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Union With Christ:  Pauline Christological Touchstone in Colossians 2:8-15 

Dr. J. L. Terveen ï Multnomah Biblical Seminary 

 

 

 Paul‟s thematic call to the Colossian believers to “walk in him” (2:6), announced 

at the outset of the body of his epistle, draws immediate attention to the distinctive 

Pauline “in him/Christ” terminology.  It is Paulôs christologically framed conception of 

the believerôs personal intimate union with Christ that dominates and provides the 

hermeneutical key for his initial response in Col. 2:8-15  to the threat of the Colossian 

ñphilosophy.ò  The purpose of this study, therefore, will be to demonstrate exegetically 

how Paul does employ union christology in Col. 2:8-15 as the dominant theological motif 

providing solid grounding for his major charge to the faith community at Colossae. 

 Since Col. 2:6-23 presents the core of Paul‟s concern in Colossians, and since the 

first and most significant movement in this argument in 2:8-15 presents the reader with a 

passage virtually bristling with exegetical difficulties, close attention to lexical and 

syntactical details are invaluable for an adequate understanding the passage‟s argument 

and theological value.  In this text, complexities of grammar, awkwardly overlapping 

terminology and concepts, a cascade of variously understood participles, and a veritable 

kaleidoscope of metaphors almost falling over each other present the interpreter with an 

exegetical minefield to be navigated with great care.  But this passage provides the 

Pauline theological launching pad for his initial apostolic gospel counterstrike to the 

religious and philosophical teachings threatening to undermine the gospel hope of the 

Colossian believers.  The Pauline response offers a sound paradigm for ongoing Christian 

response to similar challenges antagonistic to authentic Christian faith. 
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Kata-Antithesis and Christology:  The Polemical Heart of Colossians 

 At the theological and polemical heart of Colossians in 2:8-23, Paul follows his 

paraenetic thematic statement – “walk in him” (Col. 2:6-7) – immediately with a warning 

about a “philosophy” being promoted at Colossae, a warning already anticipated in 2:4.
1
  

The common Pauline blepete
2
 (2:8), which summons believers to an ongoing alert 

status, is the first note struck by Paul and signals the overshadowing polemical and 

paraenetic concerns which set the context for the affirmative christological statements 

which follow in 2:9-15. 

 Rationale for Rejection.  Paul proceeds along two trajectories in exhorting the 

Colossian believers to reject both the “philosopher”
3
 and the teaching he advocated.

4
  On 

one hand Paul takes an essentially ad hominem course by deriding the troublesome 

teacher as deceptive (apathV), skilled in enticingly persuasive – though false – 

argumentation aimed at captivating
5
 the hearts and minds of unsuspecting listeners.  Paul 

further impugns the integrity of the Colossian antagonist, ironically parodying his love of 

wisdom (filosofia) as steeped in both content vacuity and deceitful methodology 

(kenhV apathV).
6
  In context Paul contrasts such “philosophy” with Christ the “mystery 

of God” and full treasurehouse of all true wisdom and understanding (2:2-3). 

 Paul further extends his rationale for rejecting the teachings of  the Colossian 

antagonist along contrastive lines, structuring his key polemical antithesis around 

three kata prepositional clauses.
7
  At one level Paul draws the contrast between sources 

of teaching.  With kata thn paradosin twn anqrwpwn Paul stresses the human 

origins of the false teaching, derived from the “traditions
8
 of men.”  The climactic clause 

ou kata Criston in strong contrast causes the reader to recall the divine revelatory 
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source behind the gospel Paul had been commissioned to preach.  That which was 

hidden, the very “mystery” of “Christ in you the hope of glory” (1:26-27), was disclosed 

by God himself.  It was that gospel tradition focused on Christ Jesus as Lord that the 

Colossian believers had “received,” the very gospel faith which they had “been taught” 

(2:6-7).  Here then humanly generated tradition imbued with an aura of wisdom stands 

starkly opposed to the divinely witnessed gospel tradition full of wisdom and 

understanding in Christ himself. 

At another level Paul draws the antithesis out yet further, now focusing on 

authority and power groundings.  With kata ta stoiceia
9
 tou kosmou Paul stresses 

the alignment of the false teaching with the “elemental forces of the universe.”  Once 

again, the emphatically contrastive ou kata Criston calls the reader to remember that 

Christ had been received as kurioV (2:6) and possessed a universal supremacy as creator, 

sustainer, and teleological purpose of all things – including the stoiceia tou kosmou – 

as poignantly depicted in the soaring hymnic panegyric of Col.1:15-20.  Paul reiterates 

the theme of Christ‟s supremacy over all powers and authorities in the following context, 

drawing on the leitmotif of Christ being their kefalh (2:10) and also the vivid imagery 

of his public triumph over all hostile powers opposed to him (2:15).   

 The climactic end-positioning of ou kata Criston in 2:8, therefore, clearly 

stresses the christological heart of Paul‟s paraenetic response to the theological challenge 

his fellow believers in Colossae were encountering.  Essentially the Colossian antagonists 

had cast a slur upon the sufficiency and supremacy of Christ, a slur Paul would by no 

means let stand.  Ou kata Criston pointedly announces in theological shorthand the 

christological criterion for true gospel tradition teaching,
10

 a criterion whose dimensions 
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Paul will enunciate more fully in 2:9-15 where his pastoral paraenesis merges seamlessly 

now into distinctive christological affirmations. 

Pleroma Christology and Polemics 

 With the subordinating conjunction oti
11

 Paul in 2:9-10 turns emphatically first to 

a two-fold christological affirmation – with clearly polemical overtones – which sets out 

why the Colossian “philosophy” should be rejected while holding securely to the received 

tradition and teachings of his kata Criston gospel. 

 Terminological Keystone for Christology (en autw ).  The distinctive Pauline 

locution en autw calls the reader‟s attention back to that phrase at the thematic core of 

Paul‟s paraenesis in 2:6:  “walk in him.”  Paul‟s front-positioning of this phrase here in 

2:9 at the outset of his crucial movement to christological considerations – forming a 

noteworthy inclusio with the concluding en autw in Col.2:15 – serves to underscore its 

centrality for the entirety of his argument that follows in 2:9-15.  Indeed, the extensive 

and emphatic use of such participationist language – not only en autw (2:6,7,9,10,15), 

but also en v (2:11,12), the associative dative autw (2:12), and the sun-compounds of   

2:12-13 (suntafenteV, sunhgerqhte, sunezwopoihsen) – marks this passage with the 

unmistakeable christological imprint of the believer‟s union with Christ.  Therefore, the 

true gospel criterion of kata Criston now finds its voice in the “in him/whom” motif, a 

christological hub around which all Paul‟s affirmations in 2:9-15 will turn. 

