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In verse 8 Paul had said, “See to it that no one takes you captive through philosophy and empty 

deception, according to the tradition of men, according to the elementary principles of the world, rather 

than according to Christ.” Verses 16–23 develop this thought. The switch to the singular (no one. . . he. . 

. his . . . ) is probably simply generic (Moo, 218), picturing an individual who is typical of  the larger 

group. 

2:16 Therefore no one is to act as your judge in regard to food or drink or in respect to a 

festival or a new moon or a Sabbath day-- 

2:17 things which are a mere shadow of what is to come; but the substance belongs to Christ. 

“Therefore” in verse 16 draws a conclusion to the theology of the fulness of Christ in verses 9–15 (Moo, 

218).  Because Christ is the source of spiritual completeness (2:10), do not let anyone impose upon you a 

program of spiritual development that adds to Him. Bad theology leads to bad practice.  

There are two matters that the opponents of the church were focused on: (1) things related to food and 

drink, and (2) observances of religious days. 

No one is to act as your judge in regard to food or drink. It appears that some were telling those in 

Colossae that certain foods or drinks should not be consumed. The Old Testament and Judaism show 

that there were Jews who lived among Gentiles who refused to eat certain foods or drink wine for fear 

of ritual contamination. Although Paul doesn’t specifically say these were Jews, his reference to the 

Sabbath leads us to believe they were.  

Festivals, new moon celebrations, and keeping the Sabbath day are certainly Jewish in background and 

common in the OT (1 Chron. 23:31; 2 Chron. 2:3; 31:3; Ezek. 45:17; Hos. 2:13). “Festivals” include both 

annual pilgrimages (Passover/Unleavened Bread, Booths /Tabernacles, and Weeks/ Firstfruits) as well as 

other special times of community observances. The Sabbath was from sunset on Friday to sunset on 

Saturday (note: it is literally Sabbaths [plural], however, the plural is used regularly in a singular sense, 

following the usage in Aramaic—Moo, 220, n. 127).  For Israel, keeping these days was evidence of 

obedience to the Law and a sign of Israel’s election among the nations (O’Brien, 139), but with the 

coming of Christ their purpose came to an end.  

Verse 17 has no grammatical connection to verse 16, but the point is easy to understand: No one should 

judge others in the matters listed in verse 16 because they are only shadows that have their reality in 

Christ. Hebrews 10:1 also says, “the Law has but a shadow of the good things to come instead of the 

true form of these realities.” A shadow accurately depicts the object that casts it; however, the shadow 

lacks the clarity of the object itself. If the object is visible, there is little benefit in focusing on the 

shadow. This is not a denigration of the OT; Paul values these things for what they are—shadows. Yet 

the gospel announces the substance, and we should live in that substance. Christians are already 

complete in Christ; they possess the reality that these other things only pointed to.  

“That Paul without any qualification can relegate Sabbaths to shadows certainly indicates that he does 

not see them as binding and makes it is extremely unlikely that he could have seen the Christian first day 

as a continuation of the Sabbath. When Sabbath observance was not being imposed on Gentiles as 

necessary for full salvation and did not form part of any syncretistic teaching, Paul evidently tolerated it 

but regarded those who practiced it as adolescent and not yet mature in Christ” (Lincoln, From Sabbath 

to Lords Day, 368). “In a similar way, then, to Romans 14:5, Colossians 2:16 can validly be used, we 
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think, to conclude that the observance of the Sabbath day is no longer a requirement for God’s people 

in the new realm” (Moo, 222).  

As Moo explains,  

According to the fundamental salvation-historical perspective of the New Testament writers, the 

Old Testament, and especially the law, belong to the time of promise, to the time when God was 

preparing His people in the world for salvation in Christ. With the coming of Christ, the new era 

of fulfillment has dawned. The old era and the law have now been brought to their 

“culmination” (Ro. 10:4). Believers who belong to the new era through their incorporation into 

Christ therefore experience the reality to which the Old Testament and its law pointed. And they 

are no longer compelled to follow the laws of that earlier era. The Colossian Christians should 

not let anyone insist on their observing the rules and ceremonies of the earlier era that has now 

passed (Moo, 223). 

It is interesting to note that the word translated as “substance” in verse 17 is sw/ma (soma) which is 

normally translated as “body”—perhaps the body that casts the shadow. When used in connection with 

“shadow” (skia, skia) it refers to “the thing itself,” “the reality.” It is doubtful that it has reference to the 

body of Christ as a few commentators suggest (Moo, 224).  

The main thought is that Christians are made complete in Christ. We need nothing else. We should not 

be threatened or alarmed by people who tell us that we need to do certain things (in this case live in the 

shadows of Judaism) in order to be spiritually complete. 

2:18 Let no one keep defrauding you of your prize by delighting in self-abasement and the 

worship of the angels, taking his stand on visions he has seen, inflated without cause by his 

fleshly mind, 

2:19 and not holding fast to the head, from whom the entire body, being supplied and held 

together by the joints and ligaments, grows with a growth which is from God. 

