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About this series

The great reformers’ influence upon the Bible’s interpretation and 
application could not help but revitalize our churches. This is as 

true today as it was 500 years ago. This renewal happens in part be-
cause the reformers drew upon the insights of the Renaissance, which 
linked the medieval church back to her earlier roots in the ancient 
world. There the biblical texts sprang up. The reformers were among 
the earliest students to pursue classical studies, not only due to per-
sonal interest but especially due to the benefits such study brought 
to the study of the Bible. By reading the New Testament Scriptures 
in their ancient languages and context, the reformers dispelled many 
misunderstandings.

Second, the fires of controversy, which followed Luther’s proc-
lamation of justification by grace through faith on account of Christ 
alone, served to refine the study of Sacred Scriptures. So many ideas 
that medieval people took for granted or that were accepted based 
on human authority alone were tested and retested, leading to more 
careful study of God’s Word.

Third, the reformers themselves taught with special insight due to 
their constant reading, study, translating, and preaching of the Sacred 
Scriptures. Their approach to the Scriptures and the insights they 
gained have continued to inform biblical studies even to the present 
day. For all of these reasons, Concordia Publishing House wished to 
produce a readable commentary series that would serve the current 
generation by sharing with them (1) insights from the reformers and 
(2) commentary that stemmed from their heritage.

In preparing this commentary, we drew upon the insights of 
the following reformers and heirs to their evangelical approach to 
teaching the Scriptures:

John Hus (c. 1372–1415)
Martin Luther (1483–1546)
Thomas Cranmer (1489–1556)
Philip Melanchthon (1497–

1560)
John Calvin (1509–64)

John Knox (c. 1513–72)
Martin Chemnitz (1522–86)
Johann Gerhard (1582–1637)
Johann Albrecht Bengel (1687–

1752)
John Wesley (1703–91)

Not every commentary in this series will include quotations from 
each of these reformers since these authors did not all comment on 
Books of the Scriptures with equal frequency. Other reformers may 
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be included, as well as citations of Reformation era confessional 
documents such as the Augsburg Confession and Westminster Con-
fession. Readers should not conclude that citation of an author im-
plies complete endorsement of everything that author wrote (heaven 
knows, these were fallible men as they themselves acknowledged). 
The works of other significant Reformation era commentators are 
less available in English. We have intentionally stayed away from 
more radical reformers such as Andreas Bodenstein von Karlstadt, 
Ulrich Zwingli, Thomas Münzer, etc.

The commentary is not simply a compilation of sixteenth century 
views but a thorough verse-by-verse commentary built from the re-
formers’ approach of Scripture interprets Scripture and supplement-
ed from their writings. Along with quotations from the reformers and 
their heirs, readers will also find quotations from some early and 
medieval Church Fathers. This is because the reformers did not wish 
to overthrow the earlier generations of teachers but to profit from 
them where they were faithful in teaching the Word.

Some readers will note that the writers listed above represent dif-
ferent branches in the Protestant family of churches, and they may 
wonder how compatible these writers will be alongside one another. 
It is certainly the case that the reformers held different views, espe-
cially concerning the Sacraments, biblical authority, and other mat-
ters. Some authors for the series may at times describe differences 
between the various reformers.

However, while it is true that these differences affect the fellow-
ship and work of the churches of the Reformation, it is also true that 
the reformers shared significant agreement. For example, the great 
historian Philip Schaff noted, “Melanchthon mediated between Lu-
ther and Calvin” (History of the Christian Church vol. VII, second re-
vised ed. [New York: Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1894], 260). Early Refor-
mation works like Melanchthon’s Commonplaces and the Augsburg 
Confession served as models for the various traditions of Protestant 
confession and doctrine. What is more, as the writers focused on 
a particular biblical text for interpretation, they often reached very 
similar conclusions regarding that text. The text of Scripture tended 
to lead them toward a more unified expression of the faith. This is 
something I have described as “the text effect,”1 which illustrates for 

1  Friends of the Law (St. Louis: Concordia, 2011), 136.
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us a way in which the Bible brings us together despite differences 
and always remains the most important guide for Christian teaching 
and practice. In view of the 500th anniversary of the Reformation in 
2017, I believe it is fitting for us to draw anew upon the time hon-
ored insights of these great servants of God.

The Bible Translations
Among the translations for our commentary we have chosen, on 

the one hand, what many regard as the finest English translation ever 
produced: the King James Version. The KJV is a product of the Refor-
mation era, and although it is now more than 400 years old, remains 
a most valuable tool for study. Along with the KJV we are pleased to 
present the English Standard Version, which has rapidly become one 
of the most widely used modern English translations. The success of 
the ESV is due in part to the translators’ efforts to follow sound, clas-
sical principals of translation very like those used by the KJV trans-
lators. The result is a very readable English translation that also al-
lows readers to grasp the biblical expressions and terms that appear 
repeatedly in the Bible. Due to this approach, we find the ESV an 
especially helpful translation for Bible study. Our notes are keyed to 
the ESV, but we have placed the KJV in parallel with the ESV for easy 
comparison. Since the ESV text is based on the broad consensus of 
biblical scholars who have consulted the early Greek manuscripts, it 
differs at points from the KJV text, which was produced when fewer 
manuscripts were available for study. Where significant differences 
between the translations appear, the notes include comment.

Our Prayer for You
The following prayer embodies the sense of study and devotion 

we wish to convey to all who take up these commentaries:

Blessed Lord, You have caused all Holy Scriptures to be written for 
our learning. Grant that we may so hear them, read, mark, learn, and 
inwardly digest them that, by patience and comfort from Your holy 
Word, we may embrace and ever hold fast the blessed hope of everlast-
ing life; through Jesus Christ, our Lord. Amen.

Rev. Edward A. Engelbrecht, STM
Senior Editor for Professional and Academic Books 

and Bible Resources
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Paul’s Missionary Journeys

PAUL’S MISSIONARY JOURNEYS (ACTS 13–21)

First journey (AD 47–48): The Holy Spirit sent 
Saul, Barnabas, and John Mark from Antioch 
in Syria via Seleucia to Salamis, then overland 
to Paphos (Ac 13:1–12). The three continued 
to Perga, where John Mark left them for 
Jerusalem (13:13). Saul, also called Paul (13:9), 
and Barna bas continued to Antioch in Pisidia 
(13:14–50), Iconium (13:51–14:6a), Lystra, and 
Derbe (14:6b–20), from whence they retraced 
their steps back to Pisidian Antioch, then went 
to Attalia and Syrian Antioch (14:21–28).

