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WHAT THEORY OF THE COLOSSIAN “HERESY” BEST ACCOUNTS FOR THE 

EPISTOLARY DATA?

Daniel HAYTER

The question of what so worked the author of Colossians has historically been heavily disputed and 

shows no signs of going away. Over the last hundred years, more and more theories have been 

advanced – some more imaginative than others – but no agreement has been reached. As DeMaris 

comments:  'None of the reconstructions of the Colossian philosophy commands a consensus of 

scholarly opinion at the present'.1 In fact over 35 years ago J. J.  Gunther noted 44 (!) different 

interpretations or reconstructions of the so-called Colossian heresy.2 This count is in all certainty 

even more impressive at present. The Colossian heresy seems to remains a mystery which does not 

seem to have yet been revealed.3

This present essay is not yet another attempt to bring a fresh suggestion to the table. Rather, this 

paper's purpose is to suggest which particular scholarly interpretations seem to be pointing in the 

most  helpful  direction  for  the  student  of  Colossians.  So  then,  rather  than  offering  a  complete 

reconstruction, we will attempt to “sort out some of the mess”, so to speak, and analyse sections of 

the epistolary data in light of the numerous interpretations which have been advanced so far. At the 

same time, it will be impossible here to interact with the large array of literature which has been 

written on the subject. For a comprehensive survey of the material, the reader will be referred to 

other works.4 We shall  argue that  the most  likely interpretations are  those which recognise the 

Jewish character  of  the heresy.  We will  favour those which also make sense of the “mystical” 

overtones of the letter within a Jewish context. In order to reach this conclusion, we will first of all 

suggest which parts of the letter should be primarily analysed to gain insight into this heresy, as well 

as pointing out the weaknesses of excluding certain parts of this material. Secondly we will analyse 

parts of the data in light of various commentators.

Before we proceed, we should question whether it is actually right to speak of a Colossian “heresy”. 

Any student of the this issue must at some point interact with the warning which Morna Hooker 

1. R. E. DeMaris,  The Colossian Controversy: Wisdom in Dispute at Colossae, JSNTS 96 (Sheffield: JSOT Press, 
1994), 39

2. J.  J.  Gunther,  St.  Paul's  Opponents  and  Their  Background:  A  Study  of  Apocalyptic  and  Jewish  Sectarian 
Teachings, NTS (Leiden: Brill, 1973), 3-4.

3. Col 1.26-27.
4. Cf. for example P. T. O'Brien, Colossians, Philemon, WBC (Waco: Word Books, 1982), xxx-xli.
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issued in 1973 in an article entitled 'Were there false teachers at Colossae?'.5 Although Hooker does 

not answer this question with an unambiguous “no”, her article suggested that the various warnings 

we find in Colossians do not necessarily indicate that Paul6 was responding to a specific situation. 

The letter, she claimed, could quite naturally be read as an encouragement to Christians living in the 

midst of the typical pressures in the ancient world. This, according to Hooker, would account not 

only for the non-urgent tone of the letter,7 but also for the mix of Jewish and non-Jewish references 

throughout.8 The strength of Hooker's argument is that it has forced scholars to be more precise in 

their arguments regarding the Colossian “philosophy”. However,  most have rejected her overall 

thesis. Indeed, Bruce correctly points out that the nature of Paul's language does in fact imply a real 

and present, not just possible, danger. He writes that 'Paul's language […] points to a rather specific 

line of teaching against which his readers are warned, and the most natural reason for warning those 

readers against it would be that they were liable to be persuaded by it.'9 Although Hooker argues 

that [b]le÷pete mh/ tiß uJma ◊ß e¶stai (2.8) does not imply a specific heresy, I think that Lightfoot is 

correct in asserting that the use of the future e¶stai, rather than the subjunctive does indicate a more 

specific danger.10 Moreover, the language in 2.16 and especially in 2.20-23 seems to be too strong 

and specific to simply be a warning against the pressures of living as a Christian in the ancient 

world. Although the data is scarce and the historical reconstruction difficult, it does seem that Paul 

was responding to a particular threat.

But  what  was  the  threat?  Who  were  the  trouble-makers?  Where  they  from inside  or  from 

without? These are  the  questions which have  troubled interpreters  of  Colossians,  with answers 

ranging from Gnosticism,11 to the presence of Cynic philosophers in the Colossian church,12 through 

to a similar situation to the church in Galatia.13 Against such a backdrop, it is clear that a proper 

methodology must be outlined. Before any reconstruction can be attempted, the interpreter should 

5. M. D. Hooker, 'Were there false teachers in Colossae?' in Lindars, B., Smalley, S. S., Christ and the Spirit in the  
New Testament (Cambridge: CUP, 1973), 315-31. 

6. In  this  essay,  we shall  use  the  name  “Paul”  to  refer  to  the  author  without  taking  any  particular  stance  on 
authorship.