“Let (no one) keep defrauding (you) of your prize” translates a single verb in Greek—  katabrabeue,tw 
(katabrabeueto). The word was sometimes used of an umpire in an athletic event when an athlete was 

disqualified (see also NKJ, NIV, ESV). However, it most often simply meant to “judge” or “condemn” 

(Moo, 224). This should probably be retained here: “Let no one condemn you. . .” 

The rest of the verse is made up of three descriptions of those who condemn others. It is loaded with 

problems in translation and interpretation.  

1. “Delighting in self-abasement.” Literally, the verse reads, “delighting in humility.” In 3:12 the 

same word is used to describe Christian character (“Put on . . .  humility”). However, it’s clear that Paul is 

condemning behavior in verse 18, so we must assume that this should not be taken at face value. Their 

humility was distorted. The NIV and the NKJ translate it as “false humility,” the ESV as “asceticism,” and 

the NAS as “self-abasement.” As we keep reading, it appears that they believed that their self-imposed, 

“humble” lifestyle displayed a superior level of spirituality that every Christian needed to imitate. 

The second thing that they delighted in was the worship of angels. Although the Jews worshipped one 

true God, there was an increasing prominence given to angels within Judaism. Three times in the NT the 

Jewish tradition regarding angels as mediators in the giving of the Law is mentioned (Acts 7:53; Gal. 
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3:19; Heb. 2:2). But this was taken to the degree that the writer of Hebrews was compelled to write a 

polemic defending the superiority of Christ over angels (see Heb. 1:5–14).  Colossians has emphasized 

the superiority of Christ over every spiritual power (1:16, 20:2:10, 15), perhaps in part to combat the 

false doctrine regarding angels that was being practiced.   

2. The phrase translated as “taking his stand on visions he has seen” is very difficult to translate 

and understand. The word “visions” is not in the original text. Literally, it reads, “which he has seen 

upon entering” (O’Brien, 143) or “who goes into things (he/she) has seen.” By itself, this is unintelligible. 

It is also debated whether “goes into” is used literally or metaphorically (“goes into detail about”).  Add 

to this the views of individual Greek scholars and we have a myriad of possibilities. In spite of this, one 

thing seems clear: the opponents of the church were relying on “spiritual experiences” (something they 

saw, whether real or imagined) as proof of their spirituality.  

3. Lastly, Paul says these people were inflated without cause by their fleshly mind. They were 

arrogant. They had no basis (or, cause) for thinking so highly of themselves. They were “puffed up 

without reason” (ESV). Their arrogance stemmed from a fleshly mind (worldly thinking, driven by the sin 

nature) and was the basis of them judging others.  

These individuals were not holding fast to the head (2:19). They were professing Christians who were 

obsessed with experiences, asceticism, and angels, but had lost contact with the one who is the head of 

the church (1:18). Christ, as the head, is the source of the body’s nourishment, unity, and growth. As 

Paul says, it is from Christ that the entire body, being supplied (nourished) and held together by the 

joints and ligaments (unified), grows with a growth which is from God.  

In a similar way, Ephesians 4:16 says, [Christ] “from whom the whole body, joined and held together by 

every joint with which it is equipped, when each part is working properly, makes the body grow so that 

it builds itself up in love.” The body members (body parts) function harmoniously, support, and learn 

from one another when they are under the direction of the head. “It is no shame when a Christian finds 

that he or she cannot grow spiritually without support and help from fellow believers; it is, rather, a 

surprise that anyone should have thought such a thing was possible, let alone desirable” (Wright, 129).  

To sum up, my understanding of verses 16–20 is as follows: Paul is saying that you shouldn’t give 

credence to anyone who condemns you in regard to what you eat or drink or in respect to observing 

festivals or the Sabbath. Such people delight in false humility and the worship of angels. They seek 

spiritual experiences, and without any basis are puffed up in their worldly thinking. They don’t hold to 

Christ, who is the head of the church and the source of its nourishment, unity, and growth.   

2:20 If you have died with Christ to the elementary principles of the world, why, as if you were 

living in the world, do you submit yourself to decrees, such as, 

2:21 "Do not handle, do not taste, do not touch!" 

2:22 (which all refer to things destined to perish with use) -- in accordance with the 

commandments and teachings of men? 

The basic sentence in verse 20 is “If you died. . . why . . . do you submit?”  The “if” in first class 

conditional sentences assumes the reality of the condition. The meaning is “since you died with Christ” 

(NIV).  
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With the biblical worldview of “corporate solidarity” as his basis, Paul claims that we really did 

die with Christ, were buried with Him, and were raised with Him. Just as all humans are 

appointed by God to be “with” Adam in his sin, so He appointed all humans (or all believers) to 

be “with” Christ in the events that reversed and more than canceled the effects of Adam’s sin  

(see esp. Ro.5:12–21 and Rom. 6:1–6). We enjoy the benefits that Christ has won in His death 

because of our union with Christ (Moo, 233). 