Second journey (AD 49–51): Paul and Barnabas 
separated (15:36–39) while in Syrian Antioch. 
Paul and Silas went through Syria and Cilicia 
(15:40–41). They came to Derbe and Lystra, 
where Timothy joined them (16:1–5). The Spirit 
led them throughout Galatia and Phrygia to 
Troas, where they continued, via the island 
of Samothrace (not shown) to Macedonia; 

then they traveled to Heapolis and Philippi 
(16:6–40). They continued via Amphipolis and 
Apollonia to Thessalonica, Berea, Athens, and 
Corinth (17:1–18:17). Paul stayed 18 months 
there (18:11). He jour neyed via Cenchreae and 
Ephesus to Caesarea Maritima, Jerusalem and 
Syrian Antioch (18:18–22).

Third journey (AD 52–55): Paul took the inland 
route from Syrian Antioch and eventually 
arrived in Ephesus, where he stayed for two 
years and three months (18:23–19.41). He 
visited Macedonia and Achaia, and then sailed 
from Philippi to Troas (19:21; 20:1–12) on 
his way to Jerusalem. From Troas, he sailed 
via Assos, Mitylene, Miletus (where he met 
the Ephesian elders), Rhodes, and Patara to 
Tyre (20:13–21:6). He sailed to Ptolemais and 
Caesarea Maritima, and went on foot from 
there to Jerusalem (21:7–17).
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Colossae and Asia Minor

EARLY CHURCHES IN ASIA MINOR
Colossae was the location of one of the earliest 
Christian churches in Asia Minor. Other churches in 
the region were described in the Book of Revelation 
later in the first century. These locations (marked with 
squares) included the following: Ephesus was an 
important stop on Paul’s second and third missionary 
journeys (Ac 18:19–21; 19). It successfully vied 
with Smyrna and Pergamum to be the chief city 
of Asia Minor. Like Smyrna and the other cities 

mentioned by John, Ephesus embraced the emperor 
cult. It also held the temple of Artemis. Pergamum 
boasted of a great library and many pagan temples. 
Thyatira was known for its cloth dyers (Ac 16:14) 
and for general worldliness. Sardis lived to recall 
its past glory. Philadelphia was known for its pagan 
temples. Laodicea, located at an important trade-
route junction, was a wool producer and a center of 
medicine (cf. Col 4:13–16).
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introduction to

colossians

Overview

Author

Paul the apostle

Date

c. AD 60

Places

Colossae; Laodicea; Hierapolis

People

Paul; Timothy; Colossians; Laodi-
ceans; Tychicus; Onesimus; Aris-
tarchus; Mark; Barnabas; Jesus called 
Justus; Epaphras; Luke; Demas; 
Nympha; Archippus

Purpose

To guide the Colossian congregation 
away from heresy and into the truth 
about Jesus and His saving work

Law and Sin Themes

Threat of false teaching and self-
made religion; Satan’s domain; 
struggle to fulfill God’s calling; God’s 
coming wrath; the old self; admon-
ish one another; God’s order for 
families and labor

Grace and Gospel Themes

Gospel growth; the Son’s kingdom 
and reign; mystery: Christ dwells in 
you; Baptism, the new circumcision; 
the new self; the Lord’s inheritance

Memory Verses

Transferred to God’s kingdom 
(1:11–14); hymn of Christ (1:15–20); 
the new circumcision (2:11–14); 
shadow and substance (2:16–17); 
glory above (3:1–4)

Luther on Colossians

Just as the Epistle to the Galatians resembles and is modeled on 
the Epistle to the Romans, comprising in outline the same mate-
rial that is more fully and richly developed in Romans; so this 
epistle resembles that to the Ephesians and comprises also in out-
line the same contents.

First [Paul] praises and wishes for the Colossians, that they con-
tinue and increase in faith. He delineates what the gospel and 
faith are, namely, a wisdom which recognizes Christ as Lord and 
God, crucified for us, which has been hidden for ages but now 
brought into the open through his ministry. This is the first chapter.

 

✦
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 Colossians

In chapter 2 he warns them against the doctrines of men, which 
are always contrary to faith. He depicts these doctrines more 
clearly than they are depicted anywhere else in Scripture, and 
criticizes them in a masterly way.

In chapter 3 he exhorts them to be fruitful in the pure faith, doing 
all sorts of good works for one another, and he describes for some 
various stations in life the works which are appropriate to them.

In chapter 4 he commends himself to their prayers and gives them 
greetings and encouragement. (LW 35:386)

Calvin on the Colossian Heresy

In the first place, it is abundantly evident, from Paul’s words, that 
those profligates were intent upon this—that they might mix up 
Christ with Moses, and might retain the shadows of the law along 
with the gospel. Hence it is probable that they were Jews. As, 
however, they coloured over their fallacies with specious dis-
guises, Paul, on this account, calls it a vain philosophy. (Colossians 
2:8) At the same time, in employing that term, he had in his eye, 
in my opinion, the speculations with which they amused them-
selves, which were subtle, it is true, but at the same time useless 
and profane: for they contrived a way of access to God through 
means of angels, and put forth many speculations of that nature, 
such as are contained in the books of Dionysius on the Celestial 
Hierarchy, drawn from the school of the Platonists. This, therefore, 
is the principal object at which he aims—to teach that all things 
are in Christ, and that he alone ought to be reckoned amply suffi-
cient by the Colossians. (Calvin 133–34)

Gerhard on Colossians

Colosse was the principal city of Phrygia in Asia Minor, near 
Laodicea. There Epaphras, a fellow worker of the apostles, had 
gathered a congregation by preaching the Gospel. The apostle 
directed this Epistle to the inhabitants of that city. Although the 
people of Rhodes are found to have been called “Colossians” 
[Colossenses] because of their famous Colossus, the apostle 
nevertheless addresses not them but the residents of Phrygia. 
The occasion for its writing was this: The Colossians had been 
attacked by false teachers. Some of these, who had come from 
Judaism, were confusing Moses with Christ and were arguing that 
the ceremonies of the Law were necessary for salvation. Some, 
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who had been converted to the Christian faith from heathenism, 
were urging human rules from the teachings of philosophers. At 
Epaphrus’s request, therefore, Paul wrote this Epistle to them from 
his captivity in Rome to strengthen them in the true faith and safe-
guard them against the false teachers. (Gerhard E 1.263)