 Christ:  The Accessible God.  The two “in him” phrases in 2:9-10 provide a dual 

christological aspect for consideration.  Paul uses the first “in him” (2:9) in the context of 

the relationship between Christ and God, a theological christology.  Though not the 

dominant perspective for the developing Pauline argument here,
12

 it does establish an 
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indispensable ontological christological foundation for what follows, and must be 

examined briefly even though it is not the primary burden of this present study.  The 

second “in him” (2:10) moves the reader to the ruling perspective for the argument that 

follows in 2:11-15, the Christian‟s personal intimate union with Christ.  Therefore, 

ontological christology (2:9) moves to the more functional christology (2:10-15) that 

rules Paul‟s argument in Col.2:8-15.  

 The densely constructed theologoumenon of Col.2:9 provides the reader with one 

of the most provocative and compact incarnational statements in the whole of the New 

Testament.  Tinged here with polemical hues, Paul returns to the pleroma leitmotif 

announced within the Christ-hymn earlier (1:19) and extrapolates concisely – though 

momentously – upon it.  With the impersonal subject from 1:19, pan to plhrwma, Paul 

once again in 2:9 likely presupposes the more personal idea of “God in all his fullness.”
13

  

With this distinctive phrase Paul likely tilts against the Colossian antagonist‟s 

devaluation of Jesus‟ uniqueness in relationship to God.  The term pan with the article – 

pleonastically employed here with plhrwma – suggests entirety,
14

 the sum total with 

nothing whatsoever excepted.  The verbally derived term plhrwma itself re-emphasizes 

this concept of fullness or completeness.
15

  In the context of Col.1:15-20 it references 

God‟s full self-expression in and through the person of Christ, whether in creation, in 

conquest of cosmological forces, in ontological supremacy, or in heilsgeschichte itself.  

The entirety of divine immanence dwells in Christ, and in Christ alone. 

 In notable fashion Paul in 2:9 expands on the absolute pan to plhrwma of 1:19 

with the yet more explicit thV qeothtoV, a unique and strong term which signifies the 

very essence of God himself (=tou qeou) – the state of being God,
16

 not just possessing 
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divine qualities or characteristics.  Adding to this clarification concerning Christ‟s full 

divinity Paul further states that this divine plenitude dwells in Christ swmatikwV
17

 (“in 

bodily form” NIV).  Though some prefer to take swmatikwV here as archetype/reality 

over against copy/shadow
18

 – arguing from the Col. 2:17,19 passage – the near context of 

2:11-15 with its focus on the death of Jesus points toward a more corporeally oriented 

interpretation.
19

  “Here, then, swmatikwV means the corporeality in which God 

encounters man in the world in which he lives.  It means the full humanity of Jesus, not a 

humanity which is a mere cloak for deity.”
20

  This incarnation, therefore, is no charade.  

It is the very fullness of God that lives a truly human life, in a truly human world, in a 

truly human person.  Further, Christ‟s somatic existence emphatically establishes the 

“encounterable reality”
21

 of God in the person of Christ.  God became relationally 

available to mankind in and through the particular human being, Jesus. 

It must again be observed that polemics color Paul‟s thought here, for however 

conceived precisely, the elemental forces of the universe (2:8) are by no means to be 

considered the repositories in any sense of God‟s fullness.  Indeed, Paul pursues this line 

yet further by stressing that this embodiment of the complete self-revelation of God now 

permanently resides in (katoikei)
22

 Christ.  The verbal aspect of katoikei indicates that 

here in 2:9 Paul‟s christological thought moves beyond the act of incarnation per se 

(Jn.1:14), through Christ‟s ministry on earth,
23

 and onward to an affirmation of the 

permanent post-incarnational bodily (swmatikwV) existence of Christ.
24

   

In Christ, therefore, the “all-ness” accent of Paul‟s theological christology takes 

singular form.  In Christ is a full and unique expression of deity.  In Christ alone, not in 

the stoiceia tou kosmou, God in all his fullness completely and permanently resides.  
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All hints of insufficiency or inadequacy in Christ are eliminated.  For the remainder of 

Paul‟s argument in 2:10-15, it is of particular relevance that God‟s fullness dwells in 

Christ in bodily form, for this accent clearly emphasizes the accessibility of God‟s 

fullness to mankind – “in him” (Christ).  In Christ, therefore, man encounters the 

accessible God.  It is to the dimensions – especially redemptive ones in 2:11-15 – of this 

relationship between Christ as the accessible God and man that Paul now turns. 

In Col.2:10 Paul now passes smoothly from the foundational divinely focused 

ontological christology (2:9) to a more dynamic redemptively focused christology.  He 

facilitates this transition utilizing a shared pleroma terminology.  The periphrastic perfect 

este peplhrwmenoi looks back to the believers‟ past reception of Christ Jesus as Lord 

(2:6) and accentuates the abiding results of their completeness through union with the 

exalted Lord.  As the term plhrwma in 2:9 connoted entirety and completeness, the 

verbal idea here similarly indicates that the believers‟ experience of fullness in Christ 

suffers no insufficiencies.  The polemical note sounds once again as Paul clearly implies 

that no more lofty or more fulfilling experiences are found elsewhere than in the faith 

experience of being “in Christ.”  No restrictions exist for the believer in his relationship 

to God through Jesus;  he has full and unimpeded access to God “in him/Christ.” 

Though the distinctive Pauline terminology of “in him/Christ” may on occasion 

bear a fomulaic feel, the dynamic character of this present passage precludes any such 

understanding.  The preposition en marks a close association of parties, a close personal 

relation in which the prepositional object is understood to be the controlling power.
25

  

The believer, therefore, is seen to be integrated personally – and in terms of identity – 

with Christ who governs his identity.  The phrase presents Jesus as a real living 
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personality, the risen Lord with whom a Christian has intimate personal and existential 

relationship.  The language of “mystical” union with Christ speaks well to the mysterious 

and unseen aspect of this spiritual reality, though commonly – perhaps wrongly – 

ascribed nuances of unworldliness and denial of real life applications compromise the 

usefulness of the term.  To affirm close personal integration with this Jesus perhaps 

captures as well as possible the reality of being a person “in him.”
26

  The person who 

“has been filled in him” becomes for Paul the identity marker for the true people of God.  

For Paul in the context of Colossians, not ethicity, nor cultic and cultural observations, 

nor alignment with the elemental forces of the universe, nor conformity to the traditions 

of men serve to identify the people of God, but only the fullness achieved and found in 

the “in him/Christ” relationship marks the child of God. 

The polemics of this truth become explicit as Paul returns once more to the 

supremacy of Christ theme by utilizing the “head” imagery (kefalh).  The all-inclusive 

supremacy and authority of Christ “over every power and authority” (NIV) – apparently 

the erstwhile representatives of the stoiceia tou kosmou  – receives due emphasis in 

Colossians, owing to the virtue of Jesus‟ role in creation (1:16-17) and his conquest of 

such hostile forces (taV arcaV kai taV exousiaV, 2:15).  To submit to any other Lord 

than Jesus, would be to submit to defeat and the very delusion about which Paul had so 

adamantly warned them. 

