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Paul s thematic call to the Colossian bel

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

Pauline i n him/I@hriiss tP’a utl érsmicrhaliesgy.l ogi cal |
the believerds personal i nti mate union with
hermeneutical key for his initial responseQnol. 2:815 to the threat of the Colossian

Aphi | o dTepupgse obthis 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.

SinceCol.26-23 presents the core of Paul s conc
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 ad

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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K a t-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—* wa |l k i n h-T)mfhmedialy with a wamiiy
about a y’phbiedionsgopphr omot ed at Col ossae, a war
The common Paulineb | e e (t Zwhigh)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 RejectianPaul proceeds along two trajectories in exhorting the
Col ossian believer s t°andthetdackingte advamateh* Onhe “phi |
one hand Paul takes an essentially ad hominem course by deriding the troublesome
teacher as deceptive (a p a t),kkiled in enticingly persuasive —though false —
argumentation aimed at captivating® the hearts and minds of unsuspecting listeners. Paul

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

wisdom (f i | oispasfsteeped in both content vacuity and deceitful methodology
(kenhV i%lant hcont ext Paul contrasts such “phil
of God” and full treasurehouse3.of all true w

Paul further extends his rationale for rejecting the teachings of the Colossian
antagonist along contrastive lines, structuring his key polemical antithesis around
three k aprepositional clauses.” At one level Paul draws the contrast between sources
of teaching. Withk at a ptalrmdosi n t whaul stressgsrthevipumvan
origins of the false te’odhimeq, "derTihwee ¢ | fi rmam |

ou kat a I@strongcontrast causes the reader to recall the divinerevelatory
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source behind the gospel Paul had been commissioned to preach. That which was
hi dden, the very “mystery”™ o®27),W€disclosedt i n you
by God himself. It was that gospel tradition focused on Christ Jesus as Lord that the
Col ossian bel i,e’vetrhse hvaedr ¥y rgeoccsep eviedf ai t h whi ch
(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. Withk at a t a %t o u c &Raud smesses
the alignment of the false teaching with the
again, the emphatically contrastiveo u  k at a @lls thesrdader o remember that
Christ had been received as k u r i(2dMand possessed a universal supremacy as creator,
sustainer, and teleological purpose of all things—includingthes t oi cei a t-ou kos mo
as poignantly depicted in the soaring hymnic panegyric of Col.1:15-20. Paul reiterates
the theme of Christ®"s supremacy over all pow
drawing on the leitmotif of Christ being their k e f a(2:10) and also the vivid imagery
of his public triumph over all hostile powers opposed to him (2:15).

The climactic end-positioningofo u  k at a 18 2:§, teetefore clearly
stresses the christological heart of Paul " s
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 letstand. Ou k at a ointedby tnpoances in theological shorthand the

christological criterion for true gospel tradition teaching,'® 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 o t* fPaul in 2:9-10 turns emphatically first to
a two-fold christological affirmation —with clearly polemical overtones —which sets out

whyt he Col ossi an phil osophy” should be rejec
tradition and teachingsof hisk at a Crgosgelt o n
Terminological Keystone for Christology (7 a)u Fhewdistinctive Pauline

locutionen awalwl s the reader s attention back to
Paul s par aeniabims i nP a2pdsdiosing bf thvieatiraée here in

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

noteworthy inclusiowith the concludinge n  aia €ol2:15 — 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 —notonlye n  a (2:6,49,10,15),

butalso e n (2111,12), the associative dative a u t (2v12), and the s u-nompounds of

2:12-13(sunt afent eV, S u n h g s re)pmdrks this psssage withtheo p o i h

unmi stakeabl e christological i mprint of the
true gospel criterionofk at a Crniosw ofnn nds i1its voice in the *
christological h u affirmatiomsun?2:@-15witl turo.h  a | | Paul s
Christ: The Accessible God The two “ i n-10lproviddadyalhr ases i1
christological aspect for consideration. P a

