothly connects the hymn to verses 21-23 with kai/, but then turns his attention 

back to his audience abruptly and emphatically by separating the object u(ma~j (1:21) 

from its verb a)pokatalla/ssw (1:22) and placing it before the participial clause of 

verse 21 so it can appear at the beginning of the sentence.84 This transition compares to 

what Longinus describes as the “vivid second person,” which is “an abrupt introduction 

of direct speech” that puts “the hearer in the presence of the action itself.”85 Thus Paul 

brings the Colossians personally into the cosmic event of Christ’s reconciliation by 

applying the hymn directly to them.86 It is not merely a universal and cosmic story, but a 

cosmic story with a particular application to the Colossians, who are active participants 

within the story. 

However, Paul immediately tempers the optimistic outcome of this reconciliation 

with a condition (ei1 ge) functioning as a warning (1:23).87 The Colossians must continue 

(e0pime/nete) in their faith even as a building must be grounded, steadfast, and 

unmoving.88 Though the construction of the condition may subtly indicate that Paul 

assumes the Colossians will continue in this fashion, the warning resonates as the first 

                                                
82 Perelman, New Rhetoric, 65; Harold Van Broekhoven, “The Social Profiles in the Colossian 

Debate,” JSNT 66 (1997): 73-90, here 74-75; Lohse, Colossians, 46. 

83 Fred O. Francis, “The Christological Arguments of Colossians,” in God's Christ and His People: 
Studies in Honour of Nils Alstrup Dahl (ed. J. Jervell and W.A. Meeks; Oslo: Universitetsforlaget, 1977), 
204, 206-7; Dunn, Colossians, 86-87. 

84 MacDonald, Colossians, 71.  

85 Longinus, Subl., 26-27. 

86 E.P. Sanders, “Literary Dependence in Colossians,” JBL (1966): 28-45, here 39; Lohse, 
Colossians, 41. Moo, Colossians, 138. 

87 Wilson, Colossians, 165. 

88 Wright, Colossians, 84. 
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indication in the letter of a potential problem or deficiency within the Colossians and 

foreshadows the warnings in the second chapter.89 This section ends with a transition to 

the following section regarding Paul’s ministry.90 Paul first suggests the gospel is being 

preached universally e0n pa&sh| kti/sei, then presents his own ministry as a 

particularization of this universal preaching.91 This emphasis on his personal ministry 

introduces the central theme of the next section. 

 

d.  Rhetorical Function of Prayers (1:3-23) 

Put together, the prayers function within the exordium to establish a positive relationship 

with the Colossians by commending them in their faith. The prayers also introduce 

themes that will be central to the rest of the letter, especially Paul’s desire for the 

Colossians to be filled with right knowledge leading to proper life (1:9-10). Beyond this, 

Paul introduces two proofs that are foundational to the rest of his argumentation. First 

and foremost, he establishes the supremacy of Christ, especially in relation to his role in 

reconciliation, through the elaborate Christ-hymn (1:15-20). Second, Paul introduces the 

relationship of the Colossians to Christ as recipients of this reconciliation (1:21-22), a 

proof that will be developed further later in the letter (2:11-15). Placed together, the two 

proofs present the person and work of Christ and place the Colossians in relation to him. 

These proofs will provide the premises for Paul’s argumentation in the second half of the 

letter. 

 

                                                
89 Structurally, this is a first class condition, indicating an assumed truth for the sake of argument 

(Daniel B. Wallace, Greek Grammar Beyond the Basics: An Exegetical Syntax of the New Testament 
[Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1996], 689-692; cf. O'Brien, Colossians, 69). However, in this instance the 
possible positive inference of the construction must not be allowed to negate the real sense that the final 
realization of their reconciliation is truly at stake. Thus a “real warning” remains (Moo, Colossians, 138, 
144). Aletti suggests the warning announces the polemic of 2:6-23. (Saint Paul, 120). 

90 Sumney suggests this section (1:21-23), like a partitio, announces the major themes of the letter in 
reverse order – the holiness of the saints (1:21-22) is developed in 3:1-4:6, faithfulness to the gospel 
(1:23a) is developed in 2:6-23, and Paul’s ministry (1:23) is developed in 1:24-2:5 (Sumney, Colossians, 
80). 

91 Not only is this the first time Paul uses the first-person singular in the letter, but it is also unusual 
throughout the Pauline corpus for Paul to refer to himself by name (Moo, Colossians, 147). 
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ii. Paul’s Suffering and Ministry (1:24-2:5) 

Paul next turns to a discussion of his own suffering and ministry. He again divides the 

topic into the universal and the particular aspects, first depicting the universal scope of 

his ministry to the church, then applying it particularly to his audience. The two sections 

will be considered individually, then brought together to discern their rhetorical function 

within the letter. 

 

a. Paul’s Universal Mission (1:24-29) 

Paul’s description of his universal mission forms another long sentence. Paul begins by 

describing his own sufferings in behalf of the church, then places himself in relationship 

to the church as a dia&konoj entrusted with a mystery (musth&rion).92 Before revealing 

the content of the mystery, Paul describes it temporally as formerly hidden 

(a)pokekrumme/non) but now revealed (e0fanerw&qh) to the saints because of God’s desire 

to reveal it even to the Gentiles.93 Paul next reveals that this mystery is Xristo_j e0n u(mi=n, 

h( e0lpi\j th~j do&chj, and this is indeed the content of Paul’s preaching and toil as an 

apostle to all men (pa&nta a!nqrwpon).94 

Regarding these verses, most scholarly discussion has been preoccupied with trying 

to explain in what theological sense Paul could by his own suffering fill up 

(a)ntanaplhrw~) what was lacking (u(sterh&mata) in the afflictions (qli=yij) of Christ 

                                                
92 The language of mystery used here is taken from apocalyptic literature in which it refers to “God’s 

secret plan, anticipated in visions and symbols by holy men of old, and now at last unveiled before all his 
people” (Wright, Colossians, 91). Lohse traces musth&rion through the apocalyptic literature (Colossians, 
74; cf. Bird, Colossians, 67; Moo, Colossians, 156). 

93 Though a)po_ tw~n ai0w&nwn kai\ a)po_ tw~n genew~n primarily has a temporal sense, it also refers to 
the people of those past ages from whom the mystery was hidden (Wilson, Colossians, 177; Aletti, Saint 
Paul, 139). The prepositional phrase e0n toi=j e1qnesin may be taken with either tou~ musthri/ou tou&tou or 
gnwri/sai. In the former case, it would indicate that the content of the mystery involves the inclusion of 
the Gentiles into the reconciled people of God (cf. Eph 2:11-22). However, because this does not seem to 
fit the context, it is better to understand it as a further repetition of the theme of the universality of the 
Gospel, namely that God desires to make the mystery known to all people, including the Gentiles (1:6, 20). 

94 Lohse suggests this be understood as “Christ among you” in the sense of Christ being preached 
among the nations (Colossians, 75-76). However, because of Paul’s concern throughout the letter on the 
union of the believer with Christ (Col 1:21-23; 2:1-10) and the apparent interchangeability of e0n Xristw 
and Xristo_j e0n u(mi=n for Paul, this is more likely a reference to the identification of the believer with 
Christ (Moo, Colossians, 157-159; cf. Wright, Colossians, 92).  
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(1:24).95 However, the analysis here will bypass this issue and consider instead the 

rhetorical function of this section within the letter.  In these verses, Paul describes the 

relationship of his ministry to Christ and to the universal church. Regarding Christ, 

Paul’s ministry parallels Christ’s own work in reconciliation, for Paul too suffers in his 

flesh (1:24; cf. 1:20, 22) and shares the eschatolological goal of presenting all men 

complete in Christ (1:28; cf. 1:22).96 But at the same time, Paul retains a position of 

humility before Christ, for Paul’s relationship to the body is distinctly different – Paul is 

merely the dia&konoj of the body (1:25) while Christ is the kefalh/ (1:18).97 Indeed, Paul 

only holds the mystery while Christ is the mystery itself and Paul’s labours are not 

undertaken in his own power (1:29). Thus, on the one hand it can be said with Moule 

that, by his suffering and labour, the apostle shares in the reconciling work of God in 

Christ.98 But on the other hand, Paul is merely a servant of the body and a steward of the 

mystery of Christ, and as such, Paul has an apostolic ministry with a universal reach. 

 

b. Paul’s Particular Mission to the Colossians (2:1-5) 

Following his pattern, Paul again moves from this universal statement to its particular 

application for his audience, for his universal ministry extends even to those he has not 

met. His desire is that their hearts also might be strengthened (parakale/w), and this 

strength occurs in conjunction with their unity (sumbiba/zw).99 Paul places this unity 

within the sphere of love (e0n a)ga&ph|) and places fullness of knowledge and 

                                                
95 For example, see the extended discussions in O'Brien, Colossians, 77-81; Moo, Colossians, 150-

153. What is clear is that within Colossians, Paul gives no hint of a deficiency in the efficacy of Christ’s 
suffering in its achievement of reconciliation. Therefore, many suggest that Paul sees his suffering not as a 
completion of the atonement, but rather as an embodiment of the “Messianic woes” associated with 
eschatological anticipation and acceleration (Richard Bauckham, “Colossians 1:24 Again: The 
Apocalyptic Motif,” EvQ 47 [1975]: 168-170; Bird, Colossians, 64-66; Lohse, Colossians, 71). Charles 
Talbert disagrees, seeing Paul’s sufferings instead as an integral part of his apostolic ministry (Ephesians 
and Colossians, Paideia [Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2007], 201-202). 

96 However, Paul does not use pa5qhma or qli=yij to speak of Christ’s sufferings in the letter. 

97 Nowhere else in the Pauline corpus is Paul called a servant of the church (Moo, Colossians, 153). 

98 Moule, Epistles of Paul, 74. It is likely, therefore, that in 1:24 the view that Paul’s suffering is part 
of his union with Christ (“corporate Christology”) should be retained (Wright, Colossians, 87-89; 
Thompson, Colossians, 45). 

99 O’Brien argues convincingly that parakale/w means “strengthen” here (Colossians, 92-93; cf. 
BDAG, 765). 
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understanding as its goal.100 Paul again underscores the supremacy of Christ as the one in 

whom all the treasures (qhsauro/j) of wisdom and knowledge have been hidden 

(a)po&krufoj). This time, however, the treasure has not been hidden in order to be 

revealed (as in 1:26), but has been hidden to be kept safe and to be sought out in Christ 

alone.101  

Paul underscores these affirmations regarding true knowledge in Christ by warning 

against those using persuasive words to deceive the Colossians with antithetical views.102 

This marks the first reference in the letter to any form of disagreement or opposition to 

Paul or the church. Because mhdei\j is a generic term that does not typically single out a 

specific referent, Paul does not indicate here that he has a particular group or type of 

deception in mind.103 Paralogi/zomai refers to a logical persuasion into an errant view, 

though the pejorative label “deception” results from the judgment of Paul and not the 

self-identification of the proponents.104 The prepositional phrase e0n piqanologi/a| 

indicates the means by which the deception is worked. The term piqanologoj typically 

refers to persuasive speech, but may also at times have the negative or pejorative sense 

of “a plausible sounding but ill-founded conclusion.”105 The phrase thus refers to those 

                                                
100 Beyond mere fullness, plhrofori/aj can mean full assurance or certainty. However, because of 

the emphasis in the letter on the fullness of Christ as opposed to certainty regarding him, as well as its 
tautologous relationship to plou~toj, fullness is the more likely meaning here. Lohse further notes the 
emphatic position of pa~n at the head of this phrase (Lohse, Colossians, 81). Xristou~ is understood 
appositionally in light of 1:27, but the difficulty has inspired a number of variant readings. 

101 Ibid. 82-83. 

102 Though Moule suggests tou~to le/gw points forward prospectively, O’Brien and Sumney argue 
convincingly that it is retrospective (Moule, Epistles of Paul, 88; O'Brien, Colossians, 97; Sumney, 
Colossians, 118). The phrase looks back to its immediate context and contrasts the fullness of wisdom in 
Christ (2:2) with the emptiness of rhetoric here (cf. Dunn, Colossians, 133; Pokorn., Colossians, 108). 

103 BDAG, 647. Though this may indeed be a thinly-veiled reference toward a particular group, the 
letter has not yet indicated that such opposition exists. This verse, therefore, refers more broadly to “the 
sort of popular religious teaching which must have often been heard in the marketplaces of that region” 
(Dunn, Colossians, 133). 

104 Paralogi/zomai refers to “an act of thought according to strict logical rules” (TDNT 4.284). On 
most occasions, it has the negative overtone of deceiving or deluding, as it does in the only other New 
Testament usage (Jam 1:22). Thus it likely has this negative implication here as well (Lohse, Colossians, 
83, fn.121; cf. Dunn, Colossians, 133). Sumney rightly describes this as “the polemical evaluation” of Paul 
(Colossians, 119).  

105 Witherington, Letters to Philemon, 149; BDAG, 812. This NT hapax logomenon is rarely attested 
in ancient literature. Plato gives the clearest sense of the term by using it in contrast to a0po/deicij, which 
Dunn describes as a technical rhetorical term for “a compelling conclusion drawn from accepted premises” 
(Plato, Theaet., 162E; Dunn, Colossians, 149). The term therefore refers to a “plausible sounding 
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who might provide arguments that, though they sound persuasive, ultimately deceive 

their followers with their flawed conclusions. By connecting this to the preceding 

Christological statements (with tou~to le/gw), Paul places such errant arguments in 

direct contrast to the abundance of wisdom and treasures hidden in Christ and reveals an 

underlying purpose in his preceding discourse – protecting his audience from being 

themselves deceived.  

Whatever tension may have been aroused within the audience by this subtle warning 

is immediately tempered by a strong positive affirmation. Though absent, Paul is with 

them in spirit in such a manner that he is able to observe them and rejoice over the order 

(ta&cij) and firmness (stere/wma) of their faith toward Christ.106 This indicates that 

Paul’s fear of the Colossians being persuaded into deception has not yet been realized.107 

They are presently in good standing, and Paul’s concern is that they remain that way 

until their presentation at the final judgment (1:22, 28). 

 

c. Rhetorical Function of Paul’s Ministry 

Because 1:24-2:5 contributes little to the key proofs and argumentation of the letter, its 

rhetorical function is not easily discerned.108 Those scholars who interact with the issue 

of rhetorical function most often turn to ethos, suggesting that Paul must place himself in 

relation to Christ and the Colossians in order to gain the credibility and authority 

necessary for his impending polemic to be effective.109 This in turn authorizes him to 

                                                                                                                                           
argument,” while suggestions of stronger overtones such as “gross rhetoric” are overstated (Sumney, 
Colossians, 119). 

106 Pokorn. suggests the combination of order and firmness “constitutes the ideal condition of the 
Pauline community” (Colossians, 108). According to Ignatius, Onesimus praises the Ephesians for “being 
so well ordered [eu)taci/an] in God” as evidenced by their living in truth and “no heresy [ai(/resij] resides 
among you” (Ignatius, Eph. 6). 

107 Thus Wright suggests Paul’s warning in 2:3 is because he knows by experience that such an 
“attack from the enemy” is bound to come (Colossians, 95; cf. Moo, Colossians, 175; Witherington, 
Letters to Philemon, 150). 

108 Perhaps for this reason, most scholars focus on the problem of Paul’s suffering and do not discuss 
the function of this section within the letter. 

109 E.g. Sumney, Colossians, 122. Aristotle introduced the idea of ethos (Aristotle, Rhet., 1.2.3). 
Ethos was essential for persuading an audience to trust the rhetor (Perelman, New Rhetoric, 319). Cicero 
speaks similarly of the need for gaining good will from the audience, which is achieved partially by 
referring to one’s own acts and misfortunes (Cicero, Inv. 1.16.22. cf. [Cicero], Rhet. Her. 1.5.8).  
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instruct, warn, and command even those believers he has not met, namely the 

Colossians. Thus in 1:24-2:5, Paul is aligning himself with Christ as his dia&konoj in 

order to gain for himself a share of the ethos and authority that belong to Christ, and this 

in turn creates a context for the sending of the letter.  

However, though Paul does gain ethos and explain the reason for his letter in 1:24-

2:5, this does not fully account for the rhetorical function of this section. Though rhetors 

considered ethos to be central to an effective discourse, it was not an element of the 

discourse itself, but was rather a characteristic of the speaker.110 It was not, therefore, 

something that could simply be claimed for oneself within the speech. Indeed, Plutarch 

suggests that to praise oneself as a means to ethos was counter-productive, as the rhetor 

often came across as proud and offensive.111 It would therefore be uncharacteristic of a 

discourse to have an entire section devoted to nothing more than ethos.  

The text itself indicates a rhetorical function beyond ethos. As has been noted, 

though Paul describes his own ministry in terms closely related to Christ, he maintains a 

clear distinction that serves to humble himself and promote Christ.112 His focus on the 

mystery of Christ draws the attention of the audience dramatically away from Paul and 

toward the proofs he has submitted so far regarding Christ and his relationship to the 

Colossians. The same point is underscored again in the striking Christological statements 

of 2:2-3. Thus this section both describes Paul’s ministry and recapitulates the 

Christological proofs already advanced in the letter.113 From this perspective, it appears 

that Paul’s discussion of himself actually functions to further support his Christology. As 

                                                
110 Aristotle considered ethos to be an important attribute for the rhetor, but did not include it as an 

element of a discourse (Rhet., 1.2.3-4, though for a possible exception see idem, Rhet., 2.21.16). Likewise 
Perelman defines ethos as “the impression which the speaker, by means of his words, gives of himself” 
and suggests it should seldom be sought through self-praise (New Rhetoric, 319; cf. Kennedy, New 
Testament Interpretation, 15). 

111 The exceptions were few and rarely to be used, though praising oneself because of suffering was 
at times appropriate. Further, when self-praise was used, it should have a “further end in view,” such as 
inspiring and arousing the audience to a particular action (Plutarch, Moralia VII: On Praising Oneself 
Inoffensively, esp. 15). 

112 Similarly, Wilson suggests apostleship denotes the relationship of the apostle to Christ rather than 
establishing the authority of the apostle over the church (Colossians, 169). 

113 Bird, Colossians, 70. 
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the a)po&stoloj Xristou~  0Ihsou~ (1:1) who shares in Christ’s suffering and holds 

stewardship of the great mystery of God, Paul’s entire life and ministry is oriented 

around the very truths he is impressing upon the Colossians in the letter. There is no 

further revelation beyond Christ, for all wisdom and knowledge is in him and, as those 

who are in Christ, Paul has nothing the Colossians lack. 

This section, therefore, has a two-edged rhetorical function. On the one hand, Paul 

establishes his own ethos and his right to address churches he has not met by placing his 

own ministry in close relation to Christ’s as a servant of the universal church. To the 

extent that the Colossians already were convinced of Christ and their reconciliation in 

him, Paul gathers ethos for himself by shrouding his ministry within this Christology. On 

the other hand, to the extent that the Colossians already had respect for Paul as they had 

known him through his emissaries, he thereby further strengthens the legitimacy of his 

claims about Christ in 1:3-23. Paul is using himself as a further proof regarding the 

centrality of Christ for there is nothing more to his ministry, nothing further that remains 

hidden, no secrets, no additional truths, no further praxis. Because his entire ministry is 

the working out of this revealed mystery through suffering and labouring, his apostleship 

functions as evidence of the centrality of Xristo_j e0n u(mi=n.  

 

iii. Conclusion to Exordium (1:3-2:5) 

Overall, the exordium serves several functions. It establishes Paul’s relationship to his 

audience whereby Paul sees them as recipients of the Gospel that Paul preaches and 

members of the body that Paul serves. Paul has a positive view of his audience, for they 

are in good order and on a trajectory toward the faithful perseverance that will in the end 

lead to their presentation as blameless at the final judgment. Indeed, what hints there 

have been of possible problems (1:23) or opposition (2:4) reflect the natural antithesis of 

Paul’s desire for the Colossians to continue in their present position.  

Further, Paul uses the exordium as an opportunity to present his first proof regarding 

Christ (1:15-20) and to apply Christ’s work directly to the Colossians as participants in 

this reconciliation, for they have received the mystery of Xristo_j e0n u(mi=n. Finally, Paul 
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emphasizes at multiple points the fullness of knowledge that is in Christ and has 

foreshadowed that this knowledge ultimately leads to an ethical end (peripate/w). It is 

fitting, therefore, that in the second half of the letter he turns his attention to paraenesis.   

 

B/C. Major Transitio (2:6-7) 

As the transitio between the two major sections of the body of the letter, these two 

verses both recall what has already been said and briefly set forth what is to follow.114 

Though Paul uses a similar technique throughout the letter (1:23; 3:17), this transition is 

pivotal to the rhetoric of the entire letter, holding together its two major parts. It both 

succinctly recalls the exordium (as indicated by the conjunction ou}n) and looks forward 

to the forthcoming paranaenesis 

The transition centres upon the first imperative of the letter, peripatei=te, which 

both recalls Paul’s prayer (1:9) and sets the theme for the entire ensuing paraenesis. He 

modifies this command in several significant ways. First, Paul suggests walking is 

undertaken with Christ as the sphere (e0n au)tw|~). Second, he uses the conjunction w9j to 

put the command into a comparative relationship with their reception of Christ Jesus the 

Lord. The verb paralamba&nw typically refers to a tradition received formally through 

transmission.115 By awkwardly making the person of Christ the object received, Paul 

both recalls the eu)aggeli/on about Christ they received from Paul’s emissaries (1:5, 7) 

and the personal nature of the Colossians’ relationship to Christ (1:21-22, 27).116 Third, 

Paul modifies peripatei=te with a string of participles that affirms their rooted state yet 

also points to their need for continual strengthening and growth, even as he previously 

warned them about enduring (1:23).117 The force of the imperative here, together with the 

                                                
114 [Cicero], Rhet. Her., 4.26.35. Cicero goes on to explain that the transitio has value because it both 

reminds the hearer of what the speaker has said and prepares him for what is to come. Bruce Longenecker 
calls this rhetorical device “chain-link interlock” (Rhetoric at the Boundaries: The Art and Theology of the 
New Testament Chain-Link Transitions [Waco, TX: Baylor University Press, 2005]). 

115 Lightfoot, Colossians, 176; Wright, Colossians, 98; Bruce, Epistle, 93. This usage is known to 
Paul, e.g. 1 Cor 11:23; 15:1, 3; Gal 1:9, 12; 1 Thes 4:1, 2; though cf. Phil 4:9; Col 4:17; 1 Thes 2:13.  

116 What they have here received is connected directly in 2:7 to what they were taught (e0dida&xqhte). 

117 The perfect tense of r0izo/w denotes a present settled state, while the present tenses of the 
following participles point toward their ongoing and continual nature. Thus these participles “connect the 
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title ku&riov being applied emphatically to Christ, indicates Paul’s transition into a more 

concentrated focus on their continuation.118 

 

C. Paraenesis (2:6-4:6) 

Following the prolonged exordium, the second major portion of the letter-body centres 

around paraenesis. This section shifts to argumentative rhetoric and exhortation, 

evidenced stylistically by shortened sentences and the increased use of the conjunction 

ou}n (2:6, 16; 3:1, 5, 12) to connect sections. Though some commentators have separated 

the polemic of 2:6-23 into a separate section from the exhortations of 3:1-4:6, the unity 

of 2:6-4:6 as paraenesis is demonstrable on a number of levels. First, the entire section is 

framed by the imperative peripatei=te which, apart from the epistolary conclusion, is 

both the first and last imperative of the entire letter (2:6; 4:5). This injunction gathers 

both the polemic (2:8-23) and the exhortations (3:1-4:6) under a common command 

concerning the manner in which life in Christ is to be conducted. Second, though 2:20-

23 fits thematically with the preceding context, its structural relationship to 3:1-4 makes 

the placement of a major break between 2:23 and 3:1 unnatural. Therefore, 2:6-4:6 will 

be treated as a single unit of text in which Paul uses argumentative rhetoric to make an 

appeal centred around the imperative peripatei=te. 

 

i. Negative Paraenesis: Polemic (2:8-23) 

Beginning in 2:8, Paul returns to the broad warning he introduced in 2:4 and now 

becomes more explicit in his warnings. The section is structured around three warnings 

and a rhetorical question as follows:  
 

i.  Ble/pete mh& tij u(ma~j e1stai o( sulagwgw~n (2:8) 
ii.  Mh_ ou}n tij u(ma~j krine/tw (2:16) 
iii. mhdei\j u(ma~j katabrabeue/tw (2:18) 

                                                                                                                                           
past with present, ongoing reality” (MacDonald, Colossians, 88; cf. Lohse, Colossians, 93; O'Brien, 
Colossians, 107; Wright, Colossians, 99; Moo, Colossians, 181). 

118 The title here used of Christ, to_n Xristo_n 0Ihsou~n to_n ku&rion, further underscores the central 
role of 2:6-7, for this is the only time after 1:3 that the three titles are all brought together. Indeed, Paul 
heavily favours Xristo_v throughout the letter and uses ku&rioj primarily in the haustafel (3:18-4:1).  
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iv. ti/ . . . dogmati/zesqe; (2:20) 

Each warning is in turn followed by a christological explanation contrasting Christ with 

the errant content of the warning. Following the first warning in 2:8, the explanation 

leads into a proof in 2:9-15 reminiscent of the epideictic proof in 1:15-20, before 

returning again to warnings in 2:16. In this analysis, the warnings will be considered 

individually with special attention given to the explanations Paul provides for them. At 

this point, discussion of historical parallels and reconstruction of opponents will be 

reserved for the fifth chapter of this thesis. This chapter will focus instead on the 

rhetorical function of these warnings and will argue that Paul uses the warnings as 

oppositional rhetoric in order to define the body in relation to Christ and in contrast to 

the world. Therefore, Paul’s exhortations relating to Christ and the body provide the 

rhetorical thread that holds the warnings together. 

 

a. First warning (2:8-15) 

The first warning begins with ble/pete which, when followed by mh&, is a warning to 

watch out or beware.119 The warning again points to an indefinite person (tij; cf. mhdei/j 

in 2:4). The use of tij here is enigmatic, resulting either because Paul does not have a 

specific opponent in view or because he does not care to name his opponent. Further, the 

present tense form of the imperative indicates a general instruction to a general situation, 

or “situations in general.”120 Rather than emphasizing the actuality or identity of his 

opponents, Paul is here concerned with the means and the consequences of their 

influence upon the Colossians. Regarding consequence, Paul warns the Colossians 

against those who would take them captive (o( sulagwgw~n), a serious consequence 

                                                
119 BDAG, 143; Dunn, Colossians, 146. Though normally followed by the subjunctive, the future 

indicative (e1stai) here is unusual but of little consequence. The author of Hebrews follows ble/pete with 
both the subjunctive (Heb 12:25) and the future indicative (Heb 3:12) with no apparent distinction in 
meaning. Nevertheless, much has been made of the indicative here. Lightfoot suggests it emphasizes that 
“the danger is real,” O’Brien sees it as strengthening the warning, and Moulton interprets it in light of the 
negative mh& as a “cautious assertion” meaning “perhaps” (Lightfoot, Colossians, 178; O'Brien, Colossians, 
109; James H. Moulton, A Grammar of New Testament Greek [Edinburgh: T&T Clark, 1906], 192-193). 

120 Constantine R. Campbell, Basics of Verbal Aspect in Biblical Greek (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 
2008), 70. All the imperatives within the warnings are in the present tense (2:16, 18; cf. 2:20). 
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likely the result of evil intent.121 Regarding means, the capture is accomplished through a 

philosophy which Paul pejoratively describes as empty (kenh~j) in contrast to the fullness 

of Christ (2:3, 9).   

Paul continues his negative evaluation of filosofi/a with three parallel 

prepositional phrases, each beginning with kata/. The first two, tradition and stoicheia, 

will be discussed at length in the fifth chapter with regard to their historical parallels. But 

the third and final phrase, kai\ ou) kata_ Xristo/n, is also the most important rhetorically. 

This negative evaluation provides the final judgment that holds together the preceding 

criticisms, for Paul criticizes this alternative philosophy in light of its ultimate 

deficiency, namely that it is antithetical to Christ.122 Paul thereby evaluates the 

philosophy against the Christ he introduced as a proof within the hymn (1:15-20). 

Paul next provides the reason (introduced by o(/ti) for his warning in three 

statements, each of which echoes and develops concepts from the Christ-hymn (1:15-

20). First, in 2:9, Paul recalls plh&rwma from 1:19, but now he modifies it with th~j 

qeo&thtoj and swmatikw~j. The meaning of swmatikw~j may be purposely enigmatic 

here, referring to either the church or Christ’s physical body (1:22), and it foreshadows 

the central role sw~ma will play in the impending polemic (2:17, 19, 23).123 Second, Paul 

applies the concept of plh&rwma to the Colossians, suggesting that because of their 

position in Christ (e0n au)tw; cf. 1:16, 17, 19), they have received his plh&rwma.124 This 

union with Christ, foreshadowed dramatically in 1:27, sets the stage for Paul’s second 

                                                
121 Lohse, Colossians, 94; Moo, Colossians, 185.  

122 It is the “key test” and the “real sting” of Paul’s evaluation (Dunn, Colossians, 151; Moo, 
Colossians, 192). 

123 In Colossians, sw~ma can refer to the physical body (2:23), to the church as Christ’s metaphorical 
body (1:18, 24; 2:19; 3:5) and to reality as opposed to shadows (2:17). Most scholars suggest swmatikw~j 
here refers to Christ’s physical body (1:22; cf. 1:20; e.g. Lightfoot, Colossians, 182; Bird, Colossians, 77). 
Other scholars further argue that the present tense verb katoikei= also brings into focus Christ’s post-
resurrection state (Schweizer, Colossians, 138; Sumney, Colossians, 133). On the other hand, Lohse 
suggests it is used here to underscore the reality of the fullness (Colossians, 100).  Most scholars reject the 
possibility that Paul has in view the community of the church as the ongoing dwelling place of Christ’s 
fullness.  

124 The absence of an object underscores the broad scope of this fullness, while the perfect tense 
emphasizes the completeness of the action leading to a given state of affairs (Moo, Colossians, 193-195; 
Stanley E. Porter, Idioms of the Greek New Testament, Biblical Languages: Greek [Sheffield: JSOT Press, 
1992], 21-22). 
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proof in 2:11-15. Third, Paul again echoes the hymn and states explicitly Christ’s 

headship over the rulers and authorities (2:10; cf. 1:16). Thus the first (fulness dwells in 

Christ) and third (Christ is head of powers) statements summarize Christ’s supremacy, 

while the second statement (you have been filled in Christ) advances Paul’s argument by 

connecting the main proof regarding Christ from the first chapter to the warning of 2:8. 

Put into a simple syllogism, Paul’s statement regarding believers being filled in Christ 

provides the minor premise of Paul’s logic. 
 

Major Premise: The fullness dwells in Christ. 
Minor Premise: You have been filled in Christ. 
Conclusion:  Therefore, watch out. 

This syllogism demonstrates the connection of the warning to Paul’s preceding rhetoric. 

Having introduced the warning, Paul returns immediately to the Christology of 1:15-20, 

restating and relying upon his earlier proof. This syllogism further indicates Paul’s 

awareness of external influences that could potentially jeopardize the integrity of the 

Colossians’ commitment to Christ. Though Paul will return to this warning in 2:16-23 

with further detail, he first turns to a detailed explanation that functions as a proof for the 

minor premise e0ste\ e0n au)tw|~ peplhrwme/noi.  

 

Second Proof: Filled in Christ (2:11-15) 

In 2:11-15, Paul expands on the Colossians’ position in Christ and the nature of the 

fullness they have received (2:10).125 Paul uses a number of metaphors to paint a vivid 

picture but in so doing creates a number of grammatical and syntactical problems 

including elongated sentences, participial strings, a shift in subject and object (2:13), and 

rare terms. Like 1:15-20, therefore, it is possible that Paul is using traditional material or 

even referencing a baptismal liturgy.126 This study will again bypass questions of source 

                                                
125 Moo, Colossians, 196; Sumney, Colossians, 135.  

126 Scholars disagree regarding both the nature and extent of the background sources for 2:11-15. 
Cannon surveys those suggesting a direct background of traditional sources and discerns a liturgical 
background (Traditional Materials, 37-49). Others note that the language and style may not be foreign to 
Paul and therefore could be his own composition (Moo, Colossians, 208). The moderate position is also 
the most favourable, namely that Paul is echoing traditional terms associated with baptism, though not 
necessarily reciting a liturgy (Sumney, Colossians, 143-144). MacDonald suggests Paul’s intent may be to 
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and minor exegetical issues and focus instead on the key rhetorical themes and their 

function within the letter.127  

The proof divides into two sections, the first describing the believer’s soteriological 

experience with Christ in metaphorical terms (2:11-13) and the second describing the 

accomplishments of Christ in the cross (2:14-15). In the first section, Paul uses 

metaphors to describe the fullness the Colossians have received in Christ. First, they 

have been circumcised (perietmh&qhte) in Christ (2:11).128 Paul here recalls the Jewish 

rite of circumcision by which members of the covenant community were marked, but he 

does so in clear metaphorical fashion, for this circumcision is not done with hands.129 

Instead, it is a circumcision of Christ that actually does away with the entire body of the 

flesh. This circumcision of Christ, therefore, is a reference to the death of Christ, and the 

believer’s circumcision is a metaphorical description of their death with him (cf. 2:20).130 

His death, then, leads into the second sentence and the metaphor of baptism, where the 

believer has been immersed with Christ in his burial and raised with him by the same 

work of God that raised him from the dead. Taken together, Paul appropriates the 

initiation rites of the Jewish and Christian communities to underscore the union of the 

Colossian believers with Christ in his death, burial and resurrection.131 

                                                                                                                                           
recall the baptismal rite itself rather than a liturgy associated with it (Colossians, 99). Generally speaking, 
scholars are less inclined to see a traditional source behind 2:11-15 than 1:15-20. 

127 Dunn suggests that despite the problems with the details, the overall thrust of the passage is clearly 
discernable (Colossians, 153-154, 169-170). 

128 This introduction of a clearly Jewish theme is unexpected in a letter where Paul has avoided direct 
reference to the Old Testament. However, there is no indication that Paul is refuting an adversary on this 
point. Instead, circumcision plays an important role within Paul’s rhetoric. Paul is recalling rites of 
initiation to underscore the completeness of the believer’s conversion experience in Christ, and the 
metaphor of circumcision provides a rhetorical vehicle alongside baptism for him to elaborate his point 
(Moule, Epistles of Paul, 194; O'Brien, Colossians, 119; Schweizer, Colossians, 142). Further, if 
circumcision was central to the opponents, it would likely reappear in 2:16-23 (Moo, Colossians, 197).  
Nevertheless, several see this as a direct rebuttal of opponents advocating for circumcision (Dunn, 
Colossians, 155; Wright, Colossians, 104). 

129 The metaphorical use of circumcision is not foreign to Jewish literature, where it is at times 
spiritualized (e.g. Deut 10:16; Jer 4:4; Ezek 44:7; 1QS 5:5). 

130 O'Brien, Colossians, 116-117; Dunn, Colossians, 158. 

131 In 1 Cor 15, Paul reminds the Corinthians of the eu)agge/lion (1 Cor 15:1-2) they have received 
(paralamba/nw; cf. Col 2:6) from Paul, who also received it and passed it on (1 Cor 15:3), and which 
consists of Christ’s death, burial, and resurrection. These three elements, therefore, are the fundamental 
essence of the Pauline gospel-tradition and the Colossians are participants in them through their union with 
Christ. By implication, the tradition in Col 2:6 that leads to the controlling imperative in the letter 
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Paul next again uses the vivid second person plural (cf. 1:21) by disclocating  u(ma=j 

from its verb (sunezwopoi/hsen) and inserting a participial clause between them (2:13). 

This emphatic verse contrasts the state of the Colossians before and after their experiece 

in Christ and describes the present condition of the Colossians as a result of what took 

place in their circumcision and baptism.132 The change is essentially a shift from death to 

life, though Paul also indicates they have gone from being in transgression and 

uncircumcision to forgiveness of their trespasses.133 

Seen in this fashion, 2:13 provides the before-and-after description of the 

Colossians’ state, while 2:11-12 describes the “initial soteric experience” of union with 

Christ by which the dramatic change has taken place.134 Put together, 2:11-13 provides 

the following chronological framework for the believer’s experience in Christ: 
 
You were dead in your sins (2:13) 

  You were circumcised with Christ (2:11) 
  You were buried with Christ (2:12) 
  You were raised with Christ (2:12) 
 You are alive with Christ (2:13) 
 

The overall effect is a union of the Colossians in the death, burial, and resurrection of 

Christ leading to the new resurrection life that comes with forgiveness of sins. This new 

life in Christ is the central element to Paul’s explanation of 2:10. 

The second section of the proof (2:14-15) returns to the cross of Christ (cf. 1:20) and 

presents two major accomplishments of Christ in the cross – he has removed the written 

code and he has triumphed over the powers. Though both of these will be discussed 

further regarding historical parallels in chapter five of this thesis, some observations will 

                                                                                                                                           
(peripatei=te) includes not only Christ’s fullness but also the fullness the believers have received in him 
(2:10). Thus Paul’s paranaesis in 2:6-3:17 flows from the beginning not just out of the major premise of 
the syllogism, but also the minor premise.    

132 The language of transformation from a past state to a present state also reflects 1:13 and 1:21 (cf. 
Eph 2:5). Note also that Paul shifts from the preposition e2n in 2:11-12 to su\n in 2:13. 

133 Paul’s use of death here as the state of a person before Christ suggests Paul used the metaphor of 
circumcision to represent death with Christ in 2:11 to avoid confusion over the two deaths. This further 
confirms the rhetorical use of circumcision rather than a rebuttal to an opponent. 

134 Richard B. Gaffin Jr., Resurrection and Redemption: A Study in Paul's Soteriology (Phillipsburg, 
NJ: P&R Publishing, 1987), 44. 
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be made here. Paul first states that Christ has “removed from the midst” (au)to_ h}rken e0k 

tou~ me/sou) the xeiro&grafon, or the written-code, with its dogmas.135 This code stood 

opposed to mankind (kaq ) h(mw~n and u(penanti/on h(mi=n) but has now been erased 

(e0calei/yaj) and nailed to the cross (proshlw&saj). Next, Paul describes Christ’s 

victory over the rulers and authorities. He has stripped (a)pekdusa&menoj) them, divested 

them of their armaments, and led them in a Roman triumphal procession.136 Thus by his 

death, Christ not only gave new life to believers, but also removed the xeiro&grafon and 

triumphed over the powers. 

In summary, 2:11-15 details what the believers have gained by their filling in Christ. 

Paul uses the metaphors of circumcision and baptism to illustrate dramatically the 

participation of the believer in Christ’s death and resurrection, and he adds to this 

Christ’s removal of the xeiro&grafon and his victory over the powers. New life, 

therefore, is the essence of that with which the Colossians have been filled, leading to the 

following detailed syllogism of 2:11-15: 
 

Major Premise:  All the fullness of deity dwells in the bodily Christ, who is 
the head of all rulers and authorities; 

Minor Premise: You also are in Christ having been filled with the new life 
and victory of resurrection in him. 

Conclusion: Therefore, watch out lest you be taken captive by someone 
wielding a philosophy of empty rhetoric that is opposed to 
Christ.  

                                                
135 The dogmas are in the dative, indicicating the reason or attending circumstances of this hostility. 

Were this a dative of means by which Christ removed the xeiro&grafon, the reference to dogma in 2:20 
would be inexplicable (cf. Lohse, Colossians, 109; O'Brien, Colossians, 125; MacDonald, Colossians, 
102). 

136 Though the middle voice would typically indicate Christ divested himself of these powers, the 
verb is used throughout Colossians to speak of removal from influence over the Colossians (2:11; 3:9). 
Therefore, it is more likely that a)pekdusa&menoj is deponent in meaning, indicating that Christ has 
stripped the authorities and powers of their dominion over the Colossians. Most scholars agree, among 
them Lohse, Colossians, 112; O'Brien, Colossians, 127; Walter Wink, Naming the Powers: The Language 
of Power in the New Testament (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1984), 57-59; J. Gnilka, Der Kolosserbrief, 
HTKNT (Freiburg: Herder, 1980), 142; Percy, Probleme, 96-97. However, Lightfoot makes a strong and 
enduring case for the middle voice (Colossians, 190-191; cf. Moule, Epistles of Paul, 101-102). The 
lingering e0n au)tw|~ has caused some to suggest the subject switched from Christ to God at some point in 
2:14-15, or it may refer to the cross in 2:14. However, it is also plausible that the phrase has become so 
common to Paul’s depiction of Christ that he has added it on without thought for the grammatical 
problems it might cause. Plutarch describes a triumphal procession in dramatic fashion (Aemilius Paulus 
32-34). 
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This analysis demonstrates that Paul’s primary agenda in 2:11-15 is to serve as a 

proof supporting Paul’s minor premise. Therefore, Paul’s statements here serve an 

important role in Paul’s underlying argumentation, for without this section, Paul’s minor 

premise would collapse. This suggests Paul has not written this section as a mere rebuttal 

against opponents.137 Nevertheless, the warning of 2:8 still lingers, and Paul next turns to 

a further elaboration of that warning in 2:16-23.   

 

b. Second warning (2:16-17) 

Beginning in 2:16, Paul returns to his warning and now fills in details. The structure here 

is parallel to 2:8. Paul again uses the conjunction ou}n to connect the warnings of 2:16-23 

to the preceding context as a logical conclusion and he instructs them to not allow an 

unnamed third party (tij) to have influence over them, even as he did in 2:8.138 Now, 

however, Paul changes the verb to kri/nw and uses the third person imperative form not 

only to place a prohibition on the third party against judging the Colossian church, but 

also to appeal to the Colossians to prevent them from doing so.139 Paul follows this with 

a list of particular regulations regarding which such judgment is not to be allowed, and 

this list will be discussed at length in chapter five of this thesis. 

In 2:17, Paul explains the reason for this warning in a simple contrast between 

shadow (skia/) and body (sw~ma). The contrast between shadow and reality is well-

known in Platonism, where eikw=n and sometimes sw~ma were used to denote reality.140 

However, sw~ma has become a recurring term within the letter and here underscores the 

substance of Christ as opposed to shadows.141 This contrast, therefore, appears to be a 

                                                
137 Gnilka, for example, sees Paul’s argument in 2:11-15 as direct counter-points to the teachings of 

the opponents (Kolosserbrief, 143). 

138 O'Brien, Colossians, 136; Moo, Colossians, 218. 

139 Though kri/nw can be neutral in meaning, the context here and the grammatical form indicate this 
judgment intends to influence their behavior or perhaps exclude them from the new people of God (BDAG, 
567; O'Brien, Colossians, 138; Wright, Colossians, 119). Paul’s warning, therefore, exhorts the Colossians 
to resist such influence by disallowing the judgment (cf. Rom 6:12). 

140 Plato, Resp., 514A-520A; cf. Philo, Conf., 190; Lohse, Colossians, 116; O'Brien, Colossians, 139. 

141 Lexically, sw~ma can mean reality in this sense, though throughout the letter Paul uses it to refer to 
Christ’s physical body and to the body of the church (BDAG, 983-84). However, the contrast with shadow 
suggests an emphasis on substance at this point, while the context of the letter insinuates that Paul is also 
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restatement of the contrast Paul made in the earlier warning between the emptiness 

(keno/j) of philosophy and the fullness (plh&rwma) of Christ (2:8-10; cf. 2:2-3). But Paul 

also modifies sw~ma with the participle mello&ntwn, suggesting that the contrast is not 

merely metaphysical, but also temporal, for the shadows anticipate something that was 

later revealed in Christ (cf. Heb 10:1).142 Thus in this case, Paul does not pejoratively 

condemn this list of regulations as if it were fundamentally opposed to Christ (as in 

2:19), but rather points to their deficiency as regulations that are connected to Christ yet 

of themselves incomplete, for they arise from an earlier age. 