7. Hooker, 'false teachers', 316.
8. Ibid, 318.
9. F. F. Bruce, 'The Colossian Heresy', Bib Sac 141 (1984), 195. See also F. F. Bruce, The Epistles to the Colossians,  

to Philemon, and to the Ephesians, NICNT (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1984), 18-9.
10. Lightfoot  in  T. W. Martin,  By Philosophy and Empty Deceit:  Colossians as  Response to a Cynic Critique, 

JSNTS 118 (Sheffield: SAP, 1996), 27.
11. E.g E. Lohse, Colossians and Philemon, Hermeneia, tr. W. R. Poehlmann, R. J. Karris. (Philadelphia: Fortress 

Press, 1971).
12. Martin, Philosophy.
13. N.  T.  Wright,  Colossians and Philemon,  TNTC (Leicester:  IVP Press,  1984) and also  J.  D.  G.  Dunn,  The 

Epistles to the Colossians and to Philemon, NIGTC (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1996).
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decide which particular sections of the letter give the greatest insight into what the problem was. It 

is here that scholars tend to divide between didactic sections and polemical sections of a letter, 

generally attaching more importance to the latter. This, I think, is a valid approach, but it has led 

some to completely ignore non-polemical sections in their reconstruction. DeMaris, for example 

considers 2.9-15 to be of very little use to the reconstruction as it is a very indirect attack on the 

heresy.14 Although  many  scholars  tend  to  ignore  this  section  in  their  reconstruction,  this  is 

dangerous ground to tread.  Indeed, removing this  section very neatly  removes the reference to 

circumcision in 2.11 as well as ignoring the very early use of ou™n in 2.16.

To what then must we pay attention in the reconstruction? Simply put, nothing should be ignored 

a priori,  especially  considering  the  sparsity  of  data.  At  the  same  time,  we  cannot  uncritically 

assume that everything gives us a window into the problem.15 It seems to me entirely justified to 

give  prominence  to  the so-called  “polemical  sections”  in  2.8 and 2.16-23 as  well  as  the  short 

warning in 2.4.16 Nevertheless, we should make note of the more surprising elements which are 

contained  in  the  didactic  sections.  These,  I  would  argue,  would  include  the  reference  to 

circumcision in 2.11 as well as what is introduced by o¢ti in 2.9. Any interpretation which does not 

deal with this is likely to be slightly distorted.

Scholars fight over whether the “heresy” was Jewish or Greek in origin. Others, however, simply 

accept  the  presence  of  both  Jewish  and  Greek  elements  and  argue  for  syncretic  religion  in 

Colossae.17 DeMaris  has  suggested  an  ingenious  solution  in  which  the  false  teachers  are 

'philosophically-inclined  Gentiles  drawn  to  the  Jewish  community  and  the  to  the  Christian 

congregation by ideas and practices congenial with their view of the world.'18 The strength of this 

suggestion  is  that  it  does  indeed  make  sense  of  all  the  data.  The  downfall  is  that  it  is  too 

complicated and speculative. In any historical reconstruction, the simplest solution which makes 

sense of all the data should generally be given primacy.19 If I return home wearing a football kit and 

covered in mud, it is just possible that I have been the unfortunate victim of a gardening accident 

which is completely unrelated to a football game, but it is not as likely. In the same way, DeMaris' 

14. DeMaris, The Colossian Controversy, 44.
15. Cf. on this point J. M. G. Barclay, 'Mirror-reading a polemical letter: Galatians as a test-case', JSNT 31 (1987), 

79-83.
16. O'Brien,  Colossians, Philemon, 97 claims that  '[n]ow [in 2.4] for the first  time Paul  expressly points to the 

danger facing the church'.
17. Cf.  D. A. Carson, D. J. Moo,  An Introduction to the New Testament (Leicester: IVP, 2005), 523-4 and  C. E. 

Arnold, The Colossian Syncretism (Tübingen: J.C.B. Mohr, 1995).
18. DeMaris, The Colossian Controversy, 16.
19. Although this can at times be flawed.
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suggestion is possible, but not likely.

T. W. Martin has argued that the opponents in Colossae are Greek Cynics.20 Martin's argument, 

however, is fairly weak because in some places it strains the hermeuneutical line beyond breaking 

point. For example, when referring to the expression qrhskei÷aˆ tw◊n aÓgge÷lwn in 2.18, he argues 

that it denotes the kind of worship which the Colossians were taught from an apostolic messenger 

such as Epaphras (a‡ggeloß).21 Possible at a stretch, but very unlikely. Moreover, his methodology 

is profoundly flawed. Rather than dealing with 2.16-19 as primary material for reconstructing the 

situation, he uses 2.20-23 to identify the opponents and then attempts to integrate elements in 2.16-

19 into  his  reading.  This  means that  he  must  “explain  away” certain  data  with  unprecedented 

exegesis.

