# 68: THE LETTER TO THE COLOSSIANS (L)
http://www.usccb.org/bible/scripture.cfm?bk=Colossians&ch=

This letter is addressed to a congregation at Colossae in the Lycus Valley in Asia Minor, east of Ephesus. At the time of writing, Paul had not visited there, the letter says (Col 1:4; 2:1). The community had apparently been established by Epaphras of Colossae (Col 1:7; 4:12; Phlm 23). Problems, however, had arisen, brought on by teachers who emphasized Christ’s relation to the universe (cosmos). Their teachings stressed angels (Col 2:18; “principalities and powers,” Col 2:15), which were connected with astral powers and cultic practices (see note on Col 2:16), and rules about food and drink and ascetical disciplines (Col 2:16, 18). These teachings, Paul insists, detract from the person and work of Christ for salvation as set forth magnificently in a hymnic passage at Col 1:15–20 and reiterated throughout the letter. Such teachings are but “shadows”; Christ is “reality” (Col 2:17).

For help in dealing with these problems that the new teachers posed at Colossae, Epaphras sought out Paul, who was then imprisoned (Col 4:10, 18) at a place that the letter does not mention. Paul, without entering into debate over the existence of angelic spirits or their function, simply affirms that Christ possesses the sum total of redemptive power (Col 1:19), and that the spiritual renewal of the human person occurs through contact in Baptism with the Person of Christ, who died and rose again (Col 2:9–14). It is unnecessary for the Christian to be concerned about placating spirits (Col 2:15), or avoiding imagined defilement through ascetical practices in regard to food and drink (Col 2:20–23). True Christian asceticism consists in the conquering of personal sins (Col 3:5–10) and the practice of love of neighbor in accordance with the standard set by Christ (Col 3:12–16).

Paul commends the community as a whole (Col 1:3–8); this seems to indicate that, though the Colossians have been under pressure to adopt the false doctrines, they have not yet succumbed. The apostle expresses his prayerful concern for them (Col 1:9–14). His preaching has cost him persecution, suffering, and imprisonment, but he regards these as reflective of the sufferings of Christ, a required discipline for the sake of the Gospel (see note on 1:24; cf. 1:29; 2:1). His instructions to the Christian family and to slaves and masters require a new spirit of reflection and action. Love, obedience, and service are to be rendered “in the Lord” (Col 3:18–4:1).

Colossians follows the outline of a typical Pauline letter. It is distinguished by the poetic lines in Col 1:15–20 concerning who Christ is and what Christ means in creation and redemption. This hymn may be compared with similar passages in Phil 2:6–11; 1 Tm 3:16; and Jn 1:1–18. It was apparently familiar liturgical material to the author, the audience, and the false teachers. In Col 1:21–2:7, however, Paul interprets the relation between the Body of Christ, which he insists is the Church (Col 1:18), and the world or cosmos to be one, not simply of Christ’s preexistence and rule, but one of missionary advance into the world by the spreading of the word (Col 1:25, 28). In this labor of the missionary Body of Christ, Paul, as a minister, plays a prime part in bringing Christ and the Gospel as hope to the Gentiles (Col 1:23, 25, 27). To “every creature under heaven,” the word is to be proclaimed, so that everyone receives Christ, is established in faith, and walks in Christ (Col 1:28; 2:6, 7).

Paul wrote the Letter to the Colossians while in prison, but his several imprisonments leave the specific place and date of composition uncertain. On this point the same problem exists as with Ephesians and Philippians (see the Introductions to these letters). Traditionally, the house arrest at Rome, in which Paul enjoyed a certain restricted freedom in preaching (see Acts 28:16–28), or a second Roman imprisonment has been claimed as the setting. Others suggest a still earlier imprisonment at Caesarea (see Acts 23:12–27:1) or in Ephesus (see Acts 19). Still others regard the letter as the work of some pupil or follower of Paul, writing in his name. In any case, the contents are often closely paralleled by thoughts in Ephesians.

