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Joy Through Peace
Believers find joyous peace through Christ even in the midst of turmoil.

PHILIPPIANS 4:1-9
Imagine these two scenes. The first is of a mountain lake away from 
all the hustle and bustle. The motionless water acts like a mirror, 
reflecting the beauty and quiet of the moment. In the second scene, 
a bird calmly sits on her nest built in a small opening in a rock. Her 
nest is hidden by a raging waterfall with a storm approaching in the 
horizon. In both scenes, we find peace. God is present in both the still 
moments and the storms. Paul reminded the Philippians that peace 
was found in God’s presence regardless of the circumstances. 

If you were asked to illustrate peace with a photo or painting, 
where would you begin? How do your life experiences impact how 
you understand peace? 
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UNDERSTAND THE CONTEXT
PHILIPPIANS 4:1-9 
Physically, the Philippian believers were citizens of Philippi and of 
Rome, but their ultimate home was with God in heaven (3:20-21). Their 
heavenly citizenship should influence every word, attitude, and action 
during their time on earth.

Because their permanent address was in heaven, they should not 
hesitate to stand firm for God in this life (4:1). By living out their 
firm commitment, they would reflect God to the world and point 
others toward salvation in Christ. The alternative would be conflict 
and dissension. Paul called out two members of the Philippian 
congregation in hopes of nurturing reconciliation between them and 
within the entire congregation (4:2-3).

Instead of divisions, Paul challenged the Philippians to focus on 
joy. He had already expressed the great joy he experienced when he 
remembered his friends in Philippi (1:3-6), but this joy was different. 
It was a joy shaped by persecution and suffering. 

Paul was living under house arrest as a prisoner of Rome. While he 
was confident God was going to release him to continue ministering, 
he had no guarantees. No doubt, Paul experienced human emotions 
and questions. But ultimately he was able to keep his focus on joy 
because he knew that he was in God’s hands and could bring his 
concerns to His throne anytime he wanted.

Paul wanted his readers to know that they could experience such 
joy and peace as well. By releasing their worries and concerns, the 
Philippians would be able to see past their circumstances to the work 
God was doing in their lives. The Philippians could also embrace joy 
by keeping their focus on the things of God instead of on the things 
of the world (Phil. 4:8-9). 

Read Philippians 4:1-9 in your Bible. How do the actions Paul listed 
demonstrate confidence in God and His presence ?
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EXPLORE THE TEXT
STAND (PHIL . 4:1)
1 Therefore, my brothers and sisters, you whom I love and long for, 
my joy and crown, stand firm in the Lord in this way, dear friends!

VERSE 1

Paul revealed his heart for the Philippians. He loved them and longed 
for them. Thinking about the day he would proudly present his 
spiritual children to Christ, Paul considered them his joy and crown—
proof of his own faithful service for the kingdom. He also called them 
dear friends, a recognition of their shared relationship in Christ. 

Within these expressions of love, he also held out the challenge to 
stand firm in the Lord. Believers never “win” in their own strength. We 
have to lean into the power of Christ as we face attacks of false teachers 
from outside the body and the dangers of divisions inside the body. 

What are some obstacles that keep people from standing firm in the 
Lord? How does the faithfulness of a believer impact the lives of others?

UNITE (PHIL . 4:2-3)
2 I plead with Euodia and I plead with Syntyche to be of the same 
mind in the Lord. 3 Yes, and I ask you, my true companion, help 
these women since they have contended at my side in the cause 
of the gospel, along with Clement and the rest of my co-workers, 
whose names are in the book of life.

VERSES 2-3

Relationships and congregations can be torn apart when believers 
take sides against one another. Paul saw that beginning to happen in 
Philippi, so he urged the parties involved to resolve their differences 
peaceably. The central characters were two women named •Euodia 
and •Syntyche, though the apostle gave no hint as to the nature of the 
dispute. In truth, the source of the conflict was not as important as 
the negative impact it was having on other believers. 
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Paul called them out. Instead of fighting one another, he urged 
them to be of the same mind in the Lord. He begged them to find a 
mutual solution that would lead toward harmony in the church.  

Because Paul was in Rome, he could not physically moderate 
the dispute. So he called on leaders of the church to step up. One 
individual, whom he addressed as a true companion, was given the 
specific responsibility of mediating peace between the two women.  

Disagreements are a natural result of the human condition. But 
Christians should never allow conflict to derail the church from 
her mission. Thankfully, Euodia and Syntyche had a history that 
extended beyond their arguments. Before contending with each other, 
Paul pointed out that they had contended at my side in the cause of 
the gospel. They had been a great help to Paul himself and had worked 
with Clement—about whom nothing else is known—and many 
others whose names are in the book of life. 

Why do disagreements left unaddressed lead to bigger issues?

PRAY (PHIL . 4:4-7)
4 Rejoice in the Lord always. I will say it again: Rejoice! 5 Let your 
gentleness be evident to all. The Lord is near. 6 Do not be anxious 
about anything, but in every situation, by prayer and petition, 
with thanksgiving, present your requests to God. 7 And the peace 
of God, which transcends all understanding, will guard your 
hearts and your minds in Christ Jesus.

KE Y DOCTRINE:  Cooperation

Members of New Testament churches should cooperate with one 
another in carrying forward the missionary, educational, and benevolent 
ministries for the extension of Christ’s Kingdom. (See 1 Cor. 1:10-17.)
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VERSE 4

As Paul challenged the Philippians to avoid conflicts and needless 
disputes, he recognized that something had to fill that gap in their 
lives. His response was simple: joy. 

Surrounded by soldiers and living under house arrest, Paul 
challenged the Philippians to rejoice. This kind of joy doesn’t come 
naturally. It’s rooted in a supernatural dependence on Christ. That’s 
why Paul emphasized rejoicing in the Lord. Just as Christ never 
changes, our joy can withstand any circumstances. Always reminds 
readers that circumstances and situations don’t define our joy. 

VERSE 5

Paul wanted the Philippians to display gentleness—the external 
demonstration of God’s internal work. The term can also be translated 
“graciousness” or “kindness” and includes the ideas of openness and 
fairness. Instead of harshly demanding their own rights or dogmatically 
judging others, Paul told his readers to reflect the grace of Christ. 

This peaceful approach was possible because the Lord is near. This 
phrase could carry two different, but related, ideas. First, Jesus stands 
near His people. Even in the darkest times, believers can cling to the 
promises that He is always with us and that He will never leave us or 
forsake us (Matt. 28:16-20; Heb. 13:5). But Paul also could have been 
writing from an eternal perspective. One day, Jesus will come back 
to judge our actions according to His example. So, while His return 
should bring a sense of peace to believers, it should also produce a 
desire to uphold His character each day.

VERSES 6-7

Christians should not be anxious about anything. Worry reveals 
a distinct lack of trust, suggesting that we don’t believe God can 

DID YOU KNOW?

The word joy is found over 150 times in the Bible. If the related words 
“joyful” and “joyous” are included, the number is over 200. The verb 
“rejoice” appears in the Bible over 200 times.
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really meet our needs as He promised. Thankfully, God has given 
us a healthy way to deal with anxieties: prayer. Worry rarely solves 
anything, while prayer accomplishes much. (See Matt. 6:25-34.) 
The apostle encouraged his readers, present your requests to God. 
Christians should never hesitate to share their worries or concerns 
with their Father. He wants us to bring our fears and failures directly 
to Him because He cares deeply about us (1 Pet. 5:7).

God is never caught by surprise by our anxieties, but He wants us 
to talk to Him about them. When we pray, we aren’t informing God of 
something new. We’re acknowledging our dependence on Him to calm 
our storms and resolve our issues.

Paul also highlighted the importance of thanksgiving. 
Thanksgiving is both an appropriate context for our prayers and an 
appropriate response to His answers.

The end result of prayer is peace—not just any peace, but a peace 
that transcends all understanding. The Greek wording points to 
a peace that transcends human logic or excels anything we could 
imagine. From a human perspective, it might seem like we are in over 
our heads. But from God’s perspective, everything is under control. 
While we may not understand it all, we can live with peace instead of 
being paralyzed by fear.

Paul used a military term to explain the power behind this peace. 
His peace will guard your hearts and minds. Like a garrison of 
vigilant soldiers surrounding a city, Jesus’ peace stands as a sentry 
to protect us against the lies of the enemy. Instead of fear and worry, 
God covers us with an umbrella of His security. 

What keeps people from approaching God with their needs?  
How does prayer change a person’s perspective about a situation?

DWELL (PHIL . 4:8-9)
8 Finally, brothers and sisters, whatever is true, whatever is noble, 
whatever is right, whatever is pure, whatever is lovely, whatever is 
admirable—if anything is excellent or praiseworthy—think about 
such things. 9 Whatever you have learned or received or heard from 
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me, or seen in me—put it into practice. And the God of peace will 
be with you.

VERSE 8

Paul reminded the Philippians of their personal responsibility. After 
all, right thinking generally leads to right acting, and the overall 
unity within the church depends on the integrity of individuals. So, 
as brothers and sisters, they had an obligation to keep their focus 
on the things that would draw them closer to God.

To emphasize his point, Paul identified several hallmarks of the 
Christian’s thought life. The first involved whatever is true. Jesus is 
the truth (John 14:6), and dishonesty runs contrary to everything 
He is about. His people should be guided by truth as their ethical 
foundation. This reflects His character to the world. 

Paul also highlighted what is noble and right. God created humans 
to live with a nobility that embraces the majestic and rejects anything 
undignified. As Christ followers, we should behave in ways that earn 
respect, not sneers. Likewise, we are called to defend what is right and 
fair because we serve a God who is right and fair.  

Pure, lovely, and admirable each point to a believer’s efforts to 
remain unstained by the world. Purity implies pursuing holiness 
and rejecting sin. Meanwhile, loveliness relates to beauty, specifically 
behavior that attracts others and inspires genuine acts of love. 
Admirable thoughts are commendable and readily approved. They 
draw people together instead of creating divisions. 

In a culture that often celebrates debased attitudes and activities, 
Christians follow a different standard. Paul summarized this divine 
standard (including the qualities above) with two terms: excellent 
and praiseworthy. The first validates the substance of Christian 
ethics, while the second affirms the general acceptance of these 
virtues in both heaven and on earth. Together, they strengthen the 
faith of individuals and bring unity to congregations—all for the 
glory of God.