Having firmly grounded his argument now in the “in him/Christ” relationship, 

Paul further expands upon what Christ has done in redemption and the nature of its 

impact on the believer.  In what does the fullness “in Christ” consist?  Paul‟s answer to 

this question launches him into a sequence of picturesque metaphorical images in 2:11-15 
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that describe this redemptive reality.  Notably, all are rooted firmly in the christological 

soil of union with Christ theology. 

Efficacious Redemptive Realities and the Death of Christ 

In the elaborate series of metaphorical images tumbling almost redundantly
27

 over 

each other in Col.2:11-15, the basic direction of Paul‟s thought seems clear enough.  

Jesus‟ death and resurrection has effectually brought forgiveness of sins, deliverance 

from hostile alien spirit-powers, and new life to those who are “in him” by faith.
28

  

Through a summarizing exegetical look at each of the metphorical pictures, the central 

place of an “in him/Christ” christological perspective will be seen to be the determinative 

feature throughout Paul‟s expanded presentation of the redemptive effectiveness of Jesus‟ 

death. 

Circumcision and the Death of Christ.  The imagery of circumcision in Col.2:11 

has occasioned no little exegetical debate due to the varying syntactical and semantic 

possibilities in the text.  Full value, however, has not always been granted to the 

emphatically placed relative clause en w leading the reader into the circumcision 

metaphor.  Given the incorporative christological context in 2:9-10, the initial “in whom” 

– whose antecedent is Christ (en autw, 2:10) – could well be understood to set the 

interpretive tone and direction for what follows. 

Paul immediately clarifies the spiritual nature of the “circumcision” he says the 

Colossian believers had received in Christ with the poignant aceiropoihtw,
29

 a term that 

– combined with the divine passive perietmhqhte – underscores the divine agency for 

this circumcision.
30

  This circumcision, Paul stresses, is wholly the work of God and is 

only experienced “in Christ.”  Though frequently scholars reference Christian baptism at 



J. L. Terveen – Colossians 2 

 10 

this juncture, baptism as such is not a necessary postulate for understanding 2:11.
31

  The 

“in Christ” spiritual reality, however, is.  The constative aorist perietmhqhte indicates 

that the believer‟s circumcision was a past event.  Their past conversion experience 

appears to offer a likely explanation for this vivid imagery, though the controlling en w at 

the outset of this phrase must not be overlooked.  Indeed, when giving maximal value to 

en w it becomes clear that Christ himself and this “circumcision not done with human 

hands” are inextricably connected.  It is possible then that “circumcision” here, given the 

focused emphasis in the following verses on Jesus‟ death, may well also refer to Jesus‟ 

death as a kind of circumcision into which believers enter.
32

  The circumcision is 

primarily that of Christ, which believers experience only through integration with him. 

The figurative idea of “stripping off clothing” (apekdusiV)
33

 adds to the 

circumcision metaphor in the immediately connected phrase.  What, precisely, was taken 

off is less clear.  Two directions for interpreting tou swmatoV thV sarkoV emerge.  

One common interpretive trajectory looks at sarx with pejorative moral connotations – 

the believer‟s circumcision consists in the putting off of his “sinful nature” (NIV).
34

  If, 

however, the en w at the beginning of this text is allowed to be a hermeneutical guide to 

this passage, a focus on Christ allows for a different interpretation.  It should also not be 

overlooked that thus far in Colossians sarx has only been used in a morally neutral way 

to refer to physical flesh (1:22,24; 2:1,5).  In addition, the lack of a possessive term 

following sarx opens the possibility of applying this to Christ, not believers.
35

  In 

summary, Moule concludes that the somewhat oblique phrase “taking off of body of 

flesh” alludes in a particularly vivid metaphorical manner to the stripping off of Jesus‟ 

physical body, his violent death.
36

  Paul may well have radically adapted the thought of 
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physical circumcision to apply to the removal of Jesus‟ whole physical body in death – 

no longer cutting off a small piece of flesh, but the whole flesh.  As such, the phrase then 

becomes the most vivid expression of the death of Jesus that believers experience at 

conversion by their incorporation “in him.”
37

  Paul‟s summary of the church‟s kerygma in 

1Cor.15:3-4 affirms that Jesus died for our sins, was buried, and was raised on the third 

day, a kerygmatic pattern he reproduced here also in Col. 2:11-12. 

The final phrase en th peritomh tou Cristou concludes the 2:11 circumcision 

metaphor, though not without exegetical controversy.  Of greatest significance is the way 

one construes the genitive tou Cristou.
38

  Given our interpretive direction to this point, 

an objective genitive understanding would concisely refer to Jesus‟ being “circumcised,” 

summarizing the preceding clauses by once again pointing to his death – a condensed 

vivid “gruesome figure for death.”
39

 

The question of why Paul would use the circumcision imagery raises the specter 

of the Colossian antagonist once again.  Such a metaphor would particularly suit a 

Pauline polemical purpose if the false teaching at Colossae had predominantly Jewish 

origins
40

 and had made circumcision a factor in religious debate. Physical circumcision 

marked off the Jewish people as the “people of God” in the old covenant, though the 

prophets clearly understood the necessity of matching that with heart circumcision.  Now 

Paul wants the Colossian believers to see their incorporation in Christ, thereby sharing in  

the “circumcision” of his death, as identifying them as the “people of God.”  Proceeding 

from the foundationally significant “in him/Christ” christology (en w), Paul used the 

vivid circumcision metaphorical imagery to cut the circumcision ground out from under 

those seeking to undermine the confidence of the Colossian believers. 
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Burial and Resurrection with Christ.  The second in the sequence of metaphors 

exploring the mystery of the redemptive work of Christ refers to burial and resurrection.  

Once again, as will be seen, the key to understanding this metaphor is the christological 

conception of union with Christ, a theme doubly stressed in 2:12 with both “in him” 

language and the conceptually allied sun-compound verbs. 

The participle suntafenteV may be viewed grammatically as well as 

conceptually subordinate to perietmhqhte (2:11a),
41

 underscoring the full reality of the 

death of Christ as completed in his burial.  The believer‟s burial with Christ as 

symbolized in the baptismal act‟s faith witness vividly depicts the believer completely 

identified with Christ and his death.  This first in a series of sun-compounds in 2:12-

13,
42

 overlapping the incorporative and participatory sense of the “in him/Christ” 

terminology, emphatically continues the Pauline christological focus on the believer‟s 

sharing in Christ. 