This warning with its corresponding reasoning comprise an enthymeme, the 

assumed element of which Paul expects his audience to embrace as innately credible.143 
 

Major Premise:  Christ is the new age. 
Minor Premise: (In Christ, you are members of the new age.) 
Conclusion:  Therefore, don’t be judged according to the practices of 

those belonging to the former age of shadows. 

The first premise is an expansion of 1:15-20, while the second premise is an implied 

truth from the second proof (2:11-15). By truncating the syllogism and eliding the 

second premise, Paul anticipates that this premise is self-evident to the audience based 

on the proofs presented thus far. He thereby uses the warning to further elaborate the 

fullness they have received in Christ. 

 

c. Third warning (2:18-19) 

The structure of the third warning is closely parallel to the second in 2:16, though Paul 

now uses mhdei\j instead of mh_ tij and katabrabeu/w instead of kri/nw.144 
                                                                                                                                           
possibly alluding to Christ’s physical body or even the church (cf. 2:19; Moule, Epistles of Paul, 103; 
Wright, Colossians, 120-121; MacDonald, Colossians, 111). 

142 O'Brien, Colossians, 140. 

143 Though the proposed meanings are broad, enthymemes are most commonly described as 
incomplete syllogisms in which the conclusion is stated first, followed by one reason or premise, while the 
second premise is left unstated. The author thereby assumes either that the audience already agrees on this 
self-evident second premise, or that it has been made sufficiently obvious by the context that the audience 
should be able to insert it with ease (Robbins, Tapestry, 59, 80). For additional descriptions of 
enthymemes, see Quintilian, Orat., 5.10.1-3; Demetrius, Style, 30-33; Aristotle, Rhet., 2.21.2. 

144 Because of the notoriously difficult interpretive problems in the text, Lightfoot resorts to 
proposing significant textual emendations even though he finds no corroborating evidence in the 
manuscripts (Colossians, 196-197). 
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Katabrabeu/w refers to unjust condemnation or injury, thus being an intensified 

parallel to kri/nw.145 The ensuing content of this warning is grammatically complex and 

notoriously difficult to interpret, as Paul points to those who would delight in humility 

and worshipping angels, and these practices are in turn connected in some fashion to 

visions and entrance. The specificity of Paul’s referents in 2:18 places this warning 

alongside 2:16 at the pinnacle of Paul’s polemic and thereby makes it central to any 

reconstruction of the opponents. A thorough consideration of this warning and its 

historical parallels will be provided in the fifth chapter of this thesis.  

Like 2:17, Paul turns from the content of the warning to his own evaluation and 

creates a contrast between the warning and the proofs he has developed throughout the 

letter. The participle fusiou&menoj points toward the puffing up of conceit, while the 

adverb ei0kh|~ points to its vanity or emptiness, now a common critique (2:8, 17). Paul 

points to the mind (nou=j) as the instrument of this conceit, then qualifies it negatively as 

th=j sarko_j au)tou~. By this addendum, Paul denigrates the source of the vision by 

attributing it to the very nature the Christian has put off in the circumcision of Christ.146  

The final participle (kratw~n) provides the contrast to fusiou&menoj and, as 

evidenced by Paul’s lengthy elaboration, provides the culmination of his critique and the 

emphasis of the entire warning. Paul returns to the hymn to reveal that the fundamental 

problem he has in view is failure to not hold fast to the head, who is Christ (1:18).147 Paul 

explains the reason why this is problematic by returning to and expanding on the 

metaphor of the body in relation to Christ as its head, namely that it is from (e0k) the head 

that the body is able to grow with the growth of God (au!cei th_n au!chsin tou~ qeou~). 

                                                
145 Kent Yinger persuasively argues against the context of athletic games and the subsequent 

translation as “disqualify,” favouring instead a forensic background to the term. This better fits the context 
here and Paul’s use of kri/nw in 2:16 (Kent Yinger, “Translating Katabrabeuet/ ['Disqualify,' NRSV] in 
Colossians 2.18,” BT 54 [2003]: 138-145; cf. BDAG, 515; Lohse, Colossians, 117). 

146 Paul also uses sa/rc in the letter to describe the physical body (1:22, 24; 2:1, 5), and could 
therefore be suggesting the source of the vision is in the physical realm rather than being genuinely 
heavenly as proposed by the opponents. However, in the immediate context, Paul uses sa/rc to speak of 
the sinful nature of the old man, leading to the interpretation here (2:11, 23). 

147 Throughout the letter, Christ is the head, and this is affirmed again in 2:19 by the masculine 
relative pronoun where normally a feminine would be used to connect to kefalh&.  
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Au!cw recalls the prayers in the exordium, where it spoke of the expansion of the Gospel 

throughout the world (1:6) as well as the growth of the local body in the knowledge of 

God (1:10). Paul therefore has in mind both the growth in size of the body as well as its 

developing character as the body receives nourishment and intertwining, both 

presumably provided by the head. Further, this growth is accomplished through the 

joints (a(fh/) and sinews (su/ndesmoj), a hendiadys together referring to the holding 

together of the body.148  

The warning thus culminates in a strong concern for the unity of the body, which is 

held together even as the members of the body hold fast to Christ. The central problem 

of those against whom Paul warns here is that they have released their grip on Christ and 

thereby threaten the unity of the body, of which the Colossian believers are a part. This 

warning also comprises an enthymeme, the elided portion of which places the Colossians 

directly within the body of Christ for the first time in the letter. 
 

Major premise: Christ is the head of the body, nourishing and knitting it 
together. 

Minor premise: (In Christ, you are members of the body of Christ.) 
Conclusion: Therefore, do not be disqualified by the practices arising 

from the puffed up minds of those disconnected from 
Christ. 

Therefore, what at first appears to be a warning regarding Christology or even 

soteriology, actually focuses upon ecclesiology.149 If in 2:16-17 the Colossians were 

brought into a new age, now they are brought into a new body, the unity of which is 

Paul’s ultimate concern. This unity is in turn compromised when its members are enticed 

by the empty and conceited notions of the fleshly mind and thereby loosen their grip on 

the head. This warning functions, therefore, as an admonition to the church to hold fast 

to the head, for it is from him that the entire body grows and is held together in unity.150 

                                                
148 This language regarding the joints and sinews is consistent with ancient physiology (Lightfoot, 

Colossians, 200; Lohse, Colossians, 122). 

149 The warning, therefore looks back further than Christ’s victory over the powers (2:15) to the 
believer’s position in Christ (2:10-13). It is “more ecclesiological than christological” (Dunn, Colossians, 
187). 

150 In this way, the warning flows naturally out of Paul’s particular ministry to the Colossians and his 
goal of knitting them together in love (2:2). 
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d. Summary of Warnings and Transitio (2:20-23) 

The fourth and final warning functions as half of the hinge (alongside 3:1-4) connecting 

the warnings of 2:8-19 to the exhortations of 3:5-4:6. Thematically, 2:20-23 fits with the 

preceding warnings, as it echoes and summarizes several key terms and concepts.151 

Structurally, the conditional clause of 2:20 (ei0 a)peqa&nete su_n Xristw|~) is closely 

parallel to that in 3:1 (ei0 ou}n sunhge/rqhte tw|~ Xristw|~), and death in 2:20 is to be taken 

together with resurrection in 3:1. Thus Paul uses 2:20-23 to connect the warnings very 

closely to his exhortation. 

The interpretation of these verses (particularly 2:22-23) is made difficult because of 

rare terms, complex grammar, and syntactical confusion, leading Moule to suggest the 

meaning of 2:23 is “hopelessly obscure.”152 Like the previous warnings, further 

discussion regarding the historical referents of these verses will be reserved for chapter 

five of this thesis. This section will instead consider the structure of Paul’s 

argumentation and how this transitio furthers Paul’s rhetoric in the letter. In 2:20-23, 

Paul appropriates three enthymemes as explanation, one in the apodosis of 2:20 and the 

other two introduced by relative pronouns (a# in 2:22, and o(/stij in 2:23). 

In 2:20, Paul uses a first-class condition to make a logical deduction.153 In the 

protasis, Paul draws upon his second proof and states explicitly what he described by 

metaphor in 2:11, namely that believers have died with Christ. Further, Paul now adds 

a)po_ tw~n stoixei/wn tou~ ko&smou, indicating the Colossians have been released from 

the domain of the stoixei=a, which had previously only been placed in a simple contrast 

to Christ (2:8).154 From this two-fold development, Paul draws a conclusion in the form 

of a question: ti/ w(j zw~ntej e0n ko&smw| dogmati/zesqe; Echoing do&gma in 2:14, the 

                                                
151 These include a)peqa&nete su_n Xristw|~ (2:11-12), tw~n stoixei/wn tou~ ko&smou (2:8), 

dogmati/zesqe (2:14), tw~n a)nqrw&pwn (2:8), e0qeloqrhski/a| kai\ tapeinofrosu&nh| (2:18), and sw&matoj 
. . . sarko&j (2:11, 17, 19). 

152 Moule, Epistles of Paul, 108. 

153 As such, it could be translated “since” (Wright, Colossians, 125). On the first-class condition in 
general, see Wallace, Greek Grammar, 692. 

154 Because a)poqnh&|skw is typically followed by the dative, the unusual use of a)po_ places emphasis 
on the idea of release from the stoixei=a (Lohse, Colossians, 123; Moo, Colossians, 233). 
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passive form here refers to submitting to these rules, examples of which follow in 2:21. 

While the present tense may indicate that the Colossians are presently succumbing 

(“why are you being dogmatized”), it is better understood as an undefined possibility 

(“why be dogmatized”).155 The rhetorical question begs the answer that such 

dogmatization ought not be the case for the Colossians. 

The first reason for the warning is found in the simile connecting the apodosis to the 

protasis, w(j zw~ntej e0n ko&smw. Having been released from the stoixei=a of the world, 

the Colossians are now no longer living within the domain of the world, where people 

submit to dogmas. Thus Paul uses submission to dogma to draw a stark contrast between 

those who have died with Christ and those who live in the world, highlighting the 

practices that separate them. This warning forms a syllogism as follows: 
 

Major Premise: With Christ you died away from the stoicheia of the world. 
Minor Premise: (In Christ, you no longer live in the world.) 
Conclusion:  Therefore, why – as if you lived in the world – be 

dogmatized by its rules, such as don’t handle, don’t taste, 
and don’t touch? 

From this opening enthymeme, Paul provides further criticism of the dogmas of the 

world, recalling throughout the implications he has already stated regarding the 

believer’s position in Christ. He gives examples of these dogmas (2:21), then turns again 

to evaluation introduced by a relative pronoun in 2:22 (cf. 2:17, 18). These dogmas are 

flawed because their application ultimately leads to decay (fqora/), giving them a 

temporary quality in contrast to the renewal of life in Christ, echoing 2:13. This provides 

the second enthymeme: 
 
 Major premise: These dogmas are destined to perish. 

 Minor premise: (In Christ, you have life rather than death.) 
 Conclusion:  Therefore, why be dogmatized by them? 

Paul further adds to this a criticism of the source of these dogmas, which arise from the 

commandments and teachings of men. Both the preposition (kata/) and the source (tw~n 

                                                
155 The present tense of the imperative is likely another example of a general instruction (Campbell, 

Basics, 70; Porter, Idioms, 53-54). 
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a)nqrw&pwn) recall the original warning in 2:8 and the contrast between those traditions 

arising from men and that which is of Christ. 

In verse 23, Paul begins with o(/stij, again referring back to the dogmas of verse 21, 

but now also broadening his criticism to refer to commands “of this sort.”156 Though the 

grammar is difficult, the verse is best seen as a me/n…de/ clause in which the de/ has been 

elided. In the me/n clause, Paul acknowledges that such dogmas have an element or 

appearance (lo&goj) of wisdom, though this functions as a pejorative slight when viewed 

in contrast to the fullness of wisdom hidden in Christ (2:3).157 Paul further explains this 

apparent wisdom by returning to elements of his warning in 2:18, combining qe/lw and 

qrhskei/a to form e0qeloqrhski/a and modifying tapeinofrosu&nh| with a)feidi/a 

sw&matoj. These changes may be the result of a polemical bias being applied to the 

more objective terminology in 2:18, but Paul apparently has the same referents in 

mind.158 

The final phrase in 2:23 is also the de/ clause and contains Paul’s final critique. 

Though these regulations attempt to discipline the body, Paul condemns them for their 

ultimate inability to restrain the gratification (plhsmonh/) of the flesh.159 In Paul’s own 

narrative regarding the believer’s position in Christ, the flesh is the definitive attribute of 

the former state of death (2:13) and it is that which is done away with in the 

metaphorical circumcision accomplished in union with Christ’s death (2:11). Thus in 

contrast to Christ, who has conquered the problem of the flesh, the regulations are 

ineffective toward this end, resulting in the fifth and final enthymeme. 
 

                                                
156 Lightfoot, Colossians, 203-205; cf. BDAG, 729; Lohse, Colossians, 204; Moo, Colossians, 238; 

O'Brien, Colossians, 152. 

157 Lightfoot argues for this interpretation of lo&goj, while BDAG suggests it here means to “make a 
case” for wisdom (Lightfoot, Colossians, 205; BDAG, 601). 

158 The recollection of 2:18 was not missed by a few scribes who created a textual discrepancy by 
inserting tou nooj in 2:23 (Metzger, Textual Commentary, 557). 

159 Though the precise meaning of e0n timh|~ tini pro_j plhsmonh_n th~j sarko&j is ambiguous, the 
overall meaning is the same: these regulations are incapable of dealing with the problem of the flesh. On 
the particular view utilized here, see Moo, Colossians, 239-241. Alternatively, Lohse interprets the phrase 
to mean that all the regulations accomplish “is nothing but the satiation of the flesh” (Colossians, 127). For 
further discussion, see O'Brien, Colossians, 154-155. 
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Major premise: All such dogmas have no value in restraining the 
gratification of the flesh. 

 Minor premise: (In Christ, your flesh has been done away with.) 
 Conclusion:  Therefore, why be dogmatized by them? 

Put together with 2:18, the irony is that while on the surface these regulations intend to 

subdue the flesh, Paul suggests they actually arise from the flesh and are thereby the 

flesh’s attempt to give the appearance of constraint, while actually achieving the self-

preservation of the flesh. 

Verses 20-23, therefore, bring together all the warnings of 2:8-19 and put them in 

direct contrast to his statements regarding the fullness believers have received in Christ. 

Further, the rhetorical question of 2:20 is significant to Paul’s argument as he creates a 

sharp separation between the believer in Christ and those in the world. By dying with 

Christ, the believer has been removed from the domain of the world, and subsequently 

the new life lived in Christ is distinct from the lives led by those in the world. The 

dogmas and practices described throughout the warnings are to be avoided because they 

belong to the world and therefore do not pertain to the one living in Christ. The rejection 

of these dogmas provides a smooth transition into the positive exhortations regarding 

how one ought to live in Christ (3:1-4:6). 

 

e. Rhetorical Function of Polemic (2:16-23) 

In the rhetorical handbooks, opponents of some sort are always in view. This is true 

especially of judicial rhetoric, where the context involved two rhetoricians debating a 

particular issue, with each rhetor expected to respond directly to the thesis of his 

opponent.160 The primacy given to judicial rhetoric within the handbooks exposes the 

centrality this form of oppositional rhetoric received.161 Though deliberative and 

epideictic rhetoric did not require a context of direct debate, the emphasis on repudiating 

                                                
160 This context of direct confrontation had great effect on the discourse. For example, the 

arrangement of the speech was modified when one followed his adversary depending upon the perceived 
effectiveness of the adversary’s speech upon the audience ([Cicero], Rhet. Her., 1.9). 

161 For example, Cicero devotes his first two books to judicial rhetoric ([Cicero], Rhet. Her., 1-2), but 
only a few sections to deliberative (3.7-9) and epideictic (3.11-15). Similarly, Aristotle gives judicial 
rhetoric the most treatment (six chapters, compared to one for epideictic and five for deliberative) but 
places it at the end (Rhet., 1.1-15). 
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opposing views carried over.162 Thus when arranging a speech, the rhetor was advised to 

include a section devoted to the repudiation of opponents. Proofs were set forth 

alongside refutations, for the complement of persuasion and dissuasion further 

strengthened the case.163  Likewise within the style of a speech, rhetors were to use 

contrast and contrary views as a foil to strengthen their own point. Thus persuasion as an 

act or goal assumes throughout the presence of alternative views or courses of action that 

also seek to persuade one’s audience, so that a persuasive cause for one’s own view 

naturally involves the repudiation of alternative views. To affirm one view was 

necessarily to reject another, so that persuasion of one view required dissuasion 

regarding opposing views. 

In such cases, the presence of oppositional rhetoric does not presuppose the actual 

presence of a literal opponent engaged in active debate with the audience. Rather, the 

oppositional views incorporated in the speech are derived from other sources. They may 

be a hypothetical interlocutor, as in the diatribe, whereby the rhetor anticipates the 

arguments that may be raised against their position and, by raising them himself, 

demonstrates his awareness of the challenges and provides a thoughtful response to 

them.164 In such instances, no opponent exists who adheres to the sum of the challenges 

raised; rather, the imaginary opponents and their hypothetical views are used as the 

rhetor’s foil to advance his own view. 

In other cases, a rhetor may develop his thesis by repudiating potential antithetical 

views as a means toward strengthening his own.165 In such cases, the rhetor demonstrates 

                                                
162 Thus though Aristotle suggests there can be no direct reply to opponents in deliberative or 

epideictic rhetoric, he involves replies to opponents within the proofs (Rhet., 3.13.1414a-b). 

163 [Cicero], Rhet. Her., 1.18-25; 3.3.4. 

164 Aune describes the interlocutor as an “imaginary opponent” who  “is not a real opponent against 
whom the author polemicizes, but represents a synthesis of possible objections voiced by students whom 
he is trying to teach” (New Testament, 200. cf. Richards, Paul, 136-137). 

165 Edward Corbett suggests it is not enough to merely establish one’s own case, for “however cogent 
our arguments may be, doubts will remain in the minds of our readers if we do not anticipate the 
objections to our thesis and answer those objections” (Classical Rhetoric for the Modern Student [New 
York: Oxford University Press, 1965], 297). For Robbins, counterarguments and “opposites and 
contraries” are used with argumentative texture as a form of logical reasoning that clarifies one’s 
assertions (Exploring, 21). 
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awareness of actual people who would disagree with his thesis and, understanding his 

audience to also be aware of them, anticipates their objections.166 This kind of rhetoric 

would be more natural to an oral-worldview, where invective played an important part in 

rhetorical performance. In such an environment, W.J. Ong suggests the world was seen 

as “swarming with adversaries” and this led to “a polemic worldview” resulting in a 

“combative cast” that effected all speech, even epideictic rhetoric.167 In such a world, 

“oration always centred on the proof of one’s position seen as under attack by 

adversaries.”168 Polemic was then used to enhance an author’s honour and position, not 

necessarily because there were actual opponents present.169 Further, Luke Johnson 

contends polemic was for “internal consumption, being used within the philosophical 

schools not so much to repudiate an opponent as much as to identify someone as an 

opponent and to edify one’s own school.”170  

These potential opponents, then, arise from the rhetor’s own experience and his 

anticipation of the kinds of adversarial views circulating within the world of his audience 

and having potential influence upon his audience. These opponents are neither the active 

opponents of judicial rhetoric nor the imaginary interlocutors of diatribe, but are rather 

actual concepts known to both the rhetor and his audience and employed by the rhetor as 

points of contrast within his own discourse. With such oppositional rhetoric, the rhetor 

                                                
166 These objections may be real or imaginary. Kennedy calls this prokatalepsis, while Perelman 

labels it prolepsis (Kennedy, New Testament Interpretation, 43-44; Perelman, New Rhetoric, 169). Cicero 
provides an example ([Cicero], Rhet. Her., 4.43.56-44.57). 

167 W.J. Ong, The Presence of the Word: Some Prolegomena for Cultural and Religious History 
(New Haven: Yale University Press, 1967), 192, 196; cf. Pieter J.J. Botha, “The Verbal Art of the Pauline 
Letters: Rhetoric, Performance and Presence,” in Rhetoric and the New Testament: Essays From the 1992 
Heidelberg Conference (ed. Stanley E. Porter and Thomas H. Olbricht; New York, NY: Sheffield 
Academic Press, 1993), 421. This affected education and speech at all levels. “The medieval universities 
erected dialectical jousting into the sole and prescribed way of intellectual life, unable to find a way to 
truth except by cutting through whole phalanxes of adversaries, real or imaginary” (Ong, Presence, 199-
200). 

168 Ibid. 216. 

169 Botha, “Verbal Art,” 422; Peter Marshall, “Invective: Paul and His Enemies in Corinth,” in 
Perspectives on Language and Text: Essays and Poems in Honor of Francis I. Andersen's Sixtieth 
Birthday July 28, 1985 (ed. Edgar W. Conrad and Edward G. Newing; Winona Lake, IN: Eisenbrauns, 
1987), 362. 

170 Luke T. Johnson, “The New Testament's Anti-Jewish Slander and the Conventions of Ancient 
Polemic,” JBL 108 (1989): 419-441. 
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clarifies his own view and enhances his attempt to persuade the audience to embrace his 

position rather than alternative views. Thus in these situations, the rhetor constructs ideas 

circulating in the world of his audience in a manner that highlights their contrast with his 

own view, but the combination of those ideas may or may not be espoused by a 

particular individual or group within that world. Oppositional polemic is not aimed 

toward persons, but toward representative concepts and the anticipation that at some 

point the audience may come under the influence of those concepts.171 

With this background in view, the function of Paul’s polemic takes on a new light. 

For Paul, the nature of his oral environment, combined with his frequent interaction with 

opponents throughout his ministry, would predispose him to assume a conflicted 

environment for the Colossian church. The use of polemic to dispel such conflict and 

give unity to the church would be quite natural and expected. In Colossians, while it is 

possible that Paul has a particular opponent in view and is seeking to respond and 

repudiate them directly (as in judicial rhetoric), it is more likely that he is exercising an 

oppositional rhetoric focused on representative concepts, for throughout the warnings, 

Paul is accomplishing more than the mere repudiation of a personal opponent. Instead, as 

demonstrated above, he is using oppositional discourse to further develop his statements 

about Christ and to promote the unity of the body. 

Thus in 2:8-23, Paul uses oppositional rhetoric for social effect, both strengthening 

the bonds of identity within the church and distancing them from those outside.172 Paul 

describes a remarkable transformation undergone by the believer in Christ, described 

most vividly as a resurrection from death to life (2:13). The implications are broad, as 

the believers join Christ in the new age and in a new body, and this gives a new social 

framework for perceiving the world. Within this new perspective, Paul creates a 

distinction between those “in Christ” and those “in the world” (2:20). The world is the 

place of the old age, of the flesh, of perishing. It is the realm of the old life – the life of 

                                                
171 Thus Wink suggests that though there were no false teachers, there was “a real and present 

danger” of teachers arriving in Colossae espousing the kinds of views against which Paul warns (Naming 
the Powers, 72-73). 

172 MacDonald discusses this point extensively (Colossians, 119-126).  
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death – and it is the place out of which believers have been rescued. The warnings, then, 

refer to the world in which believers formerly lived, and through the polemic Paul 

differentiates the two realms and widens the chasm between them. This has the further 

effect of creating cohesion within the church as they identify with one another in Christ 

and distance themselves from the practices and influences of the world. 

It appears, therefore, that in this polemical section, Paul is not isolating a particular 

opponent among those outside the church that is exerting a specific influence upon the 

church. Instead, he is isolating the body of Christ from the world, defining the boundary 

by their experience of new life “in Christ” in contrast to those still living “in the world.” 

Paul’s social perspective is dualistic and is defined by Christ, such that there are those in 

Christ and those outside of Christ (in the world). He contrasts those in the world with the 

body and describes the world as subjected to futile dogmas (2:20-23) and exercising 

practices and rituals not belonging to Christ (2:16-19). As oppositional rhetoric, these 

warnings represent actual practices within the world of Paul’s audience but are not 

necessarily held by a particular group or opponent. Though the historical parallels behind 

these warnings will be discussed later in the fifth chapter, at this point it is important to 

note the important rhetorical function of the warnings within the letter, for Paul’s 

polemic functions as an oppositional foil bringing definition and cohesion to the church 

by creating a sharp contrast between those inside the body and those outside.  

 

ii. Positive Paraenesis (3:1-4:1) 

Having provided negative paraenesis (dissuasion) in the form of warnings regarding the 

practices and beliefs propagated by those in the world, Paul now turns to positive 

exhortations (persuasion) regarding the church as the body of Christ.173 He first speaks 

generically to the entire body (3:1-17) then provides instruction specific to individuals in 

their social roles (the ‘household code’ of 3:8-4:1). The entire section focuses on life as a 

body, addressing such issues as unity, interpersonal relationships, corporate assemblies, 

                                                
173 Both persuasion and dissuasion were important in appealing for ethical virtues ([Cicero], Rhet. 

Her. 1.2.2; 3.3.4; cf. Witherington, Letters to Philemon, 174). 
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and interaction with the outside world, all of which combine to provide a sharp contrast 

between the old life and the new.174 Having introduced a separation between the church 

and the world, Paul now describes the attitudes and behaviors that are to typify the 

church within – yet in contrast to – the world from which it has been called.  

 

a. Introduction to Paraenesis and Transitio (3:1-4) 

Paul completes the minor transitio begun in 2:20-23 in 3:1-4. The first half of the 

transition looked back at the polemic in summary fashion, and this second half looks 

forward to the positive exhortations of this section. The two parts of the transition are 

tightly joined by their parallel structure (Ei0 a)peqa&nete su_n Xristw|~ . . . Ei0 ou}n 

sunhge/rqhte tw|~ Xristw|~) and their coordinating themes of death and resurrection with 

Christ. This section therefore recalls the believer’s union to Christ in the resurrection, as 

detailed in the second proof (2:11), and Paul bases the forthcoming paraenesis on this 

new life in Christ. He begins in 3:1 with the imperative of zhte/w – paralleled with 

frone/w in 3:2 – to implore the Colossians to orient their lives and especially their minds 

toward the things above, where Christ resides.175 

To this command Paul adds an important explanation in 3:3-4. Paul uses the 

apocalyptic imagery of hiddenness to underscore the present reality of their position in 

Christ, then follows it with the future promise that they will be revealed with Christ 

when he appears.176 Into this future promise Paul inserts h( zwh_ u(mw~n as an appositional 

statement regarding Christ, indicating that he is the very life of the believer. Here Paul 

states explicitly the counterpart to 2:20, where believers were not to regard themselves as 

living in the world. Instead, he states here that their life is Christ, and this life is safely 

hidden in him until a future unveiling.177 Paul thereby completes his contrast between the 

two spheres of the world and of Christ and highlights the transfer of location and identity 

                                                
174 Wright, Colossians, 129. 

175 Moo, Colossians, 246-248; Dunn, Colossians, 205.  

176 John Levison describes the apocalyptic background of this section (“2 Apoc. Bar 48:42-52:7”). 
This is the only mention in Colossians of Christ’s second advent. (Bird, Colossians, 99). 

177 On kru/ptw as “hidden in a safe place,” see BDAG, 571; Moo, Colossians, 250. 
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that has accompanied the granting of new life in Christ (2:13). The new location of life 

in Christ provides the framework for the specific exhortations that follow. 

 

b. Put to death the old lifestyle of the world (3:5-11) 

Beginning in 3:5, Paul provides specific directives regarding how this new life and 

position in Christ is to be enacted. In 3:5-11, he exhorts the Colossians to put off the 

conduct associated with their former way of life in the world. First, Paul instructs them 

to put to death the members (me/loj) pertaining to the things of the earth, then he follows 

this with an appositional list of five vices that typify the vices belonging to the earth.178 

Paul then appropriates another temporal contrast to describe the transformation believers 

have undergone (cf. 1:21-22; 2:13). Formerly (pote/), when the Colossians lived (za/w) 

among these sons of disobedience, they also walked (peripate/w) in the vices of 3:5. 

Paul thus picks up on the thematic imperative of the entire section (cf. 2:6; 4:5) and 

contrasts the conduct for which he is appealing with the lifestyle associated with life in 

the world. Further, this verse indicates that this lifestyle to be put off was actually the 

former lifestyle of the very Colossians to whom he writes. It must be put to death 

because it had been alive in them. They had been members of that world in a very real 

sense, and its lifestyle had been their lifestyle. 

Paul continues in 3:8 with further commands to put off vices.179 This list culminates 

in Paul’s command to not lie to one another, and by this command Paul shifts his focus 

to an explicitly corporate dimension. This corporate sense continues in the contrast 

between the old and new a!nqrwpon, a reference to mankind in a corporate rather than 

an individual sense, so that they have put off the old humanity with its associated 

behaviors and have put on the new humanity with its associated behaviors.180 Paul 
                                                

178 Ibid. 256. Bird provides further examples of vice lists (Colossians, 100). The authenticity of e0pi\ 
tou_j ui9ou_j th~j a)peiqei/aj is unsettled, with most manuscripts including it, while a few of the best do 
not. Though it is possible a scribe has inserted it from Eph 5:5-6, it is best seen as authentic because it 
makes the best sense of the ensuing relative pronouns in Col 3:7 (cf. Wright, Colossians, 135). 

179 The language of putting off and putting on may recall the baptismal rite and the process of change 
associated with it (MacDonald, Colossians, 136). 

180 The corporate nature is confirmed by the inclusive dynamic of 3:11 (O'Brien, Colossians, 191; 
Wright, Colossians, 138; Moo, Colossians, 267-268). 
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describes this new man with a list of terms and ideas echoing the Christ-hymn, thereby 

bringing the new humanity into the creating and reconciling work of Christ.181  

Further, in 3:11, within this new humanity there is unity between its members as the 

dichotomous definitions that once defined humanity are replaced by the central place of 

Christ. Each of these binaries represents a way in which people have grouped themselves 

or others and invoked separation by creating ethnic, cultural, religious, or social 

boundaries.182 In such binaries, membership is defined in terms advantageous to one’s 

own group, and all others are grouped together in a disdainful manner as outsiders. But 

in the new humanity, they are all abolished.183 Instead, Paul makes an emphatic contrast 

recalling 1:15-20, stating that the new humanity is defined entirely (pa&nta kai\ e0n 

pa~sin) in terms of Christ. Within the body, there are no divisions, but rather equality 

and unity. 

 

c. Put on the new lifestyle of the body (3:12-4:1) 

Paul transitions and moves forward again with the conjunction ou}n, now turning to the 

putting on of virtue within the new humanity. This section may be divided into two parts, 

the first regarding the conduct of the members of the body toward one another (3:12-17), 

and the second regarding the body in its conduct within the social institutions of the 

world (3:18-4:1). Paul first describes the church as e0klektoi\ tou~ qeou~ a#gioi kai\ 

h)gaphme/noi. These three terms are used throughout Scripture to describe the people of 

God, especially the Jews in the Old Testament as the covenant people of God.184 The 

cumulative effect of the terms is to further underscore the distinctiveness of this group as 

those who have been called and set apart to God (cf. 1:2, 21-23) and to create a vivid 

                                                
181 The new man is continually being renewed in knowledge (ei0j e0pi/gnwsin; cf. 1:9, 10; 2:2) 

according to the image (kat0 ei0ko&na; cf. 1:15) of the one having created it (tou~ kti/santoj; cf. 1:16). 

182 Dunn notes the Jewish nature of these examples (Colossians, 224). 

183 Lohse, Colossians, 143. 

184 Though all three do not appear together elsewhere in this sense, they are each common terms for 
Israel and the people of God (e.g. Deut 7:6-7; 1 Pet 2:9-10; Moo, Colossians, 275; Dunn, Colossians, 227-
228; Wright, Colossians, 141). 
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contrast to living in the world (2:20).185 Paul thus creates a juxtaposition with 3:11, 

vividly portraying that God’s people are no longer defined by Judaism and circumcision 

but by participation in Christ and his body.  

Paul provides a list of five virtues to parallel the vices of 3:5, each detailing 

interpersonal attitudes (3:12), followed by appeals to bear with one another and forgive 

one another as Christ forgave (3:13). Finally, Paul appeals to love as the supreme virtue 

above all others, for it is su&ndesmoj th~j teleio&thtoj (3:14). The lack of an object for 

su&ndesmoj  raises the problem of what is bound together by love. Because secular 

literature often promotes one virtue as the supreme virtue that defines and holds together 

all others, it has been suggested that Paul here is promoting love as the virtue that holds 

together the previously mentioned virtues.186 However, Paul has used the same term in 

2:19 to describe cohesion within the body as it is attached to the head. Therefore, it 

seems more likely that Paul is affirming love as the virtue that gives the body cohesion. 

This cohesion in turn leads to maturity (taking th~j teleio&thtoj as objective), which is 

also the goal of the Pauline mission (1:28), enacted in behalf of the Colossians by Paul’s 

attempt to bring them together in love (a)ga&ph; 2:2). 

Next, Paul turns to peace (ei0rh&nh; cf. Eph 4:3) as a bonding agent alongside love, 

but Paul also shifts to the jussive form of 2:16-19. Paul invokes a contrast by recalling 

katabrabeue/tw from 2:18, but now eliminating the kata- prefix to give it a positive 

sense. Thus, rather than allowing judgment to occur based on the worldly traits of 2:18, 

the body ought to be ruled by the peace of Christ as it embraces each person.187 Further, 

as in 2:19, Paul explains this command by appealing to the body. Peace is the object to 

which the Colossians have been called even as they were called into one body, with the 

introduction of e9ni to modify sw=ma this late in the letter creating an emphatic statement 

                                                
185 MacDonald further suggests this “language of belonging” reinforces the boundary between 

believers and the world and generates cohesion (Colossians, 139). 

186 Several scholars hold to this view, including Moo, Colossians, 281; Wright, Colossians, 143. 

187 Lohse suggests e0n tai=j kardi/aij u(mw~n embraces the entire man (Colossians, 150). 
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about unity.188 Thus Paul further echoes 2:18-19 by reaffirming unity of the body that 

was implied by the elided minor premise of the enthymeme. Thus the pursuit of peace 

within the body is the corollary of repelling external influences based on worldly 

dogmas. Paul further commands in 3:16 that they be thankful and allow the word 

(lo&goj) of Christ to dwell (e0noikei/tw) in them richly as they undertake activity 

reminiscent of his own apostolic mission (dida&skontej kai\ nouqetou~ntej; cf.1:28).189  

This section regarding the new lifestyle concludes in 3:17 with another transitio. In 

its comprehensive reference to everything (pa~n) a person does in both word and deed, it 

summarizes the vices and virtues of 3:1-16.190 The unusual title kuri/ou  I)hsou also looks 

forward to the household code of 3:18-4:1, where Paul refers to Christ as ku/rioj rather 

than xri/stoj. Further, the emphasis on the entirety of a person’s deeds being done 

under the lordship of Christ sets the stage for Paul’s expansion of the implications of the 

new life in Christ from the virtues internal to the body to the social interactions of daily 

life. 

Beginning in 3:18, Paul gives specific instructions to members of the Colossian 

church according to their social roles within the household.191 His instructions affirm the 

normal societal expectation for these roles but with new modification in light of Christ as 

their master, as stated explicitly in his instructions to wives and children to fulfil their 

                                                
188 This oneness is universal in scope, though it finds expression in local church communities (Moo, 

Colossians, 285). 

189 It is possible that e0noikei/tw is the counterpart to krine/tw in 2:16, even as brabeue/tw in 3:15 is 
to katabrabeue/tw in 2:18. If so, then the prominence of the word as expressed through teaching, 
admonishment, musical worship, and thanksgiving is the antithesis of the festivals and dietary regulations 
of 2:16. However, though the two verbs have a slight oral similarity, they lack a strong verbal connection 
and the corresponding explanation shared by 2:18 and 3:15. Therefore, a direct connection is not supported 
by the text. Nevertheless, the presence of the word and the rule of peace are the positive corollary of the 
warnings. 

190 Word (lo/goj) and deed (e1rgon) together refer to the “totality of one’s interaction with the world” 
(Moo, Colossians, 291). 

191 Though scholarship regarding this section has traditionally focused on issues of background, an 
analysis leading to rhetorical function within the letter will again be the aim here. Regarding background, 
scholars have generally settled on the Greco-Roman oikonomia, though no precise parallels exist (Dunn, 
Colossians, 243). Because of the wide range of similar codes in philosophical and ethical teachings, Moo 
is likely right to suggest this form of teaching was “in the air” (Moo, Colossians, 294). Likewise Dunn 
refers to “common preoccupations” regarding the order of the household (Dunn, Colossians, 243-244). 
Both Bird and Lohse provide examples of parallel codes (Bird, Colossians, 113; Lohse, Colossians, 154). 
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roles in a manner pleasing or fitting to their Lord. The relationship between slaves and 

masters demands most of Paul’s attention, as he gives them three commands with 

lengthy explanation.192 Paul instructs slaves to obey their masters in all things, but Paul 

plays on ku/rioj to distinguish between the unmodified ku/rioj who is Christ, and the 

ku/rioj modified by kata_ sa/rka (3:22) to refer to human masters.193 By this subtle play 

Paul indicates that their true Lord is the one absolutely stated. Their obedience to their 

earthly masters, therefore, is to be undertaken in light of the ultimate lordship of Christ, 

leading to sincere and wholehearted service that looks ahead to an inheritance from 

Christ. This culminates in the simple command to serve “the one Lord, who is Christ” 

(3:24).194 Paul concludes his instruction to slaves with a general statement regarding the 

future judgment in which wrongdoers will be judged impartially and receive their just 

recompense. Regarding masters, Paul introduces the concept of justice and instructs 

them to provide justice (di/kaioj) and equality (i0so&thj) to their slaves, since they too 

have a Lord in heaven. 

Several observations regarding the code as a whole may be made. First, in each 

instance Paul addresses the submissive side of the relationship first (wives, children, and 

slaves). He does not release them from their duties within their role, but appeals to them 

to undertake their duties with renewed fervor and sincerity as a service that is fitting and 

pleasing to the Lord, culminating in reward from him.195 Second, Paul’s instruction 

toward the head of the household in each relationship is an appeal to apply the 

perspectives and virtues of 3:1-17 as they exercise their authority as the paterfamilias.196 
                                                

192 The preoccupation with slaves in the code has received various explanations. This may be because 
Onesimus is carrying the letter (4:9), or the church could have been comprised primarily of slaves, or it 
could simply be the result of the inevitable question of the correlation between freedom in Christ and 
slavery on earth.  

193 Sa&rc has been used throughout the letter to speak of the nature apart from Christ (2:11, 18, 23) as 
well as to speak of the physical body (1:22, 24; 2:1, 5, 11, 13). If interpreted in the former sense, Paul may 
be speaking especially to slaves whose masters are not part of the body of Christ. 

194 Wright, Colossians, 150. This command is central to the entire household code and brings together 
the titles of ku/rioj and Xri/stoj (Moo, Colossians, 313). 

195 In comparison to secular codes, Paul’s is unique in his address to the submissive members, 
especially to slaves and children (Ibid. 304). 

196 Within the household, the husband, father, and master are three roles played by the same person, 
so that the commands given regarding each particular role have a cumulative effect upon him. 
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Third, Paul does not comment on the moral or ethical status of the roles themselves, but 

focuses instead on how individuals live within those roles as members of Christ’s body. 

Fourth, Paul commands these roles to be undertaken with sincerity regardless of whether 

the corresponding member of the household is also a believer reciprocating the virtues of 

the new life.197 Fifth, Paul does not envisage a social upheaval or recasting of social roles 

in light of Christ; rather, he appeals to each member of the body to undertake these same 

roles and duties but now with a perspective renewed by Christ.198 

 

d. Rhetorical Function of Paraenesis (3:1-4:1) 

The contrast between Paul’s denouncement of slavery in 3:11 and his instructions to 

slaves in 3:22-4:1 epitomizes the tension between 3:1-17 and the household code of 

3:18-4:1. The apparent conflict between the two statements is not satisfactorily explained 

by those who suggest 3:1-17 gives general morality, while 3:18-4:1 is the “situational 

application” of that morality.199 Neither will it suffice to suggest the household code is a 

“self-contained and clearly delimited” section that has no connection to the argument of 

the rest of the letter.200 Rather, the consecutive placement of these sections within the 

letter suggests they were compatible in Paul’s mind, and the household code must 

therefore function alongside the rest of the parenaesis to clarify or enhance the argument 

of the entire letter. Again, rhetorical function is the key to discerning Paul’s intention. 

In the first part of the exhortations, Paul’s focus is on the new life in Christ as lived 

out within the body. Having created a separation between the body and the rest of the 

world through the polemic (2:8-23), Paul now describes the exchange of lifestyle that 

accompanies new life in Christ. This new lifestyle is not individualistic, but is corporate, 

for those who are in Christ are also members of his body, and the unity of the body is 

                                                
197 Thus MacDonald suggests the household where all are believers should be “the most smoothly 

functioning in the whole city” (Colossians, 154). In a divided household, the believing members should 
operate with the greatest zeal and sincerity. 

198 Meeks, First Urban Christians, 106; Dunn, Colossians, 245.  

199 Paul Lamarche, “Structure De L'épître Aux Colossiens,” Biblica 56 (1975): 453-463, here 460-
461. 

200 Lohse, Colossians, 154; cf. Bird, Colossians, 112. 
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paramount. There is only one body and it is defined entirely by Christ, so that the virtues 

extolled within the body are those that reflect Christ and promote unity within the body. 

Were Paul to conclude his exhortations at this point (3:17), the Colossians would be 

left with a utopian picture of new life in the body where all are equal (3:10-11), where 

minds are elevated into heavenly realms (3:1-4), and where daily responsibilities are 

swept aside in the pursuit of corporate assembly and teaching and singing (3:16-17). 

This would then lead to a reclusive, isolationist body that, having been called out of the 

world, ceases to interact with the world. Instead, Paul continues and creates a tension 

whereby those who no longer belong to the ko/smoj (2:20) live out their new life within 

the ko/smoj. As members of Christ and of his body, the Colossians do not cease to be 

members of their household. For Paul, church and household are not mutually exclusive, 

since a person can be and indeed is a member of both. However, the household 

distinctions (e.g. slave and free) do not apply within the body, while the body 

distinctives (e.g. love, Christ as Lord, etc.) do apply to the household. In this way, the 

new social order created by membership in the body permeates other societal roles and 

transforms how they are conducted without displacing them.201 

This creates a remarkable tension wherein the body has been clearly separated from 

the world, yet its members are called to live within the world.202 Rather than standing out 

as a revolutionary group challenging their cultural world, they were to demonstrate 

exemplary behavior within those structures, living out a “double consciousness” as they 

enacted their social roles yet ultimately perceived of themselves as members of the 

body.203 This tension would have been most acute for slaves who were free in Christ and 

                                                
201 By extension, if they continue in the household duties, then they are also expected to continue to 

reside in their towns, to conduct their daily business and affairs, to be good citizens, and to otherwise 
operate within the world in a manner transformed by their union with Christ. Further, the same principal 
applies to all of the ethnic distinctions of 3:11. Greeks must continue to live in the world as Greeks, and 
the uncircumcised remain uncircumcised, and Scythians remain Scythians, though the distinctions have no 
relevance within the body.  