VERSE 9

After providing a list of Christian hallmarks, Paul challenged the 
Philippians to put them into action. He called them to put it into 
practice—to move beyond head knowledge to practical application. 
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Instead of discussing or debating the relative merit of each virtue, 
his readers should start leaning into the Spirit’s power and producing 
spiritual fruit. 

Paul was never afraid to point to himself as an example. That’s 
because he worked hard to make sure his walk matched his talk. 
Here, he reminded the Philippians of the principles they had learned 
and received and heard from him. These were not foreign concepts 
to his readers. He had invested time teaching the Philippians about 
what God expected. This was important at a time when the canon of 
Scripture was passed on orally. The Philippians had also seen Paul live 
out these principles in the flesh. His example was free from any trace 
of hypocrisy. 

By disciplining their thought lives, Christians can create a sense 
of order that elevates Christ in front of a world struggling through 
chaos. This is what a life connected to the God of peace looks like.

How do the things we choose to give attention and thought impact our 
actions and sense of peace? 

BIBLE SKILL:  Review the use of a word.

Paul used the word translated rejoice six times in his letter to the 
Philippians: 1:18; 2:17; 2:18,28; 3:1; and 4:4. Review these six passages, 
noting the nature and the source of the rejoicing. What common 
themes do you see in these six passages related to rejoicing? How 
does each passage give us a different view of the same action?
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APPLY THE TEXT
• Standing firm brings joy to other believers.
• Believers need to be at peace with each other so they can help 

each other.
• Peace is found through prayer to God in all things.
• Believers find peace by focusing on the truth of the gospel.

Are there other believers with whom you have a disagreement? What 
actions do you need to take to make sure that disagreement is addressed?

Discuss with the Bible study group ways of encouraging each other 
through prayer. How can you and the members of your Bible study do a 
better job praying for and with one another?

Review your thought life and patterns. How well do you reflect on and 
think about Scripture? What do you need to alter so that you spend more 
time thinking about things that are morally excellent and praiseworthy?

PRAYER NEEDS
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55Dat e of My Bi bl e St u dy: _________

Joy and Contentment
Believers find joyous contentment in God’s eternal presence.

PHILIPPIANS 4:10-20
What picture comes to mind at the mention of contentment? We 
might picture a dog soaking in the sun while laying on green grass. 
Others might think of relaxing in a favorite recliner following a 
delicious meal. Still others might envision a healthy infant lying cozily 
in its mother’s arms or cuddled in its crib. Most of us have this picture 
of contentment, but we somehow rarely see ourselves in that picture. 
Paul challenged the Philippians to pursue contentment. He wasn’t 
promoting laziness or a lack of ambition. He was challenging them to 
find peace in Christ and joy in every situation.

What are some “thieves” that steal a sense of contentment today? 

S E S S I O N  6

© 2021 Lifeway Christian Resources



UNDERSTAND THE CONTEXT
PHILIPPIANS 4:10-23 
In Paul’s mind, unity and joy went hand-in-hand. Without the bond 
of Christ holding believers together, genuine joy and peace simply 
wasn’t possible. Conflict is always the enemy of contentment and 
satisfaction. That’s why Paul was quick to address the dangers of 
division at work within the church of Philippi.

One prime example of the Philippians’ lack of unity was the 
dispute between two women in the congregation: Euodia and 
Syntyche (4:2-3). Paul’s words to them remind contemporary readers 
that while conflicts are real—even in the church—Christians should 
serve as agents of peace and unity.

Paul used the lesson on peace to springboard into another 
common theme of his letter: joy (vv. 4-5). He challenged his readers to 
find their joy in the Lord by paying close attention to what went on in 
their minds. If they allowed themselves to be overwhelmed by worry, 
the Philippians would never experience joy as God intended. 

The remedy for worry was two-fold. First, believers should take 
their concerns directly to God in prayer (vv. 6-7). Second, they should 
keep their focus on things that will bring them closer to God (vv. 8-9). 
In this way, they would discover God’s peace. And by guarding their 
minds, they would experience God’s presence.

As he moved toward the close of his letter, Paul challenged 
the Philippians to focus on living with contentment (vv. 10-23). 
Contentment is defined by our relationship with Christ. So, whether 
our circumstances are up or down, Christians can still experience 
contentment through Jesus. 

Paul tried to model contentment every day. He appreciated the 
gifts he received from the Philippians and others, but His ultimate 
source of help was Christ. As a result, he was able to thank God for 
the givers even more than for the gift. He wanted the same for his 
friends in Philippi.

Read Philippians 4:10-20. How does God’s presence produce contentment?
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EXPLORE THE TEXT
IN ALL SITUATIONS (PHIL . 4:10-14)
10 I rejoiced greatly in the Lord that at last you renewed your 
concern for me. Indeed, you were concerned, but you had no 
opportunity to show it. 11 I am not saying this because I am in 
need, for I have learned to be content whatever the circumstances. 
12 I know what it is to be in need, and I know what it is to have 
plenty. I have learned the secret of being content in any and every 
situation, whether well fed or hungry, whether living in plenty or in 
want. 13 I can do all this through him who gives me strength. 14 Yet 
it was good of you to share in my troubles.

VERSES 10-11

Paul had already challenged the Philippians to rejoice (v. 4). Joy is a 
recurring theme in the letter. Paul rejoiced because the Philippians 
had renewed their care for him. They had never stopped caring 
for Paul and acted in a tangible way when they discovered his 
true circumstances. 

This tangible support most notably came in a financial gift 
delivered by Epaphroditus. In general, Paul refused financial support 
for his missionary work. He always wanted to remove additional 
burdens from those he helped, and he wanted to debunk claims that 
he ministered only for the money.  

Paul emphasized their generosity and the fact that they had 
no opportunity to demonstrate it earlier. Readers are not told 
why the Philippians were delayed, but Paul clearly appreciated the 
reestablished connection with his friends. 

Ultimately, Paul recognized God as the source of his contentment. 
The Philippians were God’s instruments, but Paul’s trust ultimately 
rested in Christ. The apostle never spoke out of need because he knew 
God was in control and providing for him. That allowed him to be 
content whatever the circumstances he faced.

VERSES 12-13

Paul knew what it is to be in need, and what it is to have plenty. 
He could be hungry or eating his fill. He could have plenty or little. 
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Paul had been through all of those circumstances, and they only 
deepened his commitment to the Savior. He could survive—and 
even thrive—in any setting because His contentment rested in his 
relationship with God through Christ, not material possessions.

Instead of worrying about the present or the future, he knew that 
he could do all this through Jesus. Paul knew his strength was not 
the result of his own actions. His faith was anchored in Christ (the 
“him” in v. 13), who had all the strength Paul would ever need.

Many Christians quote verse 13 as a confession of their 
dependence on God without considering the context. They interpret 
it as a universal promise. In truth, contentment in the face of 
suffering provides a vivid backdrop for God’s demonstration 
of strength. Paul certainly believed in a mighty God but would 
never water down the importance of suffering in experiencing 
that strength. Moreover, all this likely refers to the entire list of 
circumstances—both positive and negative—in verses 11-12. 

What are the dangers of viewing God as a means out of a challenge as 
opposed to the source of strength when facing a challenge? 

VERSE 14

Paul again praised the Philippians for being a part of God’s plan. He 
noted that they shared to meet his needs and to spread the gospel. 
The Greek wording here (share) relates to the word for fellowship 
(koinonia) and pictures two people walking in the same direction. 
What’s more, the Philippians’ fellowship joined them to his troubles. 
They were not simply casual acquaintances who stepped back when 
the heat was turned up. Rather, they were like family members who 
joined him in trials. Paul filtered his persecution through the lens of 
eternity. So, those who partnered with his hardship also shared in the 
eternal blessings it produced. 

The Philippians’ example reminds contemporary readers that 
they also can be God’s hands and feet. By partnering with others, 
we become part of something bigger than ourselves. We have the 
opportunity to expand the gospel’s reach and see the kingdom grow.
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THROUGH OTHER BELIEVERS (PHIL . 4:15-18)
15 Moreover, as you Philippians know, in the early day of your 
acquaintance with the gospel, when I set out from Macedonia, not 
one church shared with me in the matter of giving and receiving, 
except you only; 16 for even when I was in Thessalonica, you sent 
me aid more than once when I was in need. 17 Not that I desire 
your gifts; what I desire is that more be credited to your account. 
18 I have received full payment and have more than enough. I am 
amply supplied, now that I have received from Epaphroditus the 
gifts you sent. They are a fragrant offering, an acceptable sacrifice, 
pleasing to God.

VERSES 15-17

Generosity is a hallmark of God’s people. The Bible clearly states 
that anything we “own” really doesn’t belong to us. God owns it all 
(Ps. 24:1) and gives us the responsibility to use it for His glory. When 
believers maintain this understanding of material things, generosity 
becomes much easier to practice.

The Philippians apparently understood this concept because they 
had a history of being generous toward Paul. He was the first person 
to bring the gospel to •Macedonia, beginning with Philippi (Acts 16). 
While they weren’t the only ones to benefit from his ministry, they 
were the only ones who had partnered in the matter of giving and 
receiving. What’s more, Paul noted that their gifts were not one-
time contributions. After his release from the Philippian jail, the 
members of the Philippian church continued to send gifts to meet his 
immediate needs. 

The Philippians’ generosity must have provided a special blessing 
for Paul, considering what he received from others on his journeys. 
While the gifts from Philippi followed him from town to town, 
enemies also followed him and tried to cause trouble (Acts 17:13). One 
brought comfort and encouragement; the other created headaches. 

Few, if any, other congregations came to his aid. Even during his 
ministry in •Thessalonica, the Philippians came through with gifts 
on multiple occasions. Thessalonica was the city Paul traveled to after 
being asked to leave Philippi. (See Acts 17:1.) Other churches missed 
out on the opportunity to be a tangible part of the gospel work that 
Paul was building. 

59Se ssion 6 :  Jo y  and Content ment

© 2021 Lifeway Christian Resources



Typically, Paul balanced appreciation for the gift with his absolute 
dependence on Christ. He did not desire or seek the gifts from 
the Philippians. He never begged for their offerings or held his ministry 
to them over their heads. They gave willingly of their own accord, and 
he saw them as agents of God’s provision. Paul’s letter was, in part, a 
receipt for their gift that gave them credit for their investment. 