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

dominant perspective for the developing Pauline argument here,*? 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 t
followsin2:11-15, the Christian“s personal i nti mat e
ontological christology (2:9) moves to the more functional christology (2:10-15) that
rules Paul®"s df gument in Col . 2:8
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 t o pPallr wma
onceagainin2:9lik el y presupposes the more pe¥fsonal i
With this distinctive phrase Paul i kely til
devaluation of Jesus" uni gqueawithteeartick—r el at i on
pleonastically employed here withp | h r w-suggests entirety,' the sum total with
nothing whatsoever excepted. The verbally derived term p | h r wtsalre-emphasizes
this concept of fullness or completeness.” In the context of Col.1:15-20 it references
Go d “ self€xprésdion is 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 absolutep an t o poflhl® wma
with the yet more explicitt h V. q e,a tanigue and/strong term which signifies the

very essence of God himself (=t o u  Jehe state of being God,*® not just possessing
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divine qualities or characteristics. Adding to thisclarific at i on concerning Chr i
divinity Paul further states that this divine plenitude dwells in Christs wma t 1 &k wivn

bodily form” NIV). sTvihnoautgitieke ws\drchegype/eality f er t o t a
over against copy/shadow™ — 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.® “ He r e s wimla & imfans We corporeality in which God

encounters man in the world in which he lives. It means the full humanity of Jesus, not a
humanity whi ch i s #arhisinearnaionaherefomekis nd charade.d e i t y . ”

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

truly human per sa@anatcexistthca amphétieally establishesthes t “ s s
“encount e rraftGbddn the mraoh df €hgist. God became relationally

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

't must again be obser v ghtherd fordowevgs ol e mi cs ¢
conceived precisely, the elemental forces of the universe (2:8) are by no means to be
considered the repositories in any sense of
yet further by stressing that this embodiment of the complete self-revelation of God now
permanently resides ifk a t o Y2 KCteist. The verbal aspectofk a t o indicatds that
here in 2:9 Paul®"s christological thought mo
(Jn.1:14), thr ough #@dhonward tb & sffirmationaofthet r y on eart
permanent post-incarnational bodily (s w ma t i ekisteived of Christ.?*

I n Chri st, tnheesrs€f carcec,entthef” a&lalul “s t heol o

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

thest oi cei a t, Godin&laisfuliess completely and permanently resides.
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All hints of insufficiency or inadequacy in Christ are eliminated. For the remainder of
Paul s argbmenttins2oflOparticular relevance
Christin bodily formf or t hi s accent <c¢learly emphasizes
fullnessto mankind—“ i n him” (Chri st) . I n Christ, ther
accessible God. It is to the dimensions — especially redemptive ones in 2:11-15 — of this
relationshipbetween 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 pepllhoawkmenmack to the believers®™ past r
(2:6) and accentuates the abiding results of their completeness through union with the
exalted Lord. Asthetermp | h r wm2#® connoted entirety and completeness, the
ver bal idea here similarly indicates that th
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 restric
to God through Jesus; he has full and uni mp
Though the distinctive Pauli neasibtner mi nol og

bear a fomulaic feel, the dynamic character of this present passage precludes any such
understanding. The preposition e mnarks a close association of parties, a close personal
relation in which the prepositional object is understood to be the controlling power.?
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 | anguage of “mystical?” un
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 possi bl®Thapérsenwhoeal i ty of
“has been filled in him” DbrehetwepeopleofGodg. Paul th
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 ¢
The polemics of this truth become explicit as Paul returns once more to the
supremacy of Christ them&eby.lThaall-ihnclussve ng t he *
supremacy and authority of Chr i—gpparedthover ever
the erstwhile representatives ofthes t oi c ei a t -ereceivksdus emphasis in
Col ossians, owing to the AMiandhisenquestofJesus™ r o0
such hostile forces(t aV ar caV k ai,2:15)a N submittoany othar Yord
than Jesus, would be to submit to defeat and the very delusion about which Paul had so
adamantly warned them.
Having firmly groundedmhiChrasgudmertd amo\wnis
Paul further expands upon what Christ has done in redemption and the nature of its
i mpact on the believer. Il n what does the fu

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?” over

each other in Col.2:11-1 5 , the basic direction of Paul " s t
Jesus” death and resurrection has effectuall
from hostile alien spirit-powers,andnew! i f e to those wh® are “in h

Through a summarizing exegetical look at each of the metphorical pictures, the central
pl ace of an “in him/Christ” christological p
feature thr oughporuets ePhatualt®iso ne xopfa ntdheed r edempt i v
death.

