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PROLOGUE

PROLOGUE
How many times have you heard a Messianic Bible teacher quote from Colossians at a
Shabbat service? If you can count the number of times on a single hand, then you are not
alone. How many times have you heard a Messianic Bible teacher even quote from Philemon?
I hate to say this, but the only Messianic teacher I have ever heard refer to Philemon has
actually been myself. Colossians and Philemon are two letters of the Pauline corpus that do
not get a great deal of attention within Messianic circles (that is, when Paul’s epistles are even
addressed). Often we just do not know what to do with these two letters, even though
Colossians may get a quote here or there to make a teaching sound exciting. At best, we might
find a tertiary level of engagement, but we do not know that much about the content,
message, and purpose of Colossians-Philemon.
In 2008 we just finished a Bible study of the Epistle of Ephesians, a six-chapter letter
which undoubtedly has connections to Colossians. It would be inappropriate of me to
continue our Wednesday Night Bible Study program and skip over Colossians-Philemon,
especially given all of the connections that we see between Ephesians and Colossians. In all
likelihood, Colossians was written immediately prior to Ephesians, and so we will be
examining the first letter written before the more general letter was composed.
Having been in the Messianic movement since 1995, I have always wondered why short
books of the Bible like Colossians and Philemon often do not merit a great deal of our
attention. Is it because they are so short that we already think we know what they mean, and
we really do not think that we need to expel the time or effort to understand them? Is it
because these texts make us go back to an historical period in the First Century that causes us
to feel uncomfortable? Is it because when Paul asserts that something has been nailed to the
cross (Colossians 2:14), today’s Torah observant Messianics would like to just act as though
this statement were not present in our Bibles? Furthermore, might some of the refutations
that Paul makes against ancient proto-Gnosticism (Colossians 2:18, 20) have some
contemporary applications that would disturb some populist teachings floating around
today’s Messianic world? And Philemon, it obviously forces us to deal with the question of
slavery. We just don’t want to “go there.”
I suppose there are more questions that I could list from examining Colossians-Philemon
that relate to our present Messianic non-engagement with these two letters. As we prepare to
embark upon a study of these two letters—which in case you are wondering were written at
the same time, as the same people who greet the Colossians (Colossians 4:9-15) are the same
who greet Philemon (Philemon 22-24)—I write this during a season when Messianic Biblical
Studies themselves are in a severe state of flux. Regardless of whether we deal with the
Apostolic Scriptures or the Tanach (or preferably both), there is a shift that is beginning to
take place as individuals start to realize that only addressing the weekly Torah portion is not
- ix -
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enough for their spiritual diet. Entire sectors of the Bible have been overlooked by us for far
too long. Colossians is a text frequently referred to by Christians who think that we are in
error for committing ourselves to a life of Torah obedience. So obviously, it is high time we
examine Colossians and Philemon—not only for what they say about it—but also for what it
might teach us and how we may need to improve.
Many of you do know that in recent years old theological debates over Christology—the
identity of the Messiah—have arisen in the Messianic movement. Is Yeshua the Messiah
Divine, or was He just a human being empowered by God? Colossians has some things to
teach us about this (Colossians 1:15-20; 2:9). A much lesser debate, but one that is obviously
significant to anyone who follows the Scriptures, is what we are to do with Philemon. Is this
just a one-page letter that Paul wrote to a First Century colleague that made it into our Bibles
by happenstance? What does it have to tell us about the First Century social setting and
composition of who many of the early Believers were? How many of us have found ourselves
assuming things about the First Century that we should not be assuming?
Because there has been so little attention given to Colossians-Philemon in the Messianic
world, I am actually very excited about what we are all going to learn. I have been convinced
over the past few years that many of the answers that our faith community needs are found in
these kinds of short books of the Bible, which unfortunately, very few people read much less
discuss. As we mature as a movement—and actually read texts like Colossians-Philemon—I
believe God will mold us to be more effective for His service. We may be shown some things
that make us feel uncomfortable at first, revealing some things among us that need to be
improved and/or changed, but it will make us stronger and more able to accomplish His
tasks in the long term. Are there any “Colossian” congregations to be found today’s
Messianic movement? What would be their strengths and weaknesses?