202 MacDonald, Colossians, 167. 

203 Mary Rose D'Angelo, “Colossians,” in Searching the Scriptures 2: A Feminist Commentary (ed. 
Elisabeth Schüssler Fiorenza; New York: Crossroad, 1993), 320; MacDonald, Colossians, 166. Their true 
identity within the heavenly realm is hidden, but will later be revealed (Col 3:3-4). 
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in the body, yet remained in subjection in their social world. As the peroratio makes 

clear, this was intended to ultimately serve an apologetic and evangelistic purpose. 

 

D. Peroratio: Summary and final instructions (4:2-6) 

In the final short section before the epistolary closing (4:7-18), Paul moves from the 

household code to final instructions applying to the entire body. He instructs them to 

pray for him as he undertakes his apostolic mission, then gives the final imperative of the 

body of the letter. Peripatei=te here forms the latter end of the inclusio begun with the 

first imperative in 2:6. Here Paul adds the prepositional phrase pro_j tou_j e1cw, making 

what was a general command for a new lifestyle in Christ in 2:6 into what is now a 

lifestyle with particular regard toward those outside. At this final point in the discourse, 

Paul introduces another term of separation, identifying the body as those inside while all 

non-members are outsiders.204 More specifically, they are to redeem the season and 

appropriate gracious speech so that they are able to winsomely speak the gospel to those 

outside the body.205 Paul’s final purpose is that they might know how it is necessary to 

answer each one (e9ni\ e9ka&stw|), an apparent reference to the entire ko/smoj without 

regard for ethnic, social, or religious affiliation.206  Thus even as it is necessary for Paul 

to speak and make known the mystery of Christ (4:4), so it is necessary for the 

Colossians to answer those outside.  

Rhetorically, the peroratio serves not only to summarize the letter, but also to 

include final information and clarification, and to emphazise the strongest arguments of 

the discourse.207 It is the final impression of the discourse upon the audience. This 

peroratio is striking for its missionary tone. Paul’s summary focuses upon his own 

apostolic activity and instructs the Colossians to support his missionary objectives 

                                                
204 Cf. 1 Cor 5:12, 13; 1 Thess 4:12. 

205 Dunn, Colossians, 266; Moo, Colossians, 331. 

206 Contra Gnilka, who suggests “those outside” has particular reference to the false teachers (Gnilka, 
Der Kolosserbrief, 230-231). 

207 Aristotle, Rhet., 3.19.1; Cicero, Invent., 1.52.98-99; [Cicero], Rhet. Her. 2.30; cf. Witherington, 
Letters to Philemon, 197. 
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through prayer. For the Colossians, he brings together the paraenesis and places it in a 

context of engagement with those outside the body. Their conduct in Christ and as a 

body called out of the world is ultimately to be lived out within the world with an 

evangelistic agenda as they generate the growth pictured in 1:6.208 All of the commands 

within the letter now take on this evangelistic intent, as the new life proves attractive 

toward outsiders and as believers respond to the questions of individuals around them.209 

The closing, therefore, effectively expands the function of the household code and 

entreats the Colossians to engage their world as missionaries seeking to bring others into 

the body and thereby participating in the growth of the body within the world.210 

 

E. Epistolary closing (4:7-18) 

Beginning in 4:7, Paul turns from his discourse to instructions regarding the letter itself.  

Because rhetorical theory focused on oral speech where a rhetor had a physically-present 

audience and did not apply itself to epistolary literature, rhetoricians do not give specific 

instruction regarding epistolary openings and closings. Though the closing has been 

considered with regard to its epistolary function in chapter two of this thesis, a few 

comments will be made here regarding its rhetorical function.  

In the closing, Paul gives instructions regarding the letter-carriers, sends greetings 

from his cohort, and gives final greetings and instructions. First, in Paul’s instructions 

regarding the letter-carriers, Paul is deliberate in his descriptions of both Tychicus and 

Onesimus. Though he refers to Tychicus as a brother, servant, and slave, he describes 

Onesimus only as a brother, thus applying 3:11 and emphasizing the abolition of his 

slave status within the body in favour of his role as brother. Second, Paul sends greetings 

from six of his colleagues with abbreviated comments. He describes the first three 

                                                
208 Thus Wright calls this section “new life – in the world” (Colossians, 151). 

209 In this way, Paul perhaps introduces a slight contrast between his own apostolic goal of active 
proclamation of the gospel with that of the Colossians, who are to live an attractive lifestyle that invites 
others into discussion leading toward faith (cf. Bird, Colossians, 122-123). 

210 This brings full-circle Paul’s opening praise for the growth and spread of the gospel (1:6) the 
Colossians themselves heard and received from Epaphras (1:5, 7). 
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(Aristarchus, Mark, and Jesus) as being e0k peritomh~j, then presents three additional 

cohorts (Epaphras, Luke, and Demas) who were presumably not Jewish.211 Thus Paul 

demonstrates an equal balance of Jews and non-Jews within his own apostolic team as an 

example of unity despite ethnic diversity. Finally, Paul gives instruction for the 

Colossians to greet believers in Laodicea and to share the letter with them, requiring 

interaction between the church in two different civic centres.212 

From a rhetorical perspective, the epistolary closing does more than just give 

standard epistolary instructions. First, Paul uses his own cohort and his greetings as a 

model of the unity he has been promoting. He includes slaves and free, male and female, 

and Jews and Gentiles. All are equal participants not only in the body, but also in his 

own apostolic mission.213 Second, by the greetings and commendations, Paul creates a 

network of individuals bonded together by their common identity and purpose within the 

body, with Epaphras occupying a prominent role as the common relationship bonding 

Paul and his cohort to the Colossians.214 Third, Paul promotes the development of 

relations between the church at Colossae and neighbouring churches.215 In this way, Paul 

brings together local churches and emissaries into the one body of Christ, developing 

unity within the universal church. He thereby solicits unity not just within a local church 

in Colossae, but also unity between local and isolated church communities scattered 

throughout the area. 

 

                                                
211 While some have argued peritomh/ refers to a particular faction of Jews who were notorious for 

opposing Paul (Acts 10:45; 11:2; Gal 2:12), it has not been used in that way in the letter. In Colossians, 
peritomh/ refers to metaphorical circumcision in Christ (2:11) and to Jews as distinguished from 
uncircumcised Gentiles (3:11), and here they are a positive encouragement to Paul in his ministry. Thus it 
is better understood as an ethnic identification (cf. Wright, Colossians, 157; Moo, Colossians, 342). 

212 Greetings to specific individuals are rare in Pauline letters, though Romans 16 is a notable 
exception (Wright, Colossians, 159). Though textually inconclusive, if Nympha is feminine, the contrast 
of brothers along with a female leader further evidences the negation of social boundaries (3:11). This 
issue was further discussed in the second chapter of this thesis. 

213 Thus MacDonald calls Pauline Christianity a “collaborative enterprise” (Colossians, 188). 

214 Mullins suggests the greeting was a distinct literary form intended “to establish a bond of 
friendship” (“Greeting,” 418). 

215 Moo, Colossians, 349. 
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F. Summary: Rhetorical Argumentation and Species in Colossians 

Having analysed the parts of the discourse in light of rhetorical theory, those parts must 

now be assembled into a unified whole.216 This requires a final summary of the 

persuasion Colossians seeks to effect as a whole. The letter is structured around the 

development of the simple syllogism: 
 
 Major premise:  The fullness dwells in Christ. 

 Minor premise:  You have been filled in Christ. 
 Conclusion:  Therefore, walk in him… 

The major premise is presented in the exordium and especially in the Christ-hymn of 

1:15-20, where Paul describes Christ in superlative terms regarding his role in creation 

and reconciliation. The fullness that is in Christ provides the proof upon which the rest 

of the letter’s argument is based. By extolling Christ in this fashion, Paul incorporates 

epideictic rhetoric that reminds the Colossians of that which they already affirm and 

seeks to enhance their loyalty to it.  

When Paul turns to paraenesis at the major transitio of 2:6-7, he presents more 

explicitly the minor premise of the believer’s fullness in Christ (2:10-15). Though he had 

placed the Colossians in relation to Christ earlier in the letter (1:3-8, 21-23, 27), this 

minor premise plays a central role in the paraenetic argument. Throughout the polemic, 

the elided portion of the enthymemic warnings develop the believer’s fullness in Christ, 

and in the exhortations of 3:1-17, the exchange of the vices of the old life for the virtues 

of the new is the enactment of what was already received in Christ. Thus Paul’s central 

argument throughout the letter is regarding the union of the believer to Christ and its 

moral implications.217 

In developing this minor premise, Paul creates a distinction throughout the letter 

between two groups of people – those who are in Christ, and those who are not. He 

refers to these separate groups with numerous dichotomies, each of which serves to 

enhance the preferred position of the one in Christ in contrast to the one outside of 

                                                
216 Kennedy, New Testament Interpretation, 37. 

217 There is no indication throughout of a controversy over Christology (Francis, “Christological 
Arguments,” 203). 
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Christ. These include kingdoms of darkness verses light (1:12-13), enemies verses 

reconciled (1:21-22), fullness of wisdom verses emptiness (2:2-4, 23), death verses life 

(2:13), old age verses new age (2:17), subduing the flesh verses not subduing the flesh 

(2:11, 23), earth below verses heaven above (3:1-4; cf. 1:15, 20), old man verses new 

man (3:9-10), and inside verses outside (4:5). With Christ as the central premise, he 

provides the critical boundary that divides between these two groups. Thus the contrast 

between these two realms is stated most directly at the central transitio within the 

paraenesis as life in the world (2:20) verses life in Christ (3:3), so that Christ himself 

serves as the boundary between the two. 

Further, Paul envisages these groups as dynamic rather than static categories. Unlike 

gender and ethnicity, into which one is born and unable to change, Paul sees fluidity 

between those in the world and those in Christ. Thus the Colossians have been brought 

from the one to the other, having been transferred between kingdoms (1:12-13), died to 

the world (2:20), brought out of the world in which they formerly walked (3:7), 

reconciled (1:21-22), given fullness (2:10), made alive (2:13), circumcised of the flesh 

(2:11), and hidden in the realm above (3:3). Likewise, Paul’s own missionary agenda 

(1:24-2:5) and his appeal to the Colossians toward evangelism (4:5-6) indicate a passion 

for continually bringing others to Christ so that they too can change positions.218 The 

picture that emerges throughout the letter, therefore, is of a body that grows and 

continually expands by absorbing people out of the ko/smoj even as the gospel is 

proclaimed.  

Thus also the Colossian believers have come out of the world and into new life in 

Christ, and Paul now appeals to them to enact a lifestyle in accordance with this new 

domain. This new lifestyle in turn has three components. First, they are to resist the 

influence of the regulations and practices that belong to the world (2:16-23). Having 

                                                
218 This creates a tension as the group must define itself in separation from all outsiders, yet at the 

same time remain evangelistic and openly receive others. “It is difficult to create a group with clearly 
distinguishable identity and boundaries and yet have it include all sorts of persons and indeed recruit 
different sorts of people as part of its missionary agenda” (Witherington, Letters to Philemon, 199; cf. 
MacDonald, Colossians, 175; Dunn, Colossians, 265). 
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come out of the world, these practices are familiar to them and common within their 

environment, but they are not to be influenced by them, for one cannot live both in 

Christ and in the world simultaneously. The two are mutually exclusive categories. This 

oppositional rhetoric thereby creates a sharp separation between Christ and the world by 

appealing to the body to not be influenced by those in the world. Second, Paul expounds 

on the corporate nature of life in Christ, for they are now members together of his body 

(3:1-17). Within this one body (3:15), they are to live in unity, holding fast to the head 

(2:19) and being bonded together by love and its corollary virtues (3:14) and not being 

divided by the things that divide the world (3:11). Finally, having created a wide 

separation between the body and the world, Paul places the body back into the world, 

indicating that though they are a distinct people, they are to live a life in Christ within 

the very world out of which they’ve been called (3:18-4:1). Though not freed from their 

societal roles, their position in Christ is to transform how they undertake their duties. All 

of this culminates in a lifestyle lived out of the wisdom that comes from Christ, where 

those who are in Christ know how to properly engage those in the world (4:5-6) without 

being influenced by them (2:16-23). 

Therefore, the letter is deliberative rhetoric. Paul’s ultimate theme is oriented toward 

enacting behavioral change in his audience by appealing to them to adopt the new life in 

Christ and to put off the old life of the world.219 This is what Paul initially prayed for 

(1:9-10) and it is the controlling imperative throughout (peripate/w). Paul’s statements 

regarding Christ (1:15-20) and the fullness believers have received in him (2:9-15) 

ultimately argue toward this deliberative end, enabling Paul to juxtapose the fullness of 

new life in Christ with the emptiness of their former life in the world. Throughout this 

appeal, Paul also brings clear definition to the body in relation to Christ and appeals for 

                                                
219 Scholars continue to discuss the distinction between epideictic and deliberative rhetoric. Perelman 

suggests epideictic rhetoric is not merely speech of praise, but also calls for a renewal and enhancement of 
the audience’s adherence to a person or view (New Rhetoric, 50-51; cf. Wuellner, “Where?” 460). In this 
light, Colossians could be rendered epideictic. However, deliberative rhetoric more traditionally refers to a 
discourse that expects the audience to decide between two or more courses of action. The centrality of 
Paul’s appeal to peripatei=te gives this deliberative sense, though this should not diminish the epideictic 
qualities of the letter (cf. Kennedy, New Testament Interpretation, 30-31). 
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the unity of that body, for this new life is conducted as a member within the new people 

of God.220 This body is in one sense local to Colossae, leading to Paul’s appeals to them 

to conduct themselves with virtue toward one another (3:12-17). But the body is also 

universal, as there is only one body of which Christ is the head (1:18). Thus Paul also 

labours to give the Colossians a sense of identity and membership within the larger body. 

He associates their reception of the gospel with that throughout the world (1:6), labours 

to see them knit together within his ministry (2:1-2), and draws connections between 

them and believers throughout the Lycus Valley and Paul’s cohort (4:7-18).  

In summary, Paul’s argument to the Colossians is that, because of the new life they 

have received in union with Christ, they have been brought out of the world and into the 

body of Christ. Therefore, they are to live in newness and cohesiveness as a body within 

the world, distancing themselves from the practices and dogmas of the world, 

exchanging the old virtues of the world for the new virtues of life in Christ, and 

conducting themselves within the world in a manner that pleases Christ and is attractive 

to outsiders.  

 

3. Conclusion: Exigence and Rhetorical Situation in Colossians 

Bitzer suggests exigence is the question to which a discourse is the fitting response. 

From this, rhetorical situation is the situation addressed by the text, as the author has 

entextualized it within the discourse. In Colossians, Paul envisages a new community of 

believers located in Colossae that has received the gospel and is beginning to grow and 

bear fruit. Through his network Paul has mutual associations with the Colossians, most 

directly through Epaphras and Onesimus, yet he also has an acute sense of absence from 

them (2:1, 5). Nevertheless, Paul, as part of his universal apostolic ministry, feels a 

burden also for the churches he has not yet met. Christian communities like those in the 

                                                
220 Similarly, Wayne Meeks states, “On the whole, then, the author of Colossians uses the cosmic 

imagery, the symbolism of heavenly enthronement, and the metaphor of changing the body as a garment to 
reinforce a sence [sic.] of cohesiveness, unity and special vocation of the community of Christians” (“In 
One Body: The Unity of Humankind in Colossians and Ephesians,” in God's Christ and His People: 
Studies in Honor of Nils A. Dahl [ed. Jacob Jervell and Wayne A. Meeks; Oslo: Universitetsfort, 1977], 
214).  
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Lycus Valley are on the fringe of his ministry and, being only loosely connected to the 

body (in the universal sense), are at risk of succumbing to the influences of the world out 

of which they have been called. Paul’s concern regarding this tenuous sense of identity 

and cohesion in the face of worldly influences is the exigence that gives rise to the 

discourse. 

Turning to the entextualization of this situation, Paul sees the church as an eclectic 

group of people of multiple backgrounds, including various cultures, ethnicities, 

religions, and social statuses. Yet they have been brought together by their common 

bond to Christ and are now one body without distinction. For Paul, the only distinction 

that counts now is Christ, so that the body is one corporate group, and the world is 

another. However, though the separation between them is profound, the two continue to 

coexist. Paul does not appeal to the church to extract themselves from the world (3:18-

4:6), and the believers themselves are still in the process of shedding the old man with its 

behaviors (3:9). Therefore, the church is always at risk of being influenced by some 

teaching, philosophy, tradition, regulation, or practice that is not according to Christ and 

thereby does not belong within a body defined by and under the headship of Christ.  

Within the letter, Paul defines the situation in terms of a struggle between the body 

and the world, but he does not entextualize a situation in which one particular person or 

group is exercising exceptional influence upon or within the church. Paul does not 

envision the church at Colossae as a fixed group of believers insulated from the world 

who had suddenly come under the influence of false teachers with an aggressive agenda. 

Instead, Paul envisions a young and immature group of believers who have recently 

heard and received the gospel through Epaphras and who are labouring to exchange their 

lifestyle in the world for the new lifestyle in Christ. It is at precisely this point that many 

of the reconstructions of the opponents have erred, for they see the church at Colossae as 

a static group fighting against the encroaching influences of outsiders.221 Instead, Paul 

                                                
221 Dibelius, for example, suggests the problem was that mystery priests were converting Christians 

into the mystery religions without demanding they remove themselves from the congregation (“Isis 
Initiation,” 99). In actuality, Paul indicates the missionary activity has gone the other way, as Epaphras has 
been converting people out of the world and into the church. 
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sees the church as a dynamic group itself encroaching upon the world, for as the gospel 

grows, the church too grows and receives new members into the body, and those new 

members come directly out of the practices of the world and are in need of a 

transformation in their lifestyles.  

The oppositional rhetoric of 2:16-23 contributes to Paul’s deliberative appeal by 

demonstrating the emptiness of other religious practices and regulations in contrast to the 

fullness that is in Christ. Regardless of their exact historical parallels, Paul indicates 

these warnings share a common location within the world and therefore all stand in 

opposition to Christ. This repudiation of the entire world apart from Christ is most 

effective if Paul’s rhetoric incorporates the widest range of religious groups out of which 

people are coming into the body. While this may indeed be a particular group that can be 

narrowly defined as many reconstructions have attempted, such an isolation of the 

practices in 2:16-23 actually narrows and weakens Paul’s argument by not addressing 

the full breadth of the world in contrast to Christ. The text, therefore, calls for the 

identification of opposition in the broadest sense of the whole world apart from Christ.  

However, lest this broad construal of Paul’s warnings should give way to unbridled 

parallelomania, Paul’s entextualized situation also has a firm grip on reality. He is not 

engaged in hypothetical speculation regarding theoretical views the Colossians may one 

day encounter. Instead, he envisages the believers as coming directly out of the practices 

and lifestyles of the world (3:7) and, though they are to be transformed, they are also to 

continue to live among people continuing in those practices. Therefore, the struggle to 

shed the practices of the old world requires turning away from deeply entrenched 

practices and traditions that continue to be practised within their environment. To effect 

such a radical change, Paul’s argument is best served if he gives examples of specific 

practices of the world he knows to be common throughout the Lycus Valley. Though his 

list need not be exhaustive, it must be representative.  

This description of the exigence and rhetorical situation of Colossians paves the way 

for the reconstruction of the historical situation behind his warnings. Paul wrote this 

letter not just to Colossae, but also to the neighbouring church communities in the Lycus 
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Valley. And in his deliberative appeal for them to adopt a new life in Christ and in the 

body, Paul’s oppositional rhetoric indicates the kinds of religious practices out of which 

Paul expects these believers to have come to Christ. Though he does not indicate he has 

a particular opponent in view, Paul does expect these customs to be familiar to the world 

of his audience. To further reconstruct the historical parallels to these warnings, this 

rhetorical situation must now be considered in light of external information and sources 

regarding the socio-religious world of the Lycus Valley. The next chapter will survey the 

various forms of evidence regarding the religious groups and practices that were present 

in the first-century Lycus Valley, and the fifth chapter will draw parallels between Paul’s 

warnings and the Lycus Valley to demonstrate how Paul’s oppositional rhetoric was 

grounded in the religious situation of his audience. 
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CHAPTER 4: HISTORICAL ANALYSIS OF THE RELIGIOUS ATMOSPHERE IN 

THE LYCUS VALLEY 

 

Thus far in this attempt to reconstruct the historical background of Paul’s letter to the 

Colossians, the text has been examined through epistolary and rhetorical analysis. Paul’s 

intended audience has been defined as not merely Colossae, but also the cities of the 

Lycus Valley (Laodicea and Hierapolis), and perhaps extending further to neighbouring 

segments of Asia Minor. The entextualized situation of the letter indicates Paul’s 

concern for defining the body of Christ in the Lycus Valley in terms of Christ and 

creating separation from the practices of the broader world out of which they have been 

called. The warnings in Col 2 contain specific warning grounded in historical reality 

connected to Colossae and the Lycus Valley. Reconstructing the historical situation from 

the rhetorical situation requires bridging the rhetoric of Paul’s letter with the socio-

religious world of his audience. This chapter will survey the external evidence related to 

the world of the Lycus Valley in the first century and develop a summary of the socio-

religious environment from which the historical situation of the letter can be 

reconstructed. The goal of this survey, then, is not to find a narrow piece of evidence that 

will provide the singular background to the book, but rather to develop a comprehensive 

view of the socio-religious environment of the Lycus Valley in the first century.1 

The following study of the religious climate of Colossae will be arranged according 

to types of primary evidence. This evidence will be divided into two major categories of 

literary and non-literary. Though in some cases this distinction appears arbitrary, as in 

the case of inscriptions, the section on literary evidence will consider literature written 

with the intention of being reproduced and disseminated to a broad audience.  These 

include Greco-Roman literature, Josephus, Christian literature, and magical papyri. The 

                                                
1 This accords with Helmut Koester’s critique of Christian interpretation that focuses on finding a 

particular historical parallel for interpreting a Christian text. Instead, Koester advises, “Christian as well as 
non-Christian materials, whether they are in literary or nonliterary form, must be interpreted in order to 
gain a better understanding of the whole phenomenon of the history of religions of the Greco-Roman 
world. Only then will it be possible to discuss special features of Christian texts” (Helmut Koester, Paul 
and His World [Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 2007], 42). 
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non-literary evidence focuses on the discoveries of archaeologists, including buildings, 

epigraphy, numismatics, and artefacts. Within each category, attention will first be given 

to Colossae as Paul’s direct audience, then move outward to the Lycus Valley as his 

broader audience. When helpful, evidence will also be gleaned from the broader world of 

Asia Minor to further illuminate the religious milieu of the Lycus Valley. 

 

1. Literary Evidence 

A. Greco-Roman Literature 

The Greco-Roman literary references to the Lycus Valley and its cities have been 

occasionally documented and researched by both commentators and historians. Though 

the references are few, they provide significant information from which a general portrait 

of the history of the region can be reconstructed. It appears that in the pre-Hellenistic 

period, Colossae was the prominent city in the Lycus Valley. Herodotus called it po/lin 

mega/lhn Frugi/hj (Hist. 7.30) and Xenophon described it as po/lin oi0koume/non kai\ 

eu0dai/mona kai mega/lhn (Anab. 1.2.6).2 Both further claim that large armies of up to 

15,000 found accommodations for multiple days in Colossae, intimating not only its 

capacity for such large-scale provisions but also its location on a major route leading 

across Phrygia.3 

By the second century BCE, however, Colossae appears to be on the decline, perhaps 

as a consequence of the simultaneous rise in prominence of its neighbour to the west, 

Laodicea. Laodicea was founded on an older settlement by Antiochus II in honour of his 

wife, Laodice, between 261 and 253 BCE.4 Laodicea soon played an important role in the 

region. In 220 BCE, Achaeus selected Laodicea as the centre of his mutiny against 

Antiochus. In Laodicea he assumed for himself the diadem and the title of king, and 

                                                
2 Cf. Pliny the Elder, Nat. 5.41. 

3 Xerxes passed through Colossae (Herodotus, Hist. 7.30), while Cyrus lodged there with his army 
(Xenophon, Anab. 1.2.6). Likewise, Tissaphernes fled from Alexander to Colossae, where he was captured 
along with the remnant of his army (Diodorus Siculus, Lib. Hist., 14.80.1-8). 

4 OCD, 815. The previous settlement may have been called Diospolis (“City of Zeus”), possibly 
indicating the presence of a cult of Zeus in antiquity (Pliny the Elder, Nat., 5.29.105; Rackham).  
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from there he sent out royal dispatches to the cities (Polybius, Hist., 5.57.5). In the first 

century BCE, Laodicea was selected by the Roman general Quintus Oppius as the last 

Roman defensive position before seceding Phrygia to Mithridates, suggesting its 

prominence within the area by that time (Appian, Rom. Hist., 12.3.20). This ascendency 

reached its fullness in the first century CE when, following a destructive earthquake, 

Laodicea could finance its own rebuilding without imperial assistance (Tacitus, Ann., 

14.27).5  

As Laodicea’s prominence grew brighter, Colossae slipped into the shadows. Strabo 

suggests Colossae was by this time a smaller city of Phrygia (Strabo, Geog., 12.8.13). He 

appears to call Colossae poli/smata and contrasts Colossae with Apameia Cibotus and 

Laodiceia, which are me/gistai tw=n kata\ th\n Frugi/an po/lewn.6 The growth of 

Laodicea while Colossae diminished may be attributed to two economic factors. First, 

Laodicea’s fertile fields and prosperous citizens gave it an economic advantage over 

Colossae’s industry of fine wool (Strabo, Geog., 12.8.16). Second, Laodicea was situated 

at the intersection of two increasingly important roads that began to steer travelers 

around Colossae and toward Laodicea.7 Colossae abruptly disappears from the literature 

in the late first century CE, perhaps because its decline culminated in its not being rebuilt 

following the earthquake of 61 CE.8 
                                                

5 Thus Tacitus describes Laodicea at this time as “one of the most famous Asiatic cities” (Tacitus, 
Ann. 14.27; Jackson; cf. Pliny the Elder, Nat. 5.29.105). This is in contrast to an earlier earthquake, when 
Laodicea too required imperial assistance for reconstruction (Strabo, Geog. 12.8.17-18). 

6 Though David Magie argues the brief lacuna in the text may indicate the term did not apply to 
Colossae, the lacuna is brief enough (only 14-15 letters) that the designation likely was intended for 
Colossae (Roman Rule in Asia Minor, 2 vols. [Princeton, N.J: Princeton University Press, 1950], 986, 
fn.22; cf. Alan Cadwallader, “Revisiting Calder on Colossae,” AnSt 56 [2006]: 103-111, here 108). The 
diminutive interpretation of poli/smata has recently been challenged on lexical grounds by both Dunn 
and Cadwallader, but both of them overlook Strabo’s contrast between poli/smata and the great cities of 
Phrygia (Dunn, Colossians, 20; Alan H. Cadwallader, “Refuting An Axiom of Scholarship on Colossae: 
Fresh Insights From New and Old Inscriptions,” in Colossae in Space and Time: Linking to An Ancient 
City [ed. Alan H. Cadwallader and Michael Trainor; Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 2011], 160). 

7 One road connected to Pergamum and Sardis in the south, while the other led to Ephesus in the west 
(C.J. Hemer, The Letters to the Seven Churches of Asia in Their Local Setting, JSNTSup [Sheffield: 
Academic Press, 1986], 180). 

8 Tacitus does not mention Colossae as he does Laodicea with regard to rebuilding, though the 
earthquake likely affected them both (Tacitus, Ann. 14.27). This may also explain why Pliny does not 
consider Colossae as a city worthy of mention in the vicinity of Laodicea, but does record it later as a 
famous city known to him through other sources. (Pliny, Nat. Hist., 5.29.105; 5.41.145; cf. Bo Reicke, 
“The Historical Setting of Colossians,” RevExp 70 [1973]: 429-38, here 430-431). 
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In contrast to Colossae and Laodicea, Hierapolis is known within the Greco-Roman 

literature for its topographical peculiarities rather than its economic or military 

significance.9 The two chief features are its white cliffs and the Plutoneion. The white 

cascading cliffs have been formed over time by ever-changing lime deposits that were 

also present in antiquity. The Plutoneion was a fissure in the rock of the hillside from 

which toxic vapors emanated and it may have been used as a sacrificial site by the priests 

of Cybele, for whom the fumes were harmless.10 A sanctuary was built over it by the 

second century CE (Dio Cassius, Rom. Hist., 68.27.3) and later tradition (ca. 9th century 

CE) suggests this may have been a temple of Apollo (Photius, Bibl. 344f).  

Beyond this general social overview, the Greco-Roman literature also provides 

insight into the religious situation of the Lycus Valley. In the first century BCE, 

Dionysius Halicarnassus records that Idaeus had settled in the mountains of Phrygia and 

“there built a temple to the Mother of the Gods and instituted mysteries and ceremonies 

which are observed to this day throughout all Phrygia” (Rom. Ant., 1.61.4; Cary). 

Likewise, Strabo mentions Phrygian traditions which are “interwoven with certain sacred 

rites,” including mystical elements, connections to the rearing of Zeus in Crete, and “the 

orgies in honour of the mother of the gods which are celebrated in Phrygia” (Geog., 

10.3.7; Jones). However, because Strabo finds that these traditions closely resemble 

various Cretan traditions, he describes their practices in sum as 
 

a kind of inspired people and as subject to Bacchic frenzy, and, in the guise of ministers, as inspiring 
terror at the celebration of the sacred rites by means of war-dances, accompanied by uproar and noise 
and cymbals and drums and arms, and also by flute and outcry; and consequently these rites are in a 
way regarded as having a common relationship (Strabo, Geog., 10.3.8; Jones) 

In addition, Strabo notes briefly the presence of a temple of Men Carus between 

Laodiceia and Carura and of a school of medicine in the area (Strabo, Geog., 12.8.20; 

                                                
9 Been suggests the early name of the city (Hieropolis = temple-city) may indicate its reputation for 

having temples, the sacred nature of which is subtly retained in Hierapolis (= holy city; cf. George E. 
Bean, Turkey Beyond the Maeander [London: John Murray Publishers, 1971], 201). 

10 Ammianus Marcellinus, Hist., 23.6.17-18; Pliny, Nat. Hist., 2.95.208. William Brice describes 
finding a similar fissure outside Hierapolis during his travels in 1950 (“A Note on the Descent Into the 
Plutonium of Hierapolis of Phrygia,” JSS 23 [1978]: 226-227).  
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12.3.31). Thus both Cybele and Men are associated directly with the Lycus Valley of 

Phrygia, with the traditions of Cybele being especially prominent. 

More generally, Lucian’s On Sacrifices provides one of the most detailed 

descriptions of the nature of gods and the worship men offer to them. He states that 

every nation has its particular deity, listing as examples Apollo of the Delphians, 

Minerva of the Athenians, Juno of the Argives, Rheat of the Mygdonians, and Venus of 

the Paphians. He generalizes all of these gods and speaks of their heavenly life and the 

common religious practices of men associated with them. Mankind, for their part, 

“fenced off groves, dedicated mountains, consecrated birds and assigned plants to each 

god” (On Sacr., 10; Harmon). Men further build temples to house the gods and fill them 

with altars, images, and resemblances of the gods. Following these preparations, 

sacrifices are brought and the high priest sprinkles blood on the altar and burns the 

remains. Though Lucian does not mention a specific god of Phrygia in this general 

description, he turns his gaze wider and suggests these customs are comparable to those 

in Phrygia, Lydia, and Assyria (On Sacr., 14). He then draws parallels to Egypt, 

suggesting the same Greco-Roman gods appear in Egypt as animals, including a ram 

(Jupiter), dog (Mercury), goat (Pan), ibis, crocodile, ape, etc. Thus Lucian observes 

common rituals associated with the worship of various Greco-Roman gods and places 

Phrygian worship in close relationship to it. 

Philostratus provides additional insight into the Lycus Valley of the first century. 

Though he writes in the third century CE, in his Lives of the Sophists he tells of Polemo, a 

sophist who lived at the turn of the second century (Philostratus, Lives Soph., 25.530). 

According to Philostratus, Polemo was born in Laodicea but lived his adult life in 

Smyrna, where he acquired great wealth and status.11 He knew the emperors personally 

and received great privilege from them, not least the honour to preside at the Olympic 

games (Lives Soph., 25.542) and the opportunity to provide an oration at the dedication 

                                                
11 Though Philostratus records the location as Laodi/keia h( e)n Kari/a|, his placement of the city on 

the Lycus river leaves no doubt he speaks of Laodicea here, even as he later places Laodicea in Phrygia 
(Philostratus, Lives Soph., 25.539). The confusion regarding whether it belonged to Caria or Phrygia arises 
from Laodicea’s location near the border (cf. Strabo, Geog., 13.4). 
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of the temple of the Olympian Zeus in Athens upon its completion after 560 years of 

construction (Lives Soph., 25.533). After Polemo’s death, the emperor granted rights to 

the temple of Smyrna not because of its present delegation, but because of his 

posthumous fondness of Polemo (Lives Soph., 25.540). 

However, despite his rise in prominence and his central location in Smyrna, Polemo 

retained ties to the Lycus Valley. Philostratus records that Polemo frequently spent 

significant time in Laodicea, where his family still resided, and was ultimately buried 

there (Lives Soph., 25.543). During his time in Laodicea, Polemo assisted the city in its 

public affairs, and Philostratus implies Laodicea (as well as Smyrna) gained honour by 

Polemo’s presence (Lives Soph., 25.532). When he was ill, Polemo traveled to 

Pergamum, slept in the temple, and had a vision of Asclepius (Lives Soph., 25.535). 

Though Philostratus has likely embellished the details of his life, Polemo provides an 

example of a Phrygian who is mobile within the empire, rising in prominence, and 

familiar to religions outside of Phrygia. Yet at the same time, he frequently travels back 

to Laodicea, where he is well-known and retains influence. This suggests that at least by 

the early second century, the Lycus Valley was fully exposed to the pantheon of gods 

and religious customs of the broader Greco-Roman world. 

In summary, though the Greco-Roman literature only mentions the Lycus Valley in 

brief exchanges, a preliminary sketch of the history and religious atmosphere of the 

region emerges. In its early history, Colossae was the prominent city, but between 

200BCE and 100CE it gave way to Laodicea. Men and Cybele surface as the two 

prominent local deities. While Men has a significant temple in the region that merits 

comment, Cybele is remembered within the literature both because of her spread 

throughout Phrygia and because of the similarity of her cult to that of other gods. The 

literature further attests that the region of the Lycus Valley was not insulated from 

Greco-Roman influences, but rather enjoyed much interaction both from foreigners 

traveling on the major roads in the area and from its own citizens traveling throughout 

the rest of the empire. 
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B. Josephus 

Josephus provides the premier history of the Jews and mentions on several occasions 

those Jews within Asia Minor. Though his narrow focus on Jewish history provides a 

biased and even charitable perspective of their ultimate significance, Josephus provides 

evidence of the presence of Jewish communities within Asia Minor. Through his 

descriptions of the controversies these Jews encountered, evidence emerges regarding 

the values and practices of their community.12  

Though Josephus traces the initial settling of Jews in Asia Minor to the late 4th and 

early 3rd centuries BCE (Ant., 12.125), the most significant colony was established under 

Antiochus III in the late 3rd century BCE. Josephus recalls a letter from Antiochus to 

Zeuxis in which Antiochus instructs him to transplant 2000 Jewish families from 

Babylonia and Mesopotamia to Lydia and Phrygia as part of a plan to suppress a sedition 

in that region (Ant., 12.149-150). These transplanted Jews would be free to follow their 

own laws and would be granted land for homes and farms, freedom from persecution, 

and a ten-year tax break (Ant., 12.150-153), presumably demonstrating the friendship of 

Antiochus toward the Jews (Ant., 12.153). Aided by these privileges, by the first century 

CE this population had grown into what Bruce describes as a “large and prosperous 

Jewish population in the Lycus Valley and the neighbouring parts of Phrygia.”13 

Further, Josephus describes the notable developments in Jewish rights and privileges 

as granted by Greco-Roman imperators. Seleucis I granted Jews in Antioch certain rights 

(Ant., 12.119-120), while under Marcus Agrippa the privileges afforded the Jews were 

maintained along with their freedom to follow their own customs despite the complaint 

of the Ionians that they be required to worship other gods (Ant., 12.125-126).14 The Jews 

                                                
12 For example, Mark Wilson notes that Josephus’ frequent mention of Jews in Ephesus leads to the 

impression of a sizeable Jewish community there, yet despite extensive excavations, the archaeological 
evidence of such a Jewish community is meager (Biblical Turkey: A Guide to the Jewish and Christian 
Sites of Asia Minor [Istanbul: Yayinlari, 2010], 216). 

13 Bruce, “Problems Part 1,” 5.  

14 See Ag. Apion 2.39. Because of the inherent requirement for citizens to participate in the imperial 
cult, Smallwood suggests the rights granted by Seleucis likely did not include automatic citizenship for 
Jews, but rather the right to request citizenship (E. Mary Smallwood, The Jews under Roman Rule from 
Pompey to Diocletian: A Study in Political Relations [Leiden: Brill, 2001], 359). 



174 

 

living in Ephesus were released from being pressed into military service due to their 

religious convictions, particularly regarding dietary restrictions (Ant., 14.228, 234, 

240).15 In a letter from Laodicea, Jews request of a Roman official that he uphold their 

right to observe the Sabbath and the other sacred rites according to their laws (Ant., 

14.241-243).   

The temple tax became the central point of ongoing dispute. The Diaspora Jews 

were in the habit of collecting a tax to send to the temple in Jerusalem (Ant., 14.110-

111). However, there were several attempts in Asia Minor to confiscate the tax and use it 

for imperial purposes. In 88BCE, Mithridates raided Cos and seized 800 talents the Jews 

had collected for the temple tax (Ant., 14.112-113).16 Later, Julius Caesar safeguarded 

the tax in behalf of the Jews.17 An official under Augustus, Marcus Vipsanius Agrippa, 

also issued a measure to protect the Jews from interference with the temple tax and 

against compulsory appearances in law courts on the Sabbath (Ant., 16.27-65). Finally, 

Julius Caesar issued a full statement of Jewish rights that was inscribed on a pillar in 

Caesar’s temple and posted in Ancyra, the most eminent place in Asia (Ant., 16.165).18 

This decree also upheld the Jews’ freedom to practise their customs, protected their 

collections for the temple, and released them from court appearances on the Sabbath 

(Ant., 16.162-164). The Jews of Asia remained acutely aware of the Augustan decree, 

reiterating it to Julius Antonius, who in turn reaffirmed it (Ant., 16.172-173).  

The Antiochenes challenged these rights and requested that Titus remove them; 

Titus, however, refused and left them intact (Jewish Wars 7.110-111). The protection of 

the temple tax finally ended in 70 CE when Vespasian confiscated it for the Roman 

                                                
15 On the converse, a decree in Sardis mandated that particular foods be made available as required 

by Jewish dietary laws (Josephus, Ant., 14.261; Trebilco, Jewish Communities, 18). 

16 Cicero records a similar instance in which he defends Flaccus against charges of improperly 
seizing the Jewish temple tax (Cicero, Pro Flacco 68). The figures Cicero provides suggest a population of 
9000 Jewish males in Laodicea, though this would include surrounding districts and may have been 
exaggerated. Neverthless, Bruce determines from this that “the Jewish population of Phrygia was 
considerable” (Epistle, 11). 

17 Josephus, Ant. 16.162-63; cf. Philo, Gaius 155-157. 

18 Philo records a similar decree passed by Caesar regarding Jewish rights in Ephesus, including the 
right to assemble and to collect a tax for Jerusalem (Gaius, 315). 
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treasury, perhaps applying it to the temple of Jupiter Capitolinus (Jewish Wars 7.218).19 

Following this season of decrees regarding Jewish rights, beginning in the early first 

century CE Josephus no longer records reaffirmations of those rights. Trebilco suggests 

this is because the relationship between Jewish communities and cities had improved 

with only sporadic outbreaks.20 Though the Jews were never granted an official charter, 

they retained certain privileges summarized well by Mark Nanos: 
 
These legal privileges . . . included the authority to interpret the Law and customs for the 
community, exemption from emperor worship and civic cults, the right to collect and distribute 
the Temple tax for Jerusalem, exemption from military service, protection of Sabbath observance 
including nonappearance in court, and the right to function as independent organizations without 
specifically seeking authorization to do so.21 

Josephus, therefore, demonstrates a community of practising Jews within Asia Minor 

whose rights were regularly challenged yet affirmed into the first century CE.  

 

C. Christian Literature 

Having been evangelized heavily under the Pauline mission, Asia Minor retained its 

prominence in the early Christian literature. These writings interact regularly with the 

religious atmosphere of Phrygia. However, they are limited in two primary ways: first, 

they are often polemical in nature, seeking to discredit rather than describe their 

opponents; and second, especially in the later writings (3rd-4th centuries) their opponents 

are often errors that have arisen within the church rather than resulting from the religious 

environment of the first century Lycus Valley. Further, despite Paul’s letter to Colossae, 

the rest of the early Christian literature fails to mention Colossae or its inhabitants, 

though Laodicea, Hierapolis, Smyrna, and other cities of the area receive much 

                                                
19 Smallwood discusses the transfer of this tax in detail (Jews, 371-376; cf. Bruce, Epistle, 11). 

20 However, this is largely an argument from silence, since there is no record of such major rebellions 
as in Palestine and Alexander (Trebilco, Jewish Communities, 34-35). 

21 Mark Nanos, The Mystery of Romans: The Jewish Context of Paul's Letter (Minneapolis: Fortress 
Press, 1996), 43-45; cf. Trebilco, Jewish Communities, 10. Though Josephus does not directly discuss the 
right to assemble and function as an independent organization, Smallwood argues this privilege fell under 
the general right to assembly (Smallwood, Jews, 135). The inscriptions further demonstrate this right by 
identifying specific leadership roles within the synagogue including the synagogue ruler 
(a(/rxisuna/gwgoj), council for general affairs (gerousi/a), archon for non-religious affairs (a(/rxwn), and 
secretary (grammateu/j; Nanos, Mystery, 47). 
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interaction. Because of the extensive dealings with these cities, the early Christian 

literature provides one of the most extensive sources of insight into Asia Minor. 

 

i. Acts 

Luke’s account of the early church in Acts describes several germane interactions 

between the apostles and the religions of Asia Minor. Beginning in Pentecost, Peter’s 

message is received by Jews in Jerusalem who had native dialects hailing from various 

regions across the Roman Empire, among them Asia and Phrygia (Acts 2:9-10). This 

implies there were adult Jews who grew up in Phrygia, but retained loyalty to their 

Jewish faith and undertook a pilgrimage to Jerusalem for Passover.  