The dramatically repeated en w kai phrase from 2:11, connected here in 2:12 to 

sunhgerqhte, has caused a split in opinion concerning the referent of the relative 

pronoun.  A large school of thought refers it to the immediately preceding baptismw.
43

  

Usually those who adopt this view accent baptismal theology, drawing out the imagery of 

the believer now rising up from the baptismal waters to newness of life in Christ (Ro.6:3-

4).  While this view is certainly possible, the strong accent throughout this passage on 

union with Christ, the repetition of the precise phrase en w kai from 2:11 (where it must 

refer to Christ), the change to a new finite verbal form, and the willingness of Paul to 

combine (some would say too awkwardly) “with Christ” and “in Christ” terminology in 

the same passage (as in Eph. 2:6), argues well for taking the relative pronoun as referring 
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to Christ.
44

  This then offers the structure of en w kai in 2:11 referring to the believer‟s 

oneness with Jesus in his death coordinated with the second en w kai in 2:12 referring to 

the believer‟s oneness with Jesus in his resurrection.  Therefore the reference to baptism 

is seen as incidental,
45

 underlining – in conjunction with suntafenteV – the believer‟s 

real union with Christ in all the fullness of his death. 

Notably the aorist tense of sunhgerqhte draws attention to the past realization of 

resurrection in Christ for the believer.  Here Paul then looks not to the somatic experience 

of resurrection in the eschaton,
46

 but rather to a more realized eschatological perspective 

highlighting the believer participating already in the risen life of Christ (3:1).  Paul‟s 

“already” resurrection emphasis may have served polemically here to undercut the 

Colossian antagonist‟s suggestion that Christian spiritual experience was less than “full,” 

needing ascetical and other religious experiences and practices to bring it up to spiritual 

speed.
47

  That the believer was already “raised with Christ” would provide a powerful 

response to any such denegrating view of Christian spirituality. 

With the burial and resurrection metaphor in 2:12, we see Paul‟s thought specially 

impacted by union with Christ christology.  He provides the fourth in a sequence of “in 

him/whom” clauses pointing back to the Criston of 2:8.  Additionally, Paul now 

complements the distinctive “in him/Christ” terminology with sun-compound verbs 

which have the effect of double-emphasizing the incorporative christological concept.   

Spiritual Deadness and Making-Alive.  Overlapping the resurrection metaphor of 

2:12 slightly, Paul now in 2:13 moves to the third in his series of metaphors describing 

the transition effected in believers‟ lives by the death and resurrection of Jesus.  The 

metaphorical imagery looks now more specifically at spiritual death and divine life-
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giving grace, a picture which again Paul grounds thoroughly in his christological 

touchstone of union with Christ.  He casts the fundamental structure for this metaphor in 

a classic Pauline contrast between “then/once” and “now” (pote ... nuni ; 1:21-22),
48

 

between their pre-Christian status and their current Christian existence.   

Paul‟s contrast begins with a description of the Colossian believers‟ former state 

as nekroV.
49

  The following phrases clearly indicate the figurative sense of “deadness” 

here, spiritual death.
50

  The two causal datives establish the grounds of their former 

condition of spiritual death.  First, they acted out their rebellion against God through 

“trespasses,”
51

 deliberately violating the laws of God and setting themselves in hostility 

against him.  Further, Paul‟s description of them as “uncircumcised in your flesh,” 

recalling for a moment the circumcision terminology of 2:11, is likely used as a symbol 

of their spiritual status as pagans – ostensibly Gentile unbelievers outside the covenant of 

God and alienated from him (Eph. 2:11-12).
52

  So in both deed and standing, the Gentile 

Christians of Colossae had once been spiritually dead, hostile to God and separated 

utterly from his life and grace.  Paul bluntly sets out their former spiritual condition to 

draw attention to the stunningly gracious quickening power of God, to which he now 

turns. 

With the finite aorist verb sunezwopoihsen Paul turns to the “now” of the 

Colossian believers‟ spiritual status, a condition based on their past experience of God‟s 

life-giving grace.  A virtual synonym for sunegeirw, the unusual sunezwopoihsen
53

 

draws on a typical contemporary Jewish concept for God as one “who gives life to the 

dead.”
54

  The prepositional sun autw phrase directly attached to sunezwopoihsen  

stresses the sun
55
 prefix and emphatically draws attention once again to the 
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christological touchstone of Paul‟s whole argument in Col. 2:8-15.  Only in union “with 

him/Christ,” who was dead and made alive by God, can anyone experience the gracious 

wonder of the vanquishing of personal spiritual deadness and the consequent raising to 

life.  Close intimate personal union “with” Christ is the unique and indispensable ground 

of the miracle of God giving life to the dead. 

Paul touches once more on the cause of spiritual death, including himself now 

(hmin) this time as he refers a second time to “trespasses.”  The causally understood 

participle carisamenoV
56
 calls attention to the grounds for God‟s miraculous giving of 

life, namely his gracious forgiving of the very trespasses that alienate people from God.  

The “remission” idea in carizomai
57

 transitions Paul smoothly into his next metaphor in 

2:14 where he then takes up a consideration of what has transpired regarding mankind‟s 

sin debt in the death and resurrection of Jesus. 

Cancelling the Legal Bond of Sin-Debt.  Picking up on the idea of sins, in 2:14 

Paul delves for his fourth major metaphor in 2:11-15 into the legal world to speak of 

those sins in light of a debt record or bond.  The NT hapax ceirografon referred to a 

signed note of debt, a promissory note signed by the debtor.  That Paul speaks of it as 

being “wiped out” and destroyed by being “nailed to the cross” suggests that 

understanding it as the Mosaic Law as such leads in the wrong direction.  The contextual 

framework of Paul‟s extended metaphor in 2:14 indicates rather that ceirografon 

depicts a record of sins, violations of the legal regulations (dogmasin) contained within 

the Mosaic Law and moral law of God.  It is this record of sins – not the Law itself – that 

is erased.  God‟s moral and written law itself remains intact and valid.  Paul makes the 

accusatory and condemnatory character of this bond of indebtedness doubly clear, stating 
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not only the basic fact that it is “against us” (kaq  hmwn) but also pointing to its active 

hostility (upenantion hmin).   

The finite verb hrken governs two more aorist adverbial participles – the second 

and third in the notable sequence of five aorist participles in 2:13-15.  The perfect tense 

underlines the present and permanent state of the removal of that debt record, a setting 

aside intensified by the common Greek phrase ek tou mesou (1 Cor. 5:2).  The two 

aorist participles vividly describe this removal of the sin debt record. 

The first, exaleiyaV, picks up the idea of carisamenoV (2:13) and means the 

erasure of an entry in a book – quite literally “blotted out” or “wiped clean.”
58

  This 

basically reiterates the idea of 2:13b, carisamenoV hmin panta ta paraptwmata.  