Death often carries the idea of being freed from something. Romans 6:7 says, “For he who has died is 

freed from sin.” Romans 7:1–4 conveys the same thought: “Or do you not know. . . that the law has 

jurisdiction over a person as long as he lives?   For the married woman is bound by law to her husband 

while he is living; but if her husband dies, she is released from the law concerning the husband.  So then, 

if while her husband is living she is joined to another man, she shall be called an adulteress; but if her 

husband dies, she is free from the law, so that she is not an adulteress though she is joined to another 

man.  Therefore, my brethren, you also were made to die to the Law through the body of Christ, so that 

you might be joined to another, to Him who was raised from the dead, in order that we might bear fruit 

for God.”  As death breaks the bond which binds the subject to his ruler, so dying with Christ severs the 

bond to the slavery to the principalities and powers of the world (O’Brien, 149). 

The “elementary principles of the world” refer primarily to the principle (basic) components of the 

physical universe—air, earth, fire, and water.  However, ancient people often associated these with 

spiritual beings or gods. “Some nations had divinities of the four elements, earth and water, and air and 

fire. Others of the sun and moon, and of other planets and fixed stars. Others, again of the whole world” 

(Moo, 191). Thus, in a secondary sense they also refer to the spiritual forces thought to be associated 

with the physical elements. No doubt this is why the ESV translates it as “the elemental spirits of the 

world.” However, this is being more specific than is actually stated.  

The tendency to spiritualize or divinize the material elements was a strong cultural current that the 

people of God had to fight against (cf. Deut. 4:19). It appears that even in Judaism some believed that 

each element had its own angel to rule over it (Jubilees 2:2; O’Brien, 132 for numerous references). “In 

light of this background, then, reference to the material elements of the universe in a religious text such 

as Colossians 2 would almost certainly include some reference to those deities or spirits that were so 

closely associated with the physical elements” (Moo, 191).  

Although an exact definition of “elementary principles of the world” is difficult to pin down, perhaps the 

simplest way to define it is, things “which are of a worldly nature, and which reign among worldly men” 

(Barnes). Our death with Christ removes us from our previous status and our former relationship to the 

world. God has delivered us from the domain of darkness and transferred us to the kingdom of His 

beloved Son (Col. 1:13). We have died and were raised with Him and given new life by Him (2:12, 13). He 

has disarmed the rulers and authorities, made a public display of them, having triumphed over them 

through Christ (2:15). If we have died to this world and are freed from the powers in it, why do we act as 

if we still belong to it and submit to its principles?   

People were being told to submit to OT shadows, but they were also told to submit to the Law in other 

ways (2:21–21).  

"Do not handle, do not taste, do not touch!"  “Do not taste” is a prohibition of eating certain foods. But 

what does “do not handle” and “do not touch” refer to? The terms are synonyms in Greek. Some believe 
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they emphasize not eating or drinking certain foods—“don’t even touch them!” Moo argues that “do 

not handle” and “do not touch” are more likely related to Jewish ritual purity—the avoidance of 

touching things deemed unclean. If so, verse 21 is about ritual defilement related to eating certain foods 

or touching certain objects. These rules are destined to perish. They have nothing to do with true 

Christian spirituality. Arguments advanced against regulations of this sort are also found on the lips of 

Jesus in Matthew 15:1–20 and Mark 7:1–23 (also see Isa. 29:13). 

2:23 These are matters which have, to be sure, the appearance of wisdom in self-made 

religion and self-abasement and severe treatment of the body, but are of no value against 

fleshly indulgence. 

“These” (the rules in verse 21) have the appearance of wisdom but are of no value against fleshly 

indulgence (2:23). That is, they don’t help us deal with sinful desires or develop spirituality.  

The regulations of the false teaching have a reputation as wisdom, but they are based on self-made 

religion, false humility (“self-abasement”—NAS), and severe treatment of the body. The appearance of 

wisdom is only appearance.    

It may be tempting to think that the problems of our sinfulness could be solved by subduing the body 

with harsh treatment or strictly following rules that involved self-denial. But these things do not “kill” 

the flesh. Worse, they are anti-Christian. Christians already have the circumcision of Christ—the body of 

flesh has been stripped away (see notes on 2:11). We have died with Christ and have been raised to 

newness of life (2:11, 12). Trying to supplement our salvation with self-denial and religious observance is 

to deny the completeness we have in Him. The key to spirituality is not to abandon the head and do 

something else, or to behave as if we are incomplete; it is to keep Christ in the center of all of life. In 

chapters 3 and 4 Paul will tell us how to live a Christ-centered life.  

In conclusion, there will always be the threats from people who want to supplement what we have in 

Christ. We should not be persuaded by arguments regarding matters of food or drink, or observing holy 

days or the Sabbath. These things had their place; they served as shadows of reality. But Christ has 

established the reality to which these things pointed. Returning to the shadow is living as if the reality 

isn’t here.  