Challenges for Readers
Authorship and Date. Though the early Christians uniformly be-

lieved that Paul wrote this Letter, critics have assumed that a disciple 
of Paul wrote it. The critics see significant differences from Paul’s 
other Letters in the style of the sentences, some unique terms and 
expressions, and the Letter’s general character, though all agree that 
this Letter bears great similarity to Ephesians. Critics commonly date 
Colossians to the last generation of the first century rather than the 
traditional dating to the middle of the first century. In this com-
mentary we work with the traditional dating and attribute the Letter 
to the apostle Paul since the arguments of the critics do not take 
into account fully Paul’s habit of writing his Letters with the help of 
scribes, who would affect the style of writing (cf. Rm 16:22; Gal 6:11).

Firstborn. The early heretic Arius (c. AD 260–336) and modern 
groups such as the Jehovah’s Witnesses have sadly misunderstood 
Paul’s words in Col 1:15, suggesting that Jesus is a created being and 
not true, eternal God. But Paul used the expression “firstborn of all 
creation” not to describe Christ as a creature but to describe His right 
as a firstborn: He is ruler and heir of all creation, for He existed be-
fore creation and all things were created through Him and for Him 
(1:16–17).

Gnosticism and the Colossian Heresy. Our knowledge of the her-
esy combated by the letter to the Colossians is limited to those pas-
sages in the letter in which the apostle writes against it. Paul’s refer-
ences to Jewish practices (2:11), festivals (2:16), and dietary scruples 
(2:20) point to a Jewish element to the Colossian heresy. Neverthe-
less, the false teaching against which this letter was written differed 
from the simple Judaizing countered by the apostle’s letters to the 
Philippians and especially to the Galatians. In opposing the heresy 
at Colossae, Paul laid great stress on the correct teaching concern-
ing the person and work of Christ. He gave emphasis to terms and 
concepts such as fullness . . . and filling (1:19; 2:9–10), knowledge 
(2:3), wisdom and understanding (1:6, 9–10, 27, 28; 2:2–3, 23; 3:10), 
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the revelation of mysteries (1:26–27; 2:2), the flesh (1:22, 24; 2:1, 5, 
11, 13, 18, 23; 3:22), and perfection (1:28; cf. 3:14; 4:12). He spoke 
against a religious practice that was exclusive (1:28), had great in-
terest in cosmic beings (1:16; 2:8, 10, 15, 18, 20), and valued its 
initiations (2:18) and asceticism (2:20–23). From this we see that the 
Colossian heresy bore a number of similarities to the Gnosticism of 
the second and third centuries AD. This suggests that like several 
other NT documents, the letter to the Colossians was written against 
a point of view which later developed to become (at least an element 
of) the religious movement known as Gnosticism. (From Paul E. 
Deterding, Colossians. Concordia Commentary. [St. Louis: Concordia, 
2003] 7–8.)

Blessings for Readers
The new movement at Colossae meant evil, for it was an attack, 

all the more vicious because it was not a frontal attack, upon the fact 
that dominates the whole New Testament, the sole Lordship of the 
Lord Jesus Christ. But God meant it for good; He gave us in Paul’s 
Letter to the Colossians a proclamation of the Lord Jesus Christ in 
unparalleled fullness and depth.

The Letter to the Colossians is also a striking fulfillment of the 
promise of Jesus to His disciples, “Every scribe who has been trained 
for the kingdom of heaven is like a householder who brings out of 
his treasure what is new and what is old” (Mt 13:52). The apostles of 
Jesus are not merely disciples of a great teacher, whose sacred duty 
it is to pass on their master’s words unchanged. They are witnesses 
to Him who has all authority in heaven and on earth, and they have 
the Spirit as His gift, the Spirit who leads them into all truth and 
thus glorifies the Christ. At the time of the church’s need, the Spirit 
opened up to Paul dimensions of the glory of the Christ which the 
new people of God had not apprehended so fully before.

Though Colossians is one of Paul’s shorter Letters, it is especially 
rich with descriptions of Christ, His work, and the blessings He ex-
tends to us through Holy Baptism. As you study Colossians, pray that 
the Lord would protect your congregation and all Christians from 
false teachers, for in Christ alone “we have redemption, the forgive-
ness of sins” (1:14).
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Outline

  I. Preaching (chs. 1–2)
 A. Salutation (1:1–2)
 B. Overture (1:3–20)

 1. Thanksgiving report (1:3–8)
 2.  The source of knowledge: reason for intercession 

(1:9–14)
 3. The Christ hymn: creation and reconciliation (1:15–20)

 C. Main Exposition and Resolution (1:21–2:23)
 1. Ministry of reconciliation (1:21–29)
 2. True knowledge (2:1–5)
 3. The fullness of Christ (2:6–15)
 4. True freedom (2:16–23)

 II. Paul’s Instructions (chs. 3–4)
 A. The Christian Life (3:1–4:6)

 1. Death and life (3:1–4)
 2. Put off and put on (3:5–17)
 3. Table of duties (3:18–4:1)
 4. Watch and pray (4:2–6)

 B. Concluding Matters (4:7–18)
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Preaching (chs. 1–2)
Salutation (1:1–2)

Introduction to 1:1–2 The apostle Paul was one of the great let-
ter writers of the Early Church. He maintained contact with the con-
gregations under his care and influenced others through his many 
letters. In this case, Paul wrote to a church that was founded under 
his guidance by one of his faithful coworkers, Timothy, whom we 
know from the Book of Acts 16:1–5 and from Paul’s Letters to Timo-
thy. The Letter to the Colossians shows that the situation there was 
unusual. In other letters Paul dealt with disputes among members 
who had different ideas about how things should be done. However, 
this young church at Colossae was threatened by something far more 
dangerous: false belief that directed people away from Christ and His 
work and pointed the people toward themselves. The apostle wrote 
to the Colossian Christians to restore them to the truths they were 
taught and thereby strengthen them to resist the challenges to their 
faith that they were facing.