Later in Acts, Paul spends two years in Ephesus teaching, first in the synagogue 

(Acts 19:8) and later in the public “hall of Tyrannus” (Acts 19:9), so that “all the 

residents of Asia heard the word of the Lord, both Jews and Greeks” (Acts 19:10). In 

addition to the hostility of the Jews (Acts 19:9), Paul faces two major conflicts in 

Ephesus. First, some itinerant Jewish exorcists begin invoking the name of Jesus as part 

of their practice of exorcism. The seven sons of Sceva are mentioned by name, but when 

they invoke Jesus’ name, rather than being exorcised, the evil spirit overpowers, strips, 

and exorcises the seven sons from the house. When news of this event spreads across 

Ephesus, many of the new believers in Christ gain a new fear of the power inherent to 

Christ and divulge “their practices,” gathering their books of magical arts and burning 

them (Acts 18:18-19). This gives initial insight to the existence of magical practice 

within Ephesus and its inevitable confrontation with the claims of the apostles regarding 

Christ.22 

                                                
22 Witherington suggests this story confirms that “Ephesus was indeed the magical capital of Asia 

Minor,” a proposition developed at length by Arnold (Witherington, Acts, 566; Clinton E. Arnold, 
Ephesians, Power and Magic: The Concept of Power in Ephesians in Light of Its Historical Setting 
[Eugene, OR: Wipf and Stock Publishers, 2001], 14-19). Likewise, Bruce Metzger describes Ephesus as 
the most hospitable to magicians, sorcerers, and charlatans of all the ancient Greco-Roman cities (“St. Paul 
and the Magicians,” PSB 38 [1944]: 27-30). On the other hand, Deissmann contends such statements move 
beyond the evidence of Acts 19. “Das Selbstverständliche ist eben dies, daß jede antike Großstadt der 
Kaiserzeit voll von Magie war; die bloße Erwähnung vieler Zauberer und Zauberbücher in Ephesos gibt 
dieser Stadt nicht die Sonderstellung, die zur Gleichsetzung der Begriffe ‘ephesisch’ und ‘magisch’ 
geführt haben könnte” (Adolf Deissmann, “Ephesia Grammata,” in Abhandlung zur Semitischen 
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The second conflict in Ephesus is invoked by Demetrius, a silversmith who 

specialized in making silver shrines of Artemis. He rallies together the workmen and 

persuades them that Paul constitutes a threat to the temple of Artemis and in turn to their 

business, for he turns people away from the gods “not only in Ephesus but in almost all 

of Asia” (Acts 19:26). A mob forms in the theatre and drowns out the appeals of Paul’s 

cohort for two hours by crying out mega&lh h( a)/rtemij e)fesi/wn (Acts 19:28, 34). When 

the crowd quiets, the town clerk begins his plea to disperse by stating the obvious, that 

Ephesus is the newko&roj of Artemis and of the diopeth/j (Acts 19:35). These 

encounters demonstrate the prominence of magic and Artemis within Ephesus and the 

influential role Ephesus played throughout Asia Minor. Likely for this reason, Paul later 

calls for the elders of the church in Ephesus to give them direct warning regarding the 

likelihood of false teaching surfacing within their ministries (Acts 20:28-30). 

 

ii. Book of Revelation 

Moving from Acts to the book of Revelation, Paul’s warnings about false teaching 

appear to have been well-founded. John frames his apocalypse as an epistle written to 

seven churches of Asia Minor (Rev 1:4, 11), among them Laodicea. These seven 

churches in turn receive individualized letters permeated with concern regarding false 

teaching (Rev 2-3). Though it has become popular to draw specific parallels between 

individual letters and their particular city, Ramsay argues the letters actually constitute a 

circular route for dispensing the apocalypse across Asia Minor.23 The route begins in 

Ephesus and moves north up the coastline, before turning inland and working south to 

Laodicea with each city providing a central point of dispersal into the surrounding 

communities.24 If Ramsay is correct, then the seven letters may be taken as a whole and 
                                                                                                                                           
Religionskunde und Sprachwissenschaft, BZAW [ed. W. Frankenberg and F. Kuchler; Giessen: 
Töpelmann, 1918], 122). 

23 William M. Ramsay, The Letters to the Seven Churches of Asia and Their Place in the Plan of the 
Apocalypse (London: Hodder & Stouighton, 1904); cf. Hemer, Letters, 14-15. 

24 That Laodicea is mentioned rather than Colossae is further evidence of the decline of Colossae by 
the late first century CE. Likewise the Sybilline Oracles (ca. 54-68 CE) lament the future devastation of 
Laodicea and Hierapolis, but give no mention of Colossae (Sybilline Oracles, 12.286; cf. 3.471; 5.290; 
7.22; 14.85, cited by Reicke, “Historical Setting,” 431). 
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applied to the churches throughout western Asia Minor with “situational parallels” even 

to those churches not mentioned by name.25 

The letters contain repeated calls for repentance and perseverance in the face of false 

teaching and persecution. The references to false teachings are both direct and enigmatic, 

pointing toward the teachings of the Nicolations, the “synagogue of Satan,” Balaam, and 

Jezebel. The Nicolatians are mentioned in two letters (Rev 2:6; 15) and likely refer to a 

specific, identifiable group, but little information is given regarding them here. The only 

hint is provided in the transitional o(/utwj by which the teaching of the Nicolatians is 

connected to the teaching of Balaam, indicating some measure of correspondence (Rev 

2:15). The teaching of Balaam, in turn, is likely the apocalyptist’s pejorative term linking 

this false teaching to Balaam, who had become an emblem of a false prophet and was 

blamed for Israel’s sexual immorality with Moabites and idolatrous worship of their 

gods, including eating and bowing down to them.26 Likewise, the letter to Pergamum 

condemns this teaching of Balaam for inciting participation in food sacrificed to idols 

and sexual immorality (Rev 2:14). The teaching of the Nicolatians, then, must have 

involved similar vices.27 

The letters also refer twice to a sunagwgh_ tou~ satana~ (2:9; 3:9), both times 

described as being comprised of those who claim to be Jews but are not. The issue 

appears to be regarding who comprises the true people of God, as these Jews slander the 

Christians (2:9), but the Christians are in turn assured that they will prevail and be 

publicly recognized as his people (3:9). It is noteworthy that these Jews are here 

identified by the synagogue, their physical meeting place, and are connected pejoratively 

to Satan, the chief enemy of Christ throughout the book of Revelation. Satan reappears 

in the letter to Thyatira, where the teaching of Jezebel is called “the deep things of 

                                                
25 Hemer, Letters, 18. 

26 This view of Balaam’s seduction results from a conglomeration of Num 25:1-3 and 31:16. Balaam 
was later used as a type of a false prophet (e.g. 2 Pet 2:15; Jud 1:11; Hemer, Letters, 88-90). 

27 The church fathers trace the Nicolatians back to the Nicolaus of Acts 6:5 and eagerly conflate the 
Nicolatians with the sexual immorality and participation in idol worship associated with Balaam 
(Hippolytus, Refut. Her., 7.24; Eusebius, Eccl. Hist., 3.29, citing Clement of Alexandria, Misc., 3.4.25-26; 
Irenaeus, Ag. Her., 1.26.3).  
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Satan” (Rev 2:24). Jezebel too is a nemesis in Revelation, and her teaching here 

advocates sexual immorality and eating food sacrificed to idols (Rev 2:10), the same 

teaching as the Nicolatians. Finally, Satan is associated with persecution in Pergamum, 

where his throne is (Rev 2:13). This throne has been the source of multiple theories 

regarding its specific background, but communicates metaphorically the prevalence of 

Satan’s influence.28 

These false teachings, therefore, intersect at several points and may be taken 

together to paint a sketch of the problems confronting the churches of Asia Minor. The 

recurring moral problems are sexual immorality and food sacrificed to idols, and this 

error is described in various forms. It has surfaced from within the church through the 

Nicolatians, but is described in strong pejorative terms in connection to Satan, Jezebel, 

and Balaam. Further, the churches are facing persecution from the synagogue, the 

members of which are also described pejoratively by the apocalyptist as members of the 

school of Satan.  

 

iii. Apostolic Fathers 

For the most part, the Apostolic Fathers deal with heresy and conflict in the church in a 

generic and precautionary manner with a recurring concern for polemicizing against the 

adoption of Jewish customs. On his journey toward martyrdom in Rome, Ignatius 

traveled through Asia Minor and wrote letters to several churches there.29 He praises the 

Ephesians for having no heresy among them, though itinerant false teachers have 

unsuccessfully sought to influence them (Ignatius, Eph 6, 9). To the Magnesians living 

on the Meander and to the Philadelphians, he delivers a preemptive warning regarding 

proponents of Jewish customs, whom he anticipates will try to persuade the churches.30 

                                                
28 While it may be no more than a metaphorical reference, it may also refer to Pergamum’s role as the 

political capital and a religious centre of Asia Minor, or to the acropolis of Pergamum with its multiple 
temples and famous altar of Zeus Soter (cf. Hemer, Letters, 84-85). 

29 This journey may have taken him through the Lycus Valley (Bruce, “Problems Part 1,” 12). 

30 Ignatius, Magn., 8, 11; Ignatius, Phil., 3.1; 6.1-2; 7.2; 8.1; cf. Ignatius, Poly., 3.1; Ignatius, Diog., 
3-4. 
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In other letters, Ignatius warns against any teaching that is contrary to Christ, against 

showing no love toward the weak, and against abstaining from the eucharist and prayer.31 

Similarly, Polycarp (bishop of Smyrna) writes to the Philippians and warns them against 

those who distort the words of the Lord by denying Christ came in the flesh, denying the 

resurrection, and not confessing the cross (Polycarp, Phil 7.1-2). 

The Martyrdom of Polycarp, written in Smyrna for the church in Philomelium (in 

Phrygia), describes the events surrounding Polycarp’s martyrdom. Having been 

captured, Polycarp is presented with several opportunities to revile Christ by taking an 

oath to Caesar saying “Caesar is Lord” and making sacrifices to him.32 Upon his refusal, 

the crowd at the stadium in Smyrna, being comprised of both Jews and Greeks, cries out 

for his execution saying, “This is the teacher of impiety, the father of the Christians, the 

destroyer of our own gods, the one who teaches many not to sacrifice or worship the 

gods” (Mart. Pol., 12.2; Ehrman). The Jews demonstrate an eagerness for his execution 

by gathering the wood and watching his body burn (Mart. Pol., 13.1; 17.2; 18.1). 

In addition to the false teachers growing up within the church, the apostolic fathers 

demonstrate a strong concern regarding the threat of proselytizing Jews both as false 

teachers and as persecutors in Asia Minor.33 They also gain a reputation for rejecting 

magical practices and the worship of idols, out of which Christians are being converted, 

and for refusing to hail Caesar as Lord. Each of these conflicts provides evidence of the 

religious environment within which the church was attempting to thrive in Asia Minor. 

 

 

 

                                                
31 This false teaching may have been a form of Docetism (Ignatius, Tralles 6.1; 9.1; idem, Smyrna 

4.1; 6.2; 7.1). This false teaching likely developed in the early second century (Paul Trebilco, “Christian 
Communities in Western Asia Minor Into the Early Second Century: Ignatius and Others As Witnesses 
Against Bauer,” JETS 49 [2006]: 17-44, here 22-23). 

32 Mart. Pol., 8.1-2; 9.3; Ehrman. Interestingly, the Martyrdom previously recounts that Auintus 
(himself a Phrygian) surrendered himself to martyrdom, but in his cowardice saved himself by offering the 
oath and sacrifice (Mart Pol., 4). 

33 Kraabel contends the tradition associated with Polycarp and Smyrna is an “early and strong” 
indicator of the active part Jews played in the persecution of Christians in Asia Minor (“Judaism,” 1). 
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iv. Eusebius 

Though Eusebius wrote his Church History in the late fourth century CE, his account 

provides both a history and a sourcebook of earlier church writings. Eusebius’ historical 

account exemplifies the central role Asia Minor and Phrygia (especially Hierapolis) 

played in the teaching and apologies of the early church. The apostle John, following his 

exile, resided in Ephesus and maintained an itinerant ministry in neighbouring Gentile 

churches prior to his burial.34 In the Lycus Valley, Philip the apostle settled in Hierapolis 

and established a ministry along with his four daughters (Eusebius, Eccl. Hist., 3.31, 

39).35 This ensured the ongoing influence of the church in Asia Minor for the entire 

Christian movement. 

Eusebius’ account of the history of the church presents the church’s growth in the 

face of two primary forms of opposition, persecution and heresy. The persecution comes 

from the Jewish synagogue and from the Roman empire, resulting in confiscation of 

property, social isolation, and at times even martyrdom. The refutation of heresy became 

a primary responsibility of church leadership, with variegated false teachings surfacing 

throughout the church. The credibility of such teachings often rested on claims of 

origination, with revelations from visions and angels functioning as a legitimate source 

alongside the apostles themselves.36 Further, these teachings instituted behavioral norms 

such as sexual immorality (Nicolatians), gluttony (Cerinthians), and the observance of 

Jewish law (Ebionites).37 

                                                
34 Eusebius, Eccl. Hist., 3.23, 31. Eusebius cites Clement of Alexandria’s Who is the Rich Man Who 

Shall Be Saved; cf. Irenaeus, Haer., 2.33. 

35 The fourth century Acts of Philip describes Philip preaching against the serpent and his temple in 
Hierapolis, along with polemic regarding false worship and magicians.  

36 Thus Gaius in his Decalogue says that Cerinthus, “through revelations supposedly penned by a 
great apostle, offers us false tales of wonders allegedly shown to him by angels” (cited by Eusebius, Eccl. 
Hist., 3.28). They may also have built further credibility by collecting texts to make their case (Epiphanius, 
Pan., 48.4.4). 

37 Eusebius, Eccl. Hist., 3.27-29. Of particular interest, Cerinthus’ teaching originated in a vision 
from angels and promoted gluttony in eating, drinking, and marrying, which Dionysius (Promises, non-
extant) suggests can be euphemistically referred to as “festivals, sacrifices, and immolation of victims” 
(Eusebius, Eccl. Hist., 3.28). 
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The heresy receiving the most frequent discussion from Eusebius is the teaching 

associated with Montanus in the middle of the second century CE. Because Montanus 

hailed from Hierapolis, Eusebius refers to this heresy as th\n legome/nhn kata\ fru/gaj 

ai(/resin (“the so-called Cataphrygian heresy”; Eusebius, Eccl. Hist. 5.16.1; Lake). The 

chief weapon against Montanus was Apollinarius, also from Hierapolis, who describes 

how Montanus came to develop his heresy. 
 

In Phrygian Mysia there is said to be a village called Ardabav. There they say that a recent convert 
called Montanus, when Gratus was proconsul of Asia, in the unbounded lust of his soul for leadership 
gave access to himself to the adversary, became obsessed, and suddenly fell into frenzy and 
convulsions. He began to be ecstatic and to speak and to talk strangely, prophesying contrary to the 
custom which belongs to the tradition and succession of the church from the beginning.38 

Though Apollinarius’ account likely suffers from his polemical agenda, the visions and 

prophetic speaking came to typify Montanus’ followers.39 Montanus further advocated 

for the annulment of marriage, for fasting, and for collecting offerings for Phrygian 

towns rather than for Jerusalem (Eusebius, Eccl. Hist., 5.18).40 Eusebius indicates 

Montanism spread across Phrygia and Asia and ultimately came to be detested by the 

brotherhood across the entire world.41 Its rapid rise in popularity suggests a readiness 

within the Roman empire, and especially Phrygia, to validate a movement involving 

visions, prophecy, and new behavioral norms.42 

In addition to the conflict with heresies arising within the church, the Christian 

literature also indicates confrontations with religious practices of the Roman empire. For 

example, Christians became known (even to the emperor Trajan) for their refusal to 

worship idols, indicating its normative place as a custom within the Roman empire.43 

                                                
38 Eusebius, Eccl. Hist., 4.27; Lake. Eusebius cites Apollinarius, whose work is otherwise non-extant. 

39 Epiphanius criticizes Montanus because his prophecies are not rational or of sound mind, but are 
rather ambiguous and odd (Epiphanius, Pan., 48.3.11). 

40 Montanus’ chief followers were the prophetesses Maximilla and Prisca, and Maximilla taught that 
she was the last prophetess and would be followed by the consummation (Epiphanius, Pan., 48.2.4,6).  

41 Thus even Serapion, bishop of Antioch, writes regarding it (Eusebius, Eccl. Hist., 5.14-19). 
Epiphanius locates it in Phrygia, Cappadocia, Galatia, Cilicia, and Constantinople by the late 4th century 
(Epiphanius, Pan., 48.14.2). 

42 Eusebius suggests that by 177 CE not just Montanus, but also Alcibiades, Theodotus, and their 
followers began to gain fame for prophecy (Eusebius, Eccl. Hist., 5.3). 

43 Eusebius, Eccl. Hist., 3.33; cf. Pliny the Younger, Defense, 2. 
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Similarly, the crowd complained against Polycarup that he was “the destroyer of the 

gods, who teaches many not to offer sacrifice or worship.”44 Eusebius also traces a 

stream of magicians promoting heresy, including Simon Magus of Antioch (Justin 

Martyr, 1 Apol., 1.26) and his successors, Menander (Eusebius, Eccl. Hist., 3.26), 

Carpocrates, (Eusebius, Eccl. Hist., 4.7; cf. Irenaeus, Haer., 1.25.3), Cerdo (Eusebius, 

Eccl. Hist., 4.11; Justin Martyr, 1 Dial., 1.26), and Marcus (Eusebius, Eccl. Hist., 4.11; 

cf. Irenaeus, Haer., 1.14).45 This strong lineage of magicians and Eusebius’ 

preoccupation with them as early opponents of the church evidences the prominence of 

magical practices within the Roman Empire as a whole. 

 

v. Laodicean Synod 

Sometime between the mid and late fourth century, a church synod met in Laodicea and 

established sixty canons.46 Though the canons are too late to provide direct information 

regarding the Lycus Valley in the first century, their immediate connection to Laodicea 

and elements of their content may help to establish long-term religious trends within the 

region. At several points, the canons respond to problems of Jewish influence, while at 

other times angel-worship and magical practices are in view. Regarding Jewish 

proselytizers, Canon 16 prescribes the reading of the New Testament and the Gospels on 

the Sabbath rather than the Old Testament alone. Canon 29 establishes Sunday as the day 

of rest for Christians rather than Sabbath, and invectively declares regarding anyone 

found to be a Judaizer, “Let them be anathema.” Canon 37 forbids participating in 

Jewish festivals and Canon 38 forbids Christians from receiving unleavened bread from 

Jews. Turning to angels, Canon 35 anathematizes Christians who establish cults for 

angels or participate in the worship of angels. And regarding magic, Canon 36 forbids 

                                                
44 Eusebius, Eccl. Hist., 4.15; cf. 2 Clem 17.1. 

45 Further, the Epistula Apostolorum contains two warnings regarding Simon and calls him the enemy 
(1, 7). C. E. Hill cites the document and argues it was written in the 140s CE in Asia Minor, perhaps 
Smyrna (“The Epistula Apostolorum: An Asian Tract From the Time of Polycarp,” JECS 7 [1999]: 1-53). 

46 C. J. Hefele provides the text of the canons (A History of the Councils of the Church From the 
Original Documents [Edinburgh: T. & T. Clark, 1876], 995-1028). 



184 

 

“sorcerers, magicians, mathematicians and astrologers” from the clergy, and further bans 

the making of amulets.  

Though the problem of Jewish influence was not uncommon to such councils, the 

banning of angel-worship and magical practices is unique to Laodicea.47 However, 

additional Christian literature affirms the connection of these practices to Laodicea. 

Though the dating is debated, the pseudo-Clementine literature describe an interaction of 

magic and Laodicea that supposedly occurred in the first century. When Peter and 

Clement arrive in Laodicea on their travels, two Christians there tell them of their being 

raised under the influence of Simon the magician and nearly being led astray by him (Ps-

Clementine, Homilies 13.8). Simon had influence throughout the region such that Peter 

was in regular conflict with him.48 In addition, at roughly the same time as the Laodicean 

synod, Basil responds to a letter from Amphilochius of Iconium (near Laodicea), who 

has written Basil regarding a number of heresies in Laodicea, most of them reflecting 

internal church schisms (Cathari, Encratites, Saccophori, digamists, etc.) and morality 

(fornication, homosexuality, bestiality, homicide, abduction, adultery, divorce, etc.).49 It 

appears, therefore, that Calder’s description of fourth-century Laodicea as a hotbed of 

heresy and unorthodoxy may have merit.50 

 

vi. Summary of Christian Literature 

The Christian literature provides a portrait of the kind of conflicts likely faced by the 

church in first-century Asia Minor. These include the influence of Jews, magical 

practices, emperor worship, and pagan religions (especially Artemis and idol-worship). 

The practices associated with such religions include fasting, feasting, visions, sorcery, 

                                                
47 See Kraabel, “Judaism,” 139. 

48 Earlier in the Homilies, Simon levied accusations against Peter in Beyrout, but Peter persuaded the 
people and Simon was driven out. Peter in turn followed Simon and refuted him in Tripolis (Pseudo-
Clementine, Homilies, 7.9-12).  

49 Basil, Epistles 188, 199. 

50 W.M. Calder, “The Epigraphy of the Anatolian Heresies,” in Anatolian Studies Presented to Sir 
William Mitchell Ramsay (ed. W.H. Buckler and W.M. Calder; Manchester: At the University Press, 
1923), 69-72.  
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and sacrifices. Over the following centuries, the church continually faced similar 

opposition, climaxing in the heresies of fourth-century Laodicea, where Jewish customs, 

magic, and angel-worship were all present. 

 

D. Magical Papyri 

The widespread practice of magic in the ancient world is attested by numerous types of 

evidence including amulets, ostraca, apparatuses, tabellae defixionum, and literary 

references.51 Evidence of magical practice reaches back to Homer’s works and continues 

into modern times, and the practice appears to have been widespread throughout the 

ancient world.52 In addition to these sources, recent attention has been given especially to 

the magical papyri, now available in the standard collection by Preisendanz (PGM) and 

translated into English by Betz.53 Though most of the papyri have a provenance in 3rd and 

4th century Egypt, scholars have commonly recognized the papyri as collections of 

ancient traditions reaching back to the first century CE and before.54 Regarding the extant 

                                                
51 The literary references to magic include Apuleius, Apology; Iamblichus, De Mysteriis; Pliny, 

Natural History; and Lucian of Samosata. The Testament of Solomon also contains a fourth-century 
Christian appropriation of magical practice (cf. Chester C. McCown, “The Ephesia Grammata in Popular 
Belief,” Transactions of the American Philological Association 54 [1923]: 128-140). Several major 
collections have been made of magical evidence (e.g. Richard Wünsch, Defixionum Tabellae Atticae, CIG 
[Berlin, 1873]; Campbell Bonner, Studies in Magical Amulets, Chiefly Graeco-Egyptian [Michigan: 
University of Michigan Press, 1950]).  

52 John M. Hull, Hellenistic Magic and the Synoptic Tradition (Naperville, Ill: Alec R. Allenson Inc., 
1974), 26. Homer’s works were also used as an oracle by magicians (PGM VII.1-148). Biblical figures 
frequently encountered magicians, including Moses with Jannes and Jambres (2 Tim 3:6-8), Daniel in 
Nebuchadnezzar’s court (Dn 1:20; 2:2, 10, 27; 4:7; 5:7, 11, 15), Peter with Simon Magus (Acts 8:9-24), 
Paul with Elymas Bar Jesus (Acts 13:6-12), and the Ephesian magicians (Acts 19:17-20). For further 
discussion, see Edwin M. Yamauchi, “Magic in the Biblical World,” TB 34 (1983): 169-200. 

53 Karl Preisendanz, Papyri Graecae Magicae: Die griechischen Zauberpapyri (Leipzig: Verlag und 
Druck von B.G. Teubner, 1928-1931); Hans Dieter, Betz, ed., The Greek Magical Papyri in Translation, 
Including the Demotic Spells (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1986). Aune provides references to 
additional papyri not included in Preisendanz’s collection (“Magic in Early Christianity,” ANRW II.23.2 
[1980]: 1507-1557). John Hull provides a history of the collection and study of the magical papyri, to 
which Gideon Bohak’s survey of recent research on Jewish magic provides a supplement (Hull, Hellenistic 
Magic, 5-19; Gideon Bohak, “Prolegomena to the Study of the Jewish Magical Tradition,” CBR 8 [2009]: 
107-150). 

54 The extant written scribal tradition began in the 3rd and 4th centuries CE, yet record an oral tradition 
transmitted from earlier generations. Bohak calls the Jewish magical texts “essentially a-historical” in that 
they are undated and seldom reference contemporary historical events or persons, making the dating of the 
original composition difficult (Ibid. 117, 125). Similar collections may have existed as early as the third 
century BCE, but the only remaining evidence is references in other authors such as Pliny and Pseudo-
Dioscorides (A.D. Nock, “Paul and the Magus,” in The Beginnings of Christianity: The Acts of the 
Apostles  [ed. Frederick J. Foakes-Jackson; Grand Rapids: Baker, 1933], 178).  
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papyri, Nock places the terminus post quem in the period of Hadrian, with a few texts 

dating to the second and third centuries, and the rest dating to the fourth century and 

later.55 Nevertheless, Nock surmises, “We may fairly claim that by the first century of 

our era, Graeco-Egyptian magic had taken shape.”56 The magical papyri, then, may 

provide a detailed picture of a religious tradition to which the primary evidence of first 

century Asia Minor provides a glimpse. 

This is precisely the contention of Arnold, who traces this stream of magical 

practice to Asia Minor in the first century and indeed defines the belief structure of the 

general population in terms of magic.57 He notes the presence of magic in Ephesus as 

demonstrated by amulets discovered in Ephesus and Smyrna, the magical apparatus 

found at neighbouring Pergamum, the widespread utilization of the Ephesia Grammata, 

and magical practices associated with the worship of Artemis.58 Upon these traces of 

magic Arnold grounds his claim of magical practice in Ephesus, and he then turns to the 

magical papyri to describe this magical practice.  

However, because the relevance of the magical papyri as a source is subject to 

criticisms surrounding provenance, he must legitimate why later Egyptian texts ought to 

be read back into Ephesus. His defence centres upon two arguments. First, Arnold 

contends the commercial trade route between Alexandria and Ephesus resulted in the 

migration of religious practices between the cities as well, and Egyptian papyri would 

presumably have found its way to Ephesus. However, because the climate of Ephesus is 

less favourable to the preservation of papyri, it survived in Egypt but not in Ephesus.59 

                                                
55 A.D Nock, “Greek Magical Papyri,” JEA 15 (1929): 219-235. 

56 Ibid. 227. 

57 Though his initial and most compelling study of magic in Asia Minor focuses on Ephesus, he 
extends his conclusions to the surrounding regions, including Colossae (Arnold, Ephesians, esp. 1-40; 
Arnold, Colossian Syncretism). 

58 Arnold, Ephesians, 15-16. Here it must be recognized that though the apparatus is elaborate and 
rather spectacular as an archaeological discovery, it may demonstrate nothing more than a single magician 
in Pergamum.  

59 Ibid. 16. Betz observes this cross-pollination in the Greek influence upon Egyptian traditions in the 
papyri, particularly the conflation of Greek gods with Egyptian gods (“Introduction to the Greek Magical 
Papyri,” in The Greek Magical Papyri in Translation, Including the Demotic Spells [ed. Hans Dieter Betz; 
Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1986], xlv). 
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Second, regarding the late date of the papyri, Arnold follows other scholars in suggesting 

the magical papyri are a collection of older traditions and practices, and that the nature of 

magical practices such as recitations and incantations lent itself to the consistent use and 

thereby preservation of earlier traditions, many of which reach back to the first century 

and earlier.60 Therefore, Arnold contends the magical papyri provide a glimpse into 

religious practices of Ephesus. And further, if Ephesus was also the leading city of Asia 

Minor, and if Ephesus was intricately connected to the interior of Asia Minor by a 

system of roads, then for Arnold it is a small step to suggest that what was practised in 

Ephesus was also practised in regions such as the Lycus Valley.61  

Though the individual steps of logic involved in Arnold’s argumentation are 

defensible, his final conclusion may be overstated. If the magical practices of papyri 

dating to third and fourth century Egypt were really the “folk belief” common 

throughout Asia Minor in the first century, one could reasonably assume there would be 

an abundance of archaeological, epigraphical, numismatic, and even literary evidence 

more directly connected to the region and time period in question. However, not only is 

such evidence lacking, but there are also signs that magic may not have been engaged on 

a broad, public scale. The practice of magic was frowned upon and systematically 

eradicated by religious and public authorities. Magicians were most commonly 

mentioned with contempt by Greco-Roman authors and their books frequently 

destroyed.62 Accusing someone of being a magician immediately cast them in a negative 

social light and placed them in disfavour with the ruling authorities.63 As a result, 

magical books contained instructions for maintaining secrecy.64 While this may be the 

                                                
60 In this light, the papyri were the working collections of magical practitioners rather than creative 

compositions (Nock, “Greek Magical Papyri,” 220). 

61 This is precisely the further contention of Arnold (Ephesians, 6, 12-14; idem, Colossian 
Syncretism, 5, 18; cf. Magie, Roman Rule, 1.47; D.H. French, “The Roman Road System of Asia Minor,” 
ANRW II.7.2 [1980]: 698-729). 

62 Betz, “Introduction,” xli. 

63 Aune, “Magic,” 1523. 

64 In one example, instructions are given for disposing of the book so it cannot be found once its 
contents have been learned (PGM XIII.233-235).  
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contempt of the upper class on the less educated masses, it more likely reflects the 

marginalized status of the magical approach to the divine. Simply stated, magic was not 

a mainstream religious approach, though strains of it permeated society at some level. 

Therefore, Arnold is likely correct in detecting presence of magical practice in Asia 

Minor, but oversteps the evidence in arguing for its widespread prevalence.  

Nevertheless, if magical practice was present, then it’s relevance to the religious 

situation of the Lycus Valley must be considered. Any assessment of magical practice 

must begin with a definition of magic and move from there to its particular features. 

Scholars are in agreement that magic does not refer to a particular religion, but rather to 

an overall approach to religion and the divine. In the past, a magician has been described 

as a person who seeks to control or manipulate the divine toward his or her own end 

rather than to honour and seek favour from the divine. Yamauchi describes this 

succinctly: “Put simply, in religion one prays to the gods; in magic one commands the 

gods.”65 However, such a sharp distinction between religion and magic labours to 

accommodate the evidence, where magic and religion are often blurred.66 Aune posits an 

alternative definition from a social-scientific perspective, where “magic is defined as that 

form of religious deviance whereby individual or social goals are sought by means 

alternate to those normally sanctioned by the dominant religious institution.”67 To this, 

Aune adds a second criterion, “goals sought within the context of religious deviance are 

magical when attained through the management of supernatural powers in such a way 

that results are virtually guaranteed.”68  

In addition to Aune’s definition, several inner-connected features of magic may be 

observed. First, the magical papyri reveal an overall approach to the divine in which the 

                                                
65 Yamauchi, “Magic,” 174-175. However, Nock notes that this distinction is a modern imposition, 

for the ancients did not typically draw such a clear line between magic and religion (“Paul,” 170, 174). 

66 For example, one incantation hails the spirits and glorifies the “god of gods,” yet never makes a 
request or demand of them (PGM IV.1115-66; cf. A.D. Nock, “Studies in the Graeco-Roman Beliefs of 
the Empire,” JHS 45 [1925]: 84-101; Erwin R. Goodenough, Jewish Symbols in the Greco-Roman Period. 
II: The Archeological Evidence From the Diaspora, Bollingen Series [New York: Pantheon, 1953], 158-
159). 

67 Aune, “Magic,” 1515. 

68 Ibid. 1515. 
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gods are seen primarily in terms of their supernatural power. On the one hand, the divine 

realm is both powerful and intricately involved in human affairs, so that the gods 

exercise influence over minute areas of daily life. Yet on the other hand, magic 

presupposes that these same gods can be controlled and manipulated for one’s own end 

through the application of magical practices.  

A second feature of the papyri is syncretism. The magical papyri call upon a 

plethora of gods from various strands of religious tradition, often blurring them together 

with little regard for their diverse backgrounds. Apparently, the concern for the 

appropriation of supernatural power overshadowed any interest in legitimating a 

particular god at the expense of another. One god, or one name for a god, was as good as 

another when it came to magical practice. Nock finds within the papyri “genuine 

Egyptian divine names, Coptic divine or daemonic names or offshoots thereof, old Greek 

E)fe/sia gra/mmata, at least one Babylonian divine name, Ereschigal, one possibly 

Assyrian name, Eulamo, Jewish sacred names, possibly Iranian and Mandaean names, 

and Greek names in correct or broken-down forms.”69 This results in a polytheism that is 

virtually unparalleled in the ancient world in terms of its breadth. On the one hand, such 

polytheism indicates the pervasiveness of the magical approach to the divine throughout 

all religions traditions, especially the multivalent and syncrestic Greco-Roman 

religions.70 Yet on the other hand, the manner in which it has been compiled 

demonstrates such a consistent attitude toward the divine and disregard for other 

religious traditions that Betz describes magic as “a new religion altogether.”71  

However, Betz’s description of a new religion may prove overstated given a third 

feature of the magical literature, its individualist concern. The magician was not a 

theologian intent on accurately describing the divine realm; the magician was instead a 

practitioner intent on achieving specific and personal ends by compelling the gods to act 

                                                
69 Nock, “Greek Magical Papyri,” 229. 

70 Aune, “Magic,” 1519. Later, Aune concludes magic is “a constant if subordinate feature of all 
religious traditions” (Ibid. 1557). 

71 Betz, “Introduction,” xlvi. 
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on his behalf. This can be seen throughout the papyri as the magician “plays a lone hand, 

using the power of traditional beliefs in his own way, for his own ends, often as a lien on 

a god rather than as a means of approach to him.”72 The goals of the magician included 

such things as arousing love through aphrodisiacs and love charms (e.g. PGM IV.2441-

2621), vengeance upon enemies through curses and the evil eye (e.g. PGM XIII.805-

806), protection of self from demons (e.g. PGM IV.86-87), and healing from infirmities 

(e.g. PGM VII.193-214).73 The collections of magical papyri themselves were the 

working compilations of magicians with such ends in mind. The magician, therefore, had 

little concern for the name or identity of the god to which he appeals, so long as divine 

power is invoked and the magician’s demands are accomplished.74  

Fourth, within this syncretism, the magical papyri contain a prevalence of Jewish 

references. Of the multiple names used for God within the papyri, the frequent names 

Iao, Sabaoth, and Adonai likely refer to the Jewish God.75 Iao may be a phonetic 

represenation of the Hebrew YHWH, and it is the most prevalent divine name used in 

the papyri.76 According to Origen, Sabaoth and Adonai are magical names used by Jews 

(ad. Cels. 1.24), and they too appear with great frequency in the magical papyri.77 

Further, the magical papyri occasionally included historical references that are clearly 

Jewish in nature, including Moses (PGM V.108; XIII.345, 1059), the patriarchs (PGM 

XIII.815, 975), the exodus (PGM IV.3050-56), and the destruction of Sodom and 

Gomorrah (PGM XXXVI.298-305).78 Yet despite the monotheistic tendency of Judaism, 

                                                
72 Nock, “Greek Magical Papyri,” 230. 

73 Cf. Yamauchi, “Magic;” T. Hopfner, “Mageia,” PW 14.1 (1928): 378; Aune, “Magic,” 1517-1518.  

74 This led further to the abandonment of the “carefully structured recurrent observances of religious 
rituals” in favour of an irregular and personal utilization of magical practices (Aune, “Magic,” 1521-22). 

75 This is apparent in PGM XXXV.15-24, where “the god of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob” is addressed 
by the titles Iao, Sabaoth, Eloe, and Adonai. 

76 Betz, “Introduction,” xlvii.  

77 The attraction to Jewish divine name may be due to the mystique surrounding the Jewish 
reluctance to speak it. “Sabaoth” is referred to as “the secret name” (PGM XXVVb.20-21). 

78 In an exorcism, the following appeal is made: “Hail, God of Abraham; hail, God of Isaac; hail, God 
of Jacob; Jesus Chrestos, the Holy Spirit, the Son of the Father…” (PGM IV.1230-1240). 
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the Jewish divine names could be used syncretistically alongside other gods.79 In one 

spell, the names of the gods Selene, Helios, and Iao Sabaoth are to be inscribed on a ring 

(PGM XII.203-210), followed by an invocation appealing to a pantheon of gods by 

name, including Chrates, Phoinix, Krates, Helios, Aphrodite, Mother of gods, Osiris, and 

Isis (PGM XII.230-238). The invocation ends (PGM XII.263-267) with an appeal to the 

god according to his Egyptian name (Phno Eai Iabok), according to his Jewish name 

(Adonaie Sabaoth), according to the Greeks (“the king of all, ruling alone”), and 

according to the Parthians (“Ouerto, master of all”). Yet within this pantheon, the Jewish 

name appears to have pride of place, for on the back side of the stone, Iao Sabaoth 

Abrasax is to be inscribed (PGM XII.268-269).80 Further, the papyri include multiple 

chants of names of gods and other indecipherable names, often including Iao, Sabaoth, 

and Adonai.81 

Fifth, the magical papyri reveal an awareness of a realm of intermediary beings, 

often called angels, which are subject to the divine powers.82 These angels are given 

many different names, several of which are clearly Jewish in origin (e.g. Michael, 

Gabriel).83 These angels are clearly in subjection to the gods (PGM XIII.745-46), though 

they are at times referred to as gods themselves (e.g. PGM I.75-90).84 When invoked, the 

angels are requested to come and to appear to the magician, who then makes his request 

or demand of the angel.85 This request for an appearance often includes the phrase 

                                                
79 PGM I.295-325; III.212, 220-21; IV.92-93; IV.980, 1376; 2770-80; V.470-75; etc. 

80 Erwin Goodenough minimizes the syncretism of this charm by contending it is Jewish in nature 
with pagan details adapted “for the glory of the Jewish God” (Jewish Symbols, II.295). 

81 PGM II.115-118. 

82 Hull, Hellenistic Magic, 39. In addition to the examples in PGM, Metzger describes an unpublished 
magical papyri on which mysterious symbols form a triangle, followed by an appeal to “the good angels 
who rule over us” to allay the fever of a sick person (“St. Paul,” 28-29). 

83 PGM II.145-155; IV.16 This interest in angels was not uncommon in Judaism (1 Enoch 7; 
4QSerek). 

84 The angels have been created by the gods (PGM I.209; IV.1204; VII.264; XXIIb.1-8), praise the 
gods (PGM IV.3060-61; XIII.329, 337), and are sent by the gods to do their work (PGM VII.890-900). 

85 In one example, the magician then says to the angel, “I shall have you as a friendly assistant, a 
beneficent god who serves me” (PGM I.87-90 cf. PGM I.180-185; IV.960-970). 
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ei)/selqe fa/naqi moi, ku/rie.86 The angel, in turn, is subject to the magician until all his 

requests have been fulfilled and he releases the angel to leave (PGM XIa.25-32). 

A final feature of the magical literature also provides a direct connection to Asia 

Minor, the Ephesia Grammata. The papyri are replete with palendromes and 

unintelligible sequences of sounds to be recited, often referred to as voces magicae.87 

The six words of the Ephesia Grammata also frequently appear. These magical words 

existed as far back as the fourth century BCE, yet because of their secretive and magical 

power, they were rarely written down. According to Hesychius and Clement of 

Alexandria the six terms were a)/skion, kata/skion, li/c, tetra/c, damnameneu/j, ai)/sion 

(Clem. ai)/sia), though in later times additional terms may have been added.88 Kuhnert 

describes these as “sechs Zauberworte . . . die gesprochen oder (auf einem Amulet) 

getragen dem Träger Schutz und übernatürliche Kraft verleihen.”89 They were applied as 

common technical terms within ancient magic and were worn or recited as a means of 

accomplishing the aims of the magician.90 Though their origin is unknown, the words 

were ultimately connected to the city of Ephesus, perhaps being associated with the 

“rune-like characters” engraved on the image of Diana.91 

The magical papyri, then, demonstrate a common trend of religious belief and 

practice in which the gods were invoked through magical rituals and practices and 

compelled to accomplish the purposes of the magician. The divine realm was viewed as 

                                                
86 The phrase is repeated six times in PGM IV.1000-45. Another variation says e)gw/ se qe/lw 

ei)sporeuqh=nai ei)j e)me\ kai\ decai/ moi (PGM IV.3205-07). Other visions are of the divine throne (PGM 
IV.1110; V.30-35) or of the gods themselves, including Asklepios (PGM VII.640) and Apollo (PGM 
VII.735). Cf. PGM VII.828-42, 1009-16; VII.83-91; XIa.11-16; XIII.72-77; XIII.565-66, 584-618 

87 Aune, “Magic,” 1549. 

88 Hesychius, Lexicon; Clem. Alex. Stron. V.242, cited by McCown, who also provides a survey of 
literary references to “Ephesian letters” reaching back to the fourth century BCE (McCown, “Ephesia 
Grammata,” 128-129). 

89 E. Kuhnert, “Ephesiae Litterae,” PW 5 (1905): 2771-2773, here 2772. 

90 Deissmann, “Ephesia Grammata,” 121. 

91 Metzger argues the words were originally inscribed on Diana (“St. Paul,” 28). Similarly, McCown 
points to a Phrgyian or Cretan background (“Ephesia Grammata,” 129). Deissman points instead to the 
Intertemporal-Internationales nature of magical practice and contends the Ephesian Grammata emerged in 
the oriental east and only later came to be associated with Ephesus and Artemis (“Ephesia Grammata,” 
122-123). 
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the location of supernatural power and personal deities collapsed together in syncretism, 

while angels played a significant role as intermediaries. This magical practice was likely 

widespread, reaching to Ephesus and presumably into the Lycus Valley, so that the 

extensive papyri surveyed here potentially reflects the kind of magic that may have been 

practised in the region.92 

 

E. Summary of Literary Evidence 

The literary evidence indicates the religious environment of the Lycus Valley in the first 

century was heterogenous in nature. The Greco-Roman literature associates the region 

with the Phrygian gods Men and Cybele. The fame of Artemis likely spread from 

Ephesus to the Lycus Valley, and the area eventually became a central place of healing 

and worship of Asklepios and Apollo. Jews were also present, and though they had been 

relocated to the area 300 years prior, it appears they continued to observe their central 

tenets and to pursue fidelity to their Jewish heritage. The practice of magic was also 

likely present to some degree among the general population, indicating a syncrestic 

tendency and a desire to manage divine power for one’s own ends. The Christian 

literature attests to this diverse religious situation, as the church of the late first and early 

second century faced conflict with Jews, magicians, and Rome itself throughout Asia 

Minor. 

 

2. Non-Literary Evidence 

Though the literary evidence provides valuable insight into the religious environment of 

the Lycus Valley, it is limited by the biases and preoccupations of its authors. These 

shortfalls are balanced by the non-literary evidence, which exist as remnants of the 

ancient world itself and paint a picture of life in the first century Lycus Valley. As Dill 

states,  
 

But for the municipal system and life, the relations of its various social grades, the humdrum routine 
of the shops and forums, the rustic rites and deities, the lingering echoes of that dim common life 

                                                
92 PGM I.262-347 provides an example of all these features. 
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with its vices and honest tenderness, its petty ambitions or hopeless griefs, we must generally go to 
the records in stone, and the remains of buried cities which the spade has given back to the light.93 

This section will survey the non-literary evidence according to type, with special 

attention to those objects that further illuminate the religious environment of the Lycus 

Valley. This evidence will be organized according to the following four categories: 

buildings, epigraphy, numismatics, and artefacts. 

 

A. Buildings and Structures 

Because Colossae remains unexcavated, its structures and buildings remain underground. 

Visitors to the site in the early 19th century reported monuments, tombstones, and stones 

lying above the surface, including the remains of a theatre and possibly the remains of 

St. Michael’s church.94 However, those remains have since been extensively plundered 

so that now only a faint impression of the theatre remains. Thus little is known regarding 

the buildings within the city of Colossae. Outside Colossae, a temple of Men is known to 

have existed, and later a church of St. Michael, but neither have yet been discovered. But 

though Colossae has eluded archaeologists, other cities of Asia Minor have been 

excavated extensively, including Laodicea and Hierapolis, and they shed light on the 

types of structures that typified the region.  

Excavations in Laodicea began recently in 2003 and are ongoing, with many finds 

still awaiting publication.95 Multiple possible temples have been found, with one dating 

to the second century CE.96 Other major structures are dedicated to emperors. The gate of 

Ephesus dates to the first century CE and is dedicated to Domitian, a large stadium was 

                                                
93 Samuel Dill, Roman Society: From Nero to Marcus Aurelius (New York: Meridian Books, 1956), 

196. 