Circumcision and the Death of ChristThe 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 e n leagling the reader into the circumcision
metaphor. Given the incorporative christological contextin2:9-1 0, t he i ni ti al *“i
—whose antecedent is Christ (e n &, @:10)w- could well be understood to set the
interpretive tone and direction for what follows.

Paul i mmediately clarifies the spiritual
Colossian believers had received in Christ with the poignanta ¢ e i r o p“oaietmthat
—combined with the divine passivep e r i e t mindetscores the divine agency for
this circumcision.®® This circumcision, Paul stresses, is wholly the work of God and is

only experienced i n Christ.” Though freque



J. L. Terveen — Colossians 2

this juncture, baptism as such is not a necessary postulate for understanding 2:11.3" The

that the believer
appears to offer a likely explanation for this vivid imagery, though the controllinge n atw

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

eniw becomes clear that Christ himself and

hands are inextricably connected. It is
focused emphasis in the following versesonJes us * deat h, may wel |l al
death as a kind of circumcision into which believers enter.®* The circumcision is

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

The figurative idegap¢kd)Eadsiotepi ng of f cl

circumcision metaphor in the immediately connected phrase. What, precisely, was taken
off is less clear. Two directions for interpretingt ou s wmat oV emelgy sar koV

One common interpretive trajectory looks at s a r with pejorative moral connotations —

the believer®s circumcision consi¥tfs in the

however, the e nat therbeginning 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 s a r 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 s a r ogens the possibility of applying this to Christ, not believers.* In

summary, Moul e concludes that the somewhat

in Christ” spiritual realiery et nnbiegtést er , 1 s .

S circumcision was a past

0

0

flesh” alludes in a particularly vivid metap

physical body, his violent death.*® Paul may well have radically adapted the thought of

10
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physical circumcision to apply to t-he remova
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 thei*rPaunlctosr psourmantairoyn o“fi nt hhei nt.h"u
1Cor.15:3-4 affirms that Jesus diedfor our sins, was buried and was raisedon the third
day, a kerygmatic pattern he reproduced here also in Col. 2:11-12.
The final phrasee n t h per i t o nthncludes the 2:Clrcirceicision
metaphor, though not without exegetical controversy. Of greatest significance is the way
one construes the genitivet o u  C r.¥# Siveo aur interpretive direction to this point,
an objectivegenit i ve under standing would concisely re
summarizing the preceding clauses by once again pointing to his death —a condensed
vivid “gruesom® figure for death."”
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* and had made circumcision a factor in religious debate. Physical circumcision
mar ked off the Jewish people as the “peopl e
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 identify
from the foundationally si@m)Raulusdtiet “i n hi m/

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

those seeking to undermine the confidence of the Colossian believers.

11
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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 wunion with Christi,n ahitrh’eme dou

language and the conceptually allied s u-nompound verbs.
The participles u n't a f may tie @ieWed grammatically as well as

conceptually subordinatetop e r i e t rf2H.Ip)i turelerscoring the full reality of the

death of Christ as compl etwitdChrisnas hi s buri al

symbolized in the baptismal act

identified with Christ and his death. This first in a series of s u-nompounds in 2:12-

s faith

Wi tn

13%overl apping the incorporative and particif

terminology, emphatically continues the

sharing in Christ.