Letters in the Greco-Roman world followed a standard pattern. 
We see this pattern at work in Paul’s Letter to the Colossians. For ex-
ample, if Julius wrote to Apollo, he would begin his letter “Julius to 
Apollo, greetings.” The apostle Paul’s Letters follow a modified form 

ESV  KJV 

11Paul, an apostle of Christ Jesus 
by the will of God, and Timothy our 
brother,

2To the saints and faithful brothers 
in Christ at Colossae:

Grace to you and peace from God 
our Father.

1 1Paul, an apostle of Jesus Christ by 
the will of God, and Timotheus our 
brother,

2To the saints and faithful brethren 
in Christ which are at Colosse: Grace 
be unto you, and peace, from God our 
Father and the Lord Jesus Christ.

Part 1
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of this greeting. Sometimes Paul added further thoughts to the basic 
style. In the present Letter he wrote, “Paul . . . to the . . . brothers 
. . . at Colossae: Grace . . .” (in Greek the words for “greetings” and 
“grace” are even more similar than their English equivalents are). To 
his salutation of “grace” the apostle also added the common Semitic 
or Jewish greeting, “peace” (cf. Dn 4:1). How significant it is that 
Paul’s Letter begins where the Christian life begins—where the Co-
lossians had begun—in the grace of the Lord Jesus Christ!

1:1 apostle. This word comes from the Greek apostolos, meaning 
“sent one.” It describes a person acting under authority and on be-
half of another—a man on a mission. When this word is used in its 
technical Christian sense (as here), it describes one sent with the full 
authority of God or Christ. (On the authority of Paul’s writings, see 
also the note at 4:16. See further the comments on “tradition” in the 
note at 2Th 2:15.) So, when Paul writes as an apostle, his words are 
God’s own words. Paul identified himself as an apostle in all of his 
Letters except Php, 2Th, and Phm; he thereby established his author-
ity as one appointed directly by the risen Lord, whom he had seen 
(1Co 9:2; 15:8). by the will of God. Does a faithful servant choose to 
send himself on a mission? By pointing to the “will of God,” Paul 
showed that it was not his idea to “turn the world upside down” 
(Ac 17:6). God made him an apostle, investing His authority in Paul 
for the sake of the mission. Timothy. Paul’s younger co-worker in 
the Gospel was the son of a Gentile father and a Jewish mother 
(Ac 16:1). Intermarriage between persons of different cultures was 
common outside of Israel, though not without complications, just as 
one finds for families today. Timothy often worked alongside Paul 
(e.g., Php 2:22). He must have been a diligent young man, for he 
gained Paul’s trust. Paul sent Timothy as his representative on vari-
ous occasions (e.g., 1Co 4:17; 1Th 3:2). Today that sounds glorious— 
representing the great apostle! But at that time, when the Church was 
small, it was probably a very humble task for a small but growing 
circle of people. The use of the plural (e.g., “we”) in vv. 3–4, 9, and 
28 shows that at least in a limited sense Paul considered Timothy a 
contributor to this letter.

1:2 saints. This word has a rich background in the OT where it 
was used often in the Psalms (e.g., Ps 132:9, 16). It may be translated 
“holy ones” and refers to God’s people generally, not to greater or 
more noble persons. Christians are made holy through faith or trust 
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in Christ, through whom they receive the forgiveness of all their un-
holiness. Christ takes our sin and gives us His holiness, sending to 
us His Holy Spirit (Lk 11:13). faithful brothers. Paul, like other Jew-
ish writers, liked to use family terms when describing relationships. 
The “brothers” are fellow believers (Rm 8:29). This title is sometimes 
used of fellow laborers in Christ’s mission (1Co 16:11–12; 2Co 8:23), 
perhaps in contrast to typical members of a congregation. in Christ. 
By Baptism and the Word of God, we are brought to saving faith; 
through such faith we are “in Christ.” This prepositional phrase de-
notes a unique relationship that believers have with Christ—they are 
connected to Him or belong to Him in a favorable (saving) relation-
ship (2:11–13; Rm 6:3, 11; Gal 3:26–27; Eph 1:13; 3:6). Colossae. The 
city where Paul’s readers dwelt was in the Roman province of Asia 
(modern Turkey), about 100 mi E of Ephesus. It stood on the banks 
of the Lycus River with rugged mountains nearby, a stop along the 
busy trade route between the Greek world and the east. Based on 
later portions of the Letter, Epaphras most likely brought the Gospel 
to Colossae as well as to Laodicea and Hierapolis (see the notes at 
1:6, 7; 4:12, 13).

1:1–2 in Devotion and Prayer False teachings were tempt-
ing the Colossian Christians to give up on the faith they had been 
taught. A great spiritual battlefield was forming between truth and 
error, good and evil, death and life. But God would not abandon 
the little gathering of believers in Colossae. He sent Paul, Timothy, 
and other faithful servants to establish the truth and love of Christ 
in their hearts. We too face false teachings that would rend us away 
from Christ, sever our congregations, and divide our families. But 
God does not give up on us either. Through the Holy Scriptures, and 
those who faithfully proclaim and teach these to us, He calls us His 
saints. The Lord draws us shoulder to shoulder as faithful brothers 
so that we strengthen one another and remain faithful to Him. How 
faithful He is to us! • O Lord, send from heaven and save me; put to 
shame him who tramples on me. Send out Your steadfast love and 
Your faithfulness! Amen. (paraphrase of Ps 57:4)
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Overture (1:3–20)

Thanksgiving report (1:3–8)

Introduction to 1:3–14 As the overture of a symphony intro-
duces musical themes that will be prominent in the rest of the sym-
phony, so with Col 1:3–20 Paul premiered themes that he would 
develop more fully in the remainder of this Letter. Among the more 
significant of these themes are hope (1:5, 23, 27), the Word/Gospel 
of God (1:5, 23, 25, 3:16; 4:5), knowledge (1:9, 10; 2:2, 3; 3:10), ser-
vants/ministers of God’s Word (1:7, 23, 25; 4:7, 12, 17), filled/fullness 
(1:9, 19; 2:9-10), wisdom (1:9, 28; 2:2, 23; 3:16; 4:5), “authorities” 
(1:13, 16; 2:8, 10, 15, 18, 20), forgiveness (1:14; 2:13), Christ’s full 
deity (1:15, 19; 2:9), image of God (1:15; 3:10), Christ as head of His 
body, the Church (1:18, 24; 2:19; 3:15), Christ’s resurrection (1:18); 
2:12), reconciliation (1:20, 22), and Christ’s death (1:20, 22; 2:14, 20).