94 Edwin M. Yamauchi, New Testament Cities in Western Asia Minor: Light From Archaeology on 
Cities of Paul and the Seven Churches of Revelation (Grand Rapids: Baker, 1980), 159-160. S.E. Johnson 
suggests the stones of columns and buildings reported in 1835 have since been quarried and used in 
construction elsewhere (“Laodicea and Its Neighbors,” BA 13 [1950]: 1-18, here 7). Bean observed ruins 
he theorized may be St. Michael’s church, but they were not excavated and current visitors have not made 
a similar report (Turkey, 223). 

95 Earlier excavations were conducted beginning in 1961 (Thomas Pekáry, “Kleinasien Unter 
Römischer Herrschaft,” ANRW II.7.2 [1980]: 595-657, here 635). 

96 Wilson, Biblical Turkey, 248-251. 
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dedicated to Vespasian in 79 CE, and a bath-gymnasium complex is dedicated to Hadrian 

and his wife Sabina to commemorate their visit to Laodicea in 135 CE.97  

Hierapolis was likely the “religious centre” within the immediate region.98 The 

agora of Hierapolis was built under Hadrian and compares in size to those of the largest 

cities of Asia Minor and may have been one of the largest in the world.99 Wilson notes 

three religious buildings unearthed in Hierapolis.100 The temple of Apollo accommodated 

worship of Hierapolis’ patron deity, Apollo Archegetes, as well as Apollo Karios, and 

was centrally located within the city.101 The temple nymphaeum, built in the third 

century CE, contains niches for images of multiple gods and goddesses. Finally, over the 

plutonium and adjoining the Apollo temple was built a cult shrine of Pluto.  

Other cities beyond the Lycus Valley are also helpful for illuminating the religious 

situation in Asia Minor. Ephesus is especially important, since it was a major economic 

and religious centre and was connected directly to the Lycus Valley by major roads. The 

ancient ruins of Ephesus have received archaeological attention since 1862, when J.T. 

Woods began his search for the temple of Artemis.102 He located the temple outside the 

city of Ephesus in 1870. Due to its size (the largest religious building in the Hellenistic 

world) and splendor, the Artemision is regarded as one of the wonders of the ancient 

world. Its influence was widespread, both in attracting travelers to Ephesus and in 

replicating itself in surrounding regions. The temple contributed immensely to the 

economy of Ephesus and was the chief reason the city continued to prosper even as its 

                                                
97 Ibid. 251-254. 

98 Hemer, Letters, 179. 

99 M.J. Mellink, “Archaeology in Anatolia,” AJA 91 (1987): 1-30, here 30; cf. Wilson, Biblical 
Turkey, 240; Francesco D'Andria, “Hierapolis of Phrygia: Its Evolution in Hellenistic and Roman Times,” 
in Urbanism in Western Asia Minor: New Studies on Aphrodisias, Ephesos, Hierapolis, Pergamon, Perge 
and Xanthos, JRASS (ed. David Parrish; Portsmouth, Rhode Island: Journal of Roman Archaeology, 
2001), 104. 

100 Wilson, Biblical Turkey, 241. 

101 David Parrish, “Introduction: The Urban Plan and Its Constituent Elements,” in Urbanism in 
Western Asia Minor: New Studies on Aphrodisias, Ephesos, Hierapolis, Pergamon, Perge and Xanthos, 
JRASS (ed. David Parrish; Portsmouth, Rhode Island: Journal of Roman Archaeology, 2001), 23. 

102 E.M. Blaiklock, Cities of the New Testament (Westwood, N.J.: Fleming H. Revell Company, 
1965), 63. 
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harbor suffered from silt deposited by the Cayster River.103 It attracted thousands of 

pilgrims to its annual Artemisia festival and brought business to local artisans.104 Beyond 

its religious duties, the Artemision served as a place of asylum, a financial centre, and a 

civic repository of government inscriptions.105 Though Ephesus was the official neokoros 

of the goddess, Artemis was widely worshipped and her temple was replicated in smaller 

shrines throughout Asia Minor and around the world.106  

Ephesus also housed a temple dedicated to the Egyptian Isis and imperial shrines.107 

In 29 BCE Augustus authorized Ephesus to construct a temenos to Da Roma (patron 

goddess of Rome) and Divus Julius (divinized Ceasar).108 To this privilege, Domitian 

added the Temple of the Sebastoi in 89 CE. This temple complex housed a 16-foot statue 

of an emperor, possibly Domitian or Titus, making Ephesus twice-neokoros, for both 

Artemis and the imperial cult.109 Such imperial temples were built by emperors to 

increase their fame and by cities to cultivate favour with Rome. They therefore served a 

clear political purpose such that their relevance to folk religious attitudes remains a 

matter of debate.110 Though the cult cultivated honour for the emperor, most people 

likely did not venerate emperors as they did the gods.111 

                                                
103 Strabo, Geog., 14.1.24; cf. Hemer, Letters, 36, 53. 

104 Wilson, Biblical Turkey, 201. Note also the idol-makers of Acts 19. 

105 Ibid. 206. Hemer provides extended discussion of its function as asylum, pointing chiefly to 
Strabo (Geog., 14.1.23) and Tacitus (Ann. 3.60-63) as well as numismatic and epigraphical evidence 
(Letters, 48-49). 

106 Thus Arnold, Ephesians, 20. 

107 Wilson, Biblical Turkey, 209. 

108 Ibid. 209. 

109 Hemer, Letters, 40. 

110 S.R.F. Price develops at length the idea that the imperial cult had a political function of 
maintaining power through rituals, at times assuming religious elements but with significant distinctions 
(S.R.F. Price, Rituals and Power: The Roman Imperial Cult in Asia Minor [Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1984], 210-215). For example, sacrifices were made in behalf of emperors to the gods, 
not to the emperors themselves, and the role of imperial priest was honourific as much as functional.   

111 For example, when Hadrian’s lover, Antinous, died, Hadrian built a city for him and established a 
cult. Yet Justin contends that though people participated in the cult celebrating him as a god, they did not 
regard him as such. “All were intimidated into worshiping him [Antinous] as a god, though everyone knew 
who he was and where he came from” (Justin, Apol., 1.29; cited by Eusebius, Eccl. Hist., 4.8). 
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These temples were built as part of a broader rise in the imperial cult within Asia 

Minor. S.R.F. Price provides the broadest treatment of the imperial cult within Asia 

Minor and demonstrates its increasingly pervasive presence in temples, altars, and 

shrines by the fourth century CE.112 However, the emperor cult was disseminated 

gradually and minimally such that it was present but perhaps not prominent in the first 

century.113 Price contends its prominence began in urban areas and only slowly 

disseminated outward to rural areas. Indeed, this is the case in Phrygia, where there is 

occasional evidence of imperial cultic activity in the first century that could not have 

escaped the notice of the Lycus Valley.114 Small towns were often involved in financing 

and dedicating imperial temples, and the processions and festivals associated with the 

imperial cult were major affairs involving large crowds drawn from afar.115 One 

inscription mentions a man from Colossae having participated in sacrifices at an imperial 

temple in another city, but further details are lacking.116 Laodicea especially had an early 

regard for the imperial cult. Though it did not house an imperial temple and achieve 

neokoros status until ca. 178 CE, Laodicea had lobbied for this privilege in 26 CE but lost 

to Smyrna.117 Hierapolis became neokoros later in 221 CE.118  

                                                
112 Price, Rituals and Power, xxii-xxv, 249-274. The work of Burrell on neokoroi complements Price 

(Barbara Burrell, Neokoroi: Greek Cities and Roman Emperors [Leiden: Brill, 2004]).  

113 Price has successfully revealed the significant role of the imperial cult, concluding for example, 
that the imperial cult “was extremely widespread throughout the Roman empire” and was “probably the 
most important cult in the province of Asia” (Rituals and Power, 78, 130). However, this conclusion is 
hyperbolic, for Price does not adequately distinguish between types of evidence. His final map identifies 
no less than 197 sites of imperial cult in western Asia Minor, but these include not only temples, but also 
priests, inscriptions, and the incorporation of imperial cult images into established cults. Further, Price 
incorporates evidence without regard for dating, creating the impression that all these sites existed 
simultaneously. In actuality, Colin Miller argues only 57 possibly pre-date Nero’s death in 68 CE, and only 
18 certainly do (“The Imperial Cult in the Pauline Cities of Asia Minor and Greece,” CBQ 72 [2010]: 314-
332). Nevertheless, Price has revealed a rise in imperial worship that precedes the first century. 

114 Four cities of western Asia Minor became neokoros in the first century, including Pergamum 
under Augustus, Smyrna under Tiberius, Miletus under Gaius, and Ephesus under Nero (Burrell, Neokoroi, 
17-85). 

115 Price provides several descriptions from other cities (Rituals and Power, 111-113). Tertullian also 
describes the riotous behavior of imperial festivals (Apology 35). 

116 IGR IV.870; Price, Rituals and Power, 128. 

117 Burrell, Neokoroi, 119-125; cf. Price, Rituals and Power, 264. 

118 Burrell, Neokoroi, 135-142. A Claudian coin from Hierapolis was dedicated to the “imperial race” 
and may indicate earlier imperial cult activity (Miller, “Imperial Cult,” 325). 
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North of Ephesus, Pergamum has also been extensively excavated. The city lay at 

the foot of a tall acropolis atop of which were built several major religious structures.119 

There was a temple to Athena Nikephoros built in 230 BCE in honour of this patron 

deity.120 Just below Athena’s temple stood the altar of Zeus, dating to 170 BCE and 

recognized as the largest altar in antiquity.121 Pergamum was also a centre of imperial 

worship. It became the first neokoros of Asia Minor in 29 BCE with the construction of a 

shared temple to Rome and Augustus, a title it alone held in Asia Minor until 26 CE when 

Smyrna was made neokoros. Pergamum added a second imperial temple in the early 

second century CE, when Hadrian constructed a temple for Trajan, making it the first city 

to become “twice neokoros.”122 The city also had temples for Dionysus, Demeter, Hera 

Basileia, and Asclepius, all dating to before the first century. In the second century CE, a 

temple to Serapis was added. Further, though the expansive Red Hall was later converted 

into a church, it was likely built on the site of a temple dedicated to Isis dating to before 

the first century CE.123 

In addition to the temple of Asclepius on the acropolis, within the city stood the 

famous Asclepium, renowned throughout the ancient world as a centre for healing. It 

was originally constructed in the fourth century BCE and was frequently expanded. By 

the first century CE, it included a temple to Zeus-Asclepius. Famous physicians worked 

there (e.g. Galen, 126-216 CE) and the sick travelled from far abroad to seek healing. 

Given the fame of the asklepion, together with the impressive structures of the acropolis, 

                                                
119 The following survey of Pergamum follows Wilson’s summary in Biblical Turkey, 279-293; cf. 

Hemer, Letters, 81-82. 

120 Within the temple complex, the rooms of a famous library have also been discovered. This library 
was purported to be second only to Alexandria’s in size (Wilson, Biblical Turkey, 281). 

121 Ibid. 285. 

122 Burrell, Neokoroi, 280. 

123 Klaus Nohlen, “The 'Red Hall' (Kizil Avlu) in Pergamon,” in Pergamon, Citadel of the Gods: 
Archaeological Record, Literary Description, and Religious Development (ed. Helmut Koester; 
Harrisburg, PA: Trinity Press International, 1998), 98. Helmut Koester contends the cult of the Egyptian 
deities Sarapis and Isis arrived in the coastal areas of Asia Minor in the third century BCE, grew stronger 
by the second century BCE, then leveled until exploding in the second century CE (“The Cult of the 
Egyptian Deities in Asia Minor,” in Pergamon, Citadel of the Gods: Archaeological Record, Literary 
Description, and Religious Development [ed. Helmut Koester; Harrisburg, PA: Trinity Press International, 
1998], 132). 
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Hemer concludes Pergamum enjoyed status as “the religious capital of the province of 

Asia Minor.”124 

Though not as common as in Palestine, Jewish synagogues played an important role 

for Diaspora Jews and existed within Asia Minor. Though only a few synagogue 

buildings have been discovered and are dated no earlier than the third century CE, other 

sites suggest that prior to this, homes and other buildings may have been repurposed for 

use as synagogues.125 The synagogue at Sardis was originally built as a public building 

(perhaps a gymnasium), then later was turned over to the Jews, who remodeled, 

decorated, and repurposed it for use as a synagogue.126 In Priene, a small house has been 

discovered that was apparently remodeled for use as a synagogue, as evidenced by 

images of menorahs and a Torah-niche placed in the wall nearest Jerusalem.127 This 

repurposing of existing structures means many synagogues were inconspicuous and may 

not be identifiable as such by modern archaeologists.128 So also, it is possible the Jewish 

community in the Lycus Valley used a repurposed room or home as a synagogue. 

Asia Minor also had temples housing multiple gods rather than being devoted to just 

one deity. The practice derives from the Greek Parthenon and the Roman temple of 

Jupiter on the Capitoleum, which had three doors leading to the sanctuaries of Jupiter, 

Juno, and Minerva.129 The centre door and largest sanctuary presumably belonged to 

Jupiter. In Hierapolis, the temple of Apollo housed both Apollo Asklepios and Apollo 

                                                
124 Hemer, Letters, 82. 

125 Nanos, Mystery, 42-43; cf. A.T. Kraabel, “The Diaspora Synagogue: Archaeological and 
Epigraphic Evidence Since Sukenik,” in Ancient Synagogues: Historical Analysis and Archaeological 
Discovery (ed. Dan Urman and Paul V.M. Plesher; Leiden: Brill, 1995), 101, originally published in 
ANRW (Berlin: Walter de Gruyter, 1970); Anders Runesson, Donald D. Binder and Birger Olsson, The 
Ancient Synagogue From Its Origins to 200 C.E.: A Source Book, Ancient Judaism and Early Christianity 
(Leiden: Brill, 2008), 134-152. 

126 This remodel work may have been done in the mid-third century CE (Kraabel, “Diaspora 
Synagogue,” 103). 

127 Ibid. 107-109. Such niches were a common feature of synagogues (Dan Urman and Paul V.M. 
Flesher, “Ancient Synagogues – A Reader's Guide,” in Ancient Synagogues: Historical Analysis and 
Archaeological Discovery [ed. Dan Urman and Paul V.M. Flesher; Leiden: Brill, 1995], xxxvi).  

128 Kraabel, “Diaspora Synagogue,” 120. In Miletus, for example, a building has been discovered that 
may be a synagogue, but the evidence is inconclusive (Goodenough, Jewish Symbols, II.78). 

129 Martin Jessop Price and Bluma L. Trell, Coins and Their Cities: Architecture on the Ancient Coins 
of Greece, Rome, and Palestine (London: V.C. Vecchi and Sons, 1977), 65. 
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Clareion. The rise of the imperial cult led to several partnerships, first between the cults 

of Augustus and the goddess Rome. On other occasions, the imperial cult was introduced 

into the temple of an existing deity, most often by placing the statue of an emperor into 

that temple.130 Thus in Pergamum, Trajan shared a temple with Zeus Philios, while in 

Miletus Gaius was introduced into the temple of Apollo.131 

In summary, some of the buildings of the Lycus Valley and its neighbouring cities 

reflect the major religious figures worshipped by the local population. These include a 

temple to Men near Colossae, to Apollo Archegetes in Hierapolis, to Artemis in 

Ephesus, and to Asklepios in Pergamum. Additional temples were constructed to house 

foreign deities, including Greco-Roman and Egyptian gods. Cities also aspired for 

neokoros status with regard to the imperial cult and competed for the right to build 

imperial temples, though the construction of such temples had elements of political 

motivation as a way to advertise a city’s worth.132 Other religions, particularly Judaism, 

repurposed homes and other structures for religious use rather than constructing temples 

identifiable by archaeologists. 

 

B. Epigraphy 

Because they are contemporary, authoritative, and rarely forged, inscriptions are a 

valuable source of information regarding the Roman empire in general and the Lycus 

Valley in particular. Though most of this information concerns “the spirit and 

organization of municipalities,” inscriptions also provide insight into the religious 

environment of a particular community.133  

The inscriptions connected to Colossae number less than thirty, many of them being 

of relatively little significance. Most are epitaphs from tombs and steles, while others 

                                                
130 Burrell, Neokoroi, 280, 326-328. 

131 Ibid. 319. 

132 A.D. Macro, “The Cities of Asia Minor Under the Roman Imperium,” ANRW II.7.2 (1980): 658-
697, here 683. 

133 Dill, Roman Society, 209. 
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suffer from damage, inconsequential subject matter, and later provenance.134 

Nevertheless, a few inscriptions merit brief attention. Three inscriptions with dedications 

to emperors have been found, including altars to Trajan and Hadrian and a pedestal to 

Constantius.135 Though the pedestal likely dates to the fourth century, the altars to Trajan 

and Hadrian suggest the presence of imperial cult in Colossae in the early second 

century. An inscription from the mid-third century mentions Olympic games, likely 

associated with the imperial cult (MAMA VI.40). Honourific inscriptions commend not 

only a boularch and athletes, but also a priest of Dionysius.136 Fragments of a 

sarcophagus contain images of Medusa and Eros (MAMA VI.51). The mention of 

e(tai=roi in a brief inscription on a stele may have a Jewish association.137 Finally, 

depending on its restoration, a damaged inscription may point to a temple of Zeus at 

Colossae (IGR IV.868). Though it was originally published without restoration, one 

proposed restoration reads [Au)tokra/t]ori Ne/roua| Traianw=| Kai/sari A)ri/stw| 

Sebastw=| A)pfi/a H(rakle/ou tou= Dio\j Ko[losshnou= i(e/]reia.138 However, the 

likelihood of a Colossian reference is rendered dubious because the space of the 

omission does not likely accommodate so many letters.139 Nevertheless, though meager, 

the epigraphic evidence connected to Colossae suggests the presence of the imperial cult, 

Greco-Roman gods, Egyptian religion, and possible Judaism as well. 

Excavations in both Laodicea and Hierapolis have produced several significant 

inscriptions shedding further light on the religious situation in the Lycus Valley. The 

inscriptions from Laodicea provide important information regarding the city. These 

                                                
134 Tombs and steles include MAMA VI.42-45; p.142, no.52-53. MAMA VI.41, 46, 48, and 50 are 

brief and MAMA VI.49 dates to the later Christian era (cf. Cadwallader, “Revisiting Calder,” 103).  

135 MAMA VI.38; p.142, no.38, 47; cf. Cornelius C. Vermeule, Roman Imperial Art in Greece and 
Asia Minor (Harvard: Belknap Press, 1968), 471. 

136 MAMA VI, p.142, no.48-51. 

137 MAMA VI.47 provides the inscription and speculates on the Jewish background with minimal 
discussion. 

138 Originally published as MAMA 142, no.46, but restored by Louis Robert (“Les Inscriptions,” in 
Laodicée Du Lycos: Le Nymphée Campagnes 1961-1963 [ed. Jean des Gagniers, et al.; Québec: Les 
Presses de L'Université Laval, 1969], 278-279).  

139 Roberts suggests only 3-4 letters are missing and therefore restores the text as a reference either to 
Herakles or to ko/roj Dio/j (Ibid. 279). 
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inscriptions include the typical funerary epitaphs on tombs and steles, as well as 

honourary inscriptions for local dignitaries.140 Other inscriptions give evidence of local 

commerce, including guilds of graziers and cloth-refiners.141 The significance of the city 

as a whole is demonstrated by several inscriptions naming Laodicea as a 

mhtropo/lewj.142 

The inscriptions also demonstrate a tradition of revering emperors and Laodicea’s 

patron god, Zeus. As a premier example, atop a three-arch gateway leading into the city 

from the coast was a lengthy inscription beginning with the dedication Dii\ megi/stwi 

swth=ri kai\ Au)tokra/tori Domitianw=i Kai/sari Sebastw=[i Germanikw=i] (MAMA 

VI.2). The arch had been constructed by Tiberius, who regards himself an a)peleu/qeroj 

(freedman) and an a)rxiereu/j (high-priest), presumably of the imperial cult, and 

dedicates the structure to Zeus and to Domitian. Likewise, the theatre was finished by 

Nicostratus, who, calling himself filo/kaisar, dedicates it in 79CE to the emperor Titus 

(MAMA VI.9). Nicostratus may have designed the theatre for use in gladiatorial shows, 

which became a regular subject of later inscriptions.143 For example, a tomb is inscribed 

as follows: Mnh=ma monomaxi/wn tw=n doqe/ntwn u(po\ a)rxiere/wj kai\ stefanhfo/rou 

Diokle/ouj tou= Mhtrofi/lou.144 This indicates the tomb had been constructed by 

Diokles who, as part of his role as high-priest of the local imperial cult, conducted 

gladiatorial games and provided the tomb not only to bury those killed, but also to 

commemorate the games.145 Additional inscriptions honour Titus, Hadrian and Sabina, 

Antoninus Pius, Septimius Severus, and Julia Domna Augusta.146 

                                                
140 E.g. MAMA VI.6, 19-30; W.M. Ramsay, The Cities and Bishoprics of Phrygia, 2 vols. (Oxford, 

1895), I.78, no.15. 

141 MAMA VI.11; Ramsay, Cities, I.74-75, no.8. 

142 MAMA VI.13; CIG 3938, 3942; Ramsay, Cities, I.74-76; Robert, “Les Inscriptions,” 288. 

143 On the purpose of the theatre, see Vermeule, Roman Imperial Art, 238; Ramsay, Cities, I.73. 

144 CIG 3942; cf. Ramsay, Cities, I.74-76. 

145 Another inscription dates the construction of a tomb according to the period of Tryphon 
a)rxiereu/j in the first quarter of the third century (MAMA VI.18). These high priests were wealthy Roman 
citizens elected to the position for a one-year term (Macro, “Cities,” 682). On one occasion, the post was 
held by a female, Antonia, who is described as ne[wko/ron kai\] [a)r]xie/reian th|=j A)si/aj (T. Corsten, Die 
Inschriften Von Laodikeia Am Lykos I, IK [Bonn: Habelt, 1997], 109-112, no.53; cf. Rosalinde A. 
Kearsley, “Epigraphic Evidence for the Social Impact of Roman Government in Laodicea and Hierapolis,” 
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Though most of the Laodicean inscriptions point toward the imperial cult, a marble 

altar dedicated to Zeus has also been found (MAMA VI.1). The front of the altar has the 

image of an eagle standing on a thunderbolt, with a double-ax and a crescent moon 

above it. On the right is also a figure of Zeus, while on the back is an animal, likely a 

sheep. Though damaged, the inscription has been restored. [E)paf]ra=j Dei\ T[. . .] [. 

.]melei= kai\ E(r[mei=] o( qe/lwn o(rk[i/zein] a(gnw=j mei/naj (Q)u/sei sfa/gion o(/rk(i)on. The 

inscription indicates the altar has been constructed as a means of supplication enforced 

by an oath and sacrifices to Zeus on the altar. Another inscription describes e)/nprosqen 

tou= Dio\j [leu]koli/qw|.147 From this, Ramsay suggests Laodicea was home to a temple 

of Zeus Laodicenus, and he further speculates it may have been Laodicea’s largest 

temple.148 However, because there is no further evidence of such a temple, Roberts is 

likely correct in his assessment that this refers to “une statue de culte à l’air libre,” 

perhaps in the agora.149 

Roberts provides a compilation of 25 inscriptions from Laodicea demonstrating 

devotion to Apollo Pythios.150 Most of the inscriptions were found in or around a later 

Byzantine basilica, but had likely been moved there and repurposed. Roberts traces the 

provenance of most of the inscriptions to between 128 and 155-156 CE.151 Several 

provide variations of dedications to Lukos, prophet of Apollo Pythios, and hymns to 

Apollo Clarios. For example: 
 

Po/(plioj) Klau/dioj Dionu/sioj Ai)liano\j Laodikeu\j a)po\ Lu/kou profhteu/wn 
A)po/llwnoj Puqi/ou, Klari/w| A)po/llwni u(mnh/saj to\n qeo\n kata\ xrhsmo\n ta\ tw=n 
sunumnhsa/ntwn pai/dwn kai\ parqe/nwn o)no/mata a)ne/qhken.152 

                                                                                                                                           
in Colossae in Space and Time: Linking to An Ancient City [ed. Alan H. Cadwallader and Michael Trainor; 
Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 2011]), 143-147. 

146 MAMA VI.3, 9; p.140, nos.3, 10-11; IGRR 848-851. 

147 Robert, “Les Inscriptions,” 265. 

148 Ramsay, Cities, II.50; Magie, Roman Rule, 586. 

149 Robert, “Les Inscriptions,” 275. 

150 Ibid. 299-303. 

151 Ibid. 299. 

152 Ibid. 299, no.1. 
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From this compilation, Roberts contends, “La ville a manifesté une grande devotion à 

l’Apollon de Claros,” and this devotion is corroborated by lists from Claros of cities that 

sent delegations to consult the oracle and present hymns there.153 The sending of 

delegations to seek the oracle of Apollo at Claros was widely practised by cities across 

Asia Minor throughout the imperial age.154 However, given the Laodicean inscriptions’ 

narrow range of dates, their similar and at times verbatim language, this devotion in 

Laodicea may have lasted no longer than a single generation in the first half of the 

second century CE.  

The inscriptions of Hierapolis are especially revealing of the socio-religious 

situation there. Several funerary inscriptions entrust maintenance funds to guilds 

including “friends of the arms” (filo/ploij), linen-workers, purple-dyers, textile 

workers, and wool-washers (Ritti 1, 16, 44). The wealth of the individuals involved, 

together with the abundance of such inscriptions, reflect the central role the textile 

industry played within the local economy. This industry presumably led to the success of 

merchants such as Zeuxis, whose large tomb records 72 voyages to Italy.155 Though this 

feat was unusual enough to merit record on his tombstone, it indicates regular interaction 

between Hierapolis and the rest of the Roman Empire via its merchants.  

Apollo Archegetes is frequently mentioned, attesting his prominent role within the 

religious environment of Hierapolis. A short inscription in the theatre records the prayer 

Ei(/lewj u(mei=n o( A)rxhge/thj.156 Also in the theatre, the following dedication appears: 

A)po/llwni A)rxhge/th| kai\ to[i=j qeo]i=j a)/lloij patri/oi[j kai\] Au)tokra/torsi 

Kai/sarsin . . . (Ritti 24). Such dedications to Apollo Archegetes and to emperors were 

common on altars and buildings (Ritti 11-12). 

                                                
153 Roberts further speculates Laodicea may have sent delegations on an annual basis (Ibid. 298, 303). 

154 Robin Lane Fox finds evidence of delegations from more than 45 cities of the Roman Empire. 
Most delegations came from Asia Minor, while others came from the west as far as Corinth, north as far as 
the Black Sea, and east as far as Neocaesarea. The practice was most common ca. 200 CE, making 
Laodicea one of the earlier cities to send such a delegation (Robin Lane Fox, Pagans and Christians in the 
Mediterranean World From the Second Century AD to the Conversion of Constantine [London: Penguin 
Books, 1986], 174, 177). 

155 Ritti 9; cf. Wilson, Biblical Turkey, 239. 

156 CIG 3906; Ritti 22. 
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Three inscriptions were recently found in the temple of Apollo at Hierapolis. Only a 

partial remnant remains from the first inscription, which indicates Apollo Archegetes 

gave instruction for the incising of his oracles (Ritti 16.a). The second inscription is 

much longer and of great interest (Ritti 16.b). The inscription records an oracle from 

Apollo at Claros, apparently given to a delegation from Hierapolis sent to Clarion to 

consult Apollo Claros regarding a plague, likely that experienced under Marcus Aurelius 

(ca. 165 CE).157 The oracle directs Hierapolis to appease the gods through libations, 

feasts, and hecatombs (Ritti 16.b.6). Further instructions detail sacrificing a cow and a 

lamb, performing rites to Demeter and to the subterranean gods, and erecting images of 

Apollo Claros in front of the gates of the town, that his bow might drive away the 

malady. The oracle of Apollo Claros concludes by chastising Hierapolis for neglecting 

his cult and instructing them to remember his cult in the future, that it might protect and 

prosper them.158 The incision of this inscription in the temple at Hierapolis suggests this 

final instruction to honour Apollo Claros was taken seriously and he was entered into the 

temple of Apollo Archegetes. The third inscription provides the alphabetic oracle of 

Apollo Archegetes, likely dating no earlier than the second century CE (Ritti 39). The 

devotee drew a letter by lot, then matched it to the appropriate oracle in the acrostic list 

of generic, pithy statements.  

Like other cities, the epigraphic record includes mention of various political 

authorities from emperors down to regional officers. The tradition of honouring 

emperors started early in Hierapolis and remained steady until it became a neokoros 

around 221 CE under Elagabalus.159 The earliest extant inscription belongs to an altar 

constructed 1 BCE – 4 CE and dedicated to Gaius Caesar and Dea Roma (Ritti 32). Later 

inscriptions honour Domitian (IGR IV.811), Trajan (Ritti 17), and Hadrian (Ritti 20). 

                                                
157 Lane Fox suggests the oracle may not have come from Claros, but rather from a local shrine or 

from Delphi. However, the instruction to honour Apollo Claros makes Claros the most likely source of the 
oracle (Lane Fox, Pagans and Christians, 234-235). 

158 This neglect is confirmed by the lists of delegations discovered in Claros that mention Laodicea 
and several other cities of Asia Minor, but do not mention Hierapolis (Robert, “Les Inscriptions,” 303). 

159 Burrell, Neokoroi, 135. 
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Beginning in the early second century CE, Hierapolis was home to the a)rxiere/a A)si/aj, 

designating a role of prominence within the imperial temples of the region (Ritti 11, 31-

32, 44). 

Alongside local deities and emperors, the inscriptions from Hierapolis also suggest 

reverence for the pantheon of Greco-Roman gods, especially Zeus. These three groups 

come together in an inscription (ca. 117-138 CE) found on a cornice near the theatre 

dedicating the building to Zeus Olympias, to the ancestral gods, and to the Emperor 

Caesar Trajan Hadrian Augustus (Ritti 20).160 The inscription further identifies Tiberius 

Julius Myndios as the builder and his wife as [th=]j i(erei/aj tou= Dwdekaq[e/]ou. This 

suggests an active cult in Hierapolis of the twelve primary gods of the Olympic pantheon 

and, if Ritti’s reconstruction of the end of the inscription is correct, this building served 

as the cult’s temple.161 This cult’s activity is detailed by another inscription of the same 

period providing a detailed calendar of the cult of Zeus: 
 

E)this/ouj sponda\j tw=| Dii\ kai\ qusi/aj – mhno\j me\n deute/rou tessareskaideka/th| Pleia/dwn 
du/sei, mhno\j de\ h /, ih / [sic.] r(odi/nwn ne/wn prosfora=|, mhno\j de\ deka/tou Sebasth=| loutro\n 
tw=| Dii/, Sebasth=| de\ deute/ra| qusi/aj tw=n Dei/wn – [k]ata/rxesqai to\n i(ere/a Tibe/rion 
I)ou/l[i]on Mu/ndion, kai\ kat[a\] mh=na th=| o)ktwkaideka/th|, kata\ ta\ a)/kta kai\ yhfi/smata tou= 
dh/mou.162  

The cult of Zeus, therefore, observed monthly feasts as well as important rituals on three 

additional occasions. Zeus therefore figured prominently within the pantheon, while the 

lesser gods are rarely mentioned by name in the inscriptions.163 

                                                
160 The dedication is nearly identical to that found in the theatre (Ritti 24), though Zeus has replaced 

Apollo Archegetes. 

161 Tullia Ritti further suggests this cult may have incorporated local deities (An Epigraphic Guide to 
Hierapolis [Pamukkale], trans. Paul Arthur [Istanbul: Ege Yayinlari, 2006], 110-112). 

162 Ritti 37. Ritti also provides the following translation: “The priest Tiberius Julius Myndios will 
offer the libations and the annual sacrifices to Zeus: the fourteenth day of the second month, at the sunset 
of the Pleiades; the 18th day of the 8th month, at the presentation of the new roses; the August day of the 
tenth month, bathing for Zeus; the successive day to the Augustus day, sacrifices of the Deia, and in the 
eighteenth day of each month, according to the acts and the decrees of the people.” 

163 One of the only mentions of other Greco-Roman deities by name is an inscription to Aphrodite 
Ourania on a pedestal now built into a wall at Hierapolis, making its original location and importance 
indiscernible (W.H. Buckler, “Aphrodite Ourania at Hierapolis in Phrygia,” JHS 56 [1936]: 237-238). 
General references to deities and to the gods of the underworld may also have the pantheon in view (e.g. 
Ritti 5, 16). 
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The inscriptions further attest to the presence of Jews within Hierapolis by the late 

second century CE. The epitaph on a tomb warns that unauthorized burial will result in a 

fine payable to the Jewish community (CIJ 775).164 Similar inscriptions appear 

throughout Phrygia, including a reference to the law of the Jews in Apamea (CIJ 774) 

and invocations of the curses of Deuteronomy in Blaundos (CIJ 760; MAMA VI.335) 

and Akmonia (CIJ 775).165  

Another funerary inscription from the necropolis of Hierapolis has been frequently 

cited for its Jewish background because it mentions the feasts of unleavened bread, 

though the text was partial and presumed damaged (CIJ 777).166 Recent excavations, 

however, have revealed the left side of the inscription, which had remained buried. As it 

now stands, the full text prescribes rites on three festal occasions, including the feast of 

unleavened bread (e)n th=| e(orth=| tw=n a)zu/mwn), the feast of Pentecost (e)n th=| e(orth=| th=j 

penthkosth=j), and the feast of Kalends (e)n th=| e(orth=| tw=n kalandw=n).167 While the 

feasts of Pentecost affirms a Jewish background, the feast of Kalends was a pagan feast. 

This new evidence suggests a mixture of Jewish and pagan elements, calling into 

question the identity of the owner. If the feasts were used by the owner simply to mark 

the dates for rites at his tomb, then he may not have personally identified with either 

religious tradition, suggesting the feasts were well-known calendrical occasions.168 On 

the other hand, this combination may suggest a form of syncretism as he observed feasts 

of both Jewish and pagan background and expected his survivors to also observe them. 

                                                
164 Cf. Bruce, “Problems Part 1,” 6. Other funerary inscriptions make similar arrangements, though 

payments are to be made to the community of Apollo (Ramsay, Cities, II.115-116, nos. 19-20). 

165 Cf. Bruce, Epistle, 11-12; Trebilco, Jewish Communities, 99-101; Ramsay, Cities, II.538, 669. 

166 For example, Kraabel uses this sarcophagus as evidence of Judaism in Asia Minor, but says the 
rest of the rites prescribed have been damaged and erased (“Judaism,” 127-128). 

167 Ritti provides the full text (Ritti 26) and discussion, dating the inscription to the third century CE 
(Epigraphic Guide, 127-129). 

168 The feast of Kalends was also used as the date for honours at a massive grave in Laodicea, 
suggesting it may have been a common date for such memorial rituals (MAMA VI.18; cf. Alan H. 
Cadwallader and Michael Trainor, Colossae in Space and Time: Linking to An Ancient City [Göttingen: 
Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 2011], 139-140). 
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In summary, the inscriptions provide valuable insight into the socio-religious 

environment of the Lycus Valley. Though the epigraphic record of Colossae is minimal, 

the inscriptions identified with Colossae reflect a similar pattern to those of its 

neighbours in the Lycus Valley. The inscriptions of Laodicea and Hierapolis indicate not 

only a strong economy of wool and textiles in the region, but also a robust and 

polytheistic religious situation.  

The inscriptions frequently honour Roman emperors, often in association with the 

erection of an altar, statue, or public building. Because of the large cost of such 

undertakings, the inscriptions often reflect the public and even political interests of a 

wealthy patron or of the entire city as much as or more than the general population. 

These dedications may be made in appreciation for the financial support of an emperor, 

or more frequently they may serve as an attempt to curry favour with the emperor and 

his envoys. Dedications to the emperor often include Greco-Roman deities, especially 

Zeus. Such dedications may reflect actual imperial cult activity, but they more likely 

reflect the attempts of a local city to appease their Roman overlords. 

In addition to imperial inscriptions, the epigraphic evidence also demonstrates a 

strong tradition of reverence for a city’s local deity. In Laodicea, this meant honour for 

Zeus Laodikeus, while in Hierapolis, Apollo is especially prominent. Inscriptions to 

Apollo appear broadly throughout Hierapolis, with the greatest detail appearing within 

his own temple. He was the protector of the city and was sought as an oracle, as was 

Apollo at Claros. Additional inscriptions, particularly those from Hierapolis, reflect 

additional religious traditions. They further demonstrate the presence of Jews, whose 

feasts were celebrated in accordance with the standard Jewish calendar. Likewise, pagan 

feasts such as Kalends were observed, as well as a full calendar of feasts for Zeus. 

Members of the Greco-Roman pantheon were honoured and a formal cult may have been 

present, and Zeus was worshipped frequently according to a cultic calendar.  

Some additional religious figures that have been prominent in other types of 

evidence play only minimal roles in the inscriptions. These include the ancient Phrygian 
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deities of Men and Cybele, as well as the Ephesian Artemis.169 Further, the inscriptions 

give little indication of the Egyptian cults such as Isis and Serapis. This lacuna may be 

the result of the influence of political propaganda and economic factors upon 

inscriptions. Nevertheless, the epigraphic evidence provides further insight into the 

variegated religious situation in the first century Lycus Valley.  

 

C. Numismatics 

The numismatic evidence is one of the most complete and thereby best sources for 

investigation into the first century Lycus Valley, especially Colossae. The minting of 

coins came to Phrygia with Alexander and Hellenism, and the issuing of coins increased 

as prosperity grew under the Roman empire.170 Local coins were often issued on special 

occasions, especially festivals, to accommodate the increased economic activity brought 

by visitors to the city. Because they were small and intended to be carried and 

exchanged, coins frequently traveled outside their city of provenance and subsequently 

became lost. Thus several coins from Colossae have been discovered in other 

excavations, as well as coins from Laodicea, Hierapolis, and other cities of Phrygia and 

Asia Minor. Outside the epigraphy, these coins provide some of the only primary 

evidence attributable directly to Colossae. Like inscriptions and imperial temples, the 

coins may not tell the story of popular religious sentiment so much as they are a part of 

political propaganda.171 Nevertheless, for such propaganda to have effect, the gods, 

temples, and cultic images represented on the coins of a city must have been local to and 

identifiable with the people of that city. 

                                                
169 Given the major role Artemis plays within the inscriptional evidence of Ephesus, some reference 

to her would be assumed also in the Lycus Valley were she worshipped there (Miller, “Imperial Cult,” 
328). 

170 B.V. Head, Catalogue of the Greek Coins of Phrygia in the British Museum (London: British 
Museum, 1906), xvii. 

171 Evans describes the function of coins as propaganda. “Coin legends and imagery convey what 
society, especially government, wants the world to believe about itself. Accordingly, coins play an 
important role in political propaganda, somewhat analogous to public inscriptions” (Craig A. Evans, 
Ancient Texts for New Testament Studies: A Guide to the Background Literature [Peabody, MA: 
Hendrickson, 2005], 324). 
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The earliest coin attributed to Colossae has the head of Zeus on the obverse and his 

winged thunderbolt on the reverse, and it dates to the first or second century BCE.172 Head 

describes sixteen additional coins, all from the second and third centuries CE.173 Several 

contain the typical Roman imperial images. Five have the image of an emperor on the 

obverse, one shows the Senate, and another a Boule. The rest depict various gods on the 

obverse and reverse. These gods include Demos, Demeter, Sarapis, Isis, Hygieia, 

Artemis, Helios, Selene, Tyche, Nike, and Men. Of these, Artemis is the most frequent, 

depicted by her Ephesian cult statue twice and as a huntress three times. Additional coins 

from Colossae depict Asclepios, Leto, Dionysus, Athena, and Tyche.174 

From Hierapolis, Head locates 192 coins in the British museum.175 The earliest coins 

date to the second and first centuries BCE, with seven coins depicting Apollo on the 

obverse and a possible city-goddess on the reverse.176 A coin dating to just before 

Augustus features a bust of Artemis on the obverse, and Artemis as the huntress on the 

reverse.177 Another coin from the time of Claudius or Nero depicts Dionysius on the 

obverse, while the reverse portrays a temple with six columns and a possible statue in the 

pediment, identified by Head as the temple of Augustus at Hierapolis.178 The rest of 

Head’s collection dates to the second century CE and later and depicts a pantheon of 

gods. These include Athena, Asklepios, Nemesis, Nike, Hermes, Zeus Laodikeus, 

Sarapis, Isis, Artemis (cult statue), Roma, Zeus Troios, Apollo Kitharoedos, Zeus 

Bozios, Demos, Apollo Archegetes, Tyche, Chrysoroas, Zeus Troios, Herakles, Hygieia, 

Apollo Lairbenes, Selene, Hekate, Men, and Cybele. Later coins occasionally use the 

                                                
172 This coin belonged to the Weber collection (Head, Catalogue, xlix). 

173 Ibid. 154-157, pl. XIX. 

174 H. von Aulock, Münzen und Städte Phrygiens (Tübingen: Wasmuth, 1987), 24-27, 83-93 (nos. 
443-595); cf. Arnold, Colossian Syncretism, 107-108. 

175 Head, Catalogue, 228-264, Pl. XXIX-XXXII. 

176 Ibid. 228-229, nos. 1-8. 

177 Ibid. 229, no. 10. 

178 Ibid. 229, no.11. Miller contends this establishes the imperial cult in Hierapolis in the first century 
(“Imperial Cult,” 325). 



211 

 

title neokoros and depict the Boule, Gerousia, and Senate.179 Apollo is overwhelmingly 

the most popular god in the city’s numismatic history, while Men is depicted twice and 

Cybele only once.180 

Overall, the coins of Laodicea reflect the same pantheon of gods as Hierapolis and 

Colossae, though significant differences do arise. The early coins (second and first 

centuries BCE) of Laodicea regularly feature Aphrodite on the reverse of the coin, 

perhaps due to her resemblance to Queen Laodice, who was frequently featured on coins 

of this period.181 In the imperial period, Zeus Laodikeias is easily the most popularly 

depicted god, and Demos also is common. A series of coins issued under Domitian 

portray a temple with four columns and a statue of the emperor between the columns.182 

This may indicate an imperial temple in Laodicea in the late first century, though the title 

neokoros does not appear on Laodicea’s coins until the late second century.183 Like 

Hierapolis, Men appears infrequently and Cybele only once in Head’s corpus.184 The 

additional unusual images on Laodicean coins include an altar of Isis, Hades enthroned, 

Zeus Aseis, the Capitoline triad, and enthroned Laodikeia (between Phrygia and Caria on 

one occasion). This increase in variety may be the result of frequently minting special 

coins in conjunction with large festivals held in Laodicea in the late second and early 

third centuries.185 

In addition to the coins cast by individual cities, homonoia coins came to the Lycus 

Valley in the late first century CE. These coins were intended to demonstrate a political 

                                                
179 Head, Catalogue, 240-241, nos. 77-83. 

180 Cybele appears on a coin issued under Trajan in the second century and Men’s coins date to the 
third century (Ibid. 243, 250, 252, nos. 90, 131, 143). 

181 At times, Aphrodite’s image is indistinguishable from that of Queen Laodice, upon whom 
Antiochus conferred divine honours (Ibid. lxxv-lxxvi, 283-285, nos. 22-38). 

182 Ibid. 307-308, nos. 181-182, 185, 187-188. 

183 The first neokoros coin was issued under Lulia Domna, shortly following Laodicea’s being made 
neokoros in 178 CE (Ibid. 313, no. 212). 

