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Quintus Septimius Florens Tertullianus – a.k.a. Tertullian

• From Carthage, North Africa.

• Lived c. AD 155–c. 240.

• Trained in Stoic philosophy, but later 
converted to Christianity. 

• Became famous for his defense of 
Christianity against heretics.

• In response to the heresy of Sabellius, Tertullian invented the 
term “trinity” to explain the Bible’s teaching on the Godhead.



“What indeed has Athens to do with Jerusalem? What 
concord is there between the Academy and the Church? What 
between heretics and Christians? . . . Away with all attempts 

to produce a mottled Christianity of Stoic, Platonic, and 
dialectic composition! We want no curious disputation after 

possessing Christ Jesus, no inquisition after enjoying the 
gospel! With our faith, we desire no further belief. For this is 
our palmary [outstanding] faith, that there is nothing which 

we ought to believe besides.” 

—Tertullian, Prescription against Heretics



“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.”  

—Colossians 2:8



• The church in Colossae was planted by Epaphras, as a result of 
Paul’s ministry in Ephesus AD 52–55 (Acts 19:9–10; cf. Col 1:7). 



• Paul wrote to the Colossian 
church during his first Roman 
imprisonment, AD 60–62. 

• Epaphras, the church’s founder 
and pastor, had visited Paul in 
Rome (Col 4:12–13).

• In particular, Epaphras brought news to Paul about the ideas 
seeping into the congregation and seeking influence.

• Paul wrote to confront the dangers of syncretism—of mixing 
the gospel of Christ with other ideologies (esp. Col 2:8–23).



I. The Urgent Warning

“See to it that no one takes you captive” (2:8a)

▪ The language is urgent; there is a clear and present danger.

▪ “See to it” – “realize that something is 
hazardous, watch out!”

▪ Philippians 3:2 – “Beware of the dogs, 
beware of the evil workers, beware of
the false circumcision.”



▪ “that no one” – Epaphras probably informed Paul of the 
individual(s) responsible for the threat. 

▪ “takes you captive” – “to gain control by carrying off as 
spoil,” “to exploit, kidnap.”

▪ Paul is worried not about a 
literal exploitation but about a 
figurative one.

▪ Ideas are not neutral or docile, 
they captivate and control.



“The spiritual confidence-tricksters against whom they are 
put on their guard did not inculcate a godless or immoral way 

of life: the error of such teaching would have been readily 
exposed. Their teaching was rather a blend of the highest 

elements of religion known to Judaism and paganism; 
it was, in fact, a philosophy.” 

—F. F. Bruce, Colossians, 98



II. The Insidious Threat

“through philosophy and empty deception” (2:8b).

▪ The means by which one is taken captive ideologically.

▪ “Philosophy” – φιλοσοφία, pilosophia – φίλος (philos, 
“friend, lover”) + σοφία (sophia, “wisdom”)

▪ “The love of wisdom.”

▪ The term was used by the Greeks and the Jews 
to refer to any religious and moral issues.



▪ The proponents of this threatening heresy in Colossae 
probably referred to their own message as a “philosophy.”

▪ For Paul, it was a danger and had to be rejected because it 
attempted to correct or supplement the Christian faith.

▪ The danger wasn’t from clear-cut lies but 
half-truths—ideas that used the same 
language and addressed the same issues as 
the gospel, but deviated in substance.

▪ Even small variations bring significant 
differences with time and experience.



▪ “and empty deception” – “deceitfulness, trickery” (another 
way to describe this “philosophy”).

▪ Genesis 3:13b (LXX) – “The serpent deceived me, and I ate.”

▪ Matthew 13:22 – “. . . the deceitfulness of wealth . . .”

▪ Hebrews 3:13 – “. . . The deceitfulness of sin . . .”

▪ The emphasis of the noun is on disguising 
what is contrary to reality as real. 

▪ It is “empty” – i.e., worthless of true value.



“These are matters which have, to be sure, the 
appearance of wisdom [σοφία, sophia] in self-made 

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

—Colossians 2:23



“according to the tradition of men, according to the elementary 
principles of the world” (2:8b).

▪ The two standards to which this deceitful philosophy is 
conformed.

▪ First, “the tradition of men” – that which 
is developed by men and handed down 
as “truth.”

▪ Mark 7:8–13 – Jewish traditions

▪ 1 Peter 1:18 – Gentile traditions



▪ Entrenched religious and ethical ideas—sincere, passionate, 
convicting, demanding, generational, conservative . . . but 
not completely true.

▪ Second, “the elementary principles of the world” – a 
challenging phrase to interpret (cf. also v. 20); three 
possibilities:

a) The ABCs or fundamentals of knowledge (Heb 5:12).

b) The elements of the physical world (2 Pet 3:10, 12).

c) *The spiritual beings influencing the world (Gal 4:8ff).



▪ Galatians 4:3 – “So also we, while we were children, were 
held in bondage under the elemental things of the world.”