This “Overture” may be divided into 3 parts: (1) a report of those 
things about the Colossians that move the apostle to give thanks to 

ESV  KJV 

3We always thank God, the Father of 
our Lord Jesus Christ, when we pray 
for you, 4since we heard of your faith 
in Christ Jesus and of the love that 
you have for all the saints, 5because 
of the hope laid up for you in heaven. 
Of this you have heard before in the 
word of the truth, the gospel, 6which 
has come to you, as indeed in the 
whole world it is bearing fruit and 
growing—as it also does among you, 
since the day you heard it and under-
stood the grace of God in truth, 7just 
as you learned it from Epaphras our 
beloved fellow servant. He is a faith-
ful minister of Christ on your behalf 
8and has made known to us your love 
in the Spirit.

3We give thanks to God and the 
Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, pray-
ing always for you,

4Since we heard of your faith in 
Christ Jesus, and of the love which ye 
have to all the saints,

5For the hope which is laid up for 
you in heaven, whereof ye heard 
before in the word of the truth of the 
gospel;

6Which is come unto you, as it is in 
all the world; and bringeth forth fruit, 
as it doth also in you, since the day 
ye heard of it, and knew the grace of 
God in truth:

7As ye also learned of Epaphras our 
dear fellow servant, who is for you a 
faithful minister of Christ;

8Who also declared unto us your 
love in the Spirit.
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God (1:3–8), (2) a section on the true wisdom and knowledge that 
the apostle prayed his readers would have (1:9–14), and (3) a hymn 
regarding the divine Christ and His work of creation and reconcilia-
tion (1:15–20).

Another feature of these verses is the long opening sentence con-
tained in vv. 3–7 (in Greek v. 8 is also part of this sentence). Paul was 
writing with a bit of flourish, which was typical of Greek style. One 
often finds these long, more complicated sentences at the beginning 
of a letter, treatise, or address. It was sort of the Greek way of saying, 
“Look what I can do! You should listen carefully.” Does the apostle 
have your attention?

1:3 thank. This is another common feature of Greek letter writ-
ing, patting the readers on the back before getting into the body of 
the letter. (See the introduction to 2Th 1:3–4.) Paul would have some 
hard words to share with the Colossians but he wanted them to 
know that he thought of them often and with prayerful intent. the Fa-
ther of our Lord Jesus Christ. Paul had already described God as the 
Father of the Christians at Colossae (v. 2). But now he emphasized 
another relationship that is important to the Father, indeed, the most 
important of all. God is first of all the Father of His Son, our Savior 
Jesus, whose relationship to the Father was questioned by the Colos-
sian false teachers. In conjunction with 1:8 (“Spirit”), Paul pointed to 
God’s triune nature and made the message of the entire Letter explic-
itly Trinitarian. Knowing the God we address, calling on Him rightly 
in prayer, is essential for a truth faith and genuine worship that hon-
ors the one true God. Lord. The Greek word is kyrios, which is used 
thousands of times in the Greek translation of the OT, the Septuagint 
(LXX). It translates God’s personal Hebrew name, Yahweh. Note that 
the NT regularly applies kyrios to Jesus to identify Him with the OT 
name Yahweh and hence to designate Jesus as true God (1Co 12:3; 
Php 2:9). when we pray for you. Fervent prayer is an important part 
of Christian ministry (cf. 1:9; 4:2–3, 12). Based on these words, it ap-
pears that Paul prayed frequently for the Colossians, though he did 
not tell us how often.

1:4 heard. Apart from a few individuals, Paul had not met the Co-
lossians face-to-face (cf. 2:1). They were subject to his care through 
Timothy, as described in the notes on v. 1.

1:5 hope laid up. Most people in the Greco-Roman world lived 
without hope (cf. Eph 2:12; see also the note at 1Th 4:13). They fol-
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lowed religions based on fear of the gods and duty to them. Many 
millions lived as slaves in life-long subjugation without the oppor-
tunity to dream of a better future. Hope can be thought of as faith 
directed toward the future. Here the term designates the content of 
Christianity, that is “the hope” upon which our activity of believing 
(“faith”) rests and out of which our love for others flows (“faith . . . 
love . . . because of the hope”; vv. 4–5; cf. 1Co 13:13). gospel. Paul 
reminded them about the message of salvation in Christ (cf. 1Co 
15:1–4; Rm 1:16) through which they became God’s children and 
brothers to one another. Unlike the false teachers, Paul emphasized 
the reliability of the saving work and word of Christ as revealed in 
the Gospel, the “good news” that inspires hope for this life and re-
serves for us a home in the life to come.

1:6 come to you. As the founding missionary of the Colossian 
Church, Epaphras had brought the Gospel to them (v. 7). Paul wrote 
as though the Gospel was a living, breathing person who walked into 
their lives—and it is! Epaphras did not preach some empty words but 
the words that present Christ and make known the Spirit. God’s Word 
is lively and life giving. in the whole world. In a mere three decades 
since Pentecost, Jesus’ disciples proclaimed the Gospel from the sun-
rise border of the Roman Empire in Syria to the sunset beaches in 
Spain. Disciples raced through the entire Roman world (see 1:23 and 
note; see also 1Tm 3:16), taking fullest advantage of the empire’s 
advanced transportation network on land and sea. Note also that the 
narrative of the Book of Acts ends with Paul’s unhindered speaking 
of the Gospel in Rome itself, the heart and nerve of the empire. In 
this way the Lord fulfilled the promise of Jesus in Ac 1:8 that His fol-
lowers would be His witnesses “to the end of the earth.” Would that 
He might loose our feet and mouths to do the same today. bearing 
fruit and growing. The Gospel (v. 5) produces faith and good works 
and causes believers to grow in these blessings of the Christian life; 
cf. Gal 5:22–23. Paul’s description includes the fruit of new believers 
added to the congregation through the example and testimony of 
those who boldly confess their Lord. grace. As noted above (v. 2), 
this is a word of major importance in the Scriptures and one that ev-
ery Christian should cleanly grasp. It describes the generous favor of 
God toward undeserving people (Rm 5:12–21; Ti 3:3–7). This is not 
favor as in our expression, “Can you do me a favor?” It is no mere 
random act of kindness. Paul described the lavish love and favor God 
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shows toward those He gathers to be His children. The heavenly 
Father loves His children, favors, and treasures them with blessings, 
though they cannot repay Him one bit. Set in your mind the picture 
of new parents adoring their helpless newborn, and you glimpse the 
favor Paul envisioned. See again a father running to receive his lost 
son (Lk 15:20–24), and you catch another view of this favor that is 
ours through the Gospel. See also the note at 4:18.