Instead of focusing on financial gifts he received, Paul emphasized 
the spiritual blessings that the Philippians would experience. As 
Jesus had noted, those who give receive a return that far exceeds 
the gift (Luke 6:38). Paul used a pair of financial terms to describe 
these benefits. The offerings of the Philippians represented profit that 
would be credited to their account. 

To be clear, Paul was not promoting a “prosperity gospel” or a 
“name it and claim it” theology. God blesses generous givers because 
God blesses obedience. Also, Paul did not indicate that the rewards 
would be financial or even material. The Philippians were not giving 
to demand reimbursement. They gave out of love and faithfulness—
which God never fails to honor.

VERSE 18

Returning to the subject of God’s provision, Paul stated again that he 
had received full payment. God didn’t make a down payment or spread 
the blessings out over time. Instead, He met every need as it arose. In 
fact, God overpaid since Paul enjoyed an abundance that comes from 
being amply supplied. This confession also underscores the fact that 
Paul was not trying to get more from his friends in Philippi. 

In addition to financial terms, Paul also used language from the 
Old Testament to explain how God viewed the Philippians’ gift. 
Comparing their contribution to the offerings made by the ancient 
priests, Paul said the Philippians’ generosity had three qualities. First, 
it was a fragrant offering. This was a common way to describe an 
appropriate offering in the Old Testament. 

Second, it was an acceptable sacrifice. Contemporary readers may 
recall the differences in attitude between Cain and Abel’s offerings in 
Genesis 4. Obedience demonstrates faith, which defines an acceptable 
offering. Also, the gift was pleasing to God. Again, readers may reflect 
on the similarities between the Philippians’ gift and Paul’s challenge 
to present a “living sacrifice” in Romans 12:1-2. One represents a 
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physical sacrifice while the other is financial, but they are both rooted 
in faith. Financial generosity is a sign of personal devotion and 
discipleship. One cannot truly give financially from the heart until 
the heart has already been surrendered to God.  

How are the needs of both the giver and the recipient met through the act 
of giving? 

FOR HIS GLORY (PHIL . 4:19-20)
19 And my God will meet all your needs according to the riches of 
his glory in Christ Jesus. 20 To our God and Father be glory for ever 
and ever. Amen.

VERSE 19

Generosity opens the door for God to meet a believer’s needs. This 
was what Paul had experienced even during his imprisonment. It was 
what he wanted the Philippians to experience as well.

God’s provision includes two main characteristics. First, He leaves 
nothing to chance. Paul said that God would meet all your needs. 
Earlier in the passage, Paul had confessed to receiving everything 
in full and enjoying abundance from God (v. 18). God never 
shortchanges those who actively work for the kingdom. 

Second, God’s provision is limitless. Paul reminded his readers 
about the riches of his glory in Christ Jesus. Since God owns all 
things, everything is available for His use. He can fill any gap, 
whether physical or spiritual. This is a privilege His people can receive. 
The Greek wording also indicates that God’s resources are not just 
available, but they are appropriate for every circumstance. 

KE Y DOCTRINE:  Stewardship

God is the source of all blessings, temporal and spiritual; all that we 
have and are we owe to Him. (See Mal. 3:8-12.)
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VERSE 20

As Paul thought about God’s provision, He responded with an 
outpouring of praise. He turned his attention to our God and 
Father, emphasizing the close relationship His children share 
with their Creator. He is powerful and utterly beyond our human 
understanding, and He is also close and available. 

More importantly, He is worthy of glory for ever and ever. The 
Philippians were surrounded by idolatry. But Paul reminded them that 
only God was truly worthy of honor and praise. His doxology sheds a 
light on the future as well as the present, and it reminded readers that 
their ultimate purpose in life is tied to bringing glory to God. 

The eternal language in verse 20 reflects the language of heaven 
in the Book of Revelation. (See Rev. 1:6; 4:9; 5:13; and 7:12.) In His 
model prayer, Jesus noted that the honor and glory accorded God in 
heaven should be replicated in the lives of His people on earth (Matt. 
6:9). Paul understood that as God’s people respond properly to His 
generous provision of their needs, He will be glorified, giving us a 
taste of heaven on earth.

How does giving open the door for God to be honored? What safeguards 
could be put in place to make sure God is honored when we give? 

BIBLE SKILL:  Reflect on and memorize a verse.

Reflect on Philippians 4:19. Focus on each phrase and how that phrase 
impacts a person’s contentment. Memorize the verse. Use the verse 
in your prayers this week. How does this verse summarize Paul’s 
message to the Philippians?
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APPLY THE TEXT
• Christ provides contentment in all circumstances.
• Christ sometimes provides for a believer’s needs through other 

faithful believers.
• Bringing glory to God is the believer’s ultimate life purpose.

Reflect on how God has provided for you during a challenging time.  
Who do you know that is facing a challenge right now? How can you 
encourage them from this passage and your experience?

Discuss as a group ways your Bible study group can be more active in 
meeting the needs of others. How can the group be an agent in God’s 
provision for someone else?

Ask God to show you a need and a way to honor Him in meeting that need. 
What steps do you need to take to make sure you honor Him?

PRAYER NEEDS

 

VERSE 20

As Paul thought about God’s provision, He responded with an 
outpouring of praise. He turned his attention to our God and 
Father, emphasizing the close relationship His children share 
with their Creator. He is powerful and utterly beyond our human 
understanding, and He is also close and available. 

More importantly, He is worthy of glory for ever and ever. The 
Philippians were surrounded by idolatry. But Paul reminded them that 
only God was truly worthy of honor and praise. His doxology sheds a 
light on the future as well as the present, and it reminded readers that 
their ultimate purpose in life is tied to bringing glory to God. 

The eternal language in verse 20 reflects the language of heaven 
in the Book of Revelation. (See Rev. 1:6; 4:9; 5:13; and 7:12.) In His 
model prayer, Jesus noted that the honor and glory accorded God in 
heaven should be replicated in the lives of His people on earth (Matt. 
6:9). Paul understood that as God’s people respond properly to His 
generous provision of their needs, He will be glorified, giving us a 
taste of heaven on earth.

How does giving open the door for God to be honored? What safeguards 
could be put in place to make sure God is honored when we give? 

BIBLE SKILL:  Reflect on and memorize a verse.

Reflect on Philippians 4:19. Focus on each phrase and how that phrase 
impacts a person’s contentment. Memorize the verse. Use the verse 
in your prayers this week. How does this verse summarize Paul’s 
message to the Philippians?
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The Gospel’s Power
The power of the gospel frees us from sin and Satan’s control.

COLOSSIANS 1:9-23
John Mitchell and Philip Weigel were sentenced to hang for treason. 
President George Washington twice stayed their executions before 
granting them a full pardon on November 2, 1795. Though guilty, 
Mitchell and Weigel were freed. That is the power of a pardon. The 
gospel also pardons us from our guilt. Through faith in Jesus, we gain 
eternal forgiveness for all our sin, being released from our sentence of 
eternal separation from God. 

How might receiving a pardon for a past wrong impact how a person lives 
after receiving that pardon? 

Dat e of My Bi bl e St u dy: _________

S E S S I O N  7
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UNDERSTAND THE CONTEXT
COLOSSIANS 1:1-23
Like his epistle to the Philippians, Paul’s letter to the Colossians 
is considered a Prison Epistle. Paul likely wrote this letter while 
under house arrest in Rome. However, because the apostle did not 
specifically mention Rome in the text, other possibilities—such as 
Ephesus or Caesarea—have been suggested.  

The city of Colossae was located in Lycus Valley of southern Asia 
Minor (modern Turkey), near Laodicea. While Colossae had been 
important when the Greeks ruled that region, its prominence had 
declined over time as the influence of other cities in the area grew. 
Since the city was known to be ethnically diverse, it is safe to assume 
that the congregation that received Paul’s epistle was also diverse. 

Although we have no record of Paul actually visiting Colossae, 
he still held a great deal of sway in Asia Minor. His work in Ephesus 
resonated across the region, and the Colossians likely came to Christ 
thanks to the efforts of Paul’s friends. That connection gave Paul 
the freedom and authority to speak to the Colossians as if he had 
personally led them to Christ. 

Specifically, the letter to the Colossians attacks false teachers who 
had infiltrated the church and raised questions about the nature of 
Jesus. In the first half of the epistle, Paul outlined a clear emphasis on 
the deity and person of Christ, highlighting His superiority in every 
realm. The hymn at the center of this lesson’s passage (Col. 1:15-20) 
provides an example of this rich Christology. Meanwhile, the second 
half of the letter focuses on practical application, as Paul challenged 
the Colossian Christians to live out their relationship with Christ in 
tangible ways and to reveal Him to the surrounding culture.

Read Colossians 1:9-23 in your Bible, circling words or phrases that 
describe Jesus. How do these words or phrases point to the power of 
the gospel?
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EXPLORE THE TEXT
SET FREE (COL . 1:9-14)
9 For this reason, since the day we heard about you, we have 
not stopped praying for you. We continually ask God to fill you 
with the knowledge of his will through all the wisdom and 
understanding that the Spirit gives, 10 so that you may live a life 
worthy of the Lord and please him in every way: bearing fruit 
in every good work, growing in the knowledge of God, 11 being 
strengthened with all power according to his glorious might so 
that you may have great endurance and patience, 12 and giving 
joyful thanks to the Father, who has qualified you to share in the 
inheritance of his holy people in the kingdom of light. 13 For he has 
rescued us from the dominion of darkness and brought us into the 
kingdom of the Son he loves, 14 in whom we have redemption, the 
forgiveness of sins.

VERSES 9-10

Paul never stopped praying for the Colossians because he understood 
that their faith was in danger. False teachers were at the door. Paul 
prayed for God to grant the Colossians the knowledge of his will and 
wisdom and understanding. The believers would need these benefits 
to protect themselves from false teaching.  

The Colossian heretics believed that a special knowledge of God 
(revealed only to them) was the key to a deeper spirituality. But 
Paul’s words emphasize that God has already made Himself known 
to humanity. He has already provided all the revelation and wisdom 
necessary to know and follow Him.

Armed with God’s wisdom, the Colossian Christians could live a 
life worthy of the Lord and their obedience would be please him in 
every way. Such faithfulness would produce results. The Colossians 
would continue bearing fruit in every good work. 

What does walking worthy of the Lord look like? What role does a 
person’s dependence on God play in walking in a worthy manner? 
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VERSES 11-12

The Colossians’ personal strength wasn’t enough to face the challenges 
of a pagan world. Paul reminded them that through Christ they had 
access to God’s power. God’s glorious might surpasses anything we 
can imagine or describe. His strength anchors us to His presence, 
protecting us from the lies of false teachers. 