184 Ibid. 288-293, 319, no. 64, 68, 97, 236. 

185 Ibid. lxxx-lxxxi. One coin mentions a feast of Pu/qia, leading Ramsay to speculate on whether this 
was evidence of a cult of Apollo in Laodicea (Cities, II.53). However, the provenance of the coin has not 
been verified (Robert, “Les Inscriptions,” 290-291). 
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friendship and alliance between two cities, perhaps as a means to increase rank and 

prestige, or to resolve a bitter rivalry.186 Though only one homonoia coin from Colossae 

has been found, several from Hierapolis and Laodicea are extant. These alliance coins 

followed a typical pattern in which the obverse contained the bust of the reigning 

emperor, while the reverse presented the preeminent god of each city.  For Laodicea, this 

god is Zeus Laodikeias, while for Hierapolis it is Apollo. Similarly, Ephesus is 

represented by Artemis, Pergamum by Asklepios, and Smyrna by Nemesus. The sole 

Colossian homonoia coin depicts an alliance with Aphrodisias in 180 CE but gives no 

indication of a patron deity of Colossae.187 Laodicea cast homonoia coins with all these 

cities, each time with Zeus Laodikeus on the reverse alongside the god of the other 

city.188 Hierapolis cast similar coins with several cities, but was less consistent in its 

divine representative. Earlier homonoia coins consistently utilize Apollo Kitharoedos, 

but beginning in the third century CE, Hierapolis entered a period where its homonoia 

coins consisted of wreaths, crowns, and clasped hands.189 Subsequent homonoia coins 

utilize Men and Serapis, perhaps indicating a decline in the identification of Apollo with 

Hierapolis.190 Of special interest, Laodicea cast such a homonoia coin with Hierapolis 

under Hadrian, and the reverse contains the images of Zeus Laodikeus and Apollo 

Kitharoedos together.191 

The coins of the Lycus Valley, therefore, follow several numismatic trends typical 

throughout Asia Minor as a whole. First, because other cities also tended to cast coins 

with their chief deities upon them, coins give insight into the chief deities worshipped in 

                                                
186 John Paul Lotz, “The Homonoia Coins of Asia Minor and Ephesians 1:21,” TB 50 (1999): 173-

188; Ursula Kampmann, “Homonoia Politics in Asia Minor: The Example of Pergamon,” in Pergamon, 
Citadel of the Gods: Archaeological Record, Literary Description, and Religious Development (ed. 
Helmut Koester; Harrisburg, PA: Trinity Press International, 1998). 

187 The obverse has a bust of Commodus, while the reverse depicts two city-goddesses clasping hands 
in friendship (D.J. MacDonald, “The Homonoia of Colossae and Aphrodisias,” JNG 33 [1983]: 25-27; cf. 
Cadwallader, “Refuting An Axiom,” 163-64). 

188 The first such coin was cast with Smyrna under Nero (Head, Catalogue, 324-330, nos. 263-289). 

189 Ibid. 256-263, nos. 162-186; cf. lxix. 

190 Ibid. 263-264, nos. 187-192. 

191 Ibid. 256, no. 162; cf.325, no. 270. 
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those cities. Pergamum, for example, cast coins depicting its imperial temples, the 

temple of Asclepius, and the altar of Zeus.192 Likewise, Ephesus issued several coins 

depicting the temple of Artemis, Paphos depicted Aphrodite’s sanctuary there, and the 

popularity of Hera’s cult image and temple on coins of Samos may indicate a temple 

there.193 These come together in an alliance medallion between Ephesus and Pergamum 

where Nike is depicted crowning the cult statues of the Asklepeion at Pergamum and of 

the Artemisian in Ephesus.194 

Second, coins demonstrate that these major deities were also honoured beyond the 

confines of their own city, as other cities also cast coins in their honour. This is most 

prevalent in the case of the Ephesian Artemis, whose image appears in some form on 

coins from no less than 29 cities of Phrygia, including Colossae, Laodicea, and 

Hierapolis.195 In addition to the Greco-Roman pantheon, the following gods were also 

broadly depicted in Phrygia: Asklepios, Isis and Serapis, Men, Cybele, and the river god 

(Chrysoroas). On the other hand, Zeus Laodikeus is prominent in Laodicea and 

Hierapolis, but is only cast by seven other cities.  

Third, the coins demonstrate religious trends and practices. Polytheism is inherent to 

the coins, which depict multiple gods side-by-side with little discrimination, be they 

Greco-Roman or local deities.196 Similarly, the imperial cult at times appears alongside 

other religious images.197 Other coins depict elements of temple architecture that may 

have been central to cultic practices, but have been lost in the archaeological record. 

These include such features as barriers across the front of temples, and windows and 

                                                
192 Price, Coins, figs. 30, 217, 327. Asklepios was particularly identified with Pergamum (Vermeule, 

Roman Imperial Art, 156-157). 

193 Price, Coins, 127-130, 133, 147-149. 

194 Vermeule, Roman Imperial Art, 148-149. 

195 Head, Catalogue, 434-435. 

196 As a further example, a coin from Siblia (in Phrygia) depicts on the reverse a young god posed as 
Zeus and holding Nike in his left hand, yet a Phrygian cap and crescent moon identify it as Men 
(Vermeule, Roman Imperial Art, 165-166). 

197 For example, coins from Sardis and Ephesus depict three imperial temples alongside the temple of 
Artemis (Price, Coins, figs. 242-243). 
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statues in pediments.198 Finally, a coin from Apamea suggests Jewish influence, 

identifying Noah and his wife with a local flood-myth.199 

In summary, the numismatic evidence provides several critical insights into the 

socio-religious environment of Colossae and the Lycus Valley in the first century. First, 

the very fact that Colossae continued to mint coins into the third century CE should for 

ever put to rest the notion that it was completely destroyed by the earthquake in or 

around 62 CE.200 Nevertheless, its minimal production in comparison to its neighbours 

supports the idea that Colossae was declining in prominence. Second, the coinage 

demonstrates the variegated nature of the religious situation. Even as communities 

continued to honour their local deities, the pantheon of Greco-Roman gods was adopted 

and individual gods were associated with particular cities. The Egyptian gods of Isis and 

Serapis were broadly embraced, and the imperial cult was on the rise. The worship of 

local deities spread to surrounding communities (esp. Artemis), and some cities 

honoured one another’s gods on coins as a symbol of friendship. Even as certain gods 

gained popularity in the coinage, local deities such as Men and Cybele were not 

completely forgotten.201 Finally, though Colossae’s extant numismatic corpus is small, it 

demonstrates trends similar to its immediate neighbours and to the broader reaches of 

Phrygia and Asia Minor. The religious situation within Colossae was no less variegated 

than among its neighbours.202 

 

                                                
198 Head, Catalogue, 229, no. 11; Price, Coins, 130-131, 144-145, figs. 226, 229, 262-265. 

199 Trebilco, Jewish Communities, 86. 

200 This point is also confirmed by fragments of ostuary collected from the theatre cavea on the 
Colossian site. Though most of the fragments are from the Roman and Late Antique period, the overall 
evidence suggests “there was continuous settlement at the site from the Late Chalcolithic to the Byzantine 
periods” (Bahadir Duman and Erim Konakci, “The Silent Witness of the Mound of Colossae: Pottery 
Remains,” in Colossae in Space and Time: Linking to An Ancient City [ed. Alan H. Cadwallader and 
Michael Trainor; Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 2011], 270). 

201 Though the overwhelming frequency of the Greco-Roman gods on the coins seems to suggest they 
were replacing local deities in the common religious sentiment, the coins likely provide a distorted record 
as cities capitulated to the pressures inherent to life in the shadow of the empire, honouring the emperors 
and the gods of the empire before their own. 

202 Thus Johnson’s conclusion is confirmed: “Coins of the city [Colossae] show that in the Roman 
period Isis and Serapis were worshipped here, together with Helios, Demeter, Selene, Artemis the huntress 
and the Ephesian Artemis, and the native Phrygian god Men” (“Laodicea,” 6). 
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D. Artefacts 

Archaeologists have regularly discovered various types of artefacts, some of which 

further illuminate the religious atmosphere of the Lycus Valley. The artefacts surveyed 

here include statues, reliefs, amulets, and frescoes. 

 

i. Statuary 

Though no known statues trace their provenance to Colossae, several statues have been 

found elsewhere in the Lycus Valley and throughout Asia Minor. Excavations in 

Laodicea have revealed a statue of a priestess of Isis from the second century CE.203 In 

Hierapolis, a statue of Attis was unearthed next to a statue-base belonging to Serapis, but 

its Phrygian cap may connect it to the cult of Cybele rather than the Egyptian deity.204 

Several statues were found in the theatre at Hierapolis, including a sculpture of the river 

god, a herm of Dionysius, a statue of Apollo Kareios, fragments of a statue of Leto, and 

imperial images of Antoninus and his wife Faustina.205 The temple of Apollo was also 

home to no less than ten statues, mostly unidentifiable.206 In a large home, likely 

belonging to a wealthy citizen, a herm portraying Dionysius was found.207 

In Ephesus, the extensive excavations have recovered substantial statuary, many of 

which are now housed in the Ephesus museum. Portions of the colossal statue of 

Artemis, dating to the first century BCE, have been discovered in Ephesus.208 This statue, 

in turn, was replicated extensively, and smaller models have been found throughout the 

Roman empire. Two such replicas were found in the Prytaneion, one of which is larger 

(“Great Artemis”) while the other is smaller but of finer workmanship (“Beautiful 

                                                
203 This building in which it was found may have been a sanctuary of Isis, but this is unconfirmed 

(M.J. Mellink, “Archaeology in Asia Minor,” AJA 68 [1964]: 149-166, here 160). 

204 D’Andria speculates the statue may have been related to the cult of Cybele in Hierapolis 
(“Hierapolis,” 108). 

205 Giorgio Bejor, Hierapolis Scavi E Ricerche III: Le Statue, Achaeologica (Rome: Giorgio 
Bretschneider Editore, 1991); Miller, “Imperial Cult,” 326; D'Andria, “Hierapolis,” 99-100; Ritti, 
Epigraphic Guide, 172-174. 

206 Bejor, Le Statue, 47-61, pl.27-34. 

207 D'Andria, “Hierapolis,” 99-100. 

208 Naci Keskin, Ephesus (trans. Anita Gillett; Turkey: Keskin Color, 2011), 61. 
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Artemis”).209 Several additional statues discovered in Ephesus date to the first two 

centuries CE, including Priapos, Asclepius, Marnas, Serapis (resembling the cult statue in 

Alexandria), Isis Panthea, and Athena.210  

In addition to statues of divinities, the commissioning of statues of emperors, 

officials, and local dignitaries became increasingly common. Not surprisingly, most 

archaeological endeavors have found examples of political statuary. In the temple of 

Apollo at Hierapolis, the lower part of a cuirassed imperial statue was found and, though 

it dates to the early second century CE, it was likely reused as building material in the 

temple.211 The Ephesian museum also holds imperial statues of Augustus and his wife 

Livia from the first century CE.212 From a survey of statue bases in Greece and Asia 

Minor, Vermeule concludes 
 

every city, however small, must have set up statues of at least a half-dozen members of the 
imperial families from Augustus through the fourth century to the house of Theodosius. The 
larger cities, of course, had statues of nearly every important emperor, and often possessed a 
number of statues of the same ruler, scattered through the city.213 

Likewise, Jones describes political statuary so extensive that in some cities “the streets 

and squares became congested.”214  

Though most political statues were honourific in nature, some also were located 

within imperial temples as objects of worship.215 Many of the imperial cult images were 

colossal in size, but because they were acrolithic, they were prone to decomposition. 

Nevertheless, the discoveries of fragments of colossal statues include Titus in Ephesus; 

                                                
209 Seahattin Erdemgil, Ephesus Museum (trans. M. Dogan Gumus; Selcuk: DoGu Press, 2010), 93, 

95. 

210 Ibid. 11, 17, 26; cf. Miller, “Imperial Cult,” 328. 

211 Burrell, Neokoroi, 137; cf. Bejor, Le Statue, 53-54. 

212 Erdemgil, Ephesus Museum, 114-117. 

213 Vermeule, Roman Imperial Art, 69. Vermeule also provides a list of cities in Phrygia containing 
imperial statues and bases (Ibid. 220-223). 

214 A.H.M. Jones, “The Greeks Under the Roman Empire,” Dumbarton Oaks Papers XVII (1963): 3-
19, here 10. 

215 It is therefore often impossible to distinguish honourific from cult images (Burrell, Neokoroi, 317-
318). 
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Trajan, Hadrian, and Zeus Philios in Pergamon; and Antoninus Pius, his wife Faustina 

the Elder, and four figures of their sons and wives in Sardis.216  

The statuary, then, included large public statues displaying emperors and divinities 

as well as colossal cult statues within temples. In addition, smaller replicas were made 

for display in homes and for personal cult use, especially in the case of Artemis. Overall, 

the statues reflect the religious and political sentiments of their commissioners, leading 

to a special proclivity for imperial and Greco-Roman imagery. 

 

ii. Reliefs 

Some reliefs of importance have been discovered in Asia Minor, two of which merit 

description here. First, the scaenae frons of the theatre at Hierapolis contains several 

reliefs with religious themes. The most significant is a relief from the second century CE 

depicting the processional and festival of Artemis.217 The three slabs remaining of the 

original scene were located above the podium flanking the centre of the stage. These 

reliefs depict the Artemis cycle, beginning with the killing of Niobe’s sons by Apollo, 

then showing the sacrifice and the beginning of the procession in honour of Artemis. The 

prominent place of the reliefs within the theatre suggest the worship of Artemis extended 

to Hierapolis, where her procession may have ended at the theatre and cultic ritual been 

conducted. Another section of the scaenae frons portrays Septimius Severus enthroned 

as Zeus and crowned by a winged Nike, while elsewhere it depicts the chariot of 

Dionysius drawn by centaurs.218  

Second, the reconstructed Antonine altar at Ephesus depicts an extended scene of 

high-quality frieze-work including battle scenes, apotheosis of emperors, and empresses 

                                                
216 Ibid. 279, 319-321, figs. 26-27, 32-45. Though Burrell identifies the colossal statue from Ephesus 

as Titus, it is frequently identified as Domitian and is held as such within the Ephesus Museum (Erdemgil, 
Ephesus Museum, 117). 

217 Mellink, “Archaeology (1987),” 29; idem, “Archaeology in Anatolia,” AJA 92 (1988): 101-131, 
here 130; D'Andria, “Hierapolis,” 108. 

218 Ibid. 109-111. 
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depicted as goddesses.219 Of interest here, Vermeule labels the left side the “side of the 

goddesses and sacrificiants” and describes at length the scene, which depicts a series of 

gods and goddesses culminating in apotheosis.220 It begins with a goddess holding a 

scepter, perhaps Persepohone (slab S), followed by two goddesses and a reclining water-

god (slab T). This is followed by an elaborate scene of apotheosis in which an empress is 

depicted as Artemis-Selene, conducted by Hesperos as Oceana reclines, with a crescent 

moon (typical of Cybele) behind Selene’s shoulder (slab U, F). The scene concludes on 

the left end of the altar with Roma seated with her arm extended (slab X). Beyond its 

value as art of the highest quality, the altar involves the Greek pantheon in bringing 

divine honours to the emperor.  

 

iii. Amulets 

Numerous amulets of various designs have been found throughout the ancient world, 

including Asia Minor. They now reside in museums and personal collections worldwide 

and their original provenance is often unknown. Campbell Bonner’s collection of these 

amulets is the most complete to date and is representative of this category of artefacts.221 

Though the amulets in his collection are primarily dated between 100 and 500 CE, they 

represent a practice that likely pre-dated 100 CE and may have extended to the Lycus 

Valley. 

Amulets were personal tools of magic. Thus Bonner defines an amulet as “any 

object which by its contact or its close proximity to the person who owns it, or to any 

possession of his, exerts power for his good, either by keeping evil from him and his 

property or by endowing him with positive advantages.”222 The amulets were therefore 

small enough to wear and usually contained an inscription either of the image of a god or 

of a brief text comparable to the magical papyri. Like the papyri, the attested deities 

                                                
219 Though the precise date remains uncertain, the altar was likely commissioned in the mid-second 

century to honour Hadrian (Vermeule, Roman Imperial Art, 96-97). 

220 Ibid. 114-120. 

221 Bonner, Studies in Magical Amulets. 

222 Ibid. 2. 
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reflect multiple religious traditions and include Egyptian, Persian, Jewish, and Greek 

gods.223 The inscribed texts follow similar patterns to the papyri. They include 

palindromes, undecipherable formulas, short prayers, and names of deities. Because of 

their small size and limited material, the amulets demonstrate that the magical beliefs 

and practices described in the magical papyri were observed on a wider scale than the 

papyri alone demonstrate.  

 

iv. Frescoes 

Although archaeological efforts have discovered few frescoes from the Lycus Valley, a 

fresco from Ephesus carries special import. The fresco dates to the first century CE and 

presents a portrait of Socrates.224 It was discovered “in the room of Socrates in the Palace 

on the Slope in Ephesus” and now resides in the Ephesus museum.225 This find, along 

with a portrait-head of Socrates from the third century CE, provides some of the only 

non-literary evidence of philosophical activity in Asia Minor. The scarcity of evidence 

related to the philosophical schools is at least partially the result of their lifestyle in 

which they left behind few of the relics that were able to survive into modern times. 

Though this maintains the possibility of philosophers in Colossae, the lack of external 

evidence diminishes the likelihood.226  

 

v. Summary of Artefacts 

In summary, the artefacts further reflect the religious environment of the Lycus Valley. 

Statues in honour of emperors and various Greco-Roman deities filled public spaces, 

while colossal cult statues resided within their temples. Large reliefs depicted religious 

scenes including festivals of Artemis of Ephesus, and amulets suggest magic was being 

practised as well. There are also slight indications of Cybele, Men, and philosophers. 

                                                
223 Ibid. 22-44. 

224 Erdemgil, Ephesus Museum, 30. 

225 Keskin, Ephesus, 61. 

226 Thus even Martin is unable to find external sources corroborating his theory of Cynics in Colossae 
(By Philosophy, 110). 
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E. Summary of Non-Literary Evidence 

The non-literary evidence provides further insight into the religious atmosphere of the 

Lycus Valley. Each city maintained loyalty to its patron deity. Laodicea overwhelmingly 

embraced Zeus and Hierapolis was devoted to Apollo, while the patron deity of Colossae 

is unclear. These cities were increasingly inclined toward honouring Roman emperors 

and engaging in imperial cult activity, as demonstrated by the increase in inscriptions 

and statues as well as the pursuit of neokoros status. Alongside the imperial cult, Greco-

Roman gods were also increasingly honoured, especially in public and political scenes 

such as statues and coins. Artemis was also honoured in coins throughout the entire 

valley, as well as in a major relief of Hierapolis. And, though they less frequently appear 

in these types of evidence, there is occasional evidence of the local deities Cybele and 

Men, as well as the Egyptian deities Isis and Serapis. Put together, this evidence 

indicates a residing loyalty to local deities, combined with an increasing trend toward 

embracing foreign deities and religious practices, including Artemis from Ephesus, 

mystery cults from Egypt, and various religious practices of the Roman empire. 

 

3. Conclusion 

From this survey of the evidence, several important historical details emerge regarding 

Colossae and the Lycus Valley. Though Colossae does appear to have been declining in 

importance by the first century, it was not utterly destroyed and abandoned in the 

earthquake of 62 CE, but continued to exist. The existing evidence directly connected to 

Colossae, meager though it is, suggests Colossae engaged in similar economic and 

religious pursuits as its neighbours Laodicea and Hierapolis. Colossae shared in a textile 

industry centred upon wool, and it honoured emperors and embraced a growing pantheon 

of deities. 

Throughout the first century and beyond, the Lycus Valley retained loyalty to local 

deities and actively engaged their cult. The ancient Phrygian deities of Men and Cybele 

were honoured and a temple of Men was located in close proximity to Colossae. Though 

only fragments of evidence pertaining to Cybele arise from the Lycus Valley, her fame 
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expanded throughout the Roman Empire and she was associated by Greco-Roman 

literature as the patron deity of Phrygia.227 Cities also exercised strong loyalty to their 

local deities, namely Zeus Laodikeus in Laodicea and Apollo Archegetes in Hierapolis.  

Further, the cities of the Lycus Valley at times engaged in the cult and oracles of 

neighbouring deities. The Ephesian Artemis appears on coins from many Phrygian cities, 

including Colossae, and her festival was given a prominent place in the theatre of 

Hierapolis. Both Laodicea and Hierapolis sought Apollo of Claros as an oracle in 

desperate situations, and Hierapolis later honoured him in the temple of Apollo 

Archegetes. The Lycus Valley was expanding its honours of Greco-Roman gods by the 

first century and adopting elements of the imperial cult including altars and statues of 

emperors. Though none of the cities were neokoros by this time, direct attempts were 

made to gain it, especially by Laodicea. The mystery cults of Egypt, especially Isis, were 

making inroads in coastal cities at this time and were beginning to move inland. 

Other religious systems also operated more discreetly. A discernible population of 

Jews maintained residence in the Lycus Valley and remained loyal to Jewish customs 

such as feasts and collections for the Jerusalem temple. Though they did not leave 

behind statues and buildings in the Lycus Valley, the Jewish presence is assumed by 

Josephus and confirmed by other historians and occasional epitaphs. There is also 

evidence of the practice of magic, though it was likely exercised within other religious 

systems and was not widely practised.   

As Christianity spread across Asia Minor, beginning with Paul and continuing into 

the second century, the Christians came into regular conflict with several of these 

elements. Most notably, proponents of Artemis, magic, and Jewish traditions exercised 

                                                
227 The worship of Cybele extended to Rome, where the Latin inscription M(atri) D(eum) M(agnae) 

is found on an altar from the late third century along with Phrygian cap and shepherd’s crook (Arthur E. 
Gordon, Illustrated Introduction to Latin Epigraphy [Berkeley: University of California Press, 1983], 165-
166, pl. 52). Further, the Hildeshaim silver, found in Germany in the 19th century, contains a number of 
items from the period of Augustus in Rome. The gods depicted include a plate with a bust of Cybele, and 
another plate with a bust of Men-Attis, complete with Phrygian cap and crescent moon (Vermeule, Roman 
Imperial Art, 133). 
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strong opposition toward Christians. The persecution of Christians exercised by Roman 

powers was often justified under charges of neglecting the imperial cult and deities.  

The evidence indicates Colossae was not immune to these religious practices of their 

neighbours in the Lycus Valley and Asia Minor. Though a local municipal deity does not 

surface, Colossae appears to have engaged in the major religions and cults of the day. 

This variegated religious atmosphere describes the world out of which the first century 

Christians of the Lycus Valley were called into the church and it provides the historical 

milieu to which Paul’s letter to the Colossians must be bridged.  
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CHAPTER 5: RECONSTRUCTION OF TWO THREADS OF OPPOSITION 

 

The final chapter of this thesis will connect Paul’s oppositional rhetoric in the second 

chapter of Colossians to the historical world of his audience in the Lycus Valley. The 

third chapter of this thesis concluded that Paul’s rhetorical aims are best achieved if his 

warnings are sufficiently broad in their relation to the larger ko/smoj against which he is 

contrasting the body, yet grounded in the historical reality of the world of the first-

century Lycus Valley, out of which his audience has come into the body. The historical 

parallels now drawn must be attentive to Paul’s larger agenda in crafting this letter as 

deliberative rhetoric in an attempt to create personal identification with Christ and 

solidarity within the body. The reconstruction of historical parallels, then, must bring 

together the rhetorical situation of the letter and the historical world of Paul’s audience 

in the Lycus Valley in order to create a coherent picture of how these particular historical 

references enhance Paul’s rhetoric within the letter. 

This chapter will contend that within Paul’s warnings, two historical threads may be 

discerned, one of Judaism and the other of pagan religions.1 The thread of Judaism is 

primarily concerned with issues of tradition and religious disciplines, while the thread of 

pagan religions is concerned with venerating spiritual beings and powers of which 

Apollo serves as a premier type. In weaving these threads, Paul takes intentional efforts 

to retain a breadth to his warnings. As demonstrated by the following chart, he begins 

with general statements regarding the two threads (2:8, 14-15), then gives specific 

practices related to each (2:16-19), and concludes by bringing them together within the 

sphere of the ko/smoj (2:20-23). The final effect, therefore, is that the threads are most 

                                                
1 As will be seen, within the thread of Judaism, Paul avoids identifying a particular sect of Judaism 

and also refrains from using terminology that would point to the Jewish Scriptures (e.g. no/moj). Therefore, 
this strand will be referred to in this chapter using Paul’s own descriptions within Colossians 2, namely 
Jewish traditions, customs, and practices. It is not intended to delineate one version of Judaism over-
against another. Francis Watson contends Paul held there was only one Judaism that existed as a “singular, 
monolithic entity,” though this was “synonymous with Pharisaic orthodoxy” in Paul’s mind (Paul, 
Judaism, and the Gentiles: Beyond the New Perspective [Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2007], 23). The term 
“pagan” is here used to designate those people who were not Jewish or Christian and is not intended to 
obfuscate significant distinctions between various pagan religions (cf. C. Kavin Rowe, World Upside 
Down: Reading Acts in the Graeco-Roman Age [Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2009], 14-15). 
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discernible in 2:16-19, while the general statements that precede and follow suggest the 

warnings are representative of broader religious trends.   

The following study will trace these two historical threads through Paul’s polemic in 

Colossians 2 and note the interplay between generic and specific features. Possible 

historical parallels will be drawn to Paul’s generic warnings to demonstrate the breadth 

with which they incorporate the ancient world, but ultimately those warnings will be 

interpreted in light of 2:16-19,where Paul provides the most explicit definition of his two 

historical referents. This chapter will thereby demonstrate that seeing two historical 

threads provides the best model for incorporating both the general and the specific 

content of Paul’s warnings. In the conclusion, these historical threads will be placed 

within the context of Paul’s rhetoric to demonstrate how these two threads best 

accomplish the rhetorical aim of the letter while at the same time being strongly attested 

historically within the Lycus Valley.2 

 

                                                
2 This model will ultimately arrange the historical data in a manner sensitive to the literary context of 

Colossians, a method for which Francis and Meeks have appealed (Fred O. Francis and Wayne A. Meeks, 
“Epilogue,” in Conflict at Colossae: A Problem in the Interpretation of Early Christianity Illustrated by 
Selected Modern Studies [ed. Fred O. Francis and Wayne A. Meeks; Missoula, MT: Scholars Press, 1975], 
216-217). 
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HISTORICAL THREAD 

JEWISH TRADITIONS 

HISTORICAL THREAD 

PAGAN RELIGIONS 

th~j filosofi/aj kai\ 
kenh~j a)pa&thj 

kata_ th_n para&dosin 
tw~n a)nqrw&pwn 

kata_ ta_ stoixei=a tou~ 
ko&smou 

to_ xeiro&grafon toi=j 
do&gmasin 

ta_j a)rxa_j kai\ ta_j 
e0cousi/aj 

2:14 

2:8 

e0n brw&sei kai\ e0n po&sei h@ e0n 
me/rei e9orth~j h@ neomhni/aj h@ 

sabba&twn: 

2:15 

qe/lwn e0n tapeinofrosu&nh| 
kai\ qrhskei/a| tw~n a)gge/lwn, 

a$ e9o&raken e0mbateu&wn 

2:16 

tw~n stoixei/wn tou~ ko&smou, 
ti/ w(j zw~ntej e0n ko&smw| 

dogmati/zesqe; mh_ a#yh| mhde\ 
geu&sh| mhde\ qi/gh|j, 

 

2:18 

kata_ ta_ e0nta&lmata kai\ 
didaskali/aj tw~n 

a)nqrw&pwn, 

e0n e0qeloqrhski/a| kai\ 
tapeinofrosu&nh|  kai\  

a)feidi/a| sw&matoj 

2:20-21 

2:22 

2:23 

2:20-21 

2:8 
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1. Introducing the Two Threads (Col 2:8) 

The nature of Paul’s warning here about the philosophy immediately casts the reader into 

one of the primary difficulties of connecting Paul’s language to historical reality – his 

intermixture of specific and generic features. Paul begins with a warning to watch out 

(ble/pete) followed by the pronoun tij. Though the referent behind tij could be a 

particular individual, the indefinite nature of the term has led to several interpretations 

by scholars. Lightfoot made the observation that in Gal 1:7, Paul uses tij to refer to 

opponents “whom he knows well enough but does not care to name,” and this has in turn 

been extensively repeated by commentators.3 The ensuing discussion around the pronoun 

has become convoluted with various attempts to create specificity, and several 

observations must be made. First, Lightfoot’s comparison to Gal 1:7 is valid, but it must 

be understood in light of its context. In Galatians, Paul uses strong polemic throughout 

1:6-7 (taxe/wj metati/qesqe a)po_ tou~ kale/santoj u(ma~j . . . tine/j ei0sin oi9 

tara&ssontej u(ma~j kai\ qe/lontej metastre/yai to_ eu)agge/lion tou~ Xristou~) and 

creates a strong sense of present reality and urgency to the situation that continues 

throughout the epistle. In contrast, in Col 2:8, he avoids strong polemic and terms of 

immediacy (e.g. taxe/wj). Thus though Paul uses tij to speak of his opponents in Gal 

1:7, the presence of a particular referent is revealed by the context rather than by the 

term itself. Second, a similar construction to Col 2:8 occurs in Matt 24:4 (cf. Mk 13:5), 

where the context clearly implies a generic and potential warning.4 Third, when placed 

with the negative, tij takes on a broader sense than a particular individual. It does not 

mean “someone,” but rather “let there not be anyone.”5 This implies a broader reference 

to a large group of people out of whom no single person should be allowed to take the 

                                                
3 Lightfoot, Colossians, 178. Lexically, the term is typically generic, though it can be used in the 

manner Lightfoot asserts (cf. BDAG, 1007-1009; LSJ, 1796; Sumney, Colossians, 129). 
4 Dunn, Colossians, 146; Schweizer, Colossians, 136; Moo, Colossians, 185. 
5 E.g. 1 Cor 1:15; Eph 2:9; 1 Thess 5:15; 2 Thess 2:3. 
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Colossians captive.6 The term itself, therefore, indicates a broad warning that can only be 

narrowed to a particular referent by its context. 

Turning to the context, then, Paul describes this person as o( sulagwgw~n. The 

imagery of being carried off as plunder is vivid, depicting a very real threat to the 

Colossians whereby their rescue into the kingdom of the Son (1:13) could be reversed, 

but it does not contribute to an identification of the person(s) behind this threat.7 Further, 

this captivity is accomplished by means of the filosofi/a. Though the article preceding 

filosofi/a indicates specificity, filosofi/a need not represent a particular school of 

philosophy, but lexically refers more generally to a system of study or thought that could 

include any religion or philosophy that had a semblance of structure and organization.8 It 

therefore was typically accompanied by further definition, but the qualification Paul 

gives here (kenh~j a)pa&thj) is clearly a polemical rather than historical description.9 

Though this evaluation provides a rhetorically crafty contrast between the empty 

deceitfullness of the philosophy and the full truth of Christ (Col 1:5; 2:2), it does not 

                                                
6 This assumption of a large group behind the individual reference creates confusion among 

commentators who don’t want to narrow tij to a particular individual, but do want to define it as a 
particular group of individuals (e.g. Sumney, Colossians, 149; Moo, Colossians, 185). 

7 Wright’s suggestion that o( sulagwgw~n may be “a contemptuous pun” referring to the synagogue 
is in the end unconvincing, for the same method of paronomasia could also be used to argue the opponents 
were a specific philosophical school, since Paul both mentions filosofi/aj directly (also here in 2:8) and 
uses plhrofori/aj as a potential pun (2:2; Wright, Colossians, 100; Cf. [Cicero], Rhet. Her., 3.21.29).  

8 LSJ, 1940; cf. BDAG, 1059. Aristotle used filosofi/a to refer to “methodical attempts to 
understand the world around man” (Metaph. 1, 3), and it was subsequently used broadly within Greek 
philosophical schools (TDNT, 9.174). Josephus refers to Pythagoras (Ag. Ap. 1.165), Plato (Ag. Ap. 2.223), 
Judaism (Ag. Ap. 2.47), and Jewish sects (Ant. 18.9-23) as filosofi/a, and also uses it for academic 
argumentation in general (e.g. Bell 3, 161; cf. Philo, de Somn. 2.127; Dunn, Colossians, 147; TDNT, 
9.183-184). Filosofi/a could even describe magic and mystery initations (Lohse, Colossians, 95).  
Ramsay MacMullen gives a list of primary sources to contend, “When one wanted to refer in broad terms 
to the library of available information about religion, the headings first offered were ‘poets and 
philosophers.’  The pair are a fixture in the Apologists” (Paganism in the Roman Empire [New Haven: 
Yale University Press, 1981], 9; cf. Moo, Colossians, 185). The article preceding filosofi/a does not 
necessarily indicate a particular form of philosophy. Because filosofi/a is a noun referring to a broader 
class of referents, the article does not define a particular form within the broader class of philosophy and 
therefore is best left untranslated; instead, filosofi/a must be modified kataphorically by Paul’s ensuing 
elaboration (Wallace, Greek Grammar, 226-227; Markus Barth and Helmut Blanke, Colossians: A New 
Translation with Introduction and Commentary, AB [trans. Astrid B. Beck; New York: Doubleday, 1994], 
309-310). Paul uses the article in this fashion with greed in Col 3:5 - kai\ th_n pleoneci/an, h#tij e0sti\n 
ei0dwlolatri/a. 

9 The single article modifying both terms connected by kai indicates a relationship between the two, 
with the kenh~j a)pa&thj describing and qualifying filosofi/a (Lightfoot, Colossians, 176). 
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contribute toward identifying a particular philosophy Paul may have in view. If Paul has 

a specific opponent in view, he is frustratingly slow in identifying them. 

Paul follows this in 2:8 with three parallel prepositional phrases, each beginning 

with kata/.  
 

kata_ th_n para&dosin tw~n a)nqrw&pwn  
kata_ ta_ stoixei=a tou~ ko&smou  
kai\ ou) kata_ Xristo&n 

Paul puts the third prepositional phrase in negative form and places it in direct contrast to 

the first two. His charge that the philosophy is “not according to Christ” stands at the 

heart of his overall rhetorical agenda, and it provides an effective and punishing criticism 

in light of the central and lofty position he previously gave to Christ in the first chapter. 

Whatever else it might be, the philosophy is repudiated because it is simply incompatible 

with Christ and thereby inappropriate for his people. 

The first two kata_ phrases provide the first real potential for historical 

reconstruction of the philosophy. Here, if anywhere, the reader expects Paul to describe 

more clearly his opponents. In the first prepositional phrase, Paul refers to handed-down 

teaching (para&dosij) and points to man (a)/nqrwpoj) as the source of this tradition.10 

From a semantical perspective, para&dosij refers to a body of knowledge that has been 

transmitted and handed down.11  Paul’s further indication that this tradition originated in 

man as its source functions as a polemical slight by Paul, for it contrasts to the traditional 

language used of the Colossians receiving Christ (2:6), who was the mystery revealed by 

God (1:26). Nevertheless, para&dosij provides an opportunity to look for historical 

connections to the Lycus Valley.  

Most first-century religious groups had collections of information passed along in 

some fashion between generations. Within Pharisaic Judaism, traditions played an 

important role as the teachings of rabbis were meticulously gathered and passed down as 

                                                
10 Sumney, Colossians, 131. 
11 In the New Testament, it is used “only in the sense of what is transmitted, not of transmission” 

(TDNT, 2.172-173; cf. BDAG, 763; LSJ, 1309). 
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traditions.12 Thus the Gospels present Jesus using the same phrase (th_n para&dosin tw~n 

a)nqrw&pwn) to criticize the Pharisees and scribes for teaching such traditions rather than 

the commandments of God.13 This suggests the phrase can be applied to Judaism as a 

pejorative way of describing a form of Judaism with which one disagrees. The mysteries 

had secrets associated with their rites and initiations that were passed down through the 

lineage of priests and prophets, so they could legitimately be called mustikh=j 

parado/sewj.14 Likewise, the oracles revealed by a prophet such as Apollo could be 

recorded and stored for future research.15 The teachings and sayings of magic were 

passed down as a body of knowledge.16 Philosophical schools too collected the sayings 

and teachings of their founders and passed them down both orally and in written form.17 

Traditions, then, were valued across the spectrum of religious groups, a fact certainly not 

lost on Paul.18 

In the second kata/ phrase, Paul describes the philosophy with the notoriously 

difficult phrase, ta_ stoixei=a tou~ ko&smou. In light of Paul’s rhetoric, he has most likely 

added the ko&smoj as a negative evaluation connecting stoixei=a with the realm outside 

of Christ.19 Stoixei=a has three possible meanings depending on the context.20 First, it 

                                                
12 Wright, Colossians, 101; Dunn, Colossians, 148. 
13 Mark 7:3-9, 13; Matt 15:2-6; cf. Is 29:13.  
14 Lohse provides several examples (Colossians, 95-96, fn.25). 
15 Not only do inscriptions throughout the Claros temple record visiting delegations, but records were 

kept of the oracles given as well. However, these records were in perishable form and have not survived 
(Lane Fox, Pagans and Christians, 180). 

16 Arnold, Colossian Syncretism, 188, 208-210. 
17 For example, the Epicurean school sought to preserve Epicurus’ writings and to remain loyal to 

them (Everett Ferguson, Backgrounds of Early Christianity [3rd ed.; Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2003], 370). 
18 Paul too was familiar with the importance of Jewish traditions from his background as a Pharisee 

(Gal 1:14; Dunn, Colossians, 148). Thus Wright contends Paul “undoubtedly” refers here to “the Rabbinic 
schools in which he had grown up” (Colossians, 101). Paul also speaks of the Christian gospel as a 
para&dosij to be received and transmitted (1 Cor 11:2; 2 Thess 2:15; 3:6). 

19 This usage would parallel his use of tw~n a)nqrw&pwn in the preceding phrase. Further, in Galatians 
Paul uses stoixei=a both with and without the modifier, suggesting it was not part of a catchphrase (Gal 
4:3, 9).  

20 BDAG, 946; TDNT, 7.670-87; Andrew J. Bandstra, Law and the Elements of the World: An 
Exegetical Study in Aspects of Paul's Teaching (Kampen, The Netherlands: JH Kock, 1964), 5-30. Many 
commentaries provide extensive semantic studies with full bibliographies of the voluminous secondary 
literature (e.g. Moo, Colossians, 187-193; Gnilka, Der Kolosserbrief, 123-127; Lohse, Colossians, 96-98; 
Dunn, Colossians, 149-150). Not surprisingly, various scholars have argued for each of the three meanings 
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can refer to the material elements of the physical world, especially to those considered 

the prime elements out of which everything else was formed. The philosophers 

employed this usage frequently, as did Philo.21 Second, stoixei=a can move beyond the 

sphere of the material world and refer to basic or elementary principles as opposed to 

more complex teachings.22 Third, stoixei=a can be used of spiritual beings such as gods, 

angels, and demons.23 Though the first confirmed use of stoixei=a with regard to 

spiritual beings dates no earlier than the second century CE Testament of Solomon, it 

recurs in several texts of the second to fourth centuries that likely contain traditional 

material dating to the first century CE and perhaps even earlier.24 Further, in Galatians 

Paul uses stoixei=a alongside spiritual beings that are not in fact gods, suggesting such a 

meaning was not entirely foreign to him.25 This blending of the senses of the term is 

consistent with the ancient tendency toward divinizing the elements and even associating 

various gods with particular elements.26   

                                                                                                                                           
in Colossians. Schweizer interpreted stoixei=a in terms of the heavenly bodies, while Lightfoot sided with 
Clement and Tertullian in taking the elementary principles view (Schweizer, Colossians, 129; Lightfoot, 
Colossians, 180). The personal identification of the stoixei=a has become increasingly popular recently, 
especially in light of the ancient tendency to blur the distinction between personal and non-personal 
entities (Dunn, Colossians, 150; Clinton E. Arnold, “Returning to the Domain of the Powers: 'Stoicheia' 
As Evil Spirits in Galatians 4:3,9,” NovT 38 [1996]: 55-76). 

21 E.g. Plato, Theaetetus 201e; Diogenes Laertius 7.136f; Plato, De aetern. Mundi 109f; cf. 2 Pet 
3:10, 12.  

22 Xenophon, Memor., 2.1.1; cf. Heb 5:12. 
23 This meaning may not be so distinct from the previous two as it first appears giving the ancient 

proclivity for associating material and astral elements with spiritual beings. For example, Diognetus 
polemically describes false teachers in this way: “Or do you accept the vain and ridiculous teachings of 
those specious philosophers, some of whom asserted that God was fire…and others water, and others one 
of the other elements created by God?” (Ep. Diog. 8.2). 

24 Arnold gives several examples of texts from the magical papyri where stoixei=a is most commonly 
used “in connection with the stars and/or the spirit entities (or gods) they represent” (Colossian 
Syncretism, 166-173; cf. TDNT, 7.670-683). 

25 Gal 4:8-9. However, Paul’s usage within this context makes it virtually impossible to distinguish 
the spiritual sense from the basic religious practices of both Judaism and paganism. In this instance, 
stoixei=a stubbornly resists being defined more narrowly (Wink, Naming the Powers, 70-72). 
Nevertheless, Arnold contends stoixei=a refers to “evil spirits equivalent to the ‘principalities and 
powers’” in Galatians (“Returning,” 75).  

26 Greco-Roman philosophers made such connections as early as the fifth century BCE, and this enters 
prominently into Clement of Alexandria’s commentary on Col 2:8 (Exhort. Greeks, 5; cf. Wink, Naming 
the Powers, 74-75). Likewise, an inscription uses stoixei=a as an epithet for Athena (IG4

2[I].487, cited by 
LSJ, 1647). In Apuleius’ Metamorphoses, the Latin elementa is used three times, once mostly likely with 
reference to divine beings (11.5) and twice for the material domain (11.23, 25; cited by Arnold, 
“Returning,” 71). 
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At this point in the letter, Paul has provided only a puzzling array of vague 

statements to describe those behind his warnings. Each key term may be taken in a very 

generic sense or may be understood as a reference to a specific group. On the one 

extreme, if all the terms are taken generically, then such a broad and undefined warning 

emerges that it would seem Paul could not have had a particular opponent in mind, but 

this does not accord with the particular statements to follow in 2:16-23. On the other 

hand, if each term is taken in its most likely particular sense, then the terms already defy 

attempts to fit them into a plausible historical reconstruction. The truth must lie 

somewhere between these two extremes, but unraveling the complexity lies at the heart 

of the historical dilemma. Though certainly the Colossians may have picked up on a 

subtle indicator lost on the modern reader, Paul’s rhetoric remains so subtle as to risk 

being lost altogether. 

Though Paul has left the historical background vague at this point, what he has said 

fits within the model of two threads of historical referents. His initial warning regarding 

someone wielding a philosophy strikes a general warning without specificity. The two 

kata_ phrases are grammatically parallel but have no clear referential connection, 

bringing the possibility of two distinct groups into the foreground but not eliminating the 

possibility of a single referent incorporating both features. Within the historical model 

employed here (and most evident in 2:16-19), the two phrases present two separate 

extrapolations of the type of philosophy Paul has in mind. The para&dosij refers to 

Judaism, while stoixei=a points to the spiritual beings venerated by pagan religions. The 

evidence Paul gives in 2:8 makes this reconstruction possible, but it will only become 

plausible as it continues to accommodate the rest of Paul’s warning in Colossians 2. As 

his polemic progresses, he provides further definition to these spheres and also centres 

them in particular religious groups known to be present in the first century Lycus Valley. 