The second participle proshlwsaV expresses vividly how the sin record has been set 

aside, by nailing it to the cross.  Though this metaphor too has been subject to a variety of 

(sometimes quite creative) interpretive directions,
59

 it seems best not to press the 

metaphor too far.  The basic idea of crucifixion clearly means execution and destruction, 

a concept that coordinates well with the earlier ideas in 2:14 of cancellation and removal.  

The idea of an indictment (sin debt bond) being nailed to the cross coordinates less well 

with the central idea in the text of removal.
60

  Further, the explicit crucifixion 

terminology makes reference to Jesus‟ own crucifixion unavoidable.  Christ himself on 

the cross bears man‟s sins, becoming a somatic sin ceirografon, an embodiment of sin.  

His death by being nailed to the cross, effectually brings forgiveness of trespasses, the 

erasure of sin debt through the sin offering in Christ‟s own flesh (Ro. 8:3-4). 

Though there is no explicit use of either “in him/Christ” or “with him” 

terminology in 2:14, the passage is contextually closely related to carismenoV in 2:13, 
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which in turn explicates sunezwopoihsen umaV sun autw.  Paul, therefore, addresses 

the cause of spiritual death, namely paratwmata (2:13a,c), and continues his 

forgiveness theme from 2:13 with new metaphorical ammunition in 2:14.  The same 

“with Christ” christological concept carries over. 

Triumphant Parade ñIn Christ.ò  In 2:15 Paul brings to a climactic conclusion 

his sequence of metaphors describing the effectual results of Christ‟s death and 

resurrection.  Two more aorist participles – the final two in the sequence of five in 2:13-

15 – now help define the main verb edeigmatisen. 

The first participle, apekdusamenoV, creates exegetical difficulty concerning the 

subject of its action, whether God or Christ.  Though many interpreters favor Christ, this 

necessitates a jarring and unclear change of subjects somewhere in 2:14 – since clearly 

God is the subject of sunezwopoihsen (2:13).  In addition, it disallows understanding 

the final en autw  in 2:15 to refer to Christ, breaking the strong sequence of “in him” and 

“in whom” clauses so distinctive to the argument of 2:9-15.  NT Greek‟s tendency to 

understand a middle voice as active suggests the straightforward translation “stripped” 

(or“disarmed”).  This allows a more contextually natural reading of the text maintaining 

God as the subject throughout.  It is God who has stripped off the powers and 

principalities like so many old and wasted rags (2:8,10). 

The main verb edeigmatisen explains that he stripped them of their supposed 

dignity and mightiness.  The term itself points to an open display, an exposing, of their 

utter helplessness before his power.  There is a clearly pejorative note to this exposure, as 

seen in the only other NT use of this word (Matt. 1:19).  The open public character of this 

disgracing of the arcaV kai exousiaV is intensified by adding en parrhsia.   
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The final aorist participle brings to emphatic climax Paul‟s exaltation of Christ 

and his infinite superiority.  qriambeusaV , a metaphor taken from the Roman world of 

the tumultuous triumphal procession and parade for the returning victorious general, calls 

to mind 2 Cor. 2:14 where Paul envisages himself as a privileged prisoner trailing along 

behind Christ, a “slave of Christ.”  The object autouV in Col. 2:15 context, however, 

reveals a very different feel, since the reference now clearly presents the powers and 

principalities as true enemies of Christ.  The visible display of God‟s victory in Christ 

through his death and resurrection emphatically proclaims the undeniable supremacy of 

Christ over all.  “The cross on which Christ died is compared to the chariot in which the 

victor rode in triumph.”   

Perhaps most intriguingly for the purposes of this study, Paul closes off this most 

significant early phase of the heart of his polemical argument in 2:8-23 with one more 

emphatically end-positioned en autw, an inclusio holding the whole of 2:9-15 together.  

“In Christ” God vanquishes all hostile spirit forces arrayed against the people of God.  

“In Christ” the people of God share in his victory over their own sin and every enemy 

that would seek to rule over them.   

Conclusion.  Throughout this study, careful attention has been given to highlight 

the centrality of Paul‟s union christology for his first major polemical response to the 

threat posed by the Colossian antagonist.  In 2:8 it was seen that the emphatically end-

positioned “not according to Christ” gave the criterion for true gospel teaching, a 

touchstone Paul would develop in the christological affirmations to follow.  Cast, then, 

within the framework of the “in him/Christ” concept, Paul develops the leitmotif of 

“fullness” with a dual aspect – God is “in Christ”, and the believer is “in Christ.”  Paul 
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presented such an incarnational relationality in christological contexts of accessibility and 

authority.  Finally, the incredible sequence of metaphors in 2:11-15 describing the 

effectual nature of Jesus‟ redemptive work draw their force consistently from the “in 

him/Christ” christology.  These poignant and powerful images show that union with 

Christ provides the christological touchstone of authentic Christianity. 

Indeed, union with Christ does function throughout 2:8-15 as the primary 

hermeneutical key to unlocking Paul‟s argument.  This has been particularly evident in 

the (1) lexical and literary emphasis on the en autw / w and sun terminology, the (2) 

distinctive and numerous incorporatively oriented metaphorical images, and (3) the 

fullness motif accenting relationally redemptive completeness. 

                                                 
1
 In 2:4 Paul anticipates some of the pejorative note of his warning more thoroughly explicated in 2:8-23, 

particularly in the motif of deception through seemingly wise argumentation.  Paul also anticipates in 2:4 

the line of response he will take, as touto legw looks back on the christologically focused gospel teaching 

so emphatically and distinctively recalled (especially the hymnic 1:15-20) by Paul within the more 

personally oriented beginning section of this epistle (1:1 – 2:5). 
2
 See e.g. 1Cor.8:9; 10:12;  Gal.5:15:  Phil.3:2. 

3
 The singular tiV and following singular substantival participle may well point toward a particular 

individual in Paul‟s mind.  Though obliquely referenced by the indefinite pronoun, it seems probable that 

both Paul and the Colossians knew the individual.  However, the possibility that the singulars are a 

generalizing device devoid of number specificity cannot be discounted. 
4
 Though the vexed question of the nature and content of the so-called “Colossian heresy” has occasioned 

no little amount of scholastic investigation, and though Col.2:8-23 is the premier passage in Colossians for 

determining the nature of the trouble at Colossae which Paul opposed, this present study focuses mainly on 

the nature of the Pauline response to the trouble at Colossae – particularly its critical christological aspect.   