What do you think you are going to learn as a Messianic Believer preparing to examine
Colossians-Philemon? Have you even sat down and read the entire text of these two letters
before? Have you really contemplated what it means to “Set your mind on the things above,
not on the things that are on earth,” because “When Messiah, who is our life, is revealed, then
you also will be revealed with Him in glory” (Colossians 3:2, 4)? Likewise, what is Paul’s
intention of saying, “Let the word of Messiah richly dwell within you, with all wisdom
teaching and admonishing one another with psalms and hymns and spiritual songs, singing
with thankfulness in your hearts to God” (Colossians 3:16)? As much as we may think we have
to sort through negative admonitions and rebukes, and then encounter Paul’s opinion of
slavery, we actually do have some significantly positive things to contemplate.
Just like you, I am looking forward to this being yet another opportunity to learn more
about the masterpiece of God’s Word!
J.K. McKee
Editor, Messianic Apologetics
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INTRODUCTION TO COLOSSIANS
When was the last time you really studied Colossians, for more than just a snippet of
information, or a sound byte here or there? Colossians can be a very easy-to-overlook text in
one’s Bible study, largely because the only reference we have to the Colossian Believers is
seen in this letter. There is no reference to who the Colossians were outside of the epistle that
bears their name, with no direct information given to us in the Book of Acts. N.T. Wright
mentions how “it is easy to lose track of the overall thread of the letter and merely…pick out a
few details.”1 Most examinations of Colossians only focus on the high points of what its author
is countering, so much so that not enough attention is often given to the positive features of
what he says. This can only exemplify the need for people to read Colossians as a whole,
hopefully motivating them to examine it verse-by-verse. Just as the Apostle Paul desires
Yeshua the Messiah to be “all, and in all” (3:11), so must our faith experience—and
engagement with Colossians—be.
The Epistle to the Colossians2 (Grk. Pros Kolossaeis, PROS KOLOSSAEIS) invites us into
a very complex, ancient religious world, where Believers in Yeshua the Messiah (Jesus Christ)
can be affected by any one, or many, diverse religious streams of error. We know from history
that errant religious streams affected many of the Christians of the Second and Third
Centuries, but not enough are aware of how negative religious influences crept into parts of
the Jewish Synagogue several centuries earlier. While it contains important doctrine that
cannot be excluded from one’s understanding of God and the Bible, Colossians is not a major
theological treatise as much as it is a letter of admonition to a group of Believers that Paul is
concerned about, having been informed about them from Epaphras (1:7). Commentators who
approach Colossians have the task to piece together what they think might have been the
original circumstances necessitating this letter, and thus to correctly interpret what was
actually being communicated.
It is difficult for one to avoid the fact that Colossians does address some kind of false
teaching (2:8-13). But what were the specifics of this false teaching? Who were the false
teachers bringing in error? Many are agreed today that Colossians likely addresses some kind
of Gnosticism and/or mysticism affecting the Colossian Believers. But was it a proto1 N.T. Wright, Tyndale New Testament Commentaries: Colossians and Philemon (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans,
1986), 19.
2 Please note that in spite of the common reference to Colossians as “the Book of Colossians,” I am going to
purposefully refer to the text as either the Epistle to the Colossians or Paul’s letter to the Colossians, and not use
this reference. By failing to forget that this text is a letter written to a specific audience in a specific setting, we can
make the common error of thinking that this was a text written directly to us. Our goal as responsible interpreters
is to try to reconstruct what this letter meant to its original audience first, before applying its message in a modernday setting.
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Gnosticism, something relatively undefined and unorganized, or the kind of full-blown
Gnosticism that we see in the Second-Third Centuries C.E.?3 Theologically, Colossians is
known for presenting an advanced Christology (1:15-20), and for refuting some kind of
dangerous syncretism that affected a group of Believers (2:6-23). Yet the details which
required these things and others to be addressed, are largely left to informed speculation and
recognizing that confused people have to be put back on the proper course of faith.
Both conservatives and liberals recognize the unique connections—both theological and
linguistic—that exist between Colossians and Ephesians,4 but beyond this there are many
disagreements. It is difficult to fully reconstruct the events that required Colossians to be
written. There are different proposals made about what the religious errors countered in
Colossians actually are. And, even the authorship of the letter itself is disputed, with many
denying that the Apostle Paul had a direct hand in its composition.