 

2. Christ’s Work Regarding the Two Threads (Col 2:14-15) 

From the rhetorical analysis of the letter, it has been established that Col 2:9-15 

functions as a second proof within the letter. In these verses, Paul articulates the fullness 
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the believers have received in Christ and he uses baptism as a metaphorical image of 

their union with Christ in his death, burial, and resurrection. These verses, then, do not 

constitute a warning in and of themselves, but their location between Paul’s initial 

warning in 2:8 and his sustained polemic in 2:16-23 make them important to his 

warning. The rhetorical function of these verses is primarily to establish the Colossians 

firmly in their identity with Christ and their possession of new life within the body of 

Christ. 

But in verses 14-15, Paul makes two statements regarding the accomplishments of 

Christ in the cross that are seemingly out of place. At the end of verse 13, Paul gives a 

subtle indication of a shift in focus as he switches from the second person (u(ma~j) to the 

first person (h(mi=n).  He then makes two substantive statements in verses 14-15 that move 

away from personal pronouns and instead place Christ’s work in relation to to_ 

xeiro&grafon toi=j do&gmasin and ta_j a)rxa_j kai\ ta_j e0cousi/aj.  

First, Paul uses vivid imagery to depict Christ’s absolution of the xeiro&grafon by 

nailing it to the cross and removing it from the presence of his people. The lexical 

ambiguity related to xeiro&grafon creates challenges for the search for historical 

parallels. The term itself refers generically to an “autograph of any kind,” yielding little 

indication of historical referent.27 Scholars have noted several potential backgrounds, 

including a certificate of indebtedness, a book recording evil deeds, and the Mosaic 

law.28 Of these options, the Jewish regulations is the most likely for several reasons. 

First, Paul mentions dogmas associated with the xeiro&grafon, creating a parallel with 

Eph 2:15, where do&gma is used with clear reference to the Jewish law (to_n no&mon tw~n 

e0ntolw~n) that has been nullified.29 In Ephesians 2 the fundamental problem of the 

no/moj and its do/gma was the separation of the Gentiles from the people of God and the 

                                                
27 Lightfoot, Colossians, 187; BDAG, 1083; LSJ 1985. 
28 MacDonald, Colossians, 102; Moo, Colossians, 211; O'Brien, Colossians, 124-125. 
29 On do&gma as a reference to the Jewish law, see BDAG, 254; cf. Josephus, Ant. 15.5.3; Philo, Leg. 

All. 1.16; 3 Macc 1:3; Lightfoot, Colossians, 187; Moo, Colossians, 210; MacDonald, Colossians, 102. 
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dividing wall of hostility (e1xqra).30 Christ resolved these problems in the cross by 

nullifying the law, destroying the hostility, and creating peace, not unlike the absolving 

of the xeiro&grafon in Col 2:14. Second, Paul’s choice of terminology here may be a 

deliberate reflection of a)xeiropoi/htoj in 2:11, where Paul uses the term to distinguish 

circumcision in Christ from literal circumcision. If the circumcision of Christ is not 

accomplished by the hand, then perhaps the hand-written note of 2:14 is a subtle play on 

the circumcision inherent to Jewish practice. Finally, though not conclusive in and of 

itself, understanding xeiro&grafon as a reference to Jewish regulations accords with the 

historical threads as here traced. Therefore, in 2:14 Paul describes Christ’s work in direct 

relation to the Jewish codes and dogmas inherent to the first historical thread of his 

polemic. 

Next, in Col 2:15 Paul makes a second statement regarding Christ’s work, this time 

with regard to the second historical thread of pagan religions. Here Paul uses vivid 

imagery to depict Christ’s victory over ta_j a)rxa_j kai\ ta_j e0cousi/aj. Paul has already 

introduced these powers in the hymn of 1:15-20, where he described the universal scope 

of Christ’s reign over both the visible and invisible realms, including ei1te a)rxai\ ei1te 

e0cousi/ai (1:16). Likewise, in 2:10 Paul summarizes Christ’s headship with regard to 

these powers, describing Christ as h( kefalh_ pa&shj a)rxh~j kai\ e0cousi/aj. Now in 2:15, 

Paul goes beyond Christ’s position in relation to the powers to Christ’s active victory 

over them in the cross.31  

The tracing of a specific historical referent to a)rxh/ and e0cousi/a is difficult because 

Paul uses these terms broadly to refer to structures of power without defining them  

clearly.32 Further, Wesley Carr demonstrates that prior to Paul’s letters, the terms were 

not used to speak of spiritual powers, and especially not of hostile or evil spiritual 

                                                
30 In Eph 2:11-12, Paul highlights the foreign status of the Ephesian Gentiles who were separated 

from Christ, alienated from Israel, and strangers to the covenant. 
31 For discussion of the grammar and background in Roman victory parades, see chapter 3 of this 

thesis. 
32 Wink notes that the terms are most often used for human structures of power, but in Scripture are 

often given a nuance of spiritual powers (Naming the Powers, 13-17; cf. BDAG, 138, 352-353). 
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powers.33 Though Carr ultimately concludes that Paul also does not use the phrase in this 

way, he does so only by dating Ephesians to the second century and declaring it post-

Pauline. But Carr’s reasoning here is circular, for regarding Eph 2:16 he concludes that 

“ai( a)rxai\ kai\ ai( e0cousi/ai are undoubtedly malevolent, hostile powers here, and no 

alternative view is possible.”34 Therefore, he must invalidate the instance in which the 

Pauline literature explicitly defines a)rxh/ and e0cousi/a as spiritual in order to support his 

hypothesis. But in fact, Ephesians provides the best parallel to Colossians, and in 

Ephesians the powers are clearly spiritual in nature (e.g. Eph 2:2; 3:10; 6:12). In Eph 

6:12, the parallel phrases contrast a)rxh/ and e0cousi/a with ai[ma and sa&rc, and compares 

them to ta_ pneumatika_ th~j ponhri/aj e0n toi=j e0pourani/oij.35 Therefore, Col 2:15 is 

best understood as a depiction of Christ’s accomplishments with regard to spiritual rulers 

and authorities, though human and political powers are not necessarily excluded.36  

The precise nature of this accomplishment over the spiritual powers remains subject 

to debate. Paul’s language here may be interpreted as a victory over the powers, in which 

case e0deigma&tisen e0n parrhsi/a| indicates that Christ publically displays the powers as 

his defeated enemy.37 But on the other hand, the verse may be alternatively interpreted to 

indicate that in Christ, the true nature of the powers have been exposed, for they were 

already subject to Christ.38  In the former case, Christ has violently forced hostile powers 

into subjection, while in the latter view, the powers were already in subjection. But both 

                                                
33 A. Wesley Carr surveys both Jewish and pagan sources and concludes that though there was an 

interest in angels and spiritual beings, a)rxh/ and e0cousi/a were used for political rather than spiritual 
powers (Angels and Principalities: The Background, Meaning and Development of the Pauline Phrase Hai 
Archai Kai Hai Exousiai, SNTSMS [Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1981], 7-43). However, 
Carr’s survey does not include the magical papyri, where the appeasement of spiritual powers is clearly at 
work. 

34 Ibid. 104. 
35 Further, 1 Pet 3:22 mentions a)/ggeloj in parallel to e0cousi/a and du/namij as that which has been 

subjected to Christ. 
36 Wink suggests that because the distinction between human powers (social and political) and 

spiritual powers was foreign to the ancient mind, Paul may have had both in view (Naming the Powers, 
64-66). The goddess Roma provides a good example (Wright, Colossians, 115-118). 

37 Moo, Colossians, 212; Dunn, Colossians, 168. 
38 Barth, Colossians, 332-336. 
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views lead to the same final result that is Paul’s main point, namely that Christ’s 

unmitigated superiority over the powers has been made manifest. 

At this point in the letter, Paul’s rhetoric remains general. He does not identify a 

particular spiritual being, but instead uses the plural to denote all powers that would 

make a claim against Christ.39 In this way, Paul continues to underscore the 

comprehensive nature of Christ’s supremacy (cf. Col 1:16) with regard to all the powers, 

but especially the spiritual powers. This broad exposure of the inferiority of all powers 

includes the more specific powers Paul will bring into focus in 2:18-19, where he will 

bring Apollo and the pagan deities into this thread and effectively expose them as 

examples of the a)rxai\ kai\ e0cousi/ai subject to Christ. But at this point in 2:15, Paul’s 

language remains broad as he makes a general statement exposing Christ’s 

accomplishment of a public ceremony in which he is exalted over all other powers. 

In summary, in 2:14-15 Paul inserts two comments regarding Christ’s work in two 

aspects that correspond to his two historical threads. Both of these statements in and of 

themselves remain broad and undefined from a historical perspective, but their historical 

referents become clear in light of the rest of Paul’s polemic (namely 2:16-19). Regarding 

Jewish traditions, Christ has abolished the written code and dogmas through the cross. 

And regarding the powers and authorities, Christ has won a decisive victory in his 

triumph over them. 

 

3. Separating the Two Threads into Detailed Warnings (Col 2:16-19) 

In Colossians 2:16-19, Paul gives two warnings that serve as the heart of the polemic in 

2:8-23. In these warnings, Paul gives the most detail regarding his opposition and at the 

same time creates the most distinct separation between the two groups. These verses, 

therefore, provide the most crucial information for identifying the type of opposition he 

has in view. This section will argue that in the first warning (Col 2:16-17), Paul warns 

                                                
39 Thus Wright suggests Paul has in view “the hypothetical tutelary ‘gods’ of the different nations” 

(Colossians, 116). 
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against Jewish traditions in a broad sense, while in the second warning (Col 2:18-19), he 

warns against pagan religions with a particular view toward the cult of Apollo. 

 

A. Warnings against Jewish Practices (Col 2:16-17) 

In the first of the two warnings in 2:16-19, Paul gives instruction to the Colossians to not 

allow a third-party to judge them on the basis of certain criteria. Paul gives a list of five 

inappropriate criteria for judgment and provides his own evaluation of why they are 

invalid. The list may be divided into two sections grammatically.  

The first half of the list gives two prepositional phrases, e0n brw&sei kai\ e0n po&sei. 

These terms can refer to food and drink, as well as the acts of eating and drinking.40 Paul 

does not indicate directly what aspect of food and drink he has in view, whether it be 

participation or abstention, or whether it be limited to a particular type of food and drink. 

Most commentators associate the warning with the later rules in 2:21 to suggest Paul 

must have had some form of asceticism or fasting in view here in 2:16. If so, then Paul 

warns against a third-party that will judge the Colossian believers based on whether or 

not they also observe particular fasts and abstain from certain food and drinks. 

Alternatively, the connection to feasts in the second half of 2:16 may indicate that Paul 

has the feasting associated with festivals in view.  

Following food and drink, Paul gives three additional components by which the 

Colossians are not to be judged – new moon, festival, and Sabbath. He places all three 

within one prepositional phrase and precedes them with me/roj, referring to a part as 

opposed to the whole, or the part one plays in a larger undertaking.41 Thus these three 

activities are not to be used for judging believers even on a small or partial scale.  

Taken individually, each term has significant parallels in the ancient world. The 

moon was a common religious symbol, particularly in the form of crescent moons. The 

crescent moon frequently appears in ancient imagery alongside other Phrygian images, 

                                                
40 Barth, Colossians, 337. 
41 BDAG 633; LSJ 1104-1105. 
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and it appears frequently in connection with deities such as Men and Artemis.42 Here, 

however, the connection with festivals and Sabbaths indicates Paul has in view 

calendrical observances associated with the monthly new moons. The new moon could 

simply be used to indicate the first day of the month.43 But it could also have religious 

significance, either being worshipped directly or providing the occasion for monthly 

rituals.44 The magical papyri at times direct participants to undertake rituals in 

accordance with the phases of the moon.45 Both Jews and pagans alike undertook 

festivals associated with the new moon.46 

Festivals and their associated feasts were arguably a more common religious 

observance than fasting, or certainly more public. Such festivals were often held in 

conjunction with cultic ritual. Within the imperial cult, the priests were selected annually 

from among the wealthy citizens of a town or region, and the post came with an inherent 

expectation that they would fund an annual feast.47 Participation was free and all 

residents were naturally encouraged to participate, and this ultimately led to cities 

competing against one another to hold the most elaborate festivals.48 Tertullian describes 

the ensuing scene as one of extreme revelry and drunkenness from which the Christians 

abstained (Tertullian, Apol. 35). 

Similar practices of feasting were common to most all religions and societies. At 

Hierapolis, festivals were associated with the cult of Apollo.49 The festival of Zeus at 

                                                
42 Vermeule, Roman Imperial Art, 133, 165-166. 
43 Josephus, Ant. 6.235; 11.77; War 5.567. 
44 Aristophenes, Wasps 95. 
45 PGM IV.2390; XIII.30, 349-352. However, magic in general was irregular and did not observe 

calendrical rituals (Aune, “Magic,” 1521). 
46 T.G.C. Thornton, “Jewish New Moon Festivals, Galatians 4:3-11 and Colossians 2:16,” JTS 40 

(1989): 97-100. James VanderKam suggests Qumran used both solar and lunar calendars, bringing them 
together with regular intercalations to date festivals (Calendars in the Dead Sea Scrolls: Measuring Time 
[London: Routledge, 1998], 111-112). 

47 Macro, “Cities,” 682-683; cf. Lawrence Keppie, Understanding Roman Inscriptions (Baltimore: 
The Johns Hopkins University Press, 1991), 93. 

48 Jones, “Greeks,” 7. 
49 Burrell, Neokoroi, 137. 
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Hierapolis included several feasts and libations on annual and monthly bases.50 Other 

cults celebrated longer festivals incorporating cycles of both fasting and feasting. 

Claudius implemented a cycle of holidays from March 15-27 to honour Cybele and Attis 

that included days of fasting followed by festivals and feasting.51 Additional festivals of 

Cybele were held in spring and summer.52 Further, the sacrifices offered in worship to 

such deities were often then eaten by participants or offered to the public. Thus Clement 

of Alexandria could say, “Sacrifices were devised by men, I do think, as a pretext for 

meat meals” (Strom. 7.6.89f).53 In Hierapolis, both Jewish and pagan feasts were 

observed, and the feast of Kalends appears in inscriptions from both Hierapolis and 

Laodicea.54 The Jewish calendar included the feasts of Passover and Tabernacles, the 

latter of which was dated according to the new moon.55 The debate regarding Christian 

participation in such meals was common in the early Christian communities.56 

To this point, therefore, Paul’s list in 2:16 invites parallelomania, for the features he 

gives could not be more broadly descriptive of the religious scene of Asia Minor. 

However, this changes abruptly with the final term in the list, sa/bbaton, which is 

distinctly Jewish. Certainly Paul intended for this term to provide a clear and focused 

connection to the Jewish law, for the practice of Sabbath belonged to the Jews alone in 

the ancient world. Within Judaism, it was practised broadly across the various sects of 

Judaism. In Asia Minor, Jews demonstrated an ongoing proclivity for Sabbath 

observance and regularly appealed to Roman officials for their right to observe Sabbath 

                                                
50 Ritti 37. 
51 Franz Cumont, Oriental Religions in Roman Paganism (New York: Dover, 1911), 56-57; cf. 

Sumney, Colossians, 150. 
52 Noel Robertson provides a detailed analysis of the festivals of Cybele and suggests the rituals 

depict the birth and rearing of Zeus (“The Ancient Mother of the Gods: A Missing Chapter in the History 
of the Greek Religion,” in Cybele, Attis and Related Cults: Essays in Memory of M.J. Vermaseren [ed. 
Eugene N. Lane; Leiden: Brill, 1996]). 

53 The emphasis upon the meal increased especially in the third century (Price, Rituals and Power, 
229). 

54 Ritti 26; Corsten, Die Inschriften, 168-171, no85. 
55 The Feast of Unleavened Bread also followed the lunar cycle (VanderKam, Calendars, 6; Dunn, 

Colossians, 174). 
56 E.g. Rom 14; 1 Cor 8; Did. 6.3. 
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as well as their right to collect the temple tax.57 The Sabbath became a defining mark of 

Jews in contrast to Gentiles, rather than between sects within Judaism, for it was 

practised broadly in virtually every Jewish tradition.58 Indeed, in the magical papyri, 

Sabaoth was used as a ubiquitous term for Iao, the God of the Jews.59 In short, though 

Paul’s mention of Sabbath narrows the focus of his warning exclusively to Jewish 

customs, he does not here provide features particular to any one sect of Judaism over 

against another. 

In the next verse (2:17), Paul gives an evaluation of these practices that is 

compatible with the Jewish nature of sa/bbaton. Further, as demonstrated earlier, the 

grammatical structure of a# e0stin indicates Paul is evaluating the entire list of terms in 

2:16, putting them together as an inclusive whole and subjecting them to the same 

critique. As described earlier in this thesis, his description of these practices as shadows 

echoes Platonic language of shadows in contrast to substance (eikw=n). However, Paul 

also gives a temporal aspect with tw~n mello&ntwn, suggesting these customs precede 

the future reality of Christ. The early church adopted similar language, most notably in 

Heb 10:1 where the same language is used with specific application to the law: Skia_n 

ga_r e1xwn o( no&moj tw~n mello&ntwn a)gaqw~n.60  

Paul’s evaluation suggests that his entire warning in 2:16 was directed toward 

Jewish practices. By evaluating the list of practices as an inclusive whole, Paul indicates 

that in his mind, the individual features are bound together. Therefore, the particularly 

Jewish reference to Sabbath informs the whole list of features, suggesting Paul mentions 

these practices with a particular view toward Jewish practices. Further, the temporal 

language with which Paul evaluates these practices indicates that their inherent 

                                                
57 Josephus, Ant. 14.241-243; 16.27-65, 162-164. 
58 Dunn, Colossians, 174. 
59 E.g. PGM II.115-118; XXII.203-210; XXXV.15-24; XXVVb.20-21. 
60 Similarly, the church fathers depicted the law as shadow, at times with clear reference to Col 2:17 

(Tertullian, ad Marc., 5.18; Cyril, Catechetical Lectures, 17.29; Origen, Comm. Matt., 12.5). 
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deficiency is in their transitory nature rather than in their substance.61 This critique 

parallels the language early Christians used to speak of Jewish customs.62 

The Sabbath and the subsequent evaluation, therefore, provide an initial historical 

referent in Jewish practices, and this background is further confirmed by the rest of the 

list of practices in 2:16. The combination of “new moons, festivals, and Sabbaths” is 

used in various combinations within the Jewish literature to summarize Jewish customs. 

In the Septuagint, new moons, festivals, and Sabbaths provide a description of Jewish 

calendrical observances.63 The phrase could also be used as a summary of the entire law. 

By turning away from the law, the people of God neglect these observances (Jub 1:14), 

and when the people return and rebuild the altar, they make offerings in accordance with 

the new moon and reinstitute the appointed feasts (Ezra 3:5).  

Additional literature also brings these terms in combination to describe Jewish 

customs.  Josephus describes the law’s requirement for sacrifices to be made every 

Sabbath and for additional sacrifices on the new moon (Ant. 3.237-238). Upon their 

return to Jerusalem from Babylon, the Jews observed the Feast of Tabernacles by 

offering sacrifices tw~n sabba&twn kai\ pasw~n tw~n a(gi/wn e9ortw~n beginning from 

the noumhni/a of the seventh month (Josephus, Ant. 11.77). Josephus also describes 

priests going up to the altar, having abstained from wine, and being joined by the high 

priest on the seventh days (e9bdoma&j), new moons (noumhni/a), and festivals (e9orth/) 

held annually (War 229-230). Likewise Philo, in his discourse on Jewish laws, describes 

the ten festivals (e9orth/) of the Jews, moving from frequent and daily festivals to the less 

frequent annual festivals (Spec. 2.41). In Philo’s scheme, the second festival is the 

seventh day Sabbath (sa&bbaton) and the third is the new moon (ne/an noumhni/a) 

occurring each month.64 He also includes festivals associated with food and drink, 

                                                
61 Lightfoot, Colossians, 192-193; cf. Stettler, “The Opponents at Colossae,” 182. 
62 e.g. Matt 5:17; Gal 3:24-25; Eph 2:15; Heb 10:1. 
63 1 Chr 23:31; 2 Chr 2:3; 31:3; Ezek 45:17. Christopher Beetham overlooks these Old Testament 

echoes (Echoes of Scripture in the Letter of Paul to the Colossians, Biblical Interpretation Series [Leiden: 
Brill, 2008]).  

64 Philo continues to discuss at length on each particular feast in relation to numerical perfection 
(Spec. 2.41-223).  
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particularly a festival of fasting as well as the feasts of Passover, unleavened bread, and 

tabernacles. The same combination of terms appears in Justin’s Dialogue, where Trypho 

appeals to Justin to obey the law by being circumcised and observing the Sabbath, feasts, 

and new moons (Justin, Dial. 8:4). Likewise, the Epistle to Diognetus criticizes the 

Jewish observances of food (brw=sij) regulations, circumcision, Sabbaths (sa/bbaton), 

fasting, and new moons (noumhni/a), as well as additional calendrical observances 

involving festivals (e(orth/) and mourning (Ep. Diog., 4.1-6).  

In summary, several things become clear from 2:16 regarding the historical thread 

Paul is weaving here. First, Paul moves from the general to the particular in his warning 

by beginning with extremely broad categories of food and drink, then moving on to holy 

days. Within the holy days, he again begins with calendrical observances common to 

multiple religious groups before finally giving particular focus to Judaism with Sabbath. 

Therefore, it seems he wants to first invoke the broader practices of the religious 

environment of Asia Minor, then focus more specifically on Jewish customs in their 

broadest sense. By the time he finishes the list and moves to his evaluation, Paul has 

clearly identified Jewish customs as the opposition against which he warns. 

Second, this reconstruction of 2:16-17 is historically plausible. The presence of Jews 

within Asia Minor has been well established by multiple types of evidence including 

Josephus, archaeology, inscriptions, and even numismatics. Within the Lycus Valley, the 

necropolis of Hierapolis has provided ample attestation of Jews in the region. And where 

there are Jews, they are likely to have practised the basic customs Paul details in 2:16 

regardless of their particular sect. Thus this identification of the historical thread in 2:16-

17 is both textually and historically viable. 

Third, Paul does not identify a particular sect of Judaism. The presence of Jews has 

been well-documented along with their ongoing concern for observance of key Jewish 

practices such as Sabbath and feasts. However, in these verses Paul does not mention a 

feature that would have been practised by one sect of Judaism and not another. Though 

other historical reconstructions appropriate additional aspects of the text to further define 

a particular group within Judaism, in this reconstruction the thread of Judaism receives 
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its most precise definition here in 2:16. Instead of isolating one tradition within Judaism, 

Paul is echoing a list of Jewish customs typically used to broadly summarize the law and 

practices of the Jews. 

Fourth, if Paul’s omission of circumcision from this summary list of Jewish 

practices was intentional, it gives a key indicator of the type of opposition he envisions. 

He does not have in view aggressive Jewish proselytzers wielding the knife of 

circumcision, a situation which would presumably have elicited a much more heated 

response like his letter to the Galatians.65 Instead, he levels a much broader judgment 

regarding the customs arising from Jewish law. If Paul is passing a general warning 

regarding the passive yet present reality of Jewish customs out of which some believers 

have come, then such a list summarizing major Jewish tenets in this way would be 

reasonable, either because some of the Colossian Christians had already been 

circumcised as Jews prior to coming to Christ, or because Paul simply wanted to avoid 

the potential dissension mentioning circumcision could arouse.66   

Paul’s warning in 2:16-17, therefore, brings the historical thread of Jewish customs 

into its clearest focus. In the next two verses, Paul returns to his second thread of pagan 

religions and gives it a similar clarity. 

 

B. Warnings against Apollo and Pagan Practices (Col 2:18-19) 

Paul’s second direct warning follows the same grammatical structure as 2:16-17, but his 

language becomes stronger and he switches historical referents. In contrast to kri/nw in 

2:16, Paul now uses an explicitly negative warning with strong repercussions regarding 

not just the position of a person to judge, but also the outcome of condemnation 

(katabrabeu/w). Though Paul gives only two practices rather than five (as in 2:16), 

what this list lacks in length it more than makes up for in difficulty for modern 

interpreters. This section will demonstrate how those practices continue the thread of 

                                                
65 Gal 2:12; 5:2-6, 11-12. Dunn also finds the omission of circumcision puzzling and he too attributes 

it to a milder Jewish posture that must have been “more apologetic than evangelistic” (Colossians, 175). 
66 Perhaps this is why Paul redefines circumcision in 2:12-13 as a metaphor for the believer’s union 

with Christ in his death, yet he does not explicitly reject the Jewish practice of circumcision. 
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pagan religions begun with stoixei=a in 2:8 and continued with a)rxh/ and e0cousi/a in 

2:15.67 

The participle qe/lwn communicates the means by which disqualification is 

achieved. Qe/lw has a primary semantic range regarding the will, but can also refer to 

pleasure.68 If here Paul has the volitional sense in mind, then this person is somehow 

imposing his will on others or even insisting on these behaviors, giving a very active 

sense to their conduct. But on the other hand, if Paul is referring to their pleasure, then 

this person takes such delight in these activities that it leads to indirect influence upon 

the Colossians. The use of qe/lwn e0n within the Septuagint to translate b Cpx suggests 

Paul had this more passive view in mind.69 Though delighting in something to the degree 

that it disqualifies others implies some degree of pressure for them to participate, Paul’s 

language nevertheless affirms that he is not confronting active opponents. 

Paul again places their criteria into a prepositional phrase begun by e0n (cf. 2:16) and 

points to their humility (tapeinofrosu&nh) and worship of angels (qrhskei/a| tw~n 

a)gge/lwn). In general tapeinofrosu&nh refers to humility and self-debasement, and in 

Col 3:12 Paul exhorts the Colossians to put it on in a positive sense. But here in 2:18, 

Paul warns against tapeinofrosu&nh in a negative sense. Most likely he has in mind a 

form of humility associated with religious practice. Though Paul does not define it in this 

verse, his addition of a)feidi/a| sw&matoj in 2:23 implies that ascetic practices are in 

view, and his recurring concern regarding dietary restrictions suggest fasting may be 

typical of this asceticism. As has been described regarding food and drink in 2:16, 

fasting was a common practice throughout the religious world of the first century and 

was observed by Jews as well as pagan cults and mysteries. Paul’s mention of 

tapeinofrosu&nh, therefore, does not itself identify a particular group, but needs to be 

defined in light of what follows. 

                                                
67 Carr too suggests the angels here are the same as the a)rxai\ kai\ e0cousi/ai in 1:16 and 2:15, though 

he understands them to be the hosts of God (Angels and Principalities, 72). 
68 BDAG, 447-448; LSJ, 788. 
69 1 Sam 18:22; 2 Sam 15:26; 1 Kings 19:9; etc.; Lightfoot, Colossians, 193-194; Barth, Colossians, 

342; Dunn, Colossians, 178. 
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In addition to tapeinofrosu&nh, Paul lists qrhskei/a| tw~n a)gge/lwn as the delight 

of those who would disqualify. This phrase is notoriously difficult on several levels, 

leading to an ongoing debate regarding how it should be interpreted and understood 

historically.70 The problems that must be addressed regard the grammar and syntax of the 

phrase, its relation to the ensuing phrase (a$ e9o&raken e0mbateu&wn), the nature of Paul’s 

rhetoric at this point, and the appropriate historical referent that Paul had in view. 

Prior to the work of Francis, most interpreters of Colossians assumed an objective 

reading of tw~n a)gge/lwn that thereby indicated worship directed toward angels, though 

the precise nature of this worship was still a matter of debate.71 The discussion shifted 

significantly with Francis’ suggestion that qrhskei/a| tw~n a)gge/lwn could be understood 

as a subjective genitive referring to the worship being offered by the angels toward 

God.72 If taken in this manner, than Paul is not warning about people who delight in 

worshipping angels, but in those who seek to join the angels in worshipping God, likely 

through visionary experiences. Francis finds historical attestation for this view in Jewish 

texts that lead him to reconstruct Paul’s opponents as Jewish mystics seeking to join with 

the angels in their visionary experiences.73 

Francis’ work has proven significant and has become a central part of the 

discussion.74 Though many scholars have been convinced by Francis, his work is subject 

                                                
70 Here of all cases it would be convenient to, as Barclay suggests, not employ evidence regarding 

opponents where the text is not “reasonably clear” due to ambiguous terms or polemical distortion 
(“Mirror-Reading,” 84-85). 

71 E.g. Lightfoot, Colossians, 194. Moo provides a similar observation (Colossians, 226). 
72 Francis, “Re-Examination.” 
73 E.g. Isa 6:2-3; 1 Enoch 14:18-23; 2 Enoch 20-21; Asc. Is. 7:13-9:33; T. Job 48-50; Francis, 

“Humility,” 176-181. Additional examples have been found in the Dead Sea Scrolls, especially in the 
Songs of the Sabbath Sacrifice (4Q400-407; 11QShirShabb), cited by Loren T. Stuckenbruck, Angel 
Veneration and Christology: A Study in Early Judaism and in the Christology of the Apocalypse of John, 
WUNT.II (Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 1995), 150-163; cf. Smith, Heavenly Perspective, 54-55. However, 
though the possibility of an Essene background has existed since Lightfoot, the presence of such a Jewish 
sect in the Lycus Valley remains unattested by the historical evidence (Lightfoot, Colossians, 93-95). Thus 
Smith can only argue from silence that there is no evidence against a mystical movement among the Jews 
of the Lycus Valley, though he cannot adduce evidence for it (Heavenly Perspective, 70).  In the end, 
though Essenism is historically unattested, it too falls within the broad scope of the historical thread of 
Judaism and is thereby subject to Paul’s polemic. 

74 Those taking the subjective view include O'Brien, Colossians, 142-143; Barth, Colossians, 345; 
Dunn, Colossians, 180-181. Scholars opting for an objective classification include Schweizer, Colossians, 
159; Moo, Colossians, 227. 
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to criticism at several critical points.75 First and foremost, though qrhskei/a can take a 

subjective genitive, the genitive is always objective when a divine or spiritual being is in 

view.76 Therefore, a genitive such as tw~n a)gge/lwn should be taken objectively unless 

the context clearly indicates otherwise.77 In addition, the interpretation of tw~n a)gge/lwn 

as a subjective genitive does not fit well with the broader rhetoric of Paul’s warnings. 

Though Francis does provide a way for the Jewish features of 2:16 to be synthesized 

with the worship of angels in 2:18, the view struggles to account for statements such as 

2:14 and 19. Paul’s emphasis on Christ’s defeat over the powers in 2:14 and his critique 

that such people are puffed up and have lost connection to the head in 2:19, seem 

overstated if they are simply taking too much delight in heavenly visions comparable to 

what Paul himself has experienced (2 Cor 12:2-4).78 Similarly, Francis’ view struggles to 

account for Paul’s reuse of these very terms in 2:23 in a manner that clearly focuses on 

worship deriving from the person rather than angels.79 

If the genitive tw~n a)gge/lwn functions objectively, then the question of historical 

referent becomes central again. Arnold seeks to resolve the problem of a historical 

background for worship directed at angels by developing the presence of a cult of angels 

in first century Asia Minor. As surveyed earlier, he works primarily from the magical 

                                                
75 Arnold lists eight critiques of Francis, of which his first three are also his strongest and inform the 

discussion here (Arnold, Colossian Syncretism, 97-98). 
76 Arnold has argued this point persuasively. He finds only a few examples of qrhskei/a with the 

subjective genitive (e.g. 4 Macc 5:7; Josephus, Ant. 12.5.4; 16.4.3; J.W. 2.10.4), but gives a comprehensive 
list from Josephus and other texts to demonstrate the overwhelming frequency of objective genitives, 
especially when they refer to divine or spiritual beings prone to being worshipped (Colossian Syncretism, 
91-93). 

77 However, Stuckenbruck argues it is not necessary to decide between the objective and genitive 
function of tw~n a)gge/lwn, since the motifs are often found side by side in Jewish texts (Angel 
Veneration, 117-119). If so, then Paul’s concern is that by their participation in visions of angels, believers 
are vulnerable to the temptation to worship the angels. However, because Stuckenbruck’s attempt at 
mediation still requires an initial subjective genitive in which one first worships with the angels, he is 
subject to the same criticisms faced by Francis. 

78 This criticism also applies to Roy Yates, who suggests that believers were boasting in their visions 
and treating non-participants as second-class Christians (“'The Worship of Angels' (Col. 2.18),” ExpTim 
97 [1985]: 12-15). 

79 O’Brien attempts to shield Francis from Schweizer’s criticism on this point, but his suggestion that 
e0qeloqrhski/a refers to aspirations of worship is unpersuasive (Schweizer, Colossians, 159; O'Brien, 
Colossians, 143). Likewise, Francis’ own defence falls short, as he contends that e0qeloqrhski/a and the 
rest of the letter’s criticisms do not invalidate heavenly ascents as such, but only cast doubt upon the 
opponents’ experience of it (Francis, “Humility,” 181). 
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papyri, but also finds confirmation of magical practices in first century texts and 

inscriptions. However, when analysed closely, Arnold’s conclusion that scholars may 

“speak confidently” regarding a pagan cult of angels in Asia Minor is not supported by 

the evidence.80   

In his chapter dealing with the local veneration of angels, Arnold surveys evidence 

of angelic reverence within Asia Minor and demonstrates that angels were commonly 

associated with cultic activity.81 They were invoked and appeased, honoured and praised, 

and they could even appear in visions. But in these cultic roles, Arnold correctly 

acknowledges that angels always functioned as intermediary beings between the gods 

and humans.82 When sought, angels were sought as representatives of the gods, and when 

they acted, angels carried out the orders of the gods.83 Further, when angels receive 

praise in inscriptions, they are mentioned alongside the gods.84 This local evidence is 

comparable to what Arnold discovered in the magical and Jewish texts. In short, 

Arnold’s own evidence indicates angels were actively present within cultic activity and 

were even venerated, but they were not the direct object of a cult dedicated to them.85  

This distinction is vitally important, and indeed Arnold at times summarizes his own 

work in just this way, but the language he goes on to employ is misleading, for he then 

begins to speak of a “cult of angels” in Asia Minor as if religious activity was actually 

centred around and directed to angels alone.86 It appears his contention that in certain 
                                                

80 Arnold, Colossian Syncretism, 88. 
81 Ibid. 61-89. 
82 Here Arnold’s own evidence works against his conclusion (Ibid. 88). 
83 For example, a monument from Lydia describes the god Men giving orders through an angel (di ) 

a)gge/lou) regarding what should be done with a  stolen cloak (Ibid. 76). 
84 The inscriptions from Laodicea praise Zeus with superlative terms, followed by the angels, for 

example, dii\ u(yi/stw| kai\  a(gaqw=|  (Agge/lw| (I. Strat. 1118, cf. 1117, 1119-1120, cited by Arnold, 

Colossian Syncretism, 71). Likewise, a text from Galatia mentions angels as belonging to the great God of 

heaven (tw=| mega/lw| Qew=| u(yi/stw| kai\  e)pourani/w| kai\ toi=j a(gi/oij au)tou= a)gge/loij [Ibid. 81]).  
85 Stuckenbruck surveys the evidence from Jewish and local sources and also provides a helpful 

sample of texts from the magical papyri. He then reaches the same conclusion, that “though none of these 
instances can be firmly labeled as ‘cultic devotion’ to angels, some of them seem to apply venerative 
language to angels within a cultic context” (Angel Veneration, 181-200). 

86 As Arnold surveys the evidence, he summarizes the pagan evidence by saying, “The angels are not 
worshipped, but they are invoked and commanded;” and later he summarizes the angels as intermediaries 
between god and humanity (Colossian Syncretism, 70, 80, 88-89). 
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inscriptions, a)/ggeloj could refer to the goddess Hekate (messenger of the underworld) 

has led to a conflation of the cult of Hekate with the broader veneration of angels.87 This 

has led Arnold to make a slight yet significant overstep of the evidence when he 

concludes there existed an actual cult of angels, for angels were not in fact at the centre 

of a cult devoted to themselves. 

In the end, then, the influential work of Francis and Arnold on qrhskei/a| tw~n 

a)gge/lwn has left scholarship stuck at the same impasse as before they began. Francis 

has reconstructed the opponents as a group of Jewish visionaries that has some traces of 

historical attestation, but this view has required Francis to undertake a strained  

interpretation of the text. On the other hand, Arnold’s work provides the most 

straightforward grammatical interpretation of qrhskei/a| tw~n a)gge/lwn, yet his 

reconstruction of a cult of angels is not attested by the historical evidence. Arnold’s 

work, therefore, provides a convincing exegesis of qrhskei/a| tw~n a)gge/lwn, yet further 

work must be done in identifying a historical parallel. And indeed, another alternative 

does exist, though it derives from the ensuing phrase, a$ e9o&raken e0mbateu&wn.  

Like qrhskei/a| tw~n a)gge/lwn, this phrase too is fraught with interpretative 

difficulty that is best unraveled by beginning with the final term, e0mbateu&w. Though the 

term is straightforward in its lexical reference to entrance, scholars have traditionally 

debated whether Paul employs it here in a literal or a metaphorical sense.88 If taken in a 

literal sense, then Paul would be referring to entrance into some sort of physical 

structure, perhaps a shrine or temple. Though cultic activity occasionally occurred in 

public arenas, temple structures remained a central place of activity. These temples were 

at times built with barriers hindering access, so that having the right of entrance may 

                                                
87 Arnold’s connection of angelic material to Hekate is by no means certain. He cites a curse tablet 

that mentions demons on one side, with Hekate and Hermes on the other, yet such magical texts are 
notorious for multiplying deities. Inscriptions for Stratonicea contain dedications to angels with the 
adjective qei/w|, and Arnold connects these to Hekate based on the circumstantial presence of Hekate’s cult 
in the region. Finally, Arnold points to the use of a feminine article in an inscription from Didyma as a 
possible indication of Hekate’s identity (Ibid. 69-78, 88). 

88 If literal, then Paul could be referring to a person entering into a place or temple where such 
worship takes place. But a metaphorical view is necessary to Francis’ reconstruction, so that such a person 
enters into visions of the angels. 
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have been a privilege worth noting.89 On the other hand, e0mbateu&w may be understood 

metaphorically as referring to entrance into possession of something, perhaps thereby 

indicating an implied object such as visions or a portion of heaven.90 

In addition to the literal and metaphorical senses, Dibelius argues for a third view in 

which e0mbateu&w was a technical term for mystery initiations, especially the mystery of 

Apollo at Claros.91 He points to epigraphic discoveries at Claros, where four inscriptions 

were found that utilized the term e0mbateu&w. The inscriptions record visits of delegations 

from other cities sent to consult the oracle of Apollo, and all four date to the second 

century CE. The relevant portions of the four are reproduced here:92 
 
 (1) Qeopro/poi . . . muhqe/ntej e)neba/teusan 

 (2) Qeopro/poj . . . paral[ab]w\n ta\ musth/ri[a] e)neba/teusen 
 (3) Qeopro/poi . . . muhqe/ntej kai\ e)nbateu/santej e)xrh/santo  
 (4) [Qeopro/poi . . . mu]hqe/ntej kai\ e)mba[teu/santej e)xrh/santo] 

In each case, the inscription lists the individuals present within the oracle, including 

recorders, scribes, and prophets, then gives information about the delegation. This is 

followed by technical language regarding the receiving (muhqe/ntej/paralabw\n) of the 

mysteries, which then leads to entrance (e0mbateu&w) and the consultation of the oracle 

(e)xrh/santo). Of special interest, the fourth inscription records a delegation from 

Laodicea, further affirming what the historical evidence has already demonstrated, 

namely the prevalence of Apollo’s cult in the Lycus Valley. 

Though the inscriptions demonstrate the presence of mystery rites at the temple of 

Apollo at Claros, the role of the term e0mbateu&w within those mysteries is less than 

certain. Dibelius contended it was a technical term for the final stage of initiation (the 

                                                
89 Price provides several numismatic images of temples with such barriers in front of them. If made 

of wood, the barriers likely did not survive along with the stone temples. Examples include temples 
dedicated to emperors, to Zeus, and to Men, and they are located in Rome, Antioch, Selge, and Zela (Price, 
Coins, figs. 262-265). 

90 This meaning arises in the legal papyri and accords with Francis’ view of mystics (Francis, 
“Background of !"#$%&'();” cf. O'Brien, Colossians, 144-145). 

91 Dibelius, “Isis Initiation.” 
92 Arnold has collected the inscriptions and provided translations of them, as well as the succinct 

version provided here (Colossian Syncretism, 110-113; cf. Theodore Macridy, “Altertümer Von Notion,” 
JOAI 8 (1905): 155-173; Macridy, “Antiquités,” 46; CIG II.3538; Dibelius, “Isis Initiation,” 86). 
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first stage being identified by either muhqe/ntej or paralabw\n ta\ musth/ria), but his 

argument is compromised by the discovery of additional inscriptions at Claros that speak 

of the mysteries of Apollo without e0mbateu&w.93 These inscriptions provide the same 

introductory information regarding the names of those involved in the consultation of the 

oracle, but the rites themselves are described with the singular phrase e)pete/lese kai\ 

musth/ria. Though Dibelius sees this as a summary of the entire process of initiation, 

others have seen this as evidence that none of the terms may be designated as technical, 

since there were multiple ways of describing the experience.94  

Nevertheless, the inscriptions at Claros provide the strongest historical parallel to 

Paul’s warning in Col 2:18. Though e0mbateu&w may not have been employed in every 

description of mystery initiation, it still stands as a commonly used term within the cultic 

proceedings of the oracle of Apollo at Claros. Not only was this oracle consulted by 

delegations from the Lycus Valley, but e0mbateu&w was used specifically regarding the 

consultation by the Laodiceans. If that delegation followed the standard protocol of its 

neighbours, then upon their return to Laodicea, they would have publicly announced the 

oracle’s message, enacted the oracle’s instructions at a civic level, and prominently 

inscribed the text. Indeed, these were the very actions undertaken by cities across Asia 

Minor that sent delegations to the oracle at Claros, not least of which was Hierapolis.95 It 

stands to reason, therefore, that this use of e0mbateu&w with regard to Apollo would have 

been known widely, spanning the Lycus Valley and reaching to Paul’s environs as well. 

This, then, provides the historical background to Paul’s warning in Colossians 2:18.96 
                                                

93 Arnold provides four such inscriptions (Colossian Syncretism, 113; cf. Macridy, “Antiquités,” 50-
52). 

94 Dibelius, “Isis Initiation,” 86-87. Francis argues against the technical use of e0mbateu&w, noting the 
challenges of finding a precise referent for its usage within the Claros inscriptions as well as its usage 
beyond Claros in contexts not related to the mystery rites (“Re-Examination,” 44-46). Francis thereby 
demonstrates that e0mbateu&w need not have a technical meaning in every usage, but the possibility remains 
that it was used in this sense at least in Claros. 

95 This routine was followed closely by Hierapolis (Ritti 16.b). Lane Fox provides a map of the client 
cities of the oracle at Claros in the imperial period; it includes approximately fifty cities spread broadly 
across western Asia Minor. A record of visits from civic delegations was inscribed throughout the shrine at 
Claros with no less than 300 texts having now been recovered (Lane Fox, Pagans and Christians, 174, 
177). 

