Simply Christ in a Syncretistic Culture #1

“Dear Friends, Whom I’ve Never Met”

Colossians 1:1-14

How many times does this happen…

Your phone rings. You look at the screen and it says, “Unknown Caller,” or lists a phone number from another area code. What do you do? If you’re like me, you swipe the red “x” and let it go to voice mail.

Or you open your email server and you see an email from “Unknown Sender,” or the subject line says, “Dear [username]:” What do you do? If you’re like me, you send it to the trash bin.

These days, we don’t mess around with communication from an unknown source.

I mention that because we are about to embark on a study of one of Paul’s letters, written to a church that, as we will see in this message, he had never visited. It was a church he had not planted. Had it been sent today, the church may have ignored it, since it came from an unknown source. Thankfully, though, they did receive it and it became part of our New Testament.

I refer to Paul’s letter to the Colossians. One commentator calls this “one of Paul’s most powerful and attractive letters.”
 Another states, “Colossians, one of the shortest of Paul’s letters, is also one of the most exciting.”
 As we will see throughout this study, it is certainly one of the most relevant to our own day and age.

This evening we won’t get much past the first couple of verses in introduction. Turn to Colossians 1:1-2,
Paul, an apostle of Christ Jesus by the will of God, and Timothy our brother, to the holy and faithful brothers in Christ at Colosse: Grace and peace to you from God our Father.

To gain a greater understanding and appreciation of this letter, I want to consider tonight the city of Colosse, the church at Colosse, and the crisis at Colosse that prompted Paul to write this letter.

The City of Colosse

The city of Colosse was one of three cities located in the Lycus Valley, about 100 miles inland from Ephesus. The other two cities were Laodicea and Hierapolis, both mentioned by Paul in Colossians 4:13. This area was a meeting point of East and West because an important trade route passed through there.
 

Originally they had been Phrygian cities but now they were part of the Roman province of Asia. They stood almost within sight of each other. Hierapolis and Laodicaea stood on either side of the valley with the Lycus River flowing between, only six miles apart and in full view of each other; Colosse straddled the river twelve miles farther up.
 These three merchant towns on the trade route from Rome to the east were well situated, but Colosse had already started to decline, whereas the other two were still prospering.

The city of Laodicea became the political center of the district and the financial headquarters of the whole area, a city of splendid prosperity. Hierapolis became a great trade-center and a notable spa. In that volcanic area there were many chasms in the ground from which came hot vapors and springs, famous for their medical quality; and people came in their thousands to Hierapolis to bathe and to drink the waters. Colosse at one time was as great as the other two. Behind her rose the Cadmus range of mountains and she commanded the roads to the mountain passes. Both Xerxes and Cyrus had halted there with their invading armies, and Herodotus had called her “a great city of Phrygia.” But for some reason the glory departed. How great that departure was can be seen from the fact that Hierapolis and Laodicaea are both to this day clearly discernible because the ruins of some great buildings still stand; but there is not a stone to show where Colosse stood and her site can only be guessed at.
 By the time Paul wrote this letter, Colosse had slipped into a second-rate position. It became what we would call a small town.
  In his classic commentary on the letter, J. B. Lightfoot claimed that “Colosse was the least important church to which any epistle of St. Paul was addressed.”
 I think it would be more accurate to say it was the least important city, not church, but you get the idea. Chuck Swindoll writes, “It’s not an exaggeration to say that if Paul hadn’t written his letter to the church in Colosse, nobody but historians and residents of the nearby city of Honaz would remember that once-bustling city.”

In its heyday prior to the Roman era, Colosse was well known for its textile industry, especially its purple-dyed wool.
 The color of the Colossian product was known as colossinus, a word used to describe the color of the cyclamen bloom.

The diversity of population and exposure to the latest ideas via travelers on its major highway meant that Colosse was a place where many different religious and philosophical viewpoints thrived and probably mixed together.
 The first-century Jewish historian Josephus mentions that Antiochus III resettled two thousand Jewish families from Babylon to the region of Phrygia around the late third or early second century bc.

All kinds of philosophies mingled in this cosmopolitan area, and religious hucksters abounded. There was a large Jewish colony in Colosse, and there was also a constant influx of new ideas and doctrines from the East. It was fertile ground for religious speculations and heresies!