Trusting God produces two vital internal qualities: endurance and 
patience. Patience involves standing up to opposition, while endurance 
implies moving forward despite that opposition. This tension is 
resolved by remembering that God is ultimately in control. Christians 
are called to a kind of active waiting that works joyfully while knowing 
the final result rests with God. Patient endurance produces joyful 
thanks to the Father. His promise to sustain is true and reliable. When 
God carries us through our struggles, our response should be gratitude.  

God is the Author of both our salvation and our ministry. He 
saved us in the past, supernaturally empowers us to serve in the 
present, and will reward us in eternity. At every stage, He deserves all 
the glory. 

VERSES 13-14

Paul pointed the Colossians to the foundation of their faith: the 
gospel. At one time, they had been slaves to the dominion of darkness. 
They were helpless and hopeless. Jesus changed all that. When the 
Colossians embraced Christ as Savior, He transferred them to a new 
kingdom. Satan’s authority fell by the wayside under the light of 
the Son.  

Redemption was a common economic term in the ancient world and 
described buying freedom for those in bondage. Jesus paid the price for 
our sin through His death on the cross. He purchased us out of slavery. 
He also provided forgiveness, canceling our sin debt and rescuing us 
from its eternal consequences. Human knowledge and good works—
two pillars of the Colossian heretics—could never make that happen.  

BY CHRIST (COL . 1:15-20)
15 The Son is the image of the invisible God, the firstborn over all 
creation. 16 For in him all things were created: things in heaven 
and on earth, visible and invisible, whether thrones or powers or 
rulers or authorities; all things have been created through him 
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and for him. 17 He is before all things, and in him all things hold 
together. 18 And he is the head of the body, the church; he is the 
beginning and the firstborn from among the dead, so that in 
everything he might have the supremacy. 19 For God was pleased to 
have all his fullness dwell in him, 20 and through him to reconcile 
to himself all things, whether things on earth or things in heaven, 
by making peace through his blood, shed on the cross.

VERSES 15-16

Paul highlighted the superiority of Christ, emphasizing two 
important facts about Jesus. First, He is the image of the invisible 
God. The Greek word eikon (image) was sometimes used to refer to a 
likeness placed on a coin or statue—something that corresponds to 
the original. Here it carries the idea of a manifestation. Jesus didn’t 
just mirror God; He is God—and always has been. His taking on a 
human body offered a visible image of the invisible God. 

Second, Paul called Jesus the firstborn over all creation. False 
teachers would twist this and claim that Jesus was only a created being—
like the angels but more powerful. Paul was explaining that Jesus was 
first in priority, not just first in chronology. Instead of being part of 
creation, Jesus is superior to creation. He enjoys a unique relationship 
with the Father that nothing else in creation shares: equality. 

Jesus was superior to creation for another reason: in him all things 
were created. Like the Father and the Spirit, whose roles in creation 
are overtly described, Jesus was an active participant in the events of 
Genesis 1. (See also John 1:1-3.)

The false teachers seemed to focus on the spiritual world at the 
expense of the material world. Paul reminded the Colossians that 
God made it all. Paul used four pairs of words to clarify this point. 
Things in heaven and on earth demonstrates His power over angels 
and people. The visible and the invisible reminds readers that every 
spiritual being—angel or demon—is subject to Jesus. Likewise, the 
pairings of thrones or powers and rulers or authorities could refer 
to human leaders, but Paul probably had spiritual agents in mind. 
Regardless of their nature, Jesus created all things. Not only were 
these things created through Jesus, they were also created for him. We 
exist for His pleasure and His purpose.
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VERSES 17-18

Paul noted that Jesus is before all things, an acknowledgment that He 
existed before creation. He has always been. Jesus’ eternal existence 
underscores His authority over all that came after Him. 

Christ is not simply our Creator. He is also our Sustainer, making 
sure that all things hold together through His power. Deism is the belief 
that God created the world and then withdrew from it. In Colossians, 
Paul emphasized that Christ actively works within creation. From our 
mortal point of view, we identify certain laws of nature by which the 
universe operates and holds together. The underlying truth is that 
Christ stands behind these laws as the personal explanation for the 
regularity of the cosmos and thereby prevents it from becoming chaos.

What are the implications of Jesus’ being both the Creator and Sustainer 
of our world? 

Just as Jesus is sovereign over creation, He also stands sovereign 
over His church. Paul called Christ the head of the body. The image 
implies both authority as ruler and guidance. Christians make up the 
body, with Christ the Head. Without Him, the body would cease to 
function. (See 1 Cor. 12:12-27.)

The beginning might remind readers of Jesus’ claim to be Alpha 
in John’s revelation (Rev. 1:8; 21:6). Everything starts and ends with 
Him, so everything exists under His authority. Along with being 
the firstborn of creation, Christ is also the firstborn from among 
the dead. His physical resurrection makes physical and spiritual 
resurrection possible for others.  

Christ’s victory over hell and the grave gave Him authority over 
life and death. As Paul told the Philippians, through God, Jesus 

DID YOU KNOW?

Many Bible scholars consider Colossians 1:15-23 to be an early hymn 
reflecting the worship of the first-century church. 
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holds all authority and possesses the name that is above every name 
(Phil. 2:9-11). While others may attempt to usurp His position, Christ 
alone has first place in everything. 

VERSES 19-20

God was pleased to have all his fullness dwell in Jesus. In His 
incarnate body, Christ was not a lesser or diminished expression of 
God. When people saw Jesus, they were seeing God in the flesh. 

Through Christ, God was able to reconcile to himself all things. 
The animal sacrifices that brought temporary redemption under the 
old covenant were replaced by the once-for-all sacrifice of Christ that 
opened the door wide for everyone in all times. The blood of Christ 
produced a lasting peace between heaven and earth. As Paul told 
the Romans, all of creation suffers from the devastating effects of 
sin (Rom. 8:22). But through Jesus’ death on the cross, nature itself 
experienced a promise of renewal. 

THROUGH HIS DEATH (COL . 1:21-23)
21 Once you were alienated from God and were enemies in your 
minds because of your evil behavior. 22 But now he has reconciled 
you by Christ’s physical body through death to present you holy 
in his sight, without blemish and free from accusation—23 if you 
continue in your faith, established and firm, and do not move from 
the hope held out in the gospel. This is the gospel that you heard 
and that has been proclaimed to every creature under heaven, and 
of which I, Paul, have become a servant.

VERSES 21-23

Before salvation, the Colossian believers were alienated from God. 
They were enemies of Him and His ways. Twisted minds lead to 
twisted behavior, and the Colossians’ clouded thinking led to evil 

KE Y DOCTRINE:  Salvation (Justification)

Justification brings the believer unto a relationship of peace and favor 
with God. (See Gal. 3:24.)
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holds all authority and possesses the name that is above every name 
(Phil. 2:9-11). While others may attempt to usurp His position, Christ 
alone has first place in everything. 

VERSES 19-20

God was pleased to have all his fullness dwell in Jesus. In His 
incarnate body, Christ was not a lesser or diminished expression of 
God. When people saw Jesus, they were seeing God in the flesh. 

Through Christ, God was able to reconcile to himself all things. 
The animal sacrifices that brought temporary redemption under the 
old covenant were replaced by the once-for-all sacrifice of Christ that 
opened the door wide for everyone in all times. The blood of Christ 
produced a lasting peace between heaven and earth. As Paul told 
the Romans, all of creation suffers from the devastating effects of 
sin (Rom. 8:22). But through Jesus’ death on the cross, nature itself 
experienced a promise of renewal. 

THROUGH HIS DEATH (COL . 1:21-23)
21 Once you were alienated from God and were enemies in your 
minds because of your evil behavior. 22 But now he has reconciled 
you by Christ’s physical body through death to present you holy 
in his sight, without blemish and free from accusation—23 if you 
continue in your faith, established and firm, and do not move from 
the hope held out in the gospel. This is the gospel that you heard 
and that has been proclaimed to every creature under heaven, and 
of which I, Paul, have become a servant.

VERSES 21-23

Before salvation, the Colossian believers were alienated from God. 
They were enemies of Him and His ways. Twisted minds lead to 
twisted behavior, and the Colossians’ clouded thinking led to evil 

KE Y DOCTRINE:  Salvation (Justification)

Justification brings the believer unto a relationship of peace and favor 
with God. (See Gal. 3:24.)

behavior. Without a moral compass, they felt free to do whatever 
seemed good at the time. Unfortunately, that freedom only led them 
deeper into the bondage of sin. 

Jesus’ death and resurrection changed everything. On the cross, 
Christ reconciled sinners back to God. When Jesus brings His 
people into God’s presence, they won’t enter as defeated rebels. They 
will come as full members of the family, with all the privileges and 
qualities of God’s family. Paul used three words that illustrate this 
truth. We will be holy, separated from the world. We will be without 
blemish because all our sins are forgiven and forgotten under the 
blood of Jesus. And we will be free from accusation—perfected 
through the righteousness of God’s Son.

The false teachers would try to move the Colossian believers off the 
foundation of the gospel. He challenged them to continue in the faith, 
stable and steadfast. The word if in verse 23 means “since,” making it 
a statement of conviction and not doubt. For the Colossians, the gospel 
was an anchor and hope even in the face of false teaching and in a 
culture hostile toward God and His truth. Once we accept Christ, we 
stand secure in the unchanging power of God’s good news.

How does knowing a believer is reconciled through faith in Jesus help 
that person remain faithful to living out a God-honoring life? 

BIBLE SKILL:  Create a chart.

Divide a sheet of paper into two columns. Head one column “Person” 
and the other “Work.” Sift carefully through Colossians 1:9-20 and list 
aspects of both Christ’s Person (who Christ is) and His work (what 
Christ does). How is Jesus’ person (identity) seen in His work? How 
does His identity make it possible for Jesus to do the work listed?
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APPLY THE TEXT
• Christ enables believers to live a God-honoring life.
• Christ has the power to free us from sin.
• Christ’s death makes it possible for people to be reconciled to God.

Discuss as a group challenges to living a God-honoring life in today’s 
world. How can the group help individuals face those challenges? 

Reflect on your life prior to faith in Jesus and your life after expressing 
faith in Jesus. With whom can you share your story?