The dramatically repeated e N wphiasa from 2:11, connected here in 2:12 to
s u n h g e,hay daused a split in opinion concerning the referent of the relative
pronoun. A large school of thought refers it to the immediately precedingb a p t i.*5 mw
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 (R0.6:3-
4). While this view is certainly possible, the strong accent throughout this passage on
union with Christ, the repetition of the precise phrase e n  firomk2:41i (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 awkwardl y)

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

12

Paul

“wi th
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to Christ.** This then offers the structureofen wi ka2: 11 referring to t
oneness with Jesus in his death coordinated with the second e n win R:12 referring to
the believer®s oneness with Jesus in his res

is seen as incidental,*°

underlining —in conjunctionwiths unt af etnhtee Vbel i ever s
real union with Christ in all the fullness of his death.

Notably the aorist tense of s u n h g e drayvatteation to the pastrealization of
resurrection in Christ for the believer. Here Paul then looks not to the somatic experience
of resurrection in the eschaton,“® but rather to a more realized eschatological perspective
highlighting the believer participating alre
“already” r esur r e cetvedpolemialhypete to andescuttieay hav e
Col ossian antagonist®"s suggestion that Chri s
needing ascetical and other religious experiences and practices to bring it up to spiritual
speed.*” Thatthe believerwasa |l r eady “rai sed with Christ” wo
response to any such denegrating view of Christian spirituality.

With the burial and resurrection metaphor
impacted by union with Christ christology. Heprovides t he f ourth i n a seql
hi m/ whom” cl| aus e sCrp csivhdthi Additionbllg, Baklnoivo t h e
compl ements the distincti ¢e-nompoimdverbsm/ Chri st ”
which have the effect of double-emphasizing the incorporative christological concept.

Spiritual Deadness and Makind\live. 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® I|lives

metaphorical imagery looks now more specifically at spiritual death and divine life-

13
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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 camdrapowdetme2n'lirnit hen/ onc
between their pre-Christian status and their current Christian existence.

Paul s contrast begins with a description
asn e k r*?oTWe following phrases clearly indicate the figu r at i ve sense of “de
here, spiritual death.® The two causal datives establish the grounds of their former
condition of spiritual death. First, they acted out their rebellion against God through
“t r e s pdelibsratedy vidlating the laws of God and setting themselves in hostility
against him. Further, Paul®"s description of
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).>* 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 aoristverbs une z wo pPa thlsethurns to the “now’

Col ossian believers spiritual status, a con

life-giving grace. A virtual synonymfors u n e g, éhéunusuals une z wo p’éi hsen

draws on a typical contemporary Jewishc oncept f or God as one wh o
d e a°t Thé prepositional s u n  aphrasendirectly attachedtos unez wopoi hsen

stresses the s u >rprefix and emphatically draws attention once again to the

14
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christological touchst Gohz8-105f. P aQunll“ys iwh oulne oanr
him/ Christ,” who was dead and made alive by
wonder of the vanquishing of personal spiritual deadness and the consequent raising to
i fe. Close inti mat Btheumquesara mdispensablegroond “ wi t h”
of the miracle of God giving life to the dead.

Paul touches once more on the cause of spiritual death, including himself now
(hmthj)s time as he refers a second time to *
participlec ar i s atealolVs attention to the grounds fo
life, namely his gracious forgiving of the very trespasses that alienate people from God.
The “r emi s sciaorni”% toamsitiena Paul smoothly into his next metaphor in
2: 14 where he then takes up a consideration
sin debt in the death and resurrection of Jesus.

Cancelling the Legal Bonaf 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 hapaxc e i r o g meferreddora
signed note of debt, a promissory note signed by the debtor. That Paul speaks of it as

being wi ped out” and destroyed by being “na
understanding it as the Mosaic Law as such leads in the wrong direction. The contextual

framewor k of Paphodin244 ineligateseathet tbatlc emertogr af on

depicts a record of sins, violations of the legal regulations ( d o g m eostdined )vithin

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

i s erased. God"“s mor al and hlid wPaul makessshe | aw it s e

accusatory and condemnatory character of this bond of indebtedness doubly clear, stating