The Church of Colosse

Into this environment the church of Colosse was established. Warren Wiersbe writes, 

Colosse probably would never have been mentioned in the New Testament had it not been for the church there. The city is never named in the Book of Acts because Paul did not start the Colossian church, nor did he ever visit it. Paul had heard of their faith (Col. 1:4, 9); but he had never seen these believers personally (Col. 2:1). Here was a church of unknown people, in a small town, receiving an inspired letter from the great Apostle Paul!

In all probability Paul’s prolonged residence at Ephesus and his preaching there for three years, so that, according to Acts 19:10, “all those in Asia heard the word of the Lord Jesus,” was indirectly responsible for the founding of the churches in the Lycus Valley.
 The immediate result of the ministry of Epaphras was the planting of new churches in Laodicea and Hierapolis as well as at Colosse.
 (F. F. Bruce suggests that probably all of the seven churches of Asia—Ephesus, Pergamum, Smyrna, Thyatira, Sardis, Philadelphia, and Laodicea—were planted during this time.
) This would have been during Paul’s second missionary journey, around the years ad 52-55.

It probably happened like this: During Paul’s ministry in Ephesus, two men from Colosse were brought to faith in Jesus Christ—Epaphras and Philemon (to whom the New Testament letter was written). Epaphras, himself a Colossian (according to Colossians 4:12), was the evangelist, preaching the Gospel in his hometown as well as neighboring Laodicea and Hierapolis.
 Philemon apparently hosted the Colossian church in his home. It is likely that Apphia was Philemon’s wife, and Archippus was his son, possible the pastor of the Colossian church at the time of Paul’s writing. (The letters of Colossians and Philemon were written at the same time.)

There is a good lesson for us here: God does not always need an apostle, or a “full-time Christian worker” to get a ministry established. Nor does He need elaborate buildings and extensive organizations. Here were two laymen who were used of God to start ministries in at least three cities. It is often God’s plan that the Christians in the large urban areas like Ephesus reach out into the smaller towns and share the Gospel.

What about the makeup of the Colossian congregation? The letter suggests that most of the Christians in Colosse were Gentiles. Paul describes the conversion of the Colossian Christians in terms that, while perhaps not altogether impossible to apply to Jews, more naturally describe those who were at one time “separate from Christ, excluded from citizenship in Israel and foreigners to the covenants of the promise, without hope and without God in the world,” as he would write in Ephesians 2:12. See especially Colossians 1:12—“[the Father] has qualified you to share in the inheritance of his people in the kingdom of light”—and Colossians 1:21—“Once you were alienated from God and were enemies in your minds because of your evil behavior.” Paul’s mention of the fact that it was “among the Gentiles” that God had chosen to make known his mystery points in the same direction. The sins that characterized these believers before they came to Christ—“sexual immorality, impurity, lust, evil desires and greed, which is idolatry” in Colossians 3:5—are also more typically Gentile than Jewish. In addition to these positive indications, there are also two arguments from silence that cohere with (though certainly do not prove) a mainly Gentile audience: the lack of any explicit Old Testament quotations; and the lack of any explicit reference to the law.

So how did Paul know what was going on in Colosse? Verses 7-8 of Colossians 1 would indicate that Epaphras, who had brought news of Christ from Paul to Colosse, had taken news of the church from Colosse to Paul.
 While Epaphras brought a mostly good report to the apostle, there were some ominous signs of trouble ahead. Paul, under house arrest at this time in Rome, felt burdened to write a letter that could be circulated among the neighboring churches (see Colossians 4:15-16; the letter to Laodicea has been lost).

The Crisis in Colosse 

So what about the crisis in Colosse? It must have been Epaphras who brought to Paul, in prison in Rome, news of the situation that was developing in Colosse. Much of the news that he brought was good. Paul is grateful in Colossians 1:4 for news of their faith in Christ and their love of the saints. He rejoices in verse 6 at the Christian fruit they are producing, specifically their love in the Spirit, according to verse 8. He is glad when he hears of their order and steadfastness in the faith in chapter 2, verse 5. There was trouble at Colosse certainly; but it had not yet become an epidemic. Paul believed that prevention was better than cure; and in this letter he is grasping this evil before it has time to spread.
 Certainly there is nothing in Colossians of the strong indignation found in Paul’s letter to the Galatians where he sees the very foundations of orthodox faith being shaken. The Colossian letter is a “friendly” letter. Paul’s plea for continued loyalty is made to those who can be called, for the most part, “faithful brothers” (verse 2).