How can you make the most of your reconciliation with God through Jesus? 
What blessings and benefits can you start making a part of your life?

PRAYER NEEDS
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73Dat e of My Bi bl e St u dy: _________

The Gospel’s Goal
Spiritual transformation is the goal of the gospel.

COLOSSIANS 1:24–2:3
October marks the end of major league baseball season with the 
World Series in view. Every team began with the hope of playing 
in that final series. Players had goals for themselves that would 
contribute to the overall goal of making it to the World Series. The 
common goal of winning a championship brings together a group 
of people and makes them a team. Spiritually, every believer should 
strive for a common goal: maturity. God wants us to become more 
like Him; it’s a goal He can help us reach.

What are some qualities of a winning sports team? How do those qualities 
translate into the Christian life?

S E S S I O N  8
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UNDERSTAND THE CONTEXT
COLOSSIANS 1:24–2:3
The Colossians were under attack. The congregation was being 
introduced to new ideas about who Jesus was and the keys to spiritual 
maturity. Smooth-talking heretics had slipped into the crowd and 
shared “truths” that weren’t true at all.

Even though Paul was under house arrest in Rome, he refused to 
let false teachers take over the Colossian congregation. Though he 
probably had never met the Colossian Christians, he wrote a letter to 
remind them of the foundational truths of the gospel.

After a brief introduction, Paul jumped into the most essential 
truth of all—the person of Jesus Christ. While the false teachers 
said that Jesus had been a good man, they denied that He really was 
God. They believed He was among God’s highest creations but was 
created nonetheless. 

For Paul, there was no room for doubt or skepticism. Jesus had 
proven that He is God and that He is the central figure in the gospel 
story. This was the truth that had led the Colossians into a personal 
relationship with God through Jesus, and this was the truth that Paul 
urged them to continue embracing.

Paul cared about these distant believers because he was a faithful 
minister of the gospel. He had suffered for the message of Christ and 
had dedicated his life to making sure that as many people as possible 
heard about Him. He longed to see believers grow in the faith and to 
become more like Jesus each day (Col. 1:24–2:3).

In contrast, the false teachers were threatening the spiritual 
health and growth of the Colossians. They were trying to take people 
captive through lies and deceptions (2:4-8). Repeating the truths 
about who Jesus is and what He did was the only way to derail the 
heretics’ mission.

Read Colossians 1:24–2:3 and note the occurrences of the word 
“mystery.” How does the revealing of the mystery of Jesus produce 
spiritual growth?
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EXPLORE THE TEXT
COMMITTED AS A MESSENGER (COL . 1:24-27)
24 Now I rejoice in what I am suffering for you, and I fill up in my 
flesh what is still lacking in regard to Christ’s afflictions, for the 
sake of his body, which is the church. 25 I have become its servant 
by the commission God gave me to present to you the word of 
God in its fullness— 26 the mystery that has been kept hidden for 
ages and generations, but is now disclosed to the Lord’s people. 
27 To them God has chosen to make known among the Gentiles 
the glorious riches of this mystery, which is Christ in you, the 
hope of glory.

VERSE 24

From his earliest days as a believer, Paul had experienced the dangers 
of taking a stand for the gospel. Jews were offended because the 
gospel included the Gentiles, and the Gentiles were threatened 
because the gospel diminished their pagan traditions. Still, the 
apostle stood strong. Even as he wrote this letter to the Colossians, he 
was living under house arrest in Rome.

Paul did not take persecution personally. He knew he was being 
abused for the sake of Christ. He also understood he could rejoice in 
his suffering because they had a positive impact on others. Through 
his pain, he was blessing the church. He depended on the Savior more 
and more as he endured the struggles. His suffering also encouraged 
others to take a bolder stand for Christ. (See Phil. 1:12-14.) 

The key question in this passage is what Paul meant by fill up in 
my flesh what is still lacking in regard to Christ’s afflictions. At first 
glance, it might seem that he meant the sufferings of Christ were not 
sufficient for the salvation of the lost, and that Paul’s sufferings had 
somehow made up a lack in Christ’s redeeming work. However, Paul 
had just declared that through the blood of His cross, Christ achieved 
God’s good pleasure of reconciling everything to Himself by making 
peace. (See 1:20.) We can eliminate any idea that Paul meant that 
his own sufferings had redeeming value. His afflictions were not for 
supplying some lack in salvation’s provision but were for advancing 
the outreach of the gospel and growth of the church.
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It is quite possible Paul recognized that not every genuinely 
redeemed individual was willing to suffer for the sake of spreading 
the gospel and growing the church. Thus, there was a deficiency in the 
amount of suffering others had been willing to undergo in order to 
bring the saving message of the gospel to all people in all places. Paul 
determined he would go the second mile in risking his life to reduce 
that deficit by willingly suffering more than the average in the work 
of missionary outreach.

How does a person’s willingness to endure any challenge for the sake of 
the gospel impact those who hear the gospel as a result of that challenge? 

VERSES 25-27

Paul recognized he was a servant of the church, working under the 
commission God gave. He knew that everything he said and did had 
an impact on those under his care. So he wanted to be faithful to the 
charge the Lord had given him, even if it included suffering. 

Primarily, that charge was to present to you the word of God in its 
fullness. Paul’s challenge was to share the truth of the gospel in every 
setting so every person would get the complete picture of what it 
means to follow Christ. He compared the gospel to a mystery that has 
been kept hidden for ages. In the ancient world, a mystery represented 
a secret that is kept until an appointed time. In Colossae, the heretics 
insisted that only the possession of some secret wisdom could unite 
a believer with God. Paul was emphasizing something God had first 
planted in the text of the Old Testament and revealed through the 
gospel: salvation through Jesus Christ. God had made a way for 
humanity to be restored to Him.

God initially revealed His plan to His chosen people, the Jews. 
While they tended to expect special privileges in God’s kingdom as 
a result, His offer of salvation is for all people. In other words, the 
Gentiles were part of God’s plan from the beginning. God wanted 
them in on the mystery. That’s what Paul’s commission was all about.

Paul reminded the Colossians that Christ had lived in you since 
the day they accepted His offer of salvation. He had walked with them 
every step of the way and would never leave. The assurance of Christ’s 
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presence would ignite the hope of glory in their lives. Hope points to 
the future, and Christ provided a solid foundation for believing there 
was more to this life than what the Colossians could see at the time. 
Because Jesus was a part of their day-to-day lives, these Gentiles 
never had to wonder how things would end up. Through faith, the 
best was yet to come.

FOCUSED ON MATURITY (COL . 1:28-29)
28 He is the one we proclaim, admonishing and teaching everyone 
with all wisdom, so that we may present everyone fully mature 
in Christ. 29 To this end I strenuously contend with all the energy 
Christ so powerfully works in me.

VERSES 28-29

For Paul, the gospel wasn’t about keeping a set of rules and 
regulations; it was about Jesus. The apostle was determined to 
proclaim Him. His message included both admonishing and teaching. 
The first term implies a confrontation designed to correct wrong 
actions or thinking. The second refers to laying out the foundational 
truths of God in a way that is easy to understand and elicits a positive 
response. Warnings focus on what must be rejected, while teaching 

BIBLE SKILL:  Look up cross-references for clarity.

Paul used the words “sufferings” (Col. 1:24) and “struggling” (Col. 2:1) to 
describe his missionary work. Review 2 Corinthians 11:23-33 and look up 
cross references identified in a study Bible. How do these verses affirm 
Paul’s description of his work in Colossians 1–2? How do his experiences 
emphasize his dependence on God in doing this work? 
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highlights what should be embraced. Both are necessary in the 
Christian life.

Wisdom means seeing things from God’s perspective and acting 
according to His plan. The presence of the false teachers made God’s 
wisdom even more important for the Colossians in their context. 

The result of warning and teaching in wisdom is spiritual growth. 
Paul longed for the Colossians to become mature in Christ. Helping 
believers become more like Jesus wasn’t a passing interest for Paul; 
it was what his life was all about. He used the words strenuously 
contend to convey the intensity he exerted in his ministry. The Greek 
wording indicates an athlete enduring pain and agonizing to the 
point of exhaustion to reach a goal. God placed this all-encompassing 
commission on the apostle’s life, and Paul responded by devoting 
every fiber of his being to fulfilling that call.

Paul also acknowledged that it was not about him; it was all about 
Jesus. Paul could put in the long hours and endure the persecutions, 
but it would be worthless unless he was plugged into Christ and 
trusting in his energy. The idea here is that the apostle drew his 
energy from the supernatural power of Christ working powerfully 
through his life. 

How does the gospel empower a person to share the truth about Jesus? 
What are the consequences of delivering a message in our own strength?

CONCERNED FOR THE FAITHFUL (COL . 2:1-3)
1 I want you to know how hard I am contending for you and for 
those at Laodicea, and for all who have not met me personally. 2 My 

KE Y DOCTRINE:  Evangelism and Missions

It is the duty and privilege of every follower of Christ and of every 
church of the Lord Jesus Christ to endeavor to make disciples of all 
nations. (See Matt. 28:18-20.)
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goal is that they may be encouraged in heart and united in love, so 
that they may have the full riches of complete understanding, in 
order that they may know the mystery of God, namely, Christ, 3 in 
whom are hidden all the treasures of wisdom and knowledge.

VERSES 1-3

Having shared his overall passion for Christian maturity, Paul 
focused specifically on the believers in Colossae. He wasn’t just 
contending for Christians in a larger sense. He was also pouring 
himself out for the Colossian congregation. This compassion is what 
led him to write to them in the first place. 

While Paul was living under house arrest in Rome, his struggles 
were internal, not external. The persecutions he was facing did 
not measure up to the concerns he shared for the wellbeing of his 
readers. He knew the damage false teaching could do, and this created 
turbulence in his spirit. He was spiritually wrestling with the enemy 
on behalf of the believers in Colossae. 

Paul mentioned the believers in •Laodicea as another group on his 
heart. This probably indicates that the false teachers had expanded 
their influence outside Colossae. 

The Colossians and the Laodiceans represented believers Paul had 
never met personally. But that fact did not diminish his hopes and 
dreams for them as Christians. He still cared about them and wanted 
them to know Christ better each day. Therefore, he reached out to 
them and challenged them to mature in their faith—even in the face 
of false teaching.

DID YOU KNOW?