Though occasional allusion will be made of necessity to the trouble and the antagonist/s at Colossae, 

comments will arise only secondarily out of a more focused concern with describing Paul‟s response in the 

target passage.  In passing, the present writer suspects the Jewish nature of the trouble has been 

underappreciated in the last century of scholarly investigations, while the syncretistic and proto-gnostic 

aspects have been overplayed.  Our own work will be seen to lend limited support to those supporting a 

more Jewish oriented hypothesis concerning the trouble at Colossae – though again it must be emphasized 

that this goes beyond the limits set for this present study. 
5
 Though the term was literally used of  taking off prisoners of war or materials as captive booty, the 

figurative sense plainly suggests in Col.2 context the idea of carrying someone off away from the gospel 

truth [W. Bauer,  A Greek-English Lexicon of the New Testament and other Early Christian Literature, 

BDAG (Chicago:  University of Chicago Press),  p.955].  In Col.2 context (2:4, 8) the imagery is intimately 

connected to the methods of attractive (though deceitful) argumentation, hence legitimizing the nuanced 

sense of “captivating.”  In conjunction with the future estai the present tense of the NT hapax sulagwgew 

likely possesses a future aspect (a conative present – “trying to take captive”).  This would then point 

toward a potential problem situation to be aware of and avoided rather than an existing situation to be 

remedied.   
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6
 The single article unites filosofia and kenhV apathV giving the otherwise neutral term “philosophy” a 

clearly pejorative sense in this context.  Given such negative contexts as this, the term “philosophy” 

became stigmatized by the church fathers as anti-gospel.  J. B. Lightfoot, Saint Paulôs Epistles to the 

Colossians and to Philemon (Grand Rapids:  Zondervan, 1961), p.179, recalls this negative attitude citing 

Tertullian:  “Quid simile philosophus et Christianus?” 
7
 The first two kata clauses are both in turn set in antithetical relationship to the final kata clause. 

8
 The same phrase with negative connotations occurs in the dominical saying of Mk.7:8.  The semi-

technical term paradosiV expresses the manner in which religious statements were transmitted from 

teacher to learner.  An essentially neutral term, “tradition” implies dignity, antiquity, and trustworthiness.  

In Col.2:8 the matter of the tradition‟s origin becomes the major issue.  Col.2:6 uses a related term for the 

reception of tradition (parelabete) and sets the stage for the source contrast Paul draws attention to here. 
9
 For a large bibliography of the related literature on stoiceion, see G. Delling, Theological Dictionary of 

the New Testament (Grand Rapids:  Eerdmans, 1971), VII, p.670.  For further extended treatments of this 

distinctive term (and the full phrase stoiceia tou kosmou) see P. T. O‟Brien, Colossians, Philemon 

(Waco:  Word, 1982), p. 129-132;  E. Lohse, Colossians and Philemon (Philadelphia:  Fortress, 1971), p. 

96-99;  Bauer, BDAG, p.946.  Without delving into the sea of scholarly work on stoiceia tou kosmou, a 

task far beyond the more limited scope of this work, the present writer accepts the major accepted view that 

it refers to the “elemental forces/spirits of the universe,” the basic material (earth, air, water, fire) of the 

cosmos mythologized and divinized and seen as exercising ruling power over human affairs.  In Col.2:8,20 

context the notion of angelic heirarchies connected to the “elements” appears significant (2:18).  The 

translation “basic principles” (NIV) seems to vague, missing the more metaphysical dimension that works 

well within the more personalized polemical antithesis in Col.2.  The passages in Gal.4:3,9 also seem to 

point toward angelic involvement, especially given the reference in Gal.3:19 to angelic involvement in the 

giving of the law (Gal.4:3,9).  The contexts of other key passages where this term occurs (Gal.4:3,9; 

Col.2:20; Hb.5:12; 2Pt.3:10,12) must be consulted for more precise meanings in those various texts. 
10

 Though it may perhaps be construed as anachronistic to speak of  “orthodox” (at least in a technical 

sense) teaching in the doctrinally developing phase of the early church, Paul himself surely regards those 

who disagree with his teachings about the person and work of Jesus – as he goes on to develop more clearly 

yet in 2:9-15 especially – as teaching a deceptively misleading theology.  Those who oppose his “gospel of 

Christ” tradition with the “traditions of men” are teaching  false doctrine, and in certain extreme cases merit 

his declaration of anathema upon them (Gal.1:8,9).  In the present work the terms “false teaching/teacher” 

and “heterodox” refer to teachings not aligned with the canonical NT scriptures.  “Orthodox,” if used, will 

refer to teachings aligned with those found within the NT canon. 
11

 oti governs both major clauses which follow in 2:9 (katoikei) and 2:10a (este ... peplhrwmenoi).  

Syntactically the larger unit of 2:9-12 at least may be seen as governed by the oti;  indeed it may be 

possible to construe the complex grammar of 2:9-15 as a whole (with its sequence of typical Pauline 

relative clauses and participial phrases) as ruled by the overarching conjunction oti in 2:9a. 
12

 In the Christ-hymn of Col.1:15-20, however, there is obviously a much more extensive look at the God-

Christ relationship.  Even there in the first movement of Paul‟s thought in Colossians (1:3 – 2:5), however, 

it could be argued that the postulations concerning the divine person and supreme dignity of Christ are 

subservient to Paul‟s more paraenetic concern with the working spiritual relationship between the believer 

and this Christ.  The same orientation toward the relationship between the believer and Christ – namely 

their union with him – rules Paul‟s argument in Col.2:6 – 3:17 as well. 
13

 M. J. Harris, Colossians & Philemon (Grand Rapids:  Eerdmans, 1991), 49-50;  P. T. O‟Brien, 

Colossians, 50-53. 
14

 BDAG, 784. 
15

 BDAG, 829-830.  The scholarly literature on the notoriously thorny background of the term plhrwma 

often veers toward a gnostic hypothesis or toward variously conceived syncretistic hypotheses for the 

origins of pleroma philosophical constructs.  J. D. G. Dunn, The Epistles to the Colossians and to Philemon 

(Grand Rapids:  Eerdmans, 1996), p.99-102, makes good sense in looking closer to home in Hellenistic 

Judaism‟s concepts of divine wisdom (e.g. Wis.1:6-7;  especially in view of creation, Ps.139:7; Jer.23:24) 

and to the LXX‟s usage of both verb (Ps.23:1 LXX) and noun forms (e.g. Jer.8:16; Ez.19:7; 30:12).  In 

other words, one need look no further than Judaism and the LXX for likely roots behind Paul‟s pleroma 

thinking and terminology.  Gnosticism‟s developed usage of pleroma as a technicus terminus appears 
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clearly secondary and much later (second century).  Postulations of syncretistic influences (F. F. Bruce, 

Colossians (Grand Rapids:  Eerdmans, 1957), 165-169, is typical though he clearly leans toward a form of 

Judaism to explain the whole of the “Colossian heresy”) have more to recommend them, though they 

appear overly dependent upon speculative mirror-readings from Colossians itself.  It is possible that Paul 

himself, drawing upon familiar biblical terminology and concepts, used pleroma terminology as 

particularly appropo to his argument explicating Jesus‟ full and complete divinity in the face of opposing 