1:7 Epaphras. Paul was very close to this brother and called 
him a “fellow prisoner” in Phm 23. Above we noted what an honor 
it might seem to represent the great apostle (v. 1). Here we see the 
truth of it: chains awaited Paul’s companions. Although the Gospel 
inspired hope in believers, it inspired fear in others who could not 
understand and believe its message. But Colossae was Epaphras’s 
little part of the empire where God would bring forth through him 
the “fruit” and “growth” of the Gospel (v. 6). Epaphras was likely the 
first one to scratch and sow in this field of the kingdom, as these 
verses hint. on your behalf. Many manuscripts have “on our behalf,” 
a reading many scholars prefer, which would indicate that Epaphras 
diligently served or shared the purposes of Paul and Timothy. In-
deed, “our” shows that Epaphras carried out his ministry on Paul’s 
behalf and under his oversight. minister. This renders the Greek 
word diakonos, a general term for a servant ( Jn 2:5), but in the NT it 
is often used of one who serves/ministers with the Gospel (2Co 3:6; 
Eph 3:7; Col 1:23, 25). In fact, “deacon” became the title for a church 
worker in those early days, though we do not know precisely when 
and cannot always tells whether a formal office of service was in-
tended. Special offices were anticipated by servants in the OT. Many 
OT believers were called slaves (servants) of God: Moses (Ps 105:26), 
Joshua ( Jsh 24:29), David (2Sm 7:5), and Jeremiah ( Jer 7:25).

1:8 love in the Spirit. Love as well as faith is the work of the Holy 
Spirit through the Gospel, who stirs us to hope for blessings yet un-
seen. So ends Paul’s first theme in the overture of thanks and prayer 
for the Colossians.
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The source of knowledge: reason for intercession (1:9–14)

1:9–12 In these verses we see what a man of prayer Paul was 
and how he encouraged such prayer among his fellow workers and 
in the congregations. Paul prayed about the entire Christian life: for 
faith (v. 9), for the living of our faith (v. 10), for strength when we 
meet resistance (v. 11), and for the final outcome of faith—eternal 
life (v. 12). The spiritual focus of his prayer is especially noteworthy 
in a day when we are prone to pray for physical or material needs 
first and most often. Paul set forth a marked example of the truth that 
Christians are engaged in spiritual warfare and spiritual life above all 
other concerns.

1:9 pray. Paul’s attention to regular prayer was an integral aspect 
of his ministry. Take a moment to flip through the Bible and look at 

ESV  KJV 

9And so, from the day we heard, we 
have not ceased to pray for you, ask-
ing that you may be filled with the 
knowledge of his will in all spiritual 
wisdom and understanding, 10so as 
to walk in a manner worthy of the 
Lord, fully pleasing to him, bearing 
fruit in every good work and increas-
ing in the knowledge of God. 11May 
you be strengthened with all power, 
according to his glorious might, for 
all endurance and patience with joy, 
12giving thanks to the Father, who has 
qualified you to share in the inher-
itance of the saints in light. 13He 
has delivered us from the domain of 
darkness and transferred us to the 
kingdom of his beloved Son, 14in 
whom we have redemption, the for-
giveness of sins.

9For this cause we also, since the 
day we heard it, do not cease to pray 
for you, and to desire that ye might 
be filled with the knowledge of his 
will in all wisdom and spiritual under-
standing;

10That ye might walk worthy of the 
Lord unto all pleasing, being fruitful 
in every good work, and increasing in 
the knowledge of God;

11Strengthened with all might, 
according to his glorious power, unto 
all patience and longsuffering with 
joyfulness;

12Giving thanks unto the Father, 
which hath made us meet to be par-
takers of the inheritance of the saints 
in light:

13Who hath delivered us from the 
power of darkness, and hath trans-
lated us into the kingdom of his dear 
Son:

14In whom we have redemption 
through his blood, even the forgive-
ness of sins:
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the first chapter in each of his letters and you will discover how often 
he began with thanks and prayer. knowledge. From Greek epignosis. 
False teachers at Colossae had promoted another kind of knowledge, 
one that they asserted was hidden from the majority of people and 
which needed to be made known by those who, like them, had been 
initiated into the secrets/mysteries of salvation. Some commentators 
believe that these false teachers taught an early form of Gnosticism, 
which severely challenged Christianity later in the first century and 
in the second century AD. (For more on the Colossian heresy, see 
the introduction.) In contrast to false teaching, Paul prayed here for 
knowledge that is centered in God’s forgiveness in Christ (v. 14) 
and revealed by the Holy Spirit. wisdom. The Greek term is sophia. 
Paul used this word six times in the Letter (1:9, 28; 2:3, 23; 3:16; 
4:5), which shows that it was a significant emphasis for him to this 
congregation. Although similar in meaning to “knowledge” and “un-
derstanding,” the word “wisdom” emphasizes that faith is a practical 
ability for godly living in the real world. Our world is functional and 
sound because God created it with wisdom (Pr 3:19–20) and impart-
ed wisdom to His creation ( Jb 28:20, 23–27). Hence, true wisdom is 
a necessary gift from God the Creator and Redeemer. You need this 
gift if you are to live in harmony with God’s ways and God’s world. 
understanding. This is another term for “knowledge” and “wisdom;” 
the adjective “spiritual” indicates that this understanding is a gift of 
the Holy Spirit (1:8). Calvin wrote,

[Paul] intimates that the will of God, of which he had made 
mention, was the only rule of right knowledge. For if any one is 
desirous simply to know those things which it has pleased God to 
reveal, that is the man who accurately knows what it is to be truly 
wise. If we desire anything beyond that, this will be nothing else 
than to be foolish, by not keeping within due bounds. . . . So long 
as men are regulated by their own carnal perceptions, they have 
also their own wisdom, but it is of such a nature as is mere van-
ity, however much they may delight themselves in it (Calvin 143).