The city of Laodicea was located about ten miles from Colossae. Paul 
wrote a letter to the Laodiceans around the same time he wrote the 
Colossians and asked that the two congregations swap letters so each 
one could know what he said to the other (Col. 4:15-16). Laodicea later 
developed an infamous reputation because of Jesus’ criticism in the Book 
of Revelation (Rev. 3:14-22).

highlights what should be embraced. Both are necessary in the 
Christian life.

Wisdom means seeing things from God’s perspective and acting 
according to His plan. The presence of the false teachers made God’s 
wisdom even more important for the Colossians in their context. 

The result of warning and teaching in wisdom is spiritual growth. 
Paul longed for the Colossians to become mature in Christ. Helping 
believers become more like Jesus wasn’t a passing interest for Paul; 
it was what his life was all about. He used the words strenuously 
contend to convey the intensity he exerted in his ministry. The Greek 
wording indicates an athlete enduring pain and agonizing to the 
point of exhaustion to reach a goal. God placed this all-encompassing 
commission on the apostle’s life, and Paul responded by devoting 
every fiber of his being to fulfilling that call.

Paul also acknowledged that it was not about him; it was all about 
Jesus. Paul could put in the long hours and endure the persecutions, 
but it would be worthless unless he was plugged into Christ and 
trusting in his energy. The idea here is that the apostle drew his 
energy from the supernatural power of Christ working powerfully 
through his life. 

How does the gospel empower a person to share the truth about Jesus? 
What are the consequences of delivering a message in our own strength?

CONCERNED FOR THE FAITHFUL (COL . 2:1-3)
1 I want you to know how hard I am contending for you and for 
those at Laodicea, and for all who have not met me personally. 2 My 

KE Y DOCTRINE:  Evangelism and Missions

It is the duty and privilege of every follower of Christ and of every 
church of the Lord Jesus Christ to endeavor to make disciples of all 
nations. (See Matt. 28:18-20.)
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How is Paul’s concern a demonstration of his maturity? Does a believer’s 
concern for others serve as an indicator of spiritual maturity? Explain. 

Spiritual maturity doesn’t just happen; it is nurtured. Paul wanted 
to play a role in the Colossians’ development as believers. He longed 
for them to be encouraged in the truth of the gospel. The Greek word 
conveys the idea of strength to stand up for what is right. It also refers 
to something required at that moment. The Colossians needed help to 
stand strong in the face of meddling false teachers. 

Growing as a Christian means  
growing closer to Christ.

Paul’s explanation for desiring the congregation’s encouragement 
and unity was that they might possess all the riches of 
understanding and knowledge that are in Christ. The activity of 
the false teachers was the impetus behind Paul’s desire. Some 
false teachers made much of their supposed secrets and hidden 
wisdom, supposing themselves to have a higher knowledge than 
that possessed by ordinary Christians. In opposition to such a 
supposition was Paul’s understanding that all a believer needs to 
understand and know is found in Christ. Jesus is the “storehouse” 
for God’s good gifts. We receive them as we come to Him in faith. 

Growing as a Christian means growing closer to Christ. The 
mysteries promised by the false teachers couldn’t provide that kind of 
fellowship or security. Their secrets only led to more bondage, while 
the gospel sets people free.

The Father has given believers everything they need to know 
Him more intimately through the work of the Son. All the treasures 
of wisdom and knowledge are available through Christ. He holds 
nothing back, so we lack nothing. We need to put our trust in Him 
and allow Him to teach us how to become more like Him.
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APPLY THE TEXT
• God works through the lives of His followers to make the 

gospel known.
• Believers deliver God’s message in His strength so others can grow 

spiritually.
• Believers demonstrate maturity by encouraging faithfulness 

in others.

To whom are you being sent to share the gospel? To what lengths are you 
willing to go to complete that task? What is your next step in sharing with 
that person or group?

Evaluate your level of trust in God in delivering the gospel to others.  
In what areas do you need to depend upon God more fully?

Discuss as a group ways of encouraging others to grow spiritually.  
How can the group show a greater concern for all people?

PRAYER NEEDS
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8282

The Gospel’s Forgiveness
Forgiveness of sin is found only through faith in Jesus.

COLOSSIANS 2:4-15
When Spanish sailors discovered the Galapagos Islands, they found 
so many giant tortoises that they named the islands after them. 
(Galapago is Spanish for “tortoise.”) Except for a few zoos, the islands 
are the only place these animals live. We can find them only if we are 
looking in the right place. In spiritual terms, God’s forgiveness works 
the same way. God makes it abundantly available, but we must be 
looking in the right place. More specifically, we must be looking to the 
right person—Jesus.  

How do people try to deal with their sin apart from Jesus? 

Dat e of My Bi bl e St u dy: _________

S E S S I O N  9
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UNDERSTAND THE CONTEXT
COLOSSIANS 2:4-15
The second chapter of Colossians opens with Paul expressing his 
anxious concern for the Colossian believers. He referred to that 
concern as a great struggle, likely, indicating the intensity of his 
ongoing prayers for them. To his concern for the church, he added 
his intense desire for their encouragement and unity, as well as their 
understanding of the treasures of wisdom and knowledge hidden 
in Christ. 

This week’s passage opens with his statement of the reason for 
his anxious concern: He did not want them to be deceived by false 
teachings. He had become aware of false teachers who were seeking 
to deceive the Colossian believers with fine-sounding reasoning and 
impressive rhetoric. The efforts of the false teachers in their midst 
were aimed at leading the members away from their first love for 
Christ and their convictions about His person and work. Paul directed 
them to continue to follow Christ with gratitude, just as they had been 
taught from the beginning. Even though not physically present with 
them, Paul assured them that he was with them in spirit and deep 
concern. Believers then and now are to remain faithful to Christ and 
true to His gospel. 

Paul’s challenge to the Colossians to carefully evaluate what 
they believed focused on two main points. First, he called them to 
embrace the faith that had been delivered to them—faith that relied 
on Christ alone for a relationship with the Father (Col. 2:6-7). Second, 
he urged them to reject the false teachers who promoted other ideas 
and options (2:8-15). By emphasizing these truths, Paul reminded the 
Colossians of the absolute sufficiency of Christ’s work on their behalf. 
The heretics might rely on special knowledge or legalistic rituals, but 
nothing they offered could provide what only Jesus freely offered. 

Read Colossians 2:4-15 and underline what faith in Jesus provides.  
How is faith in Jesus alone superior to all other teachings and 
philosophies about life?

83Se ssion 9 :  T he G os p el ’s  Forg ivene s s

© 2021 Lifeway Christian Resources



84 E x pl or e t h e Bi bl e |  P er son a l St u dy Gu i de

EXPLORE THE TEXT
CONTINUE (COL . 2:4-7)
4 I tell you this so that no one may deceive you by fine-sounding 
arguments. 5 For though I am absent from you in body, I am 
present with you in spirit and delight to see how disciplined you 
are and how firm your faith in Christ is. 6 So then, just as you 
received Christ Jesus as Lord, continue to live your lives in him, 
7 rooted and built up in him, strengthened in the faith as you were 
taught, and overflowing with thankfulness.

VERSES 4-5

Paul understood that the false teachers’ ultimate goal was to deceive 
the Colossians. Because their teaching had no real spiritual substance 
to offer, they relied on the power of persuasion to fool the Colossians. 
To this end, they had developed a system of fine-sounding arguments. 
The false teachers weren’t trying to pull the Colossians away from 
orthodoxy with a sudden jerk. Instead, they mixed truth and error, 
using just enough Christian vocabulary to appear legitimate. 

The heretics had daily access to the Colossian congregation, putting 
Paul at a disadvantage. He was absent from you in body, imprisoned 
in Rome with no immediate hope of confronting the troublemakers in 
person. Despite his physical separation, Paul reminded the Colossians 
he was with them in spirit. As an apostle, he had power and authority 
that the false teachers could never hope to achieve.

Even from a distance, Paul could discern the true condition of the 
Colossian church. He recognized that they were disciplined. This was 
probably a military term that described a camp that was organized 
and defended well. The Colossians’ faith had held up under pressure, 
and they refused to scatter when attacked. They had demonstrated 
the firmness of their faith in Christ—a quality that Paul urged them 
to expand.

VERSES 6-7 

The Colossians had not simply learned nice doctrines. They had 
received Christ Jesus Himself. They had accepted Christ as their 
Savior and their Lord. Jesus needed to remain their focus. Since they 
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were making steady progress, Paul urged the Colossians to maintain 
their course. He encouraged them to continue to live your lives with 
Christ each day. The false teachers were tempting them to pursue a 
different path.

Christ gave the Colossians an anchor against the heretics’ 
deceptions. Paul used three strong words to describe just how this 
anchor would keep them grounded in the gospel. First, they would 
be rooted. Strong trees stand up against storms when their roots run 
deep. Sometimes, the roots of multiple trees will connect and provide 
added strength. This was Paul’s prayer for the Colossians.

Second, they would be built up in him. The deeper the foundation, 
the higher a building can reach. That solid base provides strength 
and integrity for growth. By taking care of what can’t be seen (their 
roots), the Colossians would glorify God through what was seen (their 
spiritual growth).

Finally, the Colossians would be strengthened in the faith. While 
this could have referred to personal faith, Paul was likely talking 
about the larger Christian faith that was in the heretics’ crosshairs. 
The Colossians’ maturity would counteract this ongoing assault on 
true Christianity. Christ would help them recognize the emptiness of 
false doctrines and uphold the true knowledge of Christ. 

The Greek language here emphasizes an ongoing process for each 
of these areas. As the Colossians continued to mature, they would 
overflow with thankfulness. When believers understand the depth of 
God’s forgiveness and faithfulness, they respond with thanksgiving. In 
contrast, the burden of false teaching offers no motivation for gratitude.

How can a believer go deeper and grow stronger in understanding 
Christian truth?

BE CAREFUL (COL . 2:8-10)
8 See to it that no one takes you captive through hollow and 
deceptive philosophy, which depends on human tradition and the 
elemental spiritual forces of this world rather than on Christ. 9 For 
in Christ all the fullness of the Deity lives in bodily form, 10 and in 
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Christ you have been brought to fullness. He is the head over every 
power and authority.

VERSE 8

The false teachers weren’t simply misguided Christians who meant 
well. They were carrying out a systematic attack on Christian 
faith. That’s why Paul told the Colossians to see to it. The primary 
consequence of slacking off would be spiritual bondage. Paul noted that 
they could be taken captive through hollow and deceptive philosophy. 
The original wording refers to being kidnapped and put into slavery.  