But there was false teaching in their midst. Colosse, located on the major trade route from east to west, was a hotbed for Greek philosophy and religion which would later develop into Gnosticism, a heresy prevalent in the early centuries of the church.
 Furthermore, the Jewish portion of the population left their impress upon the curious perversion of Christianity that developed there which included worship of angels (1:16; 2:15, 18), legal scruples concerning food and festal days (2:16), and a form of asceticism (2:23; 3:5-10).
 Whether the heresy exposed here was Greek or Jewish in nature cannot be settled for certain. Perhaps it was a little of both—an eclectic assortment of ideas, but it was too early to find here any settled second-Christian-century form of Gnosticism.

All false teaching has some truth mixed with its error, and the Colossian heresy was no exception. But it was dangerous because it was syncretistic, and Christianity is the declared foe of syncretism. We read in Colossians 2:8, “See to it that no one takes you captive through hollow and deceptive philosophy, which depends on human tradition and the basic principles of this world rather than on Christ.” Paul is not against philosophy: no lover of God could be opposed to the pursuit of wisdom. But he is opposed to that philosophy which is hollow and deceptive.
 I remember hearing Ravi Zacharias once define secular philosophy as, “a blind man in a dark room with no windows, looking for a black cat that isn’t there.” That’s pretty empty! And that was what Paul wrote against.

The object Paul has in view in writing Colossians is the correction of this heresy. But instead of attacking the false teaching directly, he clearly sets forth the unique significance of Christ, and the all-sufficient character of his redemption.
 Christ Himself is the apostle’s answer to false teaching at Colosse.
 In this letter, the apostle is showing the Colossian Christians that they were complete in Jesus Christ. They did not need anything else, in spite of the claims of the false teacher who was telling them that faith in Christ was not enough.
 A firm grounding in Christology, then, and in its practical implications for the daily life of believers was the best defense against the illusory attractiveness of the Colossian heresy.
 Paul wrote this to demonstrate that Jesus Christ is sufficient as our Lord, our Life, and our Leader.

Do we have any of this heresy today? Yes, we do; and it is just as deceptive and dangerous! When we make Jesus Christ and the Christian revelation only part of a total religious system or philosophy, we cease to give Him the preeminence. When we strive for “spiritual perfection” or “spiritual fullness” by means of formulas, disciplines, or rituals, we go backward instead of forward. Christian believers must beware of mixing their Christian faith with such alluring things as yoga, transcendental meditation, Oriental mysticism, and the like. We must also beware of “deeper life” teachers who offer a system for victory and fullness that bypasses devotion to Jesus Christ. In all things, He must have the preeminence!
 And this is not merely a theological treatise; Christology is not merely of cognitive value; it is to result in an ethic of love and the transformation of a new self after the image of the One who created and redeemed us.

This background helps us to understand the meaning behind what Paul wrote to Colosse. Any penetrating exposition of the letter must move on three levels: what Paul said and why he said it: what it meant to the Colossians; and what it now means to us as we seek to answer the profound questions of life.

Many Bible scholars have concluded that Colossians is the most profound letter Paul ever wrote. This must not keep us from reading and studying this wonderful letter. But we must be cautioned against a superficial approach to these chapters. Unless we depend on the Spirit of God to teach us, we will miss the truths God wants us to learn.

The church today desperately needs the message of Colossians. We live in a day when religious tolerance is interpreted to mean, “One religion is just as good as another.” Some people try to take the best from various religious systems and manufacture their own private religion. To many people, Jesus Christ is only one of several great religious teachers, with no more authority than they. He may be prominent, but He is definitely not preeminent.

This is an age of “syncretism.” People are trying to harmonize and unite many different schools of thought and come up with a superior religion. Our evangelical churches are in danger of diluting the faith in their loving attempt to understand the beliefs of others. Mysticism, legalism, Eastern religions, asceticism, and man-made philosophies are secretly creeping into churches. They are not denying Christ, but they are dethroning Him and robbing Him of His rightful place of preeminence.

Colossians is timeless and so contemporary. The same problems that confronted the Colossian Christians are still around: beguiling philosophies, distracting add-ons to the gospel, competing saviors, polarizing extremes of asceticism and license, false gods of cultural religion, and insecure Christians unsure of the gospel and vacillating about Christ.
 Paul’s words to first century Colosse are even more relevant for today’s believer. Paul tells it like it must be…through Christ, and only through Him, you can learn, in the title of Fritz Ridenour’s book on Colossians, “how to be a Christian in an unchristian world.”
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