15
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not only the basi ck®tgct)bhudsapbintingto itsadive” agai nst
hostility(u penanti.on hmin)
The finite verb hr k egaverns 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 phrasee k t o u (1@a@.$:8).uThe two
aorist participles vividly describe this removal of the sin debt record.
Thefirst,e x a | e,ipigkaup'theideaofc ar i s a (@d3) amdvneans the

erasure of an entry inabook —quitel i t eral Iy “bl ot t &dhisout” or w

basically reiterates the idea of 2:13b,c ar i samenoV hmin panta ta par
The second participlep r 0 s h | expresses vividly howthe 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, 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.*° Further, the explicit crucifixion

terminology makesrefer ence t o Jesus own crucifixion wun
the cross bears man" scesiirnosg,anahbodnoentiofsiy a s omat
His death by being nailed to the cross, effectually brings forgiveness of trespasses, the

erasureofsinde bt t hrough the sin off-&ring in Chris

Though there is no explicit use of either

terminology in 2:14, the passage is contextually closely relatedtoc a r i s mre2id) V

16



J. L. Terveen — Colossians 2

which in turn explicatess u n @zpw i h s e n u ma Raul,sherafiore, addresses
the cause of spiritual death, namelyp ar at w (2:43a,@, and continues his
forgiveness theme from 2:13 with new metaphorical ammunition in 2:14. The same
“with Christ” chriset.ological concept carries
Triumphant Par a Pail brimgs tG dnclimactid conclusion
his sequence of metaphors describing the eff
resurrection. Two more aorist participles —the final two in the sequence of five in 2:13-
15 —now help definethe mainverbe d ei gmat i s en
The first participle,a p e k d u s acreatehereyétical 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 subjectof s u n e z wo p(@:13h b eddition, it disallows understanding
thefinalen aubthw2: 15 to refer to Christ, breaking
“in whom” c¢l auses so dilstNiTn cGtriewek “tso ttema eanrcgyu
understand a middle voice as active suggests
(or“disarmed”) . This all ows a more contextu
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).
Themainverbe d e i g mexplainsthatrne 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

disgracingofthear c aV k ai isetneifiecsby advhge n par.r hsi a

17
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The final aorist participle brings to emp
and his infinite superiority. q r i a mb eaunstaphér 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 Chri st , a “ sl avaal toiuCdChlb ¢ordekt,.hdweverThe obj ec't
reveals a very different feel, since the reference now clearly presents the powers and
principalities as true enemies of €hrist. T
through his death and resurrection emphatically proclaims the undeniable supremacy of
Christ over all. “The cross on which Chri st
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 e n  a, antinalusio holding the whole of 2:9-15 together.
“I'n Christ” God vanqui shes all hostile spirdi
“I'n Christ” the people of God share in his v
that would seek to rule over them.

Conclusion. Throughout this study, careful attention has been given to highlight
the centrality of Paul s wunion christology f
threat posed by the Colossian antagonist. In 2:8 it was seen that the emphatically end-

positioned not according to Christ” gave th
touchstone Paul would develop in the christological affirmations to follow. Cast, then,
within the framewor k of t hestheleitmotihof m/ Chr i st ”

“full ness” wiQ@ohd a sdu‘aln aCshpre cstt ” |, and the bel
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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 wor k d
him/ Christ” christology. These poignant and
Christ provides the christological touchstone of authentic Christianity.

Indeed, union with Christ does function throughout 2:8-15 as the primary
her meneuti cal key to unlocking Paul s ar gume
the (1) lexical and literary emphasisonthee n  a u tand' s 0 terminology, the (2)
distinctive and numerous incorporatively oriented metaphorical images, and (3) the

fullness motif accenting relationally redemptive completeness.

! 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,ast o u t o lobkgbgckvon 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).

% See e.g. 1Cor.8:9; 10:12; Gal.5:15: Phil.3:2.

® The singular t i aMd following singular substantival participle may well point toward a particular

i ndividual in Paul s mind. Though obliquely referenc
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.

* Though the vexed question of the nature and content of theso-c a | | e d Colossiand heresy” h
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 respongethe 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 withdescri bi ng Paul s response
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.