▪ Galatians 4:8–11 – “However at that time, when you did not 
know God, you were slaves to those which by nature are no 
gods. But now that you have come to know God, or rather to 
be known by God, how is it that you turn back again to the 
weak and worthless elemental things, to which you desire to 
be enslaved all over again? . . . You observe days and months 
and seasons and years. I fear for you, that perhaps I have 
labored over you in vain.”

▪ Spiritual forces influencing humanity’s religious and 
philosophical ideas.



▪ Paul emphasizes that the world of ideas is not disconnected 
from the spiritual domain of darkness.

▪ Ephesians 6:12 – “For our struggle is not against flesh and 
blood, but against the rulers, against the powers, against 
the world forces of this darkness, against the spiritual forces
of wickedness in the heavenly places.”

▪ The gullibility of Christians is in part due to 
a prevailing notion that mankind 
(“tradition”) is inherently decent, and the 
spiritual realm (“elemental spirits”) is 
generally uninfluential.



III. The Matchless Standard

• “rather than according to Christ” (2:8c).

▪ We are to be taken captive by ideas—ideas that conform to or 
originate Christ . . . 

▪ 2:3 – “in whom are hidden all the treasures of wisdom and 
knowledge.”

▪ 2:9 – “in Him all the fullness of Deity dwells in bodily form.”
▪ 2:10 – “in Him you have been made complete, and He is 

the head over all rule and authority.”
▪ 2:11 – “in Him you were also [spiritually] circumcised.”



“Therefore as you have received Christ Jesus the Lord, so 
walk in Him, having been firmly rooted and now being built 

up in Him and established in your faith, just as you were 
instructed, and overflowing with gratitude.”

—Colossians 2:6–7



“Wherefore all theology, when separated 
from Christ, is not only vain and confused, 
but is also mad, deceitful, and spurious; for, 
though the philosophers sometimes utter 
excellent sayings, yet they have nothing but 
what is short-lived, and even mixed up with 
wicked and erroneous sentiments.” 

—John Calvin



“Jesus Christ is not valued at all 
until He is valued above all.”

—Augustine



How then shall we respond?



1. Don’t dance on the edges. 

• Many Christians consider it to be a virtue to see how much 
common ground they can find with error.

• Others are always looking for ways to “redeem” the culture.

• Others are infatuated with whatever is new and trendy.

• Taking the Athenian approach to ideas (cf. Acts 17:21) is a 
certain way to be exploited by the tradition of men and the 
ideology of demons.





“Tell me, what is the sense of this itch for idle 
speculation? What does it prove, this useless 

affection of a fastidious curiosity, 
notwithstanding strong confidence of its 

assertions? It is highly appropriate that Thales, 
while his eyes were roaming the heavens in 

astronomical observation, should have tumbled 
into a well. This mishap may well serve to 

illustrate the fate of all who occupy themselves 
with the stupidities of philosophy.”

—Tertullian



2. Don’t let your thoughts run wild.

• Ideas not only have consequences, they also have roots.

• Don’t take them for granted; trace their sources.

• Paul’s urgent warning is just as relevant for the church in 2022 
as it was for the church in Colossae in AD 62.

• Ask yourself, “Can I trace these controlling ideas in my life to 
the fountain of Christ and His gospel?”

• Take every thought captive, to ensure that you are captive to 
the authority of Christ.



“No single piece of our mental world is to be 
hermetically sealed off from the rest, and there 
is not a square inch in the whole domain of our 
human existence over which Christ, who is 
Sovereign over all, does not cry: ‘Mine!’”

—Abraham Kuyper



3. Don’t add to the simplicity of the gospel.

• The Colossian heresy didn’t attempt to discard the gospel of 
Jesus Christ; it sought to supplement it.

• Christians can usually identify and reject 
outright error with ease (atheism, pantheism, 
polytheism, etc.).

• But the struggle is with identifying the things 
added to the gospel, slowly—perhaps 
intentionally, perhaps even unwittingly.

• Continually fight to remove the barnacles. 



“When we hear preachers talking of Divine things 
in a style savoring more of metaphysical subtlety 
than of gospel plainness; when the seeking sinner 
cannot find out the way of salvation because of 
their philosophical jargon, may we not with 
justice suspect that the preacher does not know 
the gospel, and conceals his culpable ignorance 
behind the veil of rhetorical magniloquence? 
Surely if the man understood a matter so 
important to all his hearers as the way of 
salvation, he would feel constrained to tell it out 
in words which all might comprehend.” 
—Charles Spurgeon



4. Believe in the Lord Jesus Christ

“When you were dead in your transgressions and the 
uncircumcision of your flesh, He made you alive together with 
Him, having forgiven us all our transgressions, having canceled 

out the certificate of debt consisting of decrees against us, 
which was hostile to us; and He has taken it out of the way, 

having nailed it to the cross. When He had disarmed the rulers 
and authorities, He made a public display of them, having 

triumphed over them through Him.”

—Colossians 2:13–15 