96 Scholars have long noted the similarities between Apollo’s mystery and the mysteries of other 
deities and have thereby used the mysteries to inform one another, even at times blurring their differences 
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Lane Fox appropriates both literary and epigraphical evidence to reconstruct the 

process of consulting the oracle at Claros.97 Delegations came at night, often 

accompanied by choirs. They underwent religious rites of preparation, while the prophet 

isolated himself and fasted.98 On the designated sacred night, the prophet led members of 

the delegation into the underground inner shrine.99 This required navigating a maze of 

tunnels leading ultimately to two chambers. The first chamber held benches for the 

delegates to sit upon as they received the oracle. The prophet entered the second 

chamber, drank from a spring held within, then delivered the oracle. The utterances of 

the prophet were then translated into verse by a thespode (“singer of oracles”) and 

recorded by a secretary for the delegation. The delegates were then led above ground, 

where they were provided with a written record of the versified oracle to take back to 

their city. 

The contents of the oracle were as diverse as the inquiries made by the delegations. 

Hierapolis received an oracle with instructions for warding off a plague, including the 

need to offer sacrifices to Apollo Clarion and to erect a statue of him at the city’s 

entrance. Other cities received oracles that were downright metaphorical.  Lane Fox 

notes a trend in Apollo’s oracles toward versification and increasingly philosophical 

language.100 He suggests this is the result of Platonic influence on the prophets and 

                                                                                                                                           
in order to build a comprehensive picture of mystery rites as a whole. The most thorough accounts of the 
mystery rites describe initiations of Isis and Mithras and have therefore become foundational to any 
historical account of mysteries in general. These are recorded by Iamblichus (Metam., 11) and the so-
called Mithras Liturgy (PGM IV.475-829). Thus even Dibelius, who ultimately makes the connection to 
the inscriptions of Apollo at Claros, begins with a lengthy description of other mysteries to inform what 
likely took place at Claros (“Isis Initiation”). To the degree, therefore, that Apollo’s rites of initiation 
mirror the rites of other pagan mysteries, Apollo should be seen as a type of this broader movement that 
included other cults practiced in the Lycus Valley, such as Artemis and Zeus Laodiceus. 

97 The primary literary sources are provided by Tacitus and Iamblichus, both of whom describe the 
rites of Apollo (Lane Fox, Pagans and Christians, 171-184). H.W. Parke provides a similar summary of 
events (The Oracles of Apollo in Asia Minor [London: Croom Helm, 1985], 219-224). 

98 Both Tacitus (Ann. 2.54) and Iamblichus (De Myst. 3-4) describe the rites of the prophet including 
the underground chamber and the spring, while the initiation of the delegates Lane Fox assumes from the 
inscriptions mentioned previously (Lane Fox, Pagans and Christians, 172-176; cf. Parke, Oracles, 222-
223). 

99 At the Apollo shrine in Delphi, this descent occurred on the sixth day of the new month (th|= e(/kth| 
tou= mhno\j; Plutarch, Moral., 391D).  

100 Though Tacitus suggests the priest was chosen from Miletus and delivered oracles despite being 
uneducated regarding letters and poetry (Tacitus, Ann. 2.54). However, the complexity of the oracles 
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thespodes associated with the cult. As a result, the inquiries made at the shrine were 

increasingly philosophical in nature. Though this trend did not become prominent until 

the fourth century, traces of it existed much earlier. Perhaps as early as the first century 

CE, priests of Apollo were demonstrating an education in Hellenistic literature (e.g. 

Homer) and philosophy, and the shrines of Apollo were becoming gathering points for 

philosophers to discuss contemporary ideas.101 The same trends extended to other shrines 

of Apollo, including those at Didyma and Delphi, where individuals were entertained 

rather than civic delegations. 

The term e0mbateu&w, therefore, provides a strong historical link to the mystery rites 

and especially to the mysteries associated with Apollo. The rest of the warning may now 

be read in light of this historical connection, beginning with the immediately preceding 

phrase, a$ e9o&raken. If the relative pronoun functions as the object of e0mbateu&w, it would 

denote entrance into the things one has seen or entrance into possession of the things 

seen.102 However, Paul uses the plural relative pronoun throughout the warnings in a 

consistent pattern to summarize a previous list of features into a collective whole and to 

subject them to his own evaluation (2:17, 22, 23; cf. 3:6). If this pattern applies here, 

then the relative pronoun summarizes the previous list, namely humility and worship of 

angels.103 These are the things that were seen, and e0mbateu&w is a temporal participle 

indicating when they were seen.104 Thus, the person to whom Paul refers has entered into 

                                                                                                                                           
delivered suggests an educated mind at work, indicating that either the priest was more educated than 
Tacitus acknowledges or the oracles were manipulated and versified by the thespode or secretary.  

101 This may be especially true of Delphi, where Plutarch records debates between various 
philosophers regarding philosophical questions (Plutarch, Mor. 386-389). Lane Fox gives several 
examples of poets and philosophers who visited the shrines at Claros and Didyma (Pagans and Christians, 
187-189). 

102 E.g. Francis, “Background of !"#$%&'(),” 197. 
103 On this view of the relative pronoun, see Rowland, “Apocalyptic Visions,” 76-77. Alternatively, 

the relative pronoun may point back to angels themselves as the object of the visions, perhaps pointing to 
the appearance of the god or of his prophet in a strategically placed window to deliver an oracle. However, 
such a change of referent does not significantly affect Paul’s final rhetorical critique. Such a window 
existed within Apollo’s shrine at Didyma (Parke, Oracles, 218; cf. Lane Fox, Pagans and Christians, 
183). A similar window was placed in the pediment of Artemis’ temple in Ephesus as well as multiple 
other temples in both Hierapolis and Laodicea (Price, Coins, 130-131, fig. 229; 149, fig. 226; Head, 
Catalogue, 229, no. 11, pl. XXIX.4).   

104 As a temporal participle, e0mbateu&wn may be parallel to tw~n mello&ntwn in 2:17 (cf. Sappington, 
Revelation, 157-158). 



252 

 

the mystery of Apollo, and there he has observed tapeinofrosu&nh| kai\ qrhskei/a| tw~n 

a)gge/lwn.  

These two practices can now be treated individually in light of the cult of Apollo. In 

this context, tapeinofrosu&nh finds a likely historical parallel in the preparations 

undertaken by the prophet of Apollo and the rites prescribed for the delegation. In the 

mysteries, participants may have abstained from certain foods and meats as part of their 

initiation.105 The priest of Apollo at Claros fasted for a day before delivering an oracle.106 

At Didyma, the prophetess observed a “rule of complete purity,” likely in regard to 

sexual activity, and fasted for three days in preparation for giving oracles.107 Similar rites 

were presumably exercised at Apollo’s shrine in Hierapolis as well. This ascetic form of 

humility, therefore, fits smoothly into the background of Apollo’s cult. 

On the other hand, qrhskei/a| tw~n a)gge/lwn proves problematic in this historical 

background, for no evidence has surfaced in which worship was offered directly to 

angels within Apollo’s cult. Though certain gods such as Hekate could at times be 

closely associated with angels, this was not the case for Apollo.108 Yet somehow Paul can 

use a)/ggeloj alongside e0mbateu&w, suggesting that a careful analysis must be 

undertaken regarding both the relation of angels to Apollo and the nature of Paul’s 

rhetoric at this point.  

Two texts demonstrate that the question of Apollo’s relation to other spiritual beings 

was pressing, and this question was typically answered by elevating Apollo toward the 

position of the supreme god and situating him above the angels. First, an inscription 

                                                
105 Apuleius, Metam.9.23, 28, 30; 11.2; Lohse, Colossians, 115. 
106 Lane Fox, Pagans and Christians, 173. 
107 Iamblichus, De Myst., 3; Lane Fox, Pagans and Christians, 182. 
108 Arnold provides examples of Hekate being identified as a/)ggeloj, and one inscription mentions 

Artemis in this fashion as well (LSJ, 7; Arnold, Colossian Syncretism, 69-70, 74, 88). In Homer’s writings, 
various deities were identified as a/(ggeloj, but the practice did not catch on in the Greco-Roman world 
(A.R.R. Sheppard, “Pagan Cults of Angels in Roman Asia Minor,” Talanta 12 [1980]: 77-101, esp. 80, 
85). 
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discovered in a wall at Oenoanda can be traced through literary sources to the oracle at 

Apollo.109 The inscription reads:110 
 
au)tofuh/j, a)di/aktoj, a)mh/twr, a)stufe/liktoj 
ao)/noma mh\ xwrw=n, poluw/numoj, e)n puri\ nai/wn. 
tou=to qeo/j, meikra\ de\ qeou= meri\j a)/ggeloi h(mei=j. 
tou=to peuqome/noisi qeou= pe/ri o)/stij u(pa/rxei, 
Ai)[q]e/[r]a panderk[h= qe]o\n e)/nnepen, ei0j o(/n o(rw=ntaj 
Eu)/xesq ) h)w/|ouj pro\j a)ntoli/hn e)sorw=[n]ta[j]. 
 
Self-born, untaught, motherless, unshakeable, 
Giving place to no name, many-named, dwelling in fire, 
Such is God: we are a portion of God, his angels. 
This, then, to the questioners about God’s nature 
The god replied, calling him all-seeing Ether: to him, then, look 
And pray at dawn, looking out to the east. 

Lactantius suggests the verse was a response to the inquirer Theophilus’ question, “Who 

is God?” but its public inscription in Oenoanda suggests the oracle may be the result of a 

city delegation.111 Either way, the oracle responds with a Platonic view of a supreme god 

surrounded by lesser beings, namely angels. The ambiguities of the text do not reveal 

where Apollo himself fits within this scheme, whether he is the supreme god or one of 

the angels, but the text nevertheless demonstrates the significance of the question.  

This question also played out in a second text, this one taken from Plutarch’s 

Moralia (Plutarch, Mor., 384-394). Plutarch recalls a series of conversations he had near 

the temple of Apollo at Delphi between 60 and 120 CE. The conversation revolved 

around the letter E and its apparently well-known relation to Apollo’s oracle. After 

others have made several suggestions regarding the importance of E, Ammonius 

concludes the discussion by dismissing these suggestions and instead giving his own 

lengthy discourse on the nature of Apollo with regard to E. He places it in relation to the 

second person form of ei)mi/ (ei)) and reflects how Apollo was to be approached. By 

addressing Apollo with “ei)”, the worshipper rendered unto him “a form of address which 

                                                
109 Prior to its discovery, portions of the text were recited by Lactantius in his Divine Institutes (ca. 

308 CE), and he attributed it to Apollo at Colophon, who was the god of the shrine at Claros (Lane Fox, 
Pagans and Christians, 169; cf. Arnold, Colossian Syncretism, 78-79). 

110 Arnold provides the Greek text, citing L. Robert, while Lane Fox provides the translation (Ibid. 
78; Louis Robert, “Un Oracle Gravé À Oinoanda,” CRAIBL [1971]: 597-619, here 602; Lane Fox, Pagans 
and Christians, 169). 

111 Ibid. 171. 
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is truthful, free from deception, and the only one befitting him only, the assertion of 

Being” (Plutarch, Mor., 392A; Babbitt). Ammonius continues to define Being in light of 

eternity, for “it is that which is eternal, without beginning and without end, to which no 

length of time brings change” (Plutarch, Mor., 392A; Babbitt). Since Apollo is timeless 

and not subject to change, he is removed from the physical world with its changes and 

from humanity with its subjection to the process of dying. Apollo is therefore exalted 

beyond even the sun – with which he is often identified – and as the supreme unity, he 

holds together the world (Plutarch, Mor., 393A-393E).112 Thus Apollo is the supreme 

god who never changes (i.e. Being), while the changes in the world are attributable to 

lesser gods, whom Ammonius calls dai/moni.113 All of this, Ammonius suggests, is 

communicated by the letter E, and Apollo’s subsequent command to his worshippers to 

“know thyself” is a reminder of their mortality in contrast to Apollo’s supreme Being 

(Plutarch, Mor., 394A; Babbitt). 

For Ammonius, therefore, Apollo was the supreme deity over the other gods and 

should be praised as such. This elevation of Apollo was echoed also in oracles received 

at other Apolline shrines in this era, where similar theological and philosophical 

inquiries were being made.114 Though he may not have been ultimately equated with 

Zeus, this elevation of Apollo above other gods of the pantheon coincides with his 

popularity in the inscriptions.115 

These examples make it clear that Apollo’s status in relation to the other gods was a 

pressing question surrounding his cult, but his followers clearly believed him to be 

superior not only to angels, but to other deities as well. They would not have described 

their participation in his cult and mysteries as worshipping angels, but would have used 

                                                
112 Ammonius at this point even suggests it would be proper to address Apollo as ei} e(/n. (“Thou art 

One;” Plutarch, Mor., 393A-B; Babbitt). 
113 Plutarch, Mor., 394A. Lane Fox also notes the supremacy of Apollo over other divine beings 

(Pagans and Christians, 186). 
114 Ibid. 193-197. 
115 MacMullen surveys a collection of Greek inscriptions from Asia Minor (IGR 3-4) and concludes 

Apollo was the second most frequently mentioned god behind Zeus (MacMullen, Paganism, 7). 
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precisely the opposite language.116 In their minds, they were entering into the mystery of 

a supreme deity elevated above the angels. 

In light of this reality, Paul’s language in Colossians 2:18 is best understood as 

rhetorical satire in light of Apollo’s cult. Paul warns the Colossians against those 

delighting in humility and worshipping angels, creating a broad warning that at the same 

time incorporates broad spheres of religious practice, yet also creates confusion, for no 

group offers cultic veneration directly to the angels. The rhetorical punch of the warning, 

however, comes in the next phrase, when Paul suggests that it is a worship of angels that 

is seen by those who enter into the mysteries, namely the mystery of Apollo. This is a 

polemical denigration of Apollo himself, casting him not as a supreme deity, but as a 

lesser spiritual being. As such, Apollo is a member of the stoixei=a that are discordant 

with Christ (2:8), an a)rxh/ and e0cousi/a defeated by Christ (2:15), and a part of the 

invisible creation subordinated to Christ (1:16).117 Thus Paul suggests the initiates into 

the mystery of Apollo have made a grave mistake, for they have inadvertently given their 

worship to angels rather than a premier deity. 

This interpretation of Paul’s warning leads smoothly into Paul’s ensuing evaluation, 

where he continues to emphasize the futility of such worship. He first inserts the adverb 

ei0kh|~ between the participles e0mbateu&wn and fusiou&menoj. Though most commentators 

take ei0kh|~ as a modifier of the latter participle (fusiou&menoj), it may just as easily 

modify e0mbateu&wn, in which case it would directly describe the futility of participating 

in the mystery.118 In either case, ei0kh|~ underscores Paul’s rhetoric, suggesting that 

                                                
116 An inscription from Didyma mentions Apollo alongside an unnamed angel, perhaps in reference 

to Apollo himself. The relevant text follows: oi)kodo/mhsan de\ kai\ to\n peri/bolon th=j  )Agge/lou e)k tw=n 
i)di/wn kai\ a)ne/qhkan tw=|  )Apo/llwni Bwmo/n. However, the feminine article (th=j) preceding a)/ggeloj 
indicates a female being is in view, perhaps Hekate, and the two distinct building projects further separate 
Apollo from this angel (Arnold, Colossian Syncretism, 77). 

117 Similarly, both Philo and Justin suggest pagan deities are actually angels or demons (Philo, Fug. 
212; Justin, 2 Apol. 5). Clement describes a list of gods as oi( mega/loi dai/monej, including “Apollo, 
Artemis, Leto, Demeter, the Maiden, Pluto, Heracles, and Zeus himself” (Clem. Alex., Exhort. Heathens 
2.35; Butterworth; cf. Tatian, Orat. 8; Minucius Felix, Octavius 26; Sheppard, “Pagan Cults,” 85; D.S 
Russell, The Method and Message of Jewish Apocalyptic: 200 BC - AD 100 [London: SCM Press, 1964], 
236). 

118 Ei0kh|~ can both precede as well as follow the verb it modifies (cf. Rom 13:4; 1 Cor 15:2; Gal 3:4; 
4:11). 
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whatever worship or cultic ritual has been undertaken has been offered in vain. It simply 

served no purpose and was undertaken to no avail, for the intended god turned out to be 

no god at all.119 Paul highlights this futility in the following two participles by which he 

gives two opposite sides of the same critique regarding the source of this worship. The 

worship was derived from the puffed up (fusiou&menoj) mind of the flesh rather than 

from a connection (kratw~n) to the head, namely Christ, and their worship is therefore of 

no value in comparison to Christ.120  

Instead, such a person has lost contact with the head and thereby become separated 

from the body. Paul’s evaluation at this point has several layers of subtle nuance. He 

here indicates that his concern is not for a third-party outside the church, but ultimately 

for those inside the church who may lose their grip on Christ and thereby become 

detached from the body. In Paul’s estimation, Christ and the mysteries of Apollo are 

mutually exclusive. One simply cannot participate in both at the same time, for to cling 

to one requires releasing the other. In a twist of irony, therefore, the disqualification 

works both ways. The adherents of Apollo may disqualify the Colossians for not 

participating in his cult, but Paul in turn disqualifies them from the body for this very 

same participation, for they have thereby released their grip on Christ. The warning, 

therefore, serves not only to condemn those outside the body who participate in the 

mysteries, but also instructs those inside the body who have taken hold of Christ that 

they must also release their grip on Apollo. As those who worship the head, they need 

not continue to venerate such defeated powers. 

In summary, Paul brings the second historical thread of his warnings into sharpest 

focus in 2:18-19. Like his warning in 2:16, Paul’s language begins with generic terms 

(tapeinofrosu&nh, a/)ggeloj) that move toward more specific indicators (e0mbateu&w) 

that identify the oracle of Apollo at Claros. This historical parallel fits the text well, and 

                                                
119 BDAG, 281; LSJ, 484. 
120 The language Paul uses at this point creates a number of contrasts between Christ and the practice 

of those who disqualify. Their worship is ei0kh|~, while Christ is the ei0kw/n (1:15). Their worship is “puffed 
up,” while in Christ is the fulness (2:9). Their worship is derived from the sa/rc, while in Christ the sa/rc 
has been put off and the sw~ma is instead central. Their worship is from the nou=j, while Christ is the 
kefalh& who possesses all treasures of wisdom and understanding (2:3). 
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the historical evidence attests Apollo’s widespread veneration in the Lycus Valley. At 

the same time, Paul’s language in 2:18 retains a cryptic element that invites broader 

parallels to pagan deities and mysteries of which Apollo serves as a type. In Paul’s 

estimation, the person who delighted in venerating pagan deities such as Apollo and 

entered into their mysteries was being deceived by his own mind into worshipping a 

lesser, angelic being, and therefore the cultic rituals were undertaken in vain. Naturally, 

therefore, those who have become members of the body of Christ must not allow 

someone to exercise influence over them – and even disqualify them – through their 

experiences with the cults and mysteries of lesser spiritual beings such as Apollo. 

 

C. Summary of Detailed Warnings (2:16-19) 

In these two warnings, Paul gives the best clarity to the opposition he has in view and 

grounds it historically.121 Regarding Judaism, he points to broad practices regarding food 

and drink, then moves to holy days, where the Sabbath finally yields a definitive 

background to his polemic. In identifying the Jewish thread in this way, Paul does not 

define a particular sect or version of Judaism, but retains a general sense that 

encompasses them all. He then places these practices in temporal contrast to Christ, in 

light of whom the Jewish customs are shadows. Regarding pagan religions, Paul again 

focuses on the practical elements, including humility, worship and entering. The extant 

inscriptional evidence connects Paul’s language directly to the cult of Apollo, and this 

historical background of Apollo in turn illuminates the polemical thrust of Paul’s 

language. Paul denigrates Apollo and all such pagan deities as mere angels and in turn 

impugns pagan worshippers for undertaking cultic activity in vain. 

 

 

 

                                                
121 The specific nature of these warnings suggests Paul has in view something more specific than 

merely the broad milieu of the religious world, a view identified with Hooker (“Were There False 
Teachers?”). 
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4. Intertwining the Two Threads (Col 2:20-23) 

If in 2:16-19 Paul separates the two historical threads into their most distinctive traits, in 

2:20-23 he returns to his generic language and weaves them back together again. The 

grammar in 2:20 shifts away from the earlier third-person warnings and instead adopts a 

conditional framework mirroring the structure of 3:1, making 2:20-3:4 a transition from 

warnings to direct paranaesis. Within this framework, 2:20-23 summarizes the preceding 

warnings and provides final evaluations of the two historical threads Paul has had in 

view. Within this summary, Paul begins by bringing the two threads together within the 

larger sphere of the ko/smoj in contrast to Christ (2:20) and then gives a satire of 

dogmatic practices common to both historical threads (2:21). He then gives each 

historical referent individual focus, providing a final evaluation of Jewish practices 

(2:22) and pagan religions (2:23). 

In 2:20, Paul reaches back to his earlier warnings and pulls key terms from each of 

the two strands. First, within the protasis of the condition, he suggests that in their death 

with Christ (cf. 2:11-12), the Colossians have died a)po_ tw~n stoixei/wn tou~ ko&smou. In 

2:8, Paul uses stoixei=a to introduce the spiritual powers that have played prominently 

in his second thread (cf. 2:15, 18-19). Now in 2:20, Paul uses spatial imagery to identify 

the ko/smoj as the domain of those powers, while the Colossians have been removed 

from that domain by their death in Christ. Second, in the apodosis Paul uses the term 

dogmati/zw and contends that because the Colossians no longer live in the ko/smoj, they 

should not be subjected to dogmas by third-parties.122 This verbal form of do&gma clearly 

echoes 2:14, where it was associated with the written code and thereby a feature of the 

Jewish traditions represented in Paul’s first historical thread (cf. 2:8, 14, 16-17). The 

ko/smoj, therefore, is a broad sphere encompassing all those things that stand in contrast 

                                                
122 Hooker contends the passive form may also be understood as a middle voice warning them against 

subjecting themselves to the dogmas (Ibid. 123). Though such a view is certainly conducive to her 
contention that there were no active opponents, this would be inconsistent with Paul’s use of tij to point 
toward a third-party throughout the polemic (2:8, 16-19). On the other hand, it also strains the evidence to 
classify dogmati/zesqe as a continual present in order to accentuate the active nature of the opponents, as if 
Paul is appealing to them to no longer continue being dogmatized. Though the context has third-parties in 
view, dogmati/zesqe gives a warning without indicating whether their activity is present or potential 
(Wright, Colossians, 125). 
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to the sphere of Christ (3:1-4), including the religious practices of Judaism and pagan 

religion. 

In this way, Paul brings the two threads together and subjects them in 2:20 to a 

common critique – they are both in contrast to Christ. This summary of the warnings, 

therefore, is parallel to his opening evaluation (ou) kata_ Xristo&n in 2:8) and continues 

his rhetorical thread of placing all such religions in contrast to Christ. At this point in the 

letter, therefore, the ko/smoj is a very broad category. By bringing the two threads 

together under this rubric, Paul does not intend to collapse them into a single and more 

narrowly defined group that incorporates all the features of his polemic, but rather he 

intends to bring the two threads alongside one another in order to demonstrate the true 

breadth of his polemic.123 His warnings, therefore, are intended to refute broadly the 

entire ko/smoj in contrast to Christ, incorporating both those religious practices that 

temporarily preceded Christ (i.e. Judaism) and those that venerate beings superseded by 

Christ (i.e. pagan religions). 

In 2:21, Paul gives three examples of the dogmas he had in view in 2:20. The three 

commands here given have been variously interpreted. The notion that Paul is setting 

forth these commands as his own can be rejected for, as Lightfoot has argued, it would 

be explicitly contradictory for Paul to here command the very asceticism he has warned 

against in 2:16-19.124 Alternatively, some scholars have suggested Paul is here quoting 

his opponents and that these commands are thus catchwords used by the opponents.125 

However, this position becomes dubious in light of the three commands themselves. 

Though Paul has warned against food regulations and humility in general in 2:16 and 18, 

the commands here are extreme to the point of being ridiculous, for they forbid even 

touching or tasting.126 Zealous commands such as this would have been exceptional even 

                                                
123 Contra Stettler, who uses the intermixture of terms in 2:20-23 as evidence that the preceding 

warnings referred to the same group. However, Stettler has not adequately accounted for Paul’s efforts to 
distinguish and hold separate the terminology in 2:22-23 (Stettler, “Opponents,” 190). 

124 Lightfoot, Colossians, 201. 
125 Dunn, Colossians, 190-192. 
126 Two of the commands regard touching or handling, though the slight shade of difference in degree 

between a#ptw and qi/gganw is largely insubstantial. Thus Moo points to Ex 19:12, where the two terms 
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in the ancient world, and Paul’s rhetoric to this point has not betrayed such extreme 

opposition. Therefore, Paul’s language here is best described as satire, as Paul 

exaggerates these types of regulations to their absurd extreme.127 

If the commands of 2:21 are satirical, then the question of a historical parallel 

becomes problematic. So far, Paul has listed religious practices with a particular 

historical referent in view, but his hyperbolic language here obscures any identification 

with a particular referent. The best resolution to this problem is to see Paul’s satire as a 

caricature reflecting on both historical strands. Not only has Paul just brought together 

the two historical threads in the ko&smoj of 2:20, he also cited dietary concerns in regard 

to the practices of both Judaism (e0n brw&sei kai\ e0n po&sei in 2:16) and pagan religions 

(tapeinofrosu&nh in 2:18). The tendency toward ascetic practices, therefore, is a point 

of commonality from a historical perspective. Both Judaism and pagan religions contain 

regulations regarding asceticism, and so Paul plays off that common feature in his satire. 

This further evidences Paul’s predisposition toward speaking of these historical referents 

in broad terms by selecting practices common to multiple religious traditions.  

Having brought the threads together in 2:20-21 through a common rhetorical 

critique and a point of historical overlap, Paul again separates them in 2:22-23. These 

two verses contain notoriously difficult grammar, the resolution of which has often 

obscured the structure of the Greek text. In these verses, Paul returns to his previous 

pattern of using relative pronouns to introduce his own critique (cf. 2:17, 19). Here Paul 

uses two relative pronouns (a(/ in 2:22, and a#tina& in 2:23) both connecting back to the 

dogmatic regulations listed in 2:21.128 The two resulting relative clauses effectively 
                                                                                                                                           
are used without difference (Colossians, 235).  The third command forbids not just eating, but even tasting 
(geu&omai), indicating a farcicle extreme. 

127 Several scholars take a similar position (e.g. Wright, Colossians, 126; Lohse, Colossians, 123; 
O'Brien, Colossians, 149). 

128 In this case, the relative pronoun points back to the dogmas themselves rather than to the food and 
other items banned by those dogmas. The neuter relative pronoun may refer to an abstract idea implied by 
the preceding statement, and Paul uses it in this manner throughout the letter (e.g. 1:29; 2:18; 3:6; H.E. 
Dana and Julius R. Mantey, A Manual Grammar of the Greek New Testament [New York: The MacMillan 
Co., 1927], 126). Seeing the dogmas as the antecedents makes better sense of the parallel relative pronoun 
in 2:23 as well as the broader context. A minority of scholars agree (Moo, Colossians, 236-237; Barth, 
Colossians, 356-357), but most commentators disagree, seeing instead the objects forbidden as the 
antecedents (Lightfoot, Colossians, 202; Lohse, Colossians, 124; Moule, Epistles of Paul, 108). 
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separate again the two historical threads and provide a final critique of each one, though 

in these statements he steps back from the specific features of 2:16-19 and returns again 

to a more general description of the two spheres of opposition.  

In the first relative clause, Paul begins again by first addressing the traditions 

associated with Judaism. He provides a critique followed by a kata/ phrase reminiscent 

of his introduction in 2:8, where he introduced the Jewish thread as kata_ th_n 

para&dosin tw~n a)nqrw&pwn. Now in 2:22, he retains tw~n a)nqrw&pwn, but replaces 

para&dosij with ta_ e0nta&lmata kai\ didaskali/aj. This phrase echoes Isa 29:13, 

where it is part of a critique of Israel for their faithlessness.129 The same terminology 

occurs twice in the New Testament, each time with reference to Isa 29:13, and each time 

in the context of Jesus criticizing the Pharisees and scribes for their hypocrisy with 

regard to dietary laws (Mk 7:7-8; Matt 15:9).130 It is clear, then, that Paul is continuing 

his Jewish theme at this point, but rather than further define a particular sect of Judaism, 

he notably steps back from the specific features of 2:16 and returns to a generic 

description akin to the beginning of his polemic in 2:8. 

In 2:22, Paul also provides a final critique of the Jewish traditions. The relative 

pronoun points back again to the dogmas themselves. Paul further adds pa&nta to 

emphasize that this critique extends to all the dogmas and he again uses the singular verb 

to describe them as a comprehensive whole (cf. 2:17). He then polemically describes the 

dogmas as ei0j fqora_n th|~ a)poxrh&sei. The preposition ei0j provides a sense of 

intentionality, as if these rules were destined for decay. Though fqora/ would more 

naturally apply to material things, its reference to the dogmas contributes to the overall 

sense of the statement in which these regulations are temporal in nature and their 

observance does not preserve them, but rather accentuates their decay.131 This critique, 

                                                
129 Beetham discusses this Old Testament echo at length (Echoes, 251-288). 
130 Note that in Mark 7:8, th_n para&dosin tw~n a)nqrw&pwn is used as a parallel expression for the 

reference to didaskali/aj e0nta&lmata a)nqrw&pwn in Is 29:13. 
131 Several other possible interpretations arise. It would be natural to see a)po/xrhsij with reference 

to the prohibited objects, since food and drink can be consumed. However, this would lead to a non 
sequitur in Paul’s argumentation, for if such objects lead to destruction when consumed, then Paul’s 
criticism of his opposition for forbidding them makes no sense. Alternatively, Paul may be continuing his 
satire in 2:22, suggesting his opposition enforces such rules because according to their traditions such food 
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then, continues Paul’s previous evaluation of Jewish tradition and carries it a further 

degree. In the preceding context, Paul suggests that the written code had been abolished 

(2:14) and that this was in keeping with its temporary nature as a shadow pointing ahead 

to the reality of Christ (2:17). Now, Paul indicates that the dogmas inherent to the Jewish 

traditions were themselves subject to a process of decay. 

 The second relative clause in 2:23 returns to the historical thread of pagan religions. 

Here Paul switches the form of relative pronoun, appropriating o(/stij instead of his 

usual o(/j. This marked break from what has become a standard pattern in Paul’s polemic 

suggests not semantic variation, but a utilization of the shade of difference in which 

o(/stij can function qualitatively and thereby more generically than o(/j.132 Paul thereby 

effectively broadens his critique to include “whichever” regulations are of a similar 

nature to the dogmas of 2:21.133 The heart of Paul’s critique in these verses is a me/n…de/ 

clause in which the de/ is elided.  

In the first half of the me/n…de/ construction, Paul returns to the language of 2:18 to 

suggest the regulations have a lo/goj of wisdom within them. The meaning of lo/goj in 

this statement is in no way clear, but the context of Paul’s warnings and the upcoming 

contrast with the final statement of the verse suggests this wisdom is in some manner 

deficient. Thus lo/goj here carries one of its less-common meanings, perhaps 

appearance, reputation, or measure.134 Paul further describes this inferior wisdom by 

returning to the terminology of 2:18 and the thread of pagan religions. He again avoids 

the terms in 2:18 that created specific historical parallels to Apollo (namely a)/ggeloj 

and e0mbateu&w), and instead reuses the more generic qe/lw, qrhskei/a, and 

tapeinofrosu&nh.  

                                                                                                                                           
and drink lead to decay. However, this would not be consistent with Paul’s pattern in the warnings, where 
the relative pronoun introduces his critique. Therefore, the interpretation provided above remains the most 
plausible. 

132 Wallace, Greek Grammar, 344. 
133  Moo suggests a translation of “regulations such as these” (Colossians, 238). 
134 BDAG, 599; LSJ, 1059. 
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To these recycled terms he now adds additional polemic. By combining the prefix 

form of qe/lw and qrhskei/a into one compound form (e0qeloqrhski/a), Paul slights their 

worship by suggesting it is self-derived and even feigned.135 With this verbal slight-of-

hand, Paul brings together both the practices and the criticisms he enumerated in 2:18, 

where he attributed their worship to their own puffed-up minds. Next in 2:23, he 

modifies tapeinofrosu&nh with the appositional a)feidi/a| sw&matoj, In keeping with his 

condescending reworking of qrhskei/a, a)feidi/a most likely functions as a polemical 

critique of tapeinofrosu&nh, indicating the unrestrained nature of its treatment of the 

body. It therefore adds further polemical clarity but does not contribute to the tracing of 

historical parallels for tapeinofrosu&nh.136   

While the first half of the me/n…de/ construction summarizes the practices of 2:18 

with a subtle polemic, the second half contains a scathing critique. The grammar is again 

convoluted, but Paul’s critique is clear: such regulations have no value for restraining the 

flesh. This provides a final blow to the religious practice of the pagan religions. In Paul’s 

earlier description of the fullness the believer has received in Christ, he described death 

with Christ in metaphorical terms as a circumcision in which tou~ sw&matoj th~j 

sarko&j was put off (2:11). Indeed, the sa/rc was central to the problematic state of the 

Colossians before they were made alive in Christ, for they were dead th|~ a)krobusti/a| 

th~j sarko_j (2:13). Therefore, the resolution of the problem of the sa/rc was crucial to 

the work of Christ, and in 2:23 Paul places the pagan religions in stark contrast to it. 

Though their worship has an air of wisdom about it in dogmas regarding veneration and 

humility, and though their practices involve fasts and other acts of humility toward the 

sw=ma, they are undertaken in vain, for they are unable to resolve the fundamental 

problem of humanity, namely the problem of the sa/rc, which continues to reside in 

                                                
135 When qe/lw is used as a prefix (e0qelo-), it indicates a voluntary willingness, purpose, or desire to 

undertake a particular role or task and in some cases may suggest pretense or even willful deception 
(BDAG, 276; LSJ, 479; O'Brien, Colossians, 153). 

136 Indeed, a)feidi/a is actually broader than tapeinofrosu&nh, referring to undefined harsh treatment 
of the body, sometimes in a context of sexual abstinence. However, the summary nature of 2:20-23 
suggests it would be unexpected for Paul to insert specific and previously unmentioned practices at this 
point (cf. Lightfoot, Colossians, 201-202). 
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them without restraint. Paul’s return again to the general kinds of terminology with 

which he began this thread (2:8, 15) confirms that the connection to Apollo’s cult in 2:18 

served as a type of the broader religious system with which Paul is concerned.  

In summary of 2:20-23, Paul brings together the two historical threads within the 

broader sphere of the ko&smoj (2:20), he points to the shared ascetic nature of their 

practices (2:21), and he then separates them out again to provide individual critique 

(2:22-23). At the same time, Paul undertakes this final section in such a way that rather 

than merging the threads into a narrow and peculiar single historical referent, he 

maintains the separation and even finds subtle ways to broaden the scope of referents 

included in his polemic. He recalls the most generic features of both threads and 

evaluates them with comprehensive terms (pa=j, o(/stij). Thus the final impact of Paul’s 

polemic is a return to the broad warning with which he began, namely that he has in 

view any philosophy that stands in contrast to Christ, including Jewish traditions and 

pagan religions devoted to spiritual powers. 

 

5. Conclusion 

In the third chapter of this thesis, the rhetorical analysis of the Colossian letter concluded 

that Paul’s rhetorical aims were best achieved if his oppositional rhetoric was both broad 

and also historically grounded in the Lycus Valley. By identifying these two threads of 

historical referents within Paul’s polemic, this rhetorical aim is achieved. When held 

apart, the Jewish and pagan practices that stand behind Paul’s oppositional rhetoric 

provide a broad critique of religious practices that were operative in the first-century 

Lycus Valley. The Judaism that resounds so clearly in 2:16 resonates sharply. And by 

not trying to manipulate this feature into an obscure or unattested form of Judaism that 

could also accommodate the worship of angels in 2:18, Paul’s warning in 2:16 is able to 

address a wide range of Jewish traditions and dogmas, all of which are mere shadows in 

the light of Christ. Likewise, the pagan worship and mysteries evidenced in 2:18 are 

brought into full view. Rather than narrowing the scope of Paul’s warning by forcefully 

incorporating the Jewish features of 2:16, Paul’s warning speaks out against the whole 
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scope of religions devoted to beings other than Christ, of which Apollo stands as a type. 

Thus Paul’s rhetoric creates a sweeping contrast between Christ and his religious 

alternatives. And therefore, while virtually any hybrid mixture of pagan and Jewish 

religious elements would also be subject to his polemic, Paul’s warnings do not in turn 

require an opponent reconstructed in accordance with a particular syncretism.137 

In the light of the strong rhetorical effect achieved by this reconstruction of two 

opponents, the dominant goal of scholarship to identify a particular opponent that 

embodies all of the features of Paul’s warnings can be evaluated. Any attempt at 

reconciling these two historical strands into a syncretistic historical referent necessarily 

results in the softening of one strand in favour of the other. On the one hand, some 

scholars have begun with the Jewish features of 2:16, but the suggestion that practising 

Jews would also embrace a cult such as Apollo’s strains the historical evidence, leading 

to a reinterpretation of 2:18 into a subjective genitive that makes Paul’s warning more 

palatable for Jews. On the other hand, other scholars recognize the pagan background to 

the warnings in 2:18, but then must obscure, ignore, or fancifully interpret the clear 

Jewish features of 2:16, for it is nearly inconceivable that a pagan member of Apollo’s 

cult would also observe the Sabbath. In either case, regardless of the direction from 

which such collations is undertaken, the result is the same – the opponent becomes 

peculiar and virtually unrecognizable historically, and Paul’s sweeping rhetoric in turn 

loses its effect. Indeed, the irony is that at just the point where Paul seeks to be most 

broad, historical critics have sought to interpret him most narrowly. In the end, Paul’s 

letter has stubbornly refused to be interpreted in such myopic fashion, and instead 

reaches fuller rhetorical stature when the breadth of his warnings is more fully embraced. 

 

                                                
137 Contra Lightfoot, who was correct to identify Jewish and pagan elements behind Paul’s warnings, 

but was compelled by his assumption of a single opponent to blend them together within Essenism 
(Lightfoot, Colossians, 72-98). 
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CONCLUSION 

 

To speak of “the Colossian heresy” is both misguided and misleading, for Paul does not 

write the letter as a response to a particular opponent. Traditional reconstructions of the 

historical situation have built upon the idea of an established church that has become 

compromised by the sudden infusion of a false teaching, and this crisis has in turn 

prompted Epaphras to race to Paul for apostolic help in addressing the problem. The 

subsequent reconstructions have faced the challenge of Paul’s difficult language and 

insufficient historical evidence, and the commitment to reconstructing a singular 

opponent behind the text has therefore strained exegesis and the reconstruction of 

unattested historical phenomenon. 

This thesis, therefore, has developed an alternative reconstruction of the historical 

situation behind the text by arguing from a careful reconstruction of the exigence and 

rhetorical situation. In this reconstruction, Paul perceives the church at Colossae as a 

new gathering of people who have received the gospel message from Epaphras, have 

placed their faith in Christ, have experienced new life in Christ by union with him in his 

death, burial, and resurrection, and now share a common identity as the body of Christ. 

This has brought together a variety of people who formerly lived in the world in 

accordance to its lifestyle, behaviors, and social structures. These people are scattered in 

house churches throughout the Lycus Valley, remote from one another and living on the 

furthest margins of Paul’s mission. And so Paul seeks to strengthen and unify them by 

giving them an identity as a people and by appealing to them to live in a new manner in 

accordance with Christ. Their ongoing struggle to hold together as a body and to 

exchange the lifestyle of the world for the lifestyle of Christ creates the exigence that 

gave rise to the letter. The situation Paul entextualizes, therefore, does not constitute an 

established social group with defined boundaries that is now threatened by a competing 

group (whether from inside or outside); rather, Paul envisions a group of individuals 

brought together by their common identity in Christ, yet held together precariously by 

fine threads and threatening to collapse back into the world out of which they had come.  
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Paul seeks to promote the new identity by extolling Christ and the supremacy of 

both his person and work. The hymn (1:15-20) thereby becomes the foundational proof 

to the entire letter, for the body is defined in terms of Christ. The repercussion of 

Christ’s work is the creation of a new people defined by Christ. Those who have been 

united to Christ in his death and resurrection (through the reception of the gospel by 

faith) are identified as being in him, while those who have not been united to Christ are 

outsiders and remain part of the world. The warnings of 2:8-23 provide a picture of the 

type of practices that arise from the world and therefore do not define the people of 

Christ. Indeed, these practices from the former world are to be exchanged for the new 

behaviors of the new humanity. 

This creates a sharp divide between two groups of people – those raised into new 

life with Christ and those remaining in death and still living in the world. This creates a 

tension whereby the people of God must continue to live as the people of God within the 

very world out of which they have come to Christ. And as they do, the body is dynamic 

rather than static, and it continues to grow by receiving into itself more people in the 

Lycus Valley. And so Paul appeals for the body to influence the world, but to not itself 

be influenced by the world. Even as the body receives new members directly from the 

world, they are to cast off the behaviors of the world and not be influenced by them. 

Within this context, Paul’s warnings in Colossians 2 are oppositional rhetoric 

intended to distinguish those behaviors and practices appropriate for Christ from those 

that must now be discarded. Paul places the headship of Christ into juxtaposition to two 

central religious motifs central to the Lycus Valley, Judaism and pagan mysteries, both 

of which are strongly attested by the external historical evidence. The believers in the 

church had come to Christ out of these backgrounds, some having observed Jewish 

customs while others were involved in the mysteries, particularly those associated with 

the cult of Apollo. Were all these features of Paul’s warnings to be combined into one 

religious motif, the result would be a peculiar sect and Paul’s warnings would in turn be 

very narrowly focused. But by holding these two motifs apart, Paul’s warnings strike a 

broad blow against two major spheres of religion in which these practices took on a 
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variety of forms in multiple particular sects. The breadth by which Paul uses both Jewish 

and pagan customs to create a contrast with life in Christ is the strength of Paul’s 

warnings. 

Though this reconstruction doubles the number of opponents in the text, it offers a 

simple explanation for the features of the text in light of the historical environment of the 

Lycus Valley.1 It neither requires forced interpretations of the text nor does it create an 

unattested form of syncretism. It thereby withstands the demands of both textual 

interpretation and historical attestation. However, what this view does challenge is the 

ingrained presupposition of a singular opponent as the exigence behind the letter. But a 

rhetorical analysis of the letter has revealed a new exigence devoid of a particular 

opponent – and indeed favourable to generic opposition across multiple fronts – and the 

polemical section of the letter provides confirmation. 

Therefore, the methodological presupposition assuming a singular opponent does 

not stand for Colossians. Stepping back from the assumption has created space for 

undertaking a new reading of the text in which the situation may be something other than 

Paul’s direct response against a particular opponent. And if this assumption of a singular 

opponent does not stand for Colossians, it may not stand for other epistles as well. It may 

be that Colossians is a unique exception and that the broader methodological approach to 

the epistolary literature need not change. But where scholarship faces similar problems, 

the assumptions and methodology employed here may prove useful in reconstructing the 

historical backgrounds of other Pauline literature.  

In conclusion, there were no opponents in Colossae, at least not in the sense of an 

active and clearly defined group. But Paul writes out of an awareness of opposition, as 

people transition out of the world and into the body. These people were real people, 

having lived within the world and engaged the practices of Judaism and pagan religions. 

But having heard the gospel from Epaphras, they have been brought out of the world and 

into a body that is defined entirely by Christ. Therefore, Paul writes this letter to explain 

                                                
1 In this way, it satisfies Barclay’s criteria of consistency and historical plausibility (“Mirror-

Reading,” 85). 
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their identify as a body in Christ and to make a broad appeal for them to put off the 

practices of the world and to resist its influence as they become a unified body living 

their new life in Christ within the Lycus Valley. 
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