Paul wasn’t attacking philosophy in general but a particular 
worldview that was demonic and hollow. In contrast to the fullness 
of Christ, the heretics were peddling a spiritual bait-and-switch that 
offered only empty promises. Paul emphasized its human tradition, 
meaning it was a man-made attempt to fit God into human boundaries. 
The heretics were creating God in the image of human beings.

The apostle also said it was based on the elemental spiritual forces 
of this world. Originally, this idea referred to the elements of wind, 
fire, earth, and water. Later, the definition broadened to mean the 
basics of anything—the “ABCs” of a matter. Some scholars also believe 
it could refer to supernatural beings created by and subject to Christ. 

These teachings were clearly non-Christian since they relied 
on human wisdom or spiritual beings rather than on Christ. Any 
doctrine that leads people away from Christ is dangerous and must 
be avoided. Regardless of how nicely the world’s boxes are wrapped, 
these cheap substitutes will always come up empty. The gospel is the 
only reliable filter for matters of faith.

What are some things people trust as truth? Where do these fall short 
when compared to the Bible? 

KE Y DOCTRINE:  God the Son

Christ is the eternal Son of God. (See John 1:1-3.)
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Christ you have been brought to fullness. He is the head over every 
power and authority.

VERSE 8

The false teachers weren’t simply misguided Christians who meant 
well. They were carrying out a systematic attack on Christian 
faith. That’s why Paul told the Colossians to see to it. The primary 
consequence of slacking off would be spiritual bondage. Paul noted that 
they could be taken captive through hollow and deceptive philosophy. 
The original wording refers to being kidnapped and put into slavery.  

Paul wasn’t attacking philosophy in general but a particular 
worldview that was demonic and hollow. In contrast to the fullness 
of Christ, the heretics were peddling a spiritual bait-and-switch that 
offered only empty promises. Paul emphasized its human tradition, 
meaning it was a man-made attempt to fit God into human boundaries. 
The heretics were creating God in the image of human beings.

The apostle also said it was based on the elemental spiritual forces 
of this world. Originally, this idea referred to the elements of wind, 
fire, earth, and water. Later, the definition broadened to mean the 
basics of anything—the “ABCs” of a matter. Some scholars also believe 
it could refer to supernatural beings created by and subject to Christ. 

These teachings were clearly non-Christian since they relied 
on human wisdom or spiritual beings rather than on Christ. Any 
doctrine that leads people away from Christ is dangerous and must 
be avoided. Regardless of how nicely the world’s boxes are wrapped, 
these cheap substitutes will always come up empty. The gospel is the 
only reliable filter for matters of faith.

What are some things people trust as truth? Where do these fall short 
when compared to the Bible? 

KE Y DOCTRINE:  God the Son

Christ is the eternal Son of God. (See John 1:1-3.)

VERSES 9-10

Jesus was the cornerstone of Paul’s argument against the heretics, 
because only He possessed all the fullness of the Deity in His earthly 
body. Jesus is completely God and completely human at the same time. 
The false teachers claimed that God had secrets that only a few could 
access. Paul refuted that claim. God revealed Himself through Christ. 
To know the Son is to know the Father.

Just as Christ displayed the nature of God, believers should reflect 
the nature of Christ. Paul wrote that Jesus filled the Colossians at the 
moment of salvation, giving them immediate access to all He had to 
offer. He held nothing back. Spiritual maturity is nurtured through 
the One we trust, not what we accomplish—and Jesus has given us 
all we need. 

Of course, Christ has much to offer. He is the head over every 
power and authority. Everything and everyone exists because of 
Jesus and is subject to Him. Since He provides everything necessary 
for faith, believers have no reason to invest in teachings that deny 
Him and hold them captive.  

REMEMBER (COL . 2:11-15)
11 In him you were also circumcised with a circumcision not 
performed by human hands. Your whole self ruled by the flesh 
was put off when you were circumcised by Christ, 12 having been 

BIBLE SKILL:  Review a Bible dictionary article.

Review an article on the incarnation in a Bible dictionary. Look up 
some of the references identified in the article. Write a summary of 
how you understand the incarnation of Jesus. How do the passages 
you examined help you more fully appreciate Jesus? How does the 
incarnation demonstrate the power and love of God? 
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buried with him in baptism, in which you were also raised with 
him through your faith in the working of God, who raised him 
from the dead. 13 When you were dead in your sins and in the 
uncircumcision of your flesh, God made you alive with Christ. 
He forgave us all our sins, 14 having canceled the charge of our 
legal indebtedness, which stood against us and condemned us; he 
has taken it away, nailing it to the cross. 15 And having disarmed 
the powers and authorities, he made a public spectacle of them, 
triumphing over them by the cross.

VERSES 11-12

The false teachers were likely urging the Colossian Christians to add 
certain “spiritual” practices to their lives as a way to complete their 
salvation. One of those extras could have been circumcision. Paul 
reminded the Colossians they had already been circumcised when they 
accepted Christ—but it was a circumcision not performed by human 
hands. The wording here indicates a work performed by God, not a 
human being. 

By receiving Christ, they had discarded their self ruled by the 
flesh. This transformation was moral, not physical. Through Jesus, 
their old thoughts and actions had been replaced with His thoughts 
and actions. Since He had completely transformed their lives, they 
didn’t need to add anything else to the mix.

In addition to spiritual circumcision, the Colossians had given a 
physical testimony of their faith. They had been buried with him in 
baptism. This ordinance had provided a public statement that they 
had died to their old lives and been raised with him through … faith. 
Their allegiance now belonged to Christ alone.

As a result, the God who had raised him from the dead also gave 
the Colossians new life. The heretics wanted the church to forget these 
truths and follow a path of special knowledge and ascetic practices. 
Paul challenged them to remember what God had done for them and 
to live in that truth.

How does baptism serve as a means for declaring a person’s faith in 
Christ alone? 
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VERSES 13-14

Apart from Christ, we are dead in our sins. But Jesus changed 
everything! Paul emphasized four important things Christ does 
for those who accept Him. First, He makes us alive. By sacrificing 
His life on the cross, Jesus gave us life. Second, Jesus forgave us 
of the trespasses that kept us enslaved. Third, Jesus canceled the 
charge of our legal indebtedness. Transactions in the ancient world 
were recorded in ledgers, providing written proof of debt. These 
parchments could also be scraped clean and used again. 

A person’s disobedience to God’s law amasses a huge debt. One 
might think of a spiritual IOU, in which the one in debt is forgiven of 
the debt without having to be the one making payment. We who trust 
Christ as Savior can breathe a sigh of relief in the knowledge that God 
has marked that IOU as “Paid in Full,” nailing it to the cross for all 
to see. As part of ancient crucifixions, officials attached a list of the 
criminal’s charges to the cross. For example, Pilate listed Jesus’ crime 
as being the King of the Jews (Matt. 27:37; John 19:19).  

VERSE 15

Through Jesus’ death and resurrection, He disarmed the powers and 
authorities. The picture is of a conquered enemy stripped of its armor 
and weapons. Likewise, Jesus removed any authority these pretenders 
thought they held over humanity. For all practical purposes, the 
rebellion Satan instigated in Eden was crushed by Jesus’ death 
and resurrection. 

Jesus also made a public spectacle of them. The cross might have 
seemed humiliating for Jesus. He was an innocent man experiencing 
a horrible death for a group of rebels who couldn’t help themselves. 
But His death led to the glory of His resurrection—and the downfall 
of His enemies. They thought they had silenced the Messiah, but 
God turned the tables and brought them to shame. Instead of being 
shamed, Jesus triumphed over His enemies—and sealed their 
eternal fate. 

Paul encouraged the Colossians to remember both who Christ 
is and what He has done. Salvation is only possible through Him. 
No special knowledge or legalistic ritual even comes close. As they 
recalled these truths, Paul’s readers would understand that the false 
teachers were on the wrong side of history—and eternity.
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APPLY THE TEXT
• Believers are to remain faithful to Christ and His gospel.
• Believers must carefully examine the teachings of others in light of 

Jesus’ being fully God and fully human.
• Through faith in Christ alone, we find forgiveness and victory.

What safeguards have you put in place to help you remain faithful to 
Christ? How can you strengthen those safeguards?

What practical steps can you take to filter messages through the truth of 
the gospel? What will have to change in your life to make that happen?

What can you and the members of your Bible study group do to 
acknowledge and celebrate Jesus’ work in your lives? How can you help 
others discover Him?

PRAYER NEEDS
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91Dat e of My Bi bl e St u dy: _________

The Gospel’s Freedom
The gospel gives believers the freedom to live a God-honoring life.

COLOSSIANS 2:16-23
History tells us of soldiers who continued to stand guard after a 
war had been settled and treaties signed. Some ignored messages 
about treaties and others simply were never told. They were fighting 
for something already settled. Some of the Colossian believers were 
fighting a war already settled as well. False teachers were trying 
to convince them they needed more than faith in Jesus to have a 
true relationship with God. In choosing to follow certain legalistic 
practices, they were trying to fight a battle Jesus had already won. 

What makes it hard for some people to accept the idea that salvation 
comes through faith in Jesus alone? Why do some people try to add 
requirements beyond faith in Jesus for gaining favor with God? 

S E S S I O N  1 0
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UNDERSTAND THE CONTEXT
COLOSSIANS 2:16-23
The false teachers causing trouble in the church at Colossae were 
using a two-step approach to promote their lies. First, they were 
raising questions about the nature of Jesus—denying that He really 
was God. Next, they were teaching that believers needed to practice 
certain rituals to gain the secret knowledge that filled in the gaps 
Jesus left behind. 

Paul went to great lengths to show that Jesus is completely God and 
completely human at the same time (Col. 1:15-20). When people saw 
Him on earth, they were seeing God. He revealed the Father in a way 
no one else ever could (2:9-10). Paul also emphasized that Jesus holds 
authority over every corner of creation—including the Colossians and 
their church. His death and resurrection demonstrated that power. 

The false teachers weren’t offering anything real. Paul reminded 
the Colossians that there is a big difference between what has 
substance and what is only a shadow (2:16-17). The Colossian 
believers had experienced Christ and knew His teaching was solid. 
But the heretics’ teaching was just an illusion that only led to 
disappointment and frustration. 