®> 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 GreekEnglish Lexicon of the New Tament and other Early Christian Literatyre

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. "es tiepresentdéemsg ofithe &I T hapaxn s wl agwgb& f ut L
likely possesses a future aspect (a conative present—“ t r yi ng t o take captive”). Thi
toward a potential problem situation to be aware of and avoided rather than an existing situation to be

remedied.
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® The single article unitesf i | o sand ik@ nhV qipvaitrhg/y t he ot her wi se neutr al
clearly pejorative sense in this context. Gi ven suct
became stigmatized by the church fathers as anti-gospel. J. B. Lightfoot, Sai nt Paul 6s Epi stl es t
Colossians and to Philemd@rand Rapids: Zondervan, 1961), p.179, recalls this negative attitude citing
Tertullian: “Quid simile philosophus et Christianus?~:
" The first two k a tcluses are both in turn set in antithetical relationship to the final k a t ckause.

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

technical termp a r a d exprasses the manner in which religious statements were transmitted from

teacher to | earner. An essentially neutral term, “tr
I n Col .2:8 the matter of the tradition"s origin becor
reception of tradition (p a r e | g dndesétsehe stage for the source contrast Paul draws attention to here.

® For a large bibliography of the related literatureon's t o i ¢ e GoDelling, Theological Dictionary of

the New Testame(®rand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1971), VII, p.670. For further extended treatments of this

distinctive term (and the full phrases t oi cei a t)o s ekeo sPmoQdiossials; FBilermnoa n |

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

96-99; Bauer, BDAG, p.946. Without delving into the sea of scholarly workons t oi cei a t®@u kosmou
task far beyond the more limited scope of this work, the present writer accepts the major accepted view that

it refers to the “elementathétobasstsmatietsabf (ehethbni
cosmos mythologized and divinized and seen as exercising ruling power over human affairs. In Col.2:8,20

context the notion of angelic heirarcitBi. s connected t
translation “basic principles” (NIV) seems to vague,
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.

“Though it may perhaps be construed as anachronistic
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

yetin 2:9-15especially—as t eaching a deceptively misleading theol

Christ” tradition wit h tfhlsdottrine aaddnicdrtdinexirame aasesmenie n” ar e t ¢
his declaration of anathema upon them (Gal.1:8, 9). I
and “heterodox” refer to teachings not aligned with t
refer to teachings aligned with those found within the NT canon.

1 o t gbverns both major clauses which followin2:9 (k at o)akd@:10a(e st e . . . pepl hr wmenoi

Syntactically the larger unit of 2:9-12 at least may be seen as governed by the o t; iindeed 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 o t im 2:9a.

'2In 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 t@% hdwvéver,st movemer
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 tF
and this Christ. The same orientation toward the relationship between the believer and Christ —namely

their union with him—r u | e s ardaraent in Cad.2:6 —3:17 as well.

M. J. Harris, Colossians & Philemo(Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1991), 49-5 O ; P. T. O"Brien,
Colossians, 50-53.

' BDAG, 784.

> BDAG, 829-830. The scholarly literature on the notoriously thorny background of the term p h r wma

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)99-102, makes good sense in looking closer to home in Hellenistic

Judai sm"s concept s o f-7; dspesiallyireviewoif cseatianRs.189%7; Ja@g.23:24Wi s . 1: 6

and to the LXX"s usage of both verb (;B0sl2.2B: 1 LXX) anc
ot her words, one need |l ook no further than Judaism ar
thinking and terminology. Gnosticism"s devel oped usze
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clearly secondary and much later (second century). Postulations of syncretistic influences (F. F. Bruce,

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

Judaism to explain the whole of the hoGgothegssi an her es)
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 argumentexplicat i ng Jesus"® full and complete divin
“phil osophies” (more than |ikely of Jewish character)
Jesus"” relationship to God.

1 BDAG, 452. Many commentators refer at this point to J. B. Lightfoot (Colossians181-182) to provide

Greek illustrations for this distinction between divine essence or nature (g e o t ahd\diyine qualities or

characteristics (g e i).0Tke second term, also a hapax in the NT, occurs in Rom.1:20.

" The emphatic end-positioningof s wmat ii kw2 : 9 points to Jesus“ embodi men
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.