1:10 walk. In both the OT and the NT this word often refers to 
faith-based ethical conduct (one’s “way of life”). Think, for example, 
of God’s call to Abram when He gave him the covenant of circumci-
sion. The Lord began, “I am God Almighty; walk before me, and be 
blameless” (Gn 17:1). worthy. The Greek word here, axios (“suitable 
to”) is related to English “axiomatic,” “taken for granted.” The new 
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life comes from Christ and flows naturally from true faith in Him; it is 
“axiomatic” that one with true faith in Christ will be empowered and 
motivated by that faith to begin living the God-pleasing life. Luther 
wrote,

Faith, however, is a divine work in us which changes us and makes 
us to be born anew of God, John 1[:12–13]. It kills the old Adam 
and makes us altogether different men, in heart and in spirit and 
mind and powers; and it brings with it the Holy Spirit. O it is a liv-
ing, busy, active, mighty thing, this faith. It is impossible for it not 
to be doing good works incessantly (LW 35:370).

bearing fruit. This expression may reflect the teaching of Jesus; 
see Mt 7:16–20; 13:3–23. This wording and the similar one of 1:6 also 
indicates that godly living is a natural outgrowth of faith in Christ. 
Notice how Paul described the Christian life with experiences com-
mon to his hearers, who most often walked everywhere they went 
and who likely passed rows of olive trees, grape vines, and other 
fruit-bearing plants along the way. If Paul would describe our lives 
today, he might write about how we drive before the Lord and turn 
a profit. What we believe and put into practice as believers encom-
passes not only our quiet strolls through the orchard but perhaps 
most importantly the daily business of our lives.

1:11 power. The Greek term is dynamis, from which comes the 
English word “dynamite.” God empowers His people for service. The 
explosive growth of the Church in the first century is an example of 
God’s power at work through His people. glorious might. This phrase 
denotes dazzling power; it is used only of God in the NT. Since Paul 
will shortly describe the spiritual warfare (v. 13) that surrounds God’s 
kingdom, his emphasis on the source of our strength bolsters his 
prayer. endurance. Suffering does not erode endurance (2Co 1:6), 
which holds fast to hope in Christ (Rm 8:25; 15:4). It persists in good 
works (Rm 2:7) and produces proven character (Rm 5:4). patience. 
“Longsuffering” may be a better rendering, as the true character of 
patience is seen in its enduring even in the face of trials. Paul joined 
“endurance” and “patience” with another word we might not expect. 
His thought might seem ordinary to us if he had said that we are 
patient and endure bravely. But instead Paul linked these works with 
joy. Jesus did the same at the conclusion of the Beatitudes when He 
urged His disciples to rejoice while facing persecution (Mt 5:12). Is 
Christianity then some sort of sadistic religion, or one that teaches 
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people to simply accept the suffering of life and make little effort to 
improve our lot? Some have made such charges, describing religion 
as opium that lulls people into quietness when revolution is needed. 
They do not understand the revolutionary work of the Gospel!

1:12 qualified you. Sin disqualifies us. God overturns its effects 
and has qualified us through Christ’s redemption (v. 14). inheritance. 
Recall the inheritance of the Promised Land that was allotted to the 
families of Israel according to God’s promises and not because of 
their righteousness (Dt 9:5). This is one of the most beautiful images 
of the blessings of the Gospel. Just as a child does nothing to be part 
of the family and to be a partaker in its blessings and wealth, so we 
do nothing to earn a place in God’s family. We simply receive the 
blessings of the kingdom of God. He declares us worthy (v. 10) even 
though we totter and fall. The resurrection to eternal life in heaven 
is the fulfillment of Israel’s inheritance of the Promised Land and is 
also a gift of God’s grace rather than something we earn. saints in 
light. See the note on “saints” at 1:2. Although believers were at one 
time in the darkness of sin and death (e.g., Eph 5:8), through Christ’s 
redemption we are no longer separated from God, who is “light” ( Jn 
8:12; see further the note on v. 13). Just as the saints in eternity enjoy 
their inheritance, so we are now qualified for the same. Everlasting 
life is present now for heirs of the kingdom.

1:13 Paul switched from praying for the Colossian congregation 
to describing what God has already done for them. He remembered 
the moment when the tide of spiritual battle turned. delivered .  .  . 
transferred. The past tense of these verbs points the Colossians back 
to Baptism, which incorporated them into Christ’s saving work (2:6–
15). domain of darkness. Melanchthon wrote: “Human nature has 
been delivered into slavery and is held captive by the devil” (Ap II 
47). The NT often uses light/darkness for the contrast between God/
Satan, salvation/sin (Ac 26:18). The writers of the Dead Sea Scrolls 
likewise drew on this imagery. Biblical and Jewish usage differs from 
that of some later Gnostics and Manichaeans, who used this com-
parison as though God and Satan were equal forces. God’s power to 
save from the darkness of sin applies for all people and overpowers 
the evil one. His “glorious might” (v. 11) breaches the darkness and 
envelopes us, just as rescuing soldiers breach prison walls and flood 
the dark chambers with new light. In that moment the prisoners who 
could see only darkness are awash in the glorious freedom brought 



20

 Colossians

to them. kingdom. This word reflects Jesus’ extensive teaching on 
the kingdom of God/heaven. (In the Gospels it is often preferable to 
translate this term as “reign” or “rule,” since it denotes God’s gracious 
action on our behalf rather than a place, which the translation “king-
dom” might imply.) This saving “reign” of God began with Christ’s 
own coming (Mt 4:17), which came through the forgiveness of sins 
(Mt 16:18–19; 18:23–27) that Jesus acquired for us by His death (Mt 
21:33–46). It now comes to us personally through God’s Word (Mt 
13:3–8). In a similar way Paul here wrote of God’s kingdom/reign in 
connection with Christ’s forgiveness (v. 14), and in this letter he made 
many references to the Word of God. Paul’s description of salvation 
in this passage is one of the most dynamic in all of Holy Scripture!