Paul also noted a difference between what is eternal and what 
is temporal (2:20-23). The false teachers were arguing about what 
people ate and how they treated their bodies. While those things 
are important, their value is limited to earth. One day, human rules 
and regulations will fade away, but the truth of the gospel isn’t going 
anywhere. Jesus is eternal, and believers can trust in Him as the 
foundation for life. 

Read Colossians 2:16-23 in your Bible, looking for the contrasts 
presented. How would you describe the difference between faith in Jesus 
alone and a self-made religion?
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EXPLORE THE TEXT
FREEDOM IN WORSHIP (COL . 2:16-17)
16 Therefore do not let anyone judge you by what you eat or drink, 
or with regard to a religious festival, a New Moon celebration or a 
Sabbath day. 17 These are a shadow of the things that were to come; 
the reality, however, is found in Christ.

VERSES 16-17

In the preceding verses (vv. 8-15), Paul emphasized the freedom that 
comes from Christ. Through His death and resurrection, Jesus had 
set the Colossians free from both the consequences of sin and the 
restrictions of rules and regulations. Meanwhile, the false teachers 
in Colossae were working to keep Christians in spiritual bondage. 
Their heresy emphasized works and effort, and they had appointed 
themselves as the final arbiters of true faith. They felt they had earned 
the right to judge others based on their own ideas of orthodoxy. 

The Colossians couldn’t actually prevent anyone from judging 
them, but they could control their reactions to those judgments. Paul 
urged them to reject this theology of legalism and works. The false 
teachers were obsessed with what you eat or drink, which probably 
involved kosher regulations rather than food sacrificed to idols. They 
also emphasized special events—like a religious festival, a New Moon 
celebration or a Sabbath day—above the God those events were 
designed to honor.

Some pagan religions held fast to certain dietary restrictions and 
observed special days on the religious calendar. The false teachers may 
have been trying to add burdens from the Mosaic law, some kind of 
idolatrous rituals, or a combination of the two. Whatever the exact 
situation, Paul challenged the Colossians to reject the condemnation 
and guilt the heretics were using to manipulate them. Giving in to their 
threats would demonstrate a lack of faith in the full work of Jesus and 
would rob them of the freedom they had received through Him. 

Because Paul understood the difference between what is real 
and what is not, he was adamant about avoiding legalistic standards 
of holiness. The rules and regulations of the law had their place in 
pointing people to God, but they were only a shadow of the truth. 
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The law’s main purpose was to remind people that something 
better—something complete—was on the way.

A shadow is always less important than the body it represents. At 
best, it serves as an empty, incomplete copy of a tangible object. The 
“tangible” arrived through Jesus’ incarnation. While sacrifices, dietary 
laws, and special days foreshadowed God’s plan of redemption, the 
true reality of salvation is Christ. He was the One every point of the 
law had been anticipating. 

Allowing the heretics to pull them toward a legalistic religion was 
a spiritual step backward for the Colossians. Reverting back to the old 
way of doing things just didn’t make sense.

How does legalism get in the way of true worship?  
How can you tell the difference in the two? 

FREEDOM FROM FALSEHOODS (COL . 2:18-19)
18 Do not let anyone who delights in false humility and the worship 
of angels disqualify you. Such a person also goes into great detail 
about what they have seen; they are puffed up with idle notions by 
their unspiritual mind. 19 They have lost connection with the head, 
from whom the whole body, supported and held together by its 
ligaments and sinews, grows as God causes it to grow.

VERSES 18-19

The false teachers’ arsenal also included self-denial and special 
revelations. To the heretics, these were true indicators of spiritual 
superiority. To Paul, they were simply more of the same spiritual junk 
food the believers in Colossae needed to avoid.

The apostle told the Colossians that no one should disqualify them 
for relying on Christ alone. The Greek for disqualify was used of an 
athlete banned from competition. In other words, the false teachers 
were playing the role of umpire, using a legalistic checklist to define 
genuine faith. Paul encouraged his readers to protect their spiritual 
reward against anyone who would steal it through extra requirements 
and expectations. 
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That list included full servings of common, man-made ways to find 
God and to earn His favor. False humility focused on denying one’s 
self through rigorous efforts. These “sacrifices” produced a sense of 
false humility and a condescending attitude. Ironically, the heretics’ 
brand of humility was actually rooted in their own pride.

The false teachers hoped that denying physical pleasures would 
lead them into heavenly realms and the worship of angels. This could 
mean either that the angels were objects of worship or that the heretics 
wanted to worship God the way angels did. They wanted to reach 
supernatural levels of adoration. Supposedly, such ecstatic experiences 
would provide visions that validated one’s faith. Without comparable 
experiences, one’s faith would fall under suspicion. 

For all their pride, the heretics were actually puffed up with idle 
notions by their unspiritual mind. In modern terms, they were full of 
hot air and liked the sound of their own voices. Spiritual experiences 
have their place, but they are not the standard for genuine faith. That 
position belongs to Christ alone.  

They chased visions instead of 
pursuing Christ. 

The biggest problem with the heretics was that they lost 
connection with the head. They had allowed mystical experiences 
to become the focus of their faith rather than the Savior. As a result, 
they chased visions instead of pursuing Christ. Their teaching had a 
God-shaped hole, which left them disconnected from the Source of 
genuine spiritual truth. 

It is impossible to enjoy a robust spiritual life without leaning into 
the Author of life. A “headless” faith is a lifeless faith, so maintaining 
an intimate connection with Jesus is vital for believers. As the head, 
Jesus leads the whole body. Without Him, no believer can think 
clearly or act correctly. No one experiences spiritual health outside 
His umbrella. 

Paul also noted that the Lord’s people are supported and held 
together by Him. Pursuing the Christian life apart from Christ leads 
to spiritual starvation, not to mention chaos and disorder. He keeps 
everything from falling apart. The ligaments and sinews could refer 
to believers’ relationships with one another. So damage is not only 
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done to our connection to Christ but also our connection to other 
Christ followers.  

The false teachers believed their practices earned God’s attention 
and admiration. They thought they had discovered the path to 
a special relationship with Him. But Paul made it clear that the 
falsehoods of legalism and mysticism fall short. The only way to enjoy 
a true, personal relationship with God was to rely completely on 
Christ and what He did through His death and resurrection.

Why is it important for the believer to be connected to the Head along 
with other believers? How can these connections be protected? 

FREEDOM TO LIVE (COL . 2:20-23)
20 Since you died with Christ to the elemental spiritual forces of 
this world, why, as though you still belonged to the world, do you 
submit to its rules: 21 “Do not handle! Do not taste! Do not touch!”? 
22 These rules, which have to do with things that are all destined 
to perish with use, are based on merely human commands and 
teachings. 23 Such regulations indeed have an appearance of 
wisdom, with their self-imposed worship, their false humility 
and their harsh treatment of the body, but they lack any value in 
restraining sensual indulgence.

VERSES 20-21

The Colossians had died to the elemental spiritual forces of this world 
when they came to Christ. The spirits of the culture were dominating 
the false teachers, but the Colossians had embraced the power of 
God’s Spirit. 

The truth of their conversion raised an important question in 
Paul’s mind. Since they had rejected their old way of living and started 
following Christ, why were they acting like they belonged to the 
world? They were Christians but were allowing the false teachers to 
define their faith in unhealthy and ungodly ways. 

Primarily, their compromise was showing up in a willingness to 
submit to the world’s rules. Paul warned them about this danger. 
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Instead of leaning into Christ and what He had to say about them, the 
heretics had created their own rules for holiness and were holding the 
Colossian believers to that standard. Individuals disconnected from 
the Head were calling the shots, telling Christ followers what they 
should and should not handle and taste and touch. By surrendering 
to the demands of the false teachers, Paul’s readers were sacrificing 
their freedom in Christ in an attempt to conform to a man-made 
checklist of good works. 

VERSE 22

The problem with the regulations is that they distracted believers 
from what really mattered in life. Paul noted that the rules treasured 
by the heretics are all destined to perish with use. In contrast, Christ 
is eternal. He had no beginning and will have no end. The legalistic 
rituals and expectations will pass, but the faithfulness of Christ carries 
believers through this life and the next.

Paul noted that if the Colossians wanted to know what was 
temporal and what is eternal, they needed to examine the source. The 
false teachers were promoting human commands and teachings. The 
ideas and philosophies of the heretics would come and go. Since their 

BIBLE SKILL:  Read a Bible dictionary article.

In a Bible dictionary, read an article about fasting. Review some of 
the passages listed in the article. Note the reasons and spiritual 
benefits identified in the article. What are some situations in which 
fasting produced a positive, God-honoring outcome? What are some 
temptations that seem easily to attach to the discipline of fasting?
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teachings were empty, they offered no anchor to protect followers 
from the winds of change.

VERSE 23

The false teachers had developed an appearance of being spiritual 
leaders. They had convinced people that they knew something more, 
something deeper. But Paul understood the difference between 
reputation and reality. Behind the shiny trappings, the heretics were 
simply promoting a self-made religion. 

Religious rules and regulations  
cannot change a life.

Along with empty theology, the heretics were pushing false 
humility and harsh treatment of the body. Like the Pharisees of 
Jesus’ day, the false teachers wore a mask of hypocrisy. They were 
Paul’s equivalent to the whitewashed tombs filled with dead men’s 
bones (Matt. 23:27-28). Their inflated egos and ascetic rituals only 
fueled their pride and arrogance.

Nothing the heretics did or said could draw them (or anyone else) 
closer to God. Religious rules and regulations cannot change a life. 
Only Jesus can forgive sin and transform people from darkness to 
light. Instead of restraining sensual indulgence, the false teachers 
only made matters worse. They rationalized their deceptions and fell 
deeper into spiritual bondage. 

What are some things people try to add to gain salvation or a deeper 
spirituality? How can the things identified work against the freedom 
found in Jesus?

KE Y DOCTRINE:  Salvation

There is no salvation apart from personal faith in Jesus Christ as Lord. 
(See John 14:6.)
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APPLY THE TEXT
• Believers are free to worship God in light of the gospel.
• Believers are free to enjoy a relationship with God through Christ.
• Believers find freedom through expressing their faith in Christ in 

all areas of their lives.

What legalistic rules do you struggle with the most? How can you apply 
Paul’s teaching to your situation?

Discuss the role believers play in helping each other stay connected 
to God. What actions might your group need to take in light of 
your discussion?

To what evidence can you point as proof that you have died with Christ to 
the elements of this world? With whom can you share about the freedom 
found through faith in Jesus? 

PRAYER NEEDS
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