'8 One example is Petr Pokorny, Colossians, A Commentaffjeabody, Mass: Hendrickson, 1991), p.122

wr i t e Ghrist one‘enconnters the true, authentic, fulness of God, over against which all other

conceptions of God, speculations and experiences are
0" B r Cotssiansp.112-113, examines four interpretive lines in order of his evaluation of probability:

(1) “in bodily form” (see various translations, NIV,
on the singular | ocus of the embodi ment, no dispersal

“corpor at el yréh; cf Col. 224). SeernlsotLdhse, Caldsgiansp. 92, 100 n. 46, 47.

P®E. Schwavimaer s wmat i k ¢V ThedogicalsDigtiowaky of the New Testament

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

2! Dunn, Colossians p.152.

ZKat oi(imeewommonthano i k iathe NT) indicates a permanent settled dwelling . See BDAG,

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

Domains2™ed. ( New Yor k: Uni ted Bi bl e oSiokad Ridionarns , 1988) ,

of New Testment Theolqgy. C. Brown, Il (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1967), p.251.

2 Theaoristse u d o k bndleant o i kiC®I4:19 contrast with the presenttense k a t 0 inR:@ i

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

to the incarnation, it appears Paul understoodthatp an t o p | h r wadidenot gs&dein Ghristo V

s wma t i HoweVer, all the fullness of deity does dwell in Christ pre-incarnationally and eternally.

» BDAG, p.327.

% C. F. D. Moule, The Origin of ChristologyCambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1977), has been
particularly influenti al i n t heins Cwilangtagew Hisshapteh i n ki ng akt
(p.47-96) on the corporate Christ has influenced much NT scholarship in the direction of understanding

P a u | ‘insitveghrase in terms of what is often known as corporate identification.

Paul tends to repeat himself as he spins out each me
such apparent redundancy should probably be understood as intentionally adding intensity and emphasis to

the presentation rather than being simply tedious and unnecessary repetition.

%8 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.

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

whol | 'y Gedkvoid of amphunkan handiwork. However understood precisely, none disagree that
God stands as the agent of this “circumcision.
®itappears probable that Paul"s mind was working along
spoke of the circumcision of the flesh needing to be
of t he heaa%2aC4r.3:3; Mib3:32cf. Re@.10:10; Jer.4:4).

1 R. Martin, Colossians and Philemop.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,s eei ng it as the “sacrament al means by which
Pokorny, Colossians p . 124, exclaims confidently that “baptism
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Colossians, p. 234, states: “rtiseti“rs bdeepattihs, m wvaass aan s ynr
ceremony it was ,a circumcision not made with hand. "’
%2 Dunn, Colossiansp.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 e n ewven moreso.

* The participial forma p e k d u s aaruesagainvin 2:15 with similarly figurative application of the

“taking off of c¢clothing,” though the specific usage i
hostile powers and principalities noted in that text. BDAG, p. 100.

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

bapti smal initiation: “This is Paul"s wayThof recallli
noun render ed apekplusissuggestsg cleanfbrieak with &3oast life, though the metaphor is

one of disrobing and stripping off &oosgianspé&ll-c o me set
103; Lohse, Colossiansp.102; C.Vaughn, “ EBdpo280si ans”

* Thelack of an a u t @ay be seen as problematic, however the strongly incorporative accent in this

whole passage mitigates this difficulty.

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

Baptism in the New Testamé@rand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1962), p. 152-1 5 3 ; OdloBsiansp. h16-

117; Dunn, Colossiansp. 157-158.

%7 If a moral sense can be understood even within an interpretive understanding of thistexttorefer t o 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 hi s
such an Adam christological viewpoint in Colossian and it would seem best to leave such a viewpoint for

other texts.

®The NIV rendering, “circumcision done by Christ,” ta
awkward in relation to the circumcision imagery in Ro. 2:29 where it is the Spirit that circumcises the

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

usage of the preposition eimthis clause, whether instrumental, temporal, or epexegetical (our preference).

¥ Beasley-Murray, Baptism  p . 15 2 ; Colossiansp. 7; Boule,€aolgssians and Philemop.