The principal divisions of the Letter to the Colossians are the following:

I. Address (1:1–14)

II. The Preeminence of Christ (1:15–2:3)

III. Warnings against False Teachers (2:4–23)

IV. The Ideal Christian Life in the World (3:1–4:6)

V. Conclusion (4:7–18)

Colossians [(http://www.catholic.com/thisrock/1995/9501ntg.asp) Antonio Fuentes]


FROM the relative freedom he enjoyed during his Roman imprisonment, Paul wrote this letter to the Colossians some time in 61-63. Colossae was a city in Phrygia, about 200 kilometers (125 miles), from Ephesus, very close to Laodicea. Although this church, composed of Christians, mostly of Gentile background, was not founded by Paul himself [it was founded by a disciple of his, Epaphras (1:7)], Paul was well informed about how it was faring.  

In fact, a visit by Epaphras to Rome was what occasioned the letter, because he reported to the Apostle about erroneous doctrines which had recently made their way into the church at Colossae, threatening both faith and morals. False teachers were introducing a series of outdated Mosaic practices, such as observance of the law of the Sabbath, identification of certain foods as unclean, and placement of an exaggerated emphasis on the role of angels as intermediaries between God and men, which threatened to undermine the true doctrine of Christ as the only mediator.  

Christians hold that Christ's mediation, His Redemption, is something infinite: no one's personal suffering can add anything to it. Any Christian, since he is a member of Christ's Mystical Body, can unite himself to our Lord's sufferings which are on-going in the Church: "You suffer as needs be to contribute through your suffering to the sufferings of Christ, who has suffered as our Head and who suffers in his members, that is, in yourselves" 
(Augustine).

Paul uses the occasion to instruct the Colossians and to restate for them the truth about the absolute supremacy of Jesus Christ, as Beginning and End of all creation. He is the true Creator, Conserver and Redeemer, for He is the Son of God. That is to say, "He is the Image of the invisible God, the First-born of all creation; for in Him all things were created, in heaven and on earth, visible and invisible, whether thrones or dominions or principalities or authorities -- all things were created through Him and in Him all things hold together. He is the Head of the Body, the Church; He is the Beginning, the First-born from the dead, that in everything He ought to be pre-eminent" (Col 1:15-18).  

This text speaks of the activity of the Son prior to his appearance on earth. Paul particularly stresses the pre-existence of the Word, thanks to which all things were created by Him; and this preexistence is based on the fact that He is God, Co-eternal with the Father. The "beloved Son" of Colossians 1:13 is now described as "the First-born of all creation," an expression which, given the context, must be taken in a comparative sense: that is, He is before all creation or, which is the same thing, He exists from all eternity.  

It is very far from Paul's thinking, therefore, to present the Son of God as the first among creatures -- an error into which Arius fell through misinterpreting this text. Paul, on the contrary, describes Jesus Christ as the Creator in the widest and fullest sense of that word, which is proper to God alone. Thus, he calls Him "the Image of the invisible God", to underline His complete identity of Nature with God, concluding that "in Him the whole fullness of Deity dwells bodily" (Col. 2:9); Divinity and humanity are united in Jesus Christ in his own Person, which is Divine, in the same kind of way as the soul is the form of the body and with the body constitutes one single principle of operation. Through His sacrifice on the Cross, Jesus has become the universal Mediator reconciling all men to God. Thereby, He becomes the supreme Head of the Church, which is rightly called the Body of Christ. From effective union with the Head, the Christian receives the new life which should imbue all his actions; this requires us, since we have a share in the life of the risen Christ, to die to the old man, that is, to reject worldly living, which is something for people who do not know Christ. Therefore, the Colossians should not focus on matters of food or on things merely external to man, but on the very heart of man's personality: thereby they will learn the way to upright living. Hence, the program which God inspires Paul to outline: "Now put them all away: anger, wrath, malice, slander, and foul talk from your mouth. Put on, then, as God's chosen ones, holy and beloved, compassion, kindness, lowliness, meekness, and patience, forbearing one another. . . forgiving each other" (Col. 
3:8-13). 

The Apostle describes the way they should practice charity in their dealings with others: their conversation -- the test of true fraternity -- should be seasoned with salt, that is, with prudence and refinement, which will advise them what to say to each person at any particular time (cf. Col. 4:6).

Additional resources: 1) http://catholic-resources.org/Bible/Paul-Colossians-Ephesians.htm (Simplified and clear study with exhaustive bibliography by Rev. Dr.  Felix Justus S. J.) 

2) http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=DXUNYT-PEzI 

3) http://www.newadvent.org/cathen/04131b.htm 