“philosophies” (more than likely of Jewish character) which one way or another devalued the uniqueness of 

Jesus‟ relationship to God. 
16

 BDAG, 452.  Many commentators refer at this point to J. B. Lightfoot  (Colossians, 181-182) to provide 

Greek illustrations for this distinction between divine essence or nature (qeothV) and divine qualities or 

characteristics (qeioV).  The second term, also a hapax in the NT, occurs in Rom.1:20. 
17

 The emphatic end-positioning of swmatikwV in 2:9 points to Jesus‟ embodiment of divine plenitude as 

crucial to his argument.  The divine fullness manifested itself particularly and completely in the person and 

ministry of Jesus, especially in his death, burial, and resurrection. 
18

 One example is Petr Pokorny, Colossians, A Commentary (Peabody, Mass:  Hendrickson, 1991), p.122 

writes:  “In Christ one encounters the true, authentic, fulness of God, over against which all other 

conceptions of God, speculations and experiences are secondary.”   
19

 O‟Brien, Colossians, p.112-113, examines four interpretive lines in order of his evaluation of probability:  

(1) “in bodily form” (see various translations, NIV, NASB, RV, RSV), (2) “in one person” (the focus being 

on the singular locus of the embodiment, no dispersal of deity), (3) “in reality” (cf. Col.2:17,19), and (4) 

“corporately” (i.e. in the church;  cf. Col. 1:24).  See also Lohse, Colossians, p. 92, 100 n. 46, 47. 
20

 E. Schweizer, “swma, swmatikoV, susswmoV,” in Theological Dictionary of the New Testament 

(Grand Rapids:  Eerdmans, 1971), VII, p.1077. 
21

 Dunn, Colossians,  p.152. 
22

 Katoikew (more common than oikew in the NT) indicates a permanent settled dwelling .  See BDAG, 

p.534;  J. P. Louw and E. A. Nida, Greek-English Lexicon of the New Testament Based on Semantic 

Domains, 2
nd

 ed. (New York:  United Bible Societies, 1988), p.731;  J. Goetzmann, “oikoV” in Dictionary 

of New Testment Theology, ed. C. Brown, II (Grand Rapids:  Zondervan, 1967), p.251. 
23

 The aorists eudokhsen and katoikhsai in Col.1:19 contrast with the present tense katoikei in 2:9. 
24

 Theologically, Paul has affirmed the permanent humanity of Christ, from the incarnation onwards.  Prior 

to the incarnation, it appears Paul understood that pan to plhrwma qeothtoV did not reside in Christ 

swmatikwV.  However, all the fullness of deity does dwell in Christ pre-incarnationally and eternally. 
25

 BDAG, p.327. 
26

 C. F. D. Moule, The Origin of Christology (Cambridge:  Cambridge University Press, 1977), has been 

particularly influential in this writer‟s thinking about the famous Pauline en Cristw language.  His chapter 

(p.47-96) on the corporate Christ has influenced much NT scholarship in the direction of understanding 

Paul‟s distincitve phrase in terms of what is often known as corporate identification. 
27

 Paul tends to repeat himself as he spins out each metaphorical representation of Christ‟s work, though 

such apparent redundancy should probably be understood as intentionally adding intensity and emphasis to 

the presentation rather than being simply tedious and unnecessary repetition. 
28

 Exegetical difficulties abound, however, upon even a cursory textual observation of the variety of 

syntactical and semantic possibilities – to say nothing of the varying interpretive approaches to the 

background of Colossians.  While expanded discussion may prove necessary, even within the more limited 

confines of this present study, efforts will be made to summarize effectively as often as possible. 
29

 This word, used elsewhere only in Mk.14:58 and 2Cor.5:1 in the NT, points clearly to that which is 

wholly God‟s work – devoid of any human handiwork.  However understood precisely, none disagree that 

God stands as the agent of this “circumcision.” 
30

 It appears probable that Paul‟s mind was working along the same prophetically inspired OT lines that 

spoke of the circumcision of the flesh needing to be spiritually realized by a corresponding “circumcision 

of the heart” (Ro.2:28-29; 2Cor.3:3; Phil.3:3; cf. Deut.10:10;  Jer.4:4). 
31

 R. Martin, Colossians and Philemon, p.81-82, is typical of interpreters who see baptism already at 2:11, 

though the term itself does not occur until 2:12.  Martin interprets every aspect of Col.2:11 in light of 

Christian baptism, seeing it as the “sacramental means by which his victory becomes theirs” (p. 82).  

Pokorny, Colossians, p. 124, exclaims confidently that “baptism is the true circumcision.”  Bruce, 
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Colossians, p. 234, states:  “their baptism was a symbolical sharing in Christ‟s death;  as an initiatory 

ceremony it was „a circumcision not made with hand.‟” 
32

 Dunn, Colossians, p.156f., has influenced our thoughts on Col.2:11, though his own argument could gain 

yet greater strength had he stressed the importance of the en w even moreso. 
33

 The participial form apekdusamenoV occurs again in 2:15 with similarly figurative application of the 

“taking off of clothing,” though the specific usage in 2:15 likely suggests a related sense of “disarming” the 

hostile powers and principalities noted in that text.  BDAG, p. 100. 
34

 Martin, Colossians and Philemon, p.81, is typical of this position and goes on to associate it with 

baptismal initiation:  “This is Paul‟s way of recalling the Christian‟s initiation to his new life in Christ.  The 

noun rendered „putting off‟ (Gr. apekdusis) suggests a clean break with a past life, though the metaphor is 

one of disrobing and stripping off an unwelcome set of garments.”  See also M. Harris, Colossians, p. 101-

103;  Lohse, Colossians, p. 102;  C. Vaughn, “Colossians” EBC, p. 200. 
35

 The lack of an autou may be seen as problematic, however the strongly incorporative accent in this 

whole passage mitigates this difficulty. 
36

 Moule, Colossians and Philemon, p. 95-96.  Also holding this viewpoint:  G. R. Beasley-Murray, 

Baptism in the New Testament (Grand Rapids:  Eerdmans, 1962), p. 152-153;  O‟Brien, Colossians, p. 116-

117;  Dunn, Colossians, p. 157-158. 
37

 If a moral sense can be understood even within an interpretive understanding of this text to refer to Jesus‟ 

death, it may be in relation to an Adam christology whereby on the cross Jesus divests himself (and all who 

are “in him”) of the old Adamic “flesh” (not just his own flesh).  Paul, however, does not clearly allude to 

such an Adam christological viewpoint in Colossian and it would seem best to leave such a viewpoint for 

other texts. 
38

 The NIV rendering, “circumcision done by Christ,” takes the subjective genitive viewpoint.  This seems 

awkward in relation to the circumcision imagery in Ro. 2:29 where it is the Spirit that circumcises the 

heart.  See Pokorny, Colossians, p. 124-125.  Another interpretive decision must be made concerning the 

usage of the preposition en in this clause, whether instrumental, temporal, or epexegetical (our preference). 
39

 Beasley-Murray, Baptism, p. 152;  cf. O‟Brien, Colossians, p. 117;  Moule, Colossians and Philemon, p. 