96.

“0 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

Jewishaspects of the Colossian “philosophy” seen el sewhe
* The structure of the passage certainly allows the participles u n t a f te Ioe indekétood adverbially
subordinate to the finite aoristverbper i et mhght et he i nterpretation of 2:11

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 e n  was kefarring to Christ,
a view this present study defends.

“Followings unt af cdosely@es unhge (24Mands unez wop@©2:hbk3)n. Paul " s
continued use of the preposition s u (e.g. 2:20; 3:3,4) and s u-nompound verb forms (e.g. 3:1) isa
distinctive marker of his linguistic style in Colossi

emphasis in paraenesis and christology.

*% Beasley-Murray, Bapism p. 153ff.; Schweizer, Colossians145f.; Harris, Colossiansp. 104;
Lightfoot, Colossiansp. 185. The proximity of the relative clause to b a p t i asgwmassfor this view. So
also does the baptismal imagery parallel in Ro. 6 where Paul references resurrection to baptism.

* Lohse, Colossians p. 92, 99, 1 Cdossmnsf. 302,119; OunrB Colossiansp. 160; W.
Gr und mawmm , - ,“Theotogical Dictionary of the New Testamevitl (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans,
1971), p. 792.

** 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
in2:12.

®1Cor. 15 provides the classic Pauline passage that f
resurrection. The concern Paul evincerglizdn 1Corint hi e
eschatological view that the resurrection had alread)

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.

“"In Col. 2:16-23 Paul immediately highlights a sampling of the religious practices and phenomenology
being promoted by nagoestsCol ossi an church®s a
*® The contrast is just as plain in 2:13 as in 1:21-22, though without the indicator particles lighting the
grammatical way.

*® paul grammatically front-loads an expanded description of the object (u m a, kpeated for emphasis) of
the finite main verb s u n e z wo p. By doisgeorhe highlights the contrastive structure of this thought.
The participle o n t @ay 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.

%0 The figurative use of n e k rfop aépiritual kind of death is commonplace in the NT (e.g. Rev. 3:1;

James2:17-2 6, faith without works is “dead”). Physi cal de
P ar & pvnrantains the idea, seen especially inRo.5:15-18, 20 (Adam"s disobedience)
di sobedience to a revealed command of God. 't can be
missing of the mark set forth by divine revelation.

*2BDAG,p.3 9 . Paul spells out this concept-df “uncircumci
Contrasted with this state of “uncircumcision” stand:¢
hands” (Col. 2:11), a r e medyshadédlreadylvailedithenmselves. ICo | ossi an ¢
passing, it should be observed that the | anguage of *

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 e g e and 2vw o p oseemswilear (cf. 1 Cor. 15:22).

> Dunn, Colossiansp. 162f., lists several places where thisconce pt of God as one “who gi V¢
dead” appears in contemporary Jewish |literature. Oof
uncircumcised gentiles are given life by God.

*0" Br Cobssiansp. 169-171, examines the less frequent(t han “in Christ”) Pauline *
terminology in Colossians. Four of Paul s twelve uUseE
“A brief glace at these references shows that no sing
that the prepositions u 6 “ wi t h”) was suited to express intimate per
or him in various contexts (ratherthanme t,a “ wi t h, ” whi ch was more suited to

or attendant ci r c demaso takesa trief lbok {t the.s uin@mPound verb formsBin

thet NT.

*® 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.

> 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.

®J . J e reexmil &9 ,Thedlogical Dictionary of the New Testamest G. Friedrich, trans. G. W.

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

0" Br Cobossians p. 126, notes A. Deissmann“s (Light from t
lay behind this phrase the practice of marking a cancelled promissory note withacross-l i ke “x” over t he
bond itself. Evidently, as Moule, Colossiansp. 99, states, no evidence for such a practice — or for

language like this to describe such a practice — exists.

®This “indictment” interpr et atsitsoather awlkevadlyi—ifsot c o mmon popu
impossibly —with the dominant idea in the text of debt-record removal.
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