1:14 redemption. To redeem is to “buy back” a slave or captive 
and thus to set him/her free. The KJV includes the words “through 
His blood,” which appear in some Greek manuscripts and early Bible 
translations. The phrase emphasizes that Christ paid the price for our 
redemption by His death on the cross (e.g., Gal 3:13). forgiveness. 
The Greek term pictures forgiveness as “letting go” or “dismissing” 
sin or debt. Paul put redemption and forgiveness together. This may 
have been in contrast to the idea that forgiveness was only a prelimi-
nary step of salvation, a teaching held by some later Gnostics. Salva-
tion is the point and not simply a step on the way to something else. 
Yet with salvation comes a host of blessings noted by the apostle: 
knowledge of God’s will, strength, endurance, joy, and an everlasting 
inheritance. Luther noted,

No one is baptized in order that he may become a prince, but, 
as the words say, that he ‘be saved.’ We know that to be saved is 
nothing other than to be delivered from sin, death, and the devil 
(LC IV 24–25).

1:3–14 in Devotion and Prayer Paul’s prayer shows just how 
much he cared for these new Christians, and he knew that God cared 
for them even more. Unfortunately, false teachings compete for the 
Colossians’ attention; they lead people to look to themselves instead 
of looking to God. In the background, the apostle prays fervently 
for them so that they would not fall prey again to the darkness from 
which the Lord has rescued them. In the foreground, Paul boldly 
proclaims the true wisdom of redemption in Jesus, shining the light 
of their eternal inheritance in the Gospel.
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We have all been tempted to look to other things instead of Jesus 
for our salvation. But only in Christ is there the divine knowledge 
and wisdom that will bring eternal good. • Thank You, O God, for 
Your patience and persistence to save us through Your beloved Son. 
Fill us now with all joy in Christ as we endure whatever life may 
send. Amen.
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The Image of God

In the beginning, God created man in His own likeness (Genesis 1:26–27). In 
this consists his dignity, which is not the result of development and behavior, 

but of God’s act. Man is created by God like God, but he himself is not God. 
However, Exodus 20:4–5 says: “You shall not make for yourself a carved im-
age—any likeness of anything that is in heaven above, or that is in the earth 
beneath, or that is in the water under the earth; you shall not bow down to 
them nor serve them.”

Thus, man, created by God in the image and likeness of God, shall not 
make for himself an image of God out of the things created by God. Rather, the 
relationship between God and man lies in the word of God and in the speaking 
to God thus made possible (Deuteronomy 4). The word of God rules out making 
Him visible in artifacts and experiences. . . . The fall of man from God through 
the violation of His commandment entails man putting himself into God’s place 
to “be like God” (Genesis 3:5) and results in separation from God.

It is testified of God, the Son of God made man, that He is “the image of the 
invisible God, the firstborn over all creation” (Colossians 1:15; 2 Corinthians 
4:4); He is “the brightness of his glory and the express image of His person” 
(Hebrews 1:3). Here the relation between image and formation comes to a full 
circle when we not only reencounter the origin of creation in the person of Jesus 
Christ, in His word and work, but when the salvific will of God is carried out 
through the renewing gift of the Spirit [Romans 8:29]. . . .

Thus, in the image of Christ what is formed anew and shaped in the Chris-
tian through the work of Christ becomes visible. This happens in baptism [Ro-
mans 6:3–5]. . . . Our likeness with Christ is accomplished by being “grafted” in 
him through baptism.

With the image of Christ and the formation of Christians a reality is ad-
dressed that cannot be seen when God’s word is merely perceived as a text of 
antiquity; when the sacraments are solely understood as passage rites; and when 
the communion between God and man is reduced to the purely symbolic. . . . 
The true care of souls is not only about the limited realm of inwardness, but 
about the whole human being in soul and body. The biblical understanding 
of salvation always encompasses body and soul, external and internal health 
concurrently.L

Reinhard Slenczka, “Luther’s Care of Souls for Our Times,” Concordia Theologi-
cal Quarterly 67:1 (January 2003), 56–58.
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The Christ hymn: creation and reconciliation (1:15–20)

Introduction to 1:15–20 If you were to write a hymn of praise 
to Jesus Christ, what would you write? In these verses, Paul com-
pleted the “Overture” of the letter that he began in v. 3. As you read 
Paul’s words, keep in mind his experience on the road to Damascus 
when he personally saw the risen Christ and was shaken by that 
experience (Ac 9:1–19a). Consider also how quickly this experience 
changed Paul’s views of Christ and his own beliefs and behaviors 
(Ac 9:19b–22). As you read, say with wonder like Paul’s, “Who are 
You, Lord?” (Ac 9:5) and pay careful attention to Paul’s answer and 
description in Col 1:15–20. Pray that the risen Lord would open the 
eyes of your heart to see what the world cannot see.

Paul structured these verses with two balanced sections (vv. 15–
18a, 18b–20). Each begins with a pronoun referring to Christ, identi-
fies our Lord by the name “firstborn,” and includes the phrases “in 
Him,” “through Him,” and “for/to/unto Him.” In addition we find in 

ESV  KJV 

15He is the image of the invisible 
God, the firstborn of all creation. 
16For by him all things were created, 
in heaven and on earth, visible and 
invisible, whether thrones or domin-
ions or rulers or authorities—all 
things were created through him and 
for him. 17And he is before all things, 
and in him all things hold together. 
18And he is the head of the body, the 
church. He is the beginning, the first-
born from the dead, that in everything 
he might be preeminent. 19For in him 
all the fullness of God was pleased to 
dwell, 20and through him to recon-
cile to himself all things, whether on 
earth or in heaven, making peace by 
the blood of his cross.

15Who is the image of the invisible 
God, the firstborn of every creature:

16For by him were all things cre-
ated, that are in heaven, and that are 
in earth, visible and invisible, whether 
they be thrones, or dominions, or 
principalities, or powers: all things 
were created by him, and for him:

17And he is before all things, and by 
him all things consist.

18And he is the head of the body, 
the church: who is the beginning, 
the firstborn from the dead; that in 
all things he might have the preem-
inence.

19For it pleased the Father that in 
him should all fulness dwell;

20And, having made peace through 
the blood of his cross, by him to rec-
oncile all things unto himself; by him, 
I say, whether they be things in earth, 
or things in heaven.