96. 
40

 The use of the imagery of circumcision in such an unusual and intense fashion in Colossians points to the 

likelihood of its polemical intent here.  In addition, the circumcision figure fits neatly with other clearly 

Jewish aspects of the Colossian “philosophy” seen elsewhere in Colossians.   
41

 The structure of the passage certainly allows the participle suntafenteV to be understood adverbially 

subordinate to the finite aorist verb perietmhqhte.  If the interpretation of 2:11 as referring to Jesus‟ death-

circumcision is adopted, the related matter of burial appears to connect quite naturally and emphatically.  It 

also contributes to this view if one understands the following relative clause en w kai as referring to Christ, 

a view this present study defends. 
42

 Following suntafenteV closely are sunhgerqhte (2:12) and sunezwopoihsen (2:13).  Paul‟s 

continued use of the preposition sun (e.g. 2:20; 3:3,4) and sun-compound verb forms (e.g. 3:1) is a 

distinctive marker of his linguistic style in Colossians.  It closely aligns with Paul‟s “in him/Christ” 

emphasis in paraenesis and christology. 
43

 Beasley-Murray, Baptism, p. 153ff.;  Schweizer, Colossians, 145f.;  Harris, Colossians, p. 104;  

Lightfoot, Colossians, p. 185.  The proximity of the relative clause to baptismw argues for this view.  So 

also does the baptismal imagery parallel in Ro. 6 where Paul references resurrection to baptism. 
44

 Lohse, Colossians, p. 92,99,104 n.73;  O‟Brien, Colossians, p. 102,119;  Dunn, Colossians, p. 160;  W. 

Grundmann, “sun - meta,” Theological Dictionary of the New Testament, VII (Grand Rapids:  Eerdmans, 

1971), p. 792. 
45

 Paul notably leaves the theme of baptism remarkably undeveloped in Colossians.  Though, as noted 

above, baptism often provides a key background feature for many interpreters of Colossians 2, the text 

itself does not explicitly focus on baptism, excepting what appears to be a virtually incidental allusion here 

in 2:12. 
46

 1Cor. 15 provides the classic Pauline passage that focus on the believer‟s bodily eschatological 

resurrection.  The concern Paul evinced in 1Corinthians 15 with his readers‟ apparently over-realized 

eschatological view that the resurrection had already occurred called forth Paul‟s emphasis there on the 

future full realization of resurrection for the believer – bodily resurrection.  Pauline theology clearly 
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teaches a two stage resurrection.  The Corinthian eschatological abberation in their theology of resurrection 

appears not to have been an issue in Colossae. 
47

 In Col. 2:16-23 Paul immediately highlights a sampling of the religious practices and phenomenology 

being promoted by the Colossian church‟s antagonists. 
48

 The contrast is just as plain in 2:13 as in 1:21-22, though without the indicator particles lighting the 

grammatical way. 
49

 Paul grammatically front-loads an expanded description of the object (umaV , repeated for emphasis) of 

the finite main verb sunezwopoihsen.  By doing so he highlights the contrastive structure of this thought.  

The participle ontaV may be concessive (or temporal), drawing further attention to the contrast of then and 

now.  D. Wallace, Grammar, p. 190f., cites 2:13 as an example of a predicate accusative construction. 
50

 The figurative use of nekroV for a spiritual kind of death is commonplace in the NT (e.g. Rev. 3:1; 

James 2:17-26, faith without works is “dead”).  Physical death is clearly not in view in Col. 2:13. 
51

 Paraptwma contains the idea, seen especially in Ro. 5:15-18, 20 (Adam‟s disobedience), of deliberate 

disobedience to a revealed command of God.  It can be used sometimes synonymously with “sin,” the 

missing of the mark set forth by divine revelation. 
52

 BDAG, p. 39.  Paul spells out this concept of “uncircumcised” much more fully in Eph. 2:11-12.  

Contrasted with this state of “uncircumcision” stands the remedy of the “circumcision not made with 

hands” (Col. 2:11), a remedy of which the Colossian gentile believers had already availed themselves.  In 

passing, it should be observed that the language of “circumcision” and “uncircumcision” are Jewish 

categories that indicate once again that the debate and/or threat at Colossae was one of Jewish character 

through and through. 
53

 Elsewhere in the NT this verb occurs only in the close parallel of Eph. 2:5.  In Ro. 8:11 the virtually 

synonymous character of egeirw and zwopoiew seems clear (cf. 1 Cor. 15:22). 
54

 Dunn, Colossians, p. 162f., lists several places where this concept of God as one “who gives life to the 

dead” appears in contemporary Jewish literature.  Of particular interest is Joseph and Asenath 20:7 where 

uncircumcised gentiles are given life by God. 
55

 O‟Brien, Colossians, p. 169-171, examines the less frequent (than “in Christ”) Pauline “with Christ” 

terminology in Colossians.  Four of Paul‟s twelve uses of this phrase occur in Colossians (2:13,20; 3:3,4).  

“A brief glace at these references shows that no single expression completely agrees with any other, but 

that the preposition sun (“with”) was suited to express intimate personal union with Christ, the Lord, Jesus 

or him in various contexts (rather than meta , “with,” which was more suited to indicate close association 

or attendant circumstances” (p. 169).  O‟Brien also takes a brief look at the sun-compound verb forms in 

thet NT. 
56

 BDAG, p. 1078, highlights the ruling idea of giving graciously.  In context here in Col. 2 this gracious 

giving is seen in the forgiving of wrongdoing. 
57

 Ibid.  Of particular interest here is the use in Lk. 7:42f. for the cancellation of debt, the very theme Paul 

immediately transitions to in Col. 2:14.  See also Louw-Nida, Lexicon, p.  503, 582f. 
58

 J. Jeremias, “exaleifw,” in Theological Dictionary of the New Testament, ed. G. Friedrich, trans. G. W. 

Bromiley, I (Grand Rapids:  Eerdmans, 1971), p. 185f. 
59

 O‟Brien, Colossians, p. 126, notes A. Deissmann‟s (Light from the Ancient East) speculation that there 

lay behind this phrase the practice of marking a cancelled promissory note with a cross-like “x” over the 

bond itself.  Evidently, as Moule, Colossians, p. 99, states, no evidence for such a practice – or for 

language like this to describe such a practice – exists. 
60

 This “indictment” interpretation remains common popularly, though it sits rather awkwardly – if not 

impossibly – with the dominant idea in the text of debt-record removal. 