WHO WAS THE AUTHOR OF THIS LETTER?
The Epistle to the Colossians is part of a collection commonly known as the DeuteroPauline letters (also including: Ephesians, 2 Thessalonians, 1&2 Timothy, Titus), meaning that
not all theologians agree that it was written by the Apostle Paul. The text of Colossians itself
claims some degree of Pauline authorship, with the Apostle Paul extending opening greetings
to his audience (1:1, 23). It is very hard to dismiss the closing claim, “I, Paul, write this
greeting with my own hand” (4:18), a practice that he employed to apparently authenticate all
of his letters (cf. 2 Thessalonians 3:17). Douglas J. Moo points out, “The letter’s claim to be
written by Paul is no casual matter. It is a claim built into the warp and woof of the letter,
elaborated with detail after detail.”5 No one from ancient times denied genuine Pauline
authorship of Colossians, and many find it difficult to assume that its author is completely
pseudonymous. Indeed, unlike its companion Ephesians which does not list any major
personal references, it is quite difficult to assume pseudonymity when real, genuine people
are listed as extending greetings to the Colossians (4:7-17; cf. Philemon 2, 23, 24), with the
courier Tychicus carrying the epistle to them (4:7).
The composition of Colossians is closely connected to the composition of Philemon,
precisely because of the personal references seen in both letters. Most of the same people
who extend greetings to the Colossians also extend greetings to Philemon:

3 That is, the kind vehemently protested against by Church Fathers like Irenaeus in his Against Heresies, and
best epitomized by the Nag Hammadi literature.
4 Previously addressed in the author’s commentary Ephesians for the Practical Messianic.
5 Douglas J. Moo, Pillar New Testament Commentary: The Letters to the Colossians and to Philemon (Grand
Rapids: Eerdmans, 2008), pp 28-29.
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PERSONAL REFERENCES and greetings
colossians

philemon

…Timothy our brother… (1:1)

…Timothy our brother… (1)

Aristarchus, my fellow prisoner, sends
you his greetings; and also Barnabas's
cousin Mark (about whom you received
instructions; if he comes to you,
welcome him)…Epaphras, who is one of
your number, a bondslave of Yeshua the
Messiah, sends you his greetings…Luke,
the beloved physician, sends you his
greetings, and also Demas (4:10-12, 14)

Epaphras, my fellow prisoner in Messiah
Yeshua, greets you, as do Mark,
Aristarchus, Demas, Luke, my fellow
workers (23-24)

Say to Archippus, “Take heed to the
ministry which you have received in the
Lord, that you may fulfill it” (4:17)

…and to Archippus our fellow soldier… (2)

…and with him Onesimus, our faithful
and beloved brother, who is one of your
number… (4:9)

I appeal to you for my child Onesimus…
(10)

One feature of Colossians that should be noted is how it opens up with both Paul and
Timothy extending greetings (1:1), and so some kind of Timothean involvement with the
letter is not at all impossible. The only part of Colossians that is actually attested to have been
written by Paul’s own hand is the closing salutation (4:18). Supposed stylistic differences
appearing in Colossians, which may not appear in some of Paul’s other letters, could easily be
the result of Paul employing an amanuensis or secretary in writing down the letter or
assisting him in its composition. Timothy, because of his being mentioned by name, has often
been proposed as a possible co-author of Colossians. F.F. Bruce does observe, though, “if Paul
and Timothy were in any degree joint-authors of a letter, the probability is that, while the
literary style might be Timothy’s, the ultimate authorship would be Paul’s.”6
The early Christian Church of the Second-Third Centuries C.E. recognized genuine
Pauline authorship of Colossians,7 and there was no dispute over Colossians’ authorship in
6 F.F. Bruce, New International Commentary on the New Testament: The Epistles to the Colossians, to Philemon,
and to the Ephesians (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1984), 30.
7 Curtis Vaughan, “Colossians,” in Frank E. Gaebelein, ed. et. al., Expositor’s Bible Commentary (Grand Rapids:
Zondervan, 1978), 11:64.
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