It seems to me that the burden of proof lies with those who argue for a non-Jewish form of the 

heresy. Indeed, the appearance of  sabba¿twn in 2.16 as well as the reference to circumcision in 

2.11,  point  towards  a  particularly  Jewish  teaching.  Moreover,  a  number of  commentators  have 

pointed  out  that  the  expression  ėn  me÷rei  e̊orthvß  h£  neomhni÷aß  h£  sabba¿twn (2.16)  is  a 

summarising expression of some Old Testament passages describing Israel's basic ritual practices.22 

Dunn rightly argues that these references exclude the possibility that the philosophy was Hellenistic 

syncretism with a little Judaism thrown in.23

Two major clues which give the reader a clearer idea of the heresy are often considered to be ta» 

stoicei √a touv ko/smou (2.8 and 2.20) and qrhskei÷aˆ tw◊n aÓgge÷lwn (2.18). We shall now argue, 

in the case of the first expression that this would neither indicate a Jewish or Greek version of the 

Heresy. In the case of the second we shall contend that this would point primarily towards Jewish 

teaching, most likely with mystical overtones.

What  are  these  stoicei √a touv  ko/smou?  They have  been variously  translated as  'elemental 

spirits  of  the  world',24 'elements  of  the  universe'25,  'elemental  spiritual  forces',26 'elementary 

principles of the world'.27 To translate the expression is one thing; to interpret it is another, more 

difficult,  one.  Many interpreters  see in  this  expression a  reference  to  supernatural  (demonic or 

20. Martin, Philosophy.
21. Ibid, 158-60
22. Eg. 1 Chr 23.31 (esp LXX), Hos 2.11, Ezek 45.17. Cf. T. J. Sappington, Revelation and Redemption at Colossae, 

JSNTS 53 (Sheffield: JSOT Press, 1991), 161-4;  M. M. Thompson, Colossians and Philemon, THNTC (Grand Rapids: 
Eerdmans, 2005), 7.

23. Dunn, Colossians, 33.
24. So ESV, NET, 
25. So Lohse, Colossians and Philemon.
26. So NIV, 
27. So NASB
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angelic)  powers.28 Hugedé  in  particular  argues  that  this  view of  the  stoicei √a was  incredibly 

widespread in the ancient world: 'Que ce soit sous l'influence de la gnose juive, de la prédication 

stoïcienne, de l'astrologie babylonienne ou des mystères hellénistiques, la religion des Eléments 

était répandue partout'.29 He claims that Paul could not have spoken of these without evoking their 

mystical nature.30 This conclusion is debatable, however, both on historical and exegetical grounds. 

Indeed, more recent research has revealed that the 'personal-cosmological' (i.e. supernatural spirits) 

interpretation of  stoiceistoicei√a touv ko/smou could be anachronistic, since it does not appear in 

the literature until after the writing of Colossians.ossians.ossians.ossians..31 It seems that at the time 

of the writing of Colossians, the stoicei √a were generally used to denote the physical elements of 

the world (i.e  earth,  water,  wind and fire).32 Exegetically,  Sappington correctly points out  that 

kata» ta» stoicei√a touv ko/smou should be taken as equivalent to kata» th\n para¿dosin tw◊n 

aÓnqrw¿pwn.33 Because the term was generally used to refer to what constitutes the (physical) world 

and due to the parallelism involved in 2.8, it seems most likely that the expression ta» stoicei √a 

touv ko/smou refers to 'worldly ordinances' (i.e things based on this present world-order).34 Paul 

then, is probably not talking of a philosophy which is according to demonic (or angelic) forces, but 

rather a teaching which takes its roots in this world-order, expressed in the form of the teachings of 

men. This can very easily fit within a Jewish “philosophy”.

The second expression, in which Paul seems to be directly opposing the “Colossian heresy”, is in 

the  short  but  hotly  disputed  expression  qe÷lwn  e˙n  tapeinofrosu/nhØ  kai«  qrhskei÷aˆ  tw◊n 

aÓgge÷lwn,  a±  e̊o/raken  ėmbateu/wn in  2.18.  We  have  already  drawn  attention  in  passing  to 

Martin's exegesis of this verse and have concluded that to claim that  a‡ggeloß here refers to an 

apostolic messenger is highly unlikely. The term  qe÷lw according to the lexicons, can mean 'to 

delight'  and  we  think  that  this  is  most  likely  here.35 Moreover,  Lohse's  translation  of 

28. So Lohse,  Colossians and Philemon 2-3, 99;  N. Hugedé, Commentaire de  L'Épître aux Colossiens (Genève: 
Labor et Fides, 1968), 113-5;  R. P. Martin,  Colossians: The Church's Lord and the Christian's liberty (Exeter: The 
Paternoster Press, 1972), 13-5. Cf. Also G. Bornkamm, 'The Heresy of Colossians' (original German 1948) in Francis, 
F. O., Meeks, W. A., (Eds.), Conflict at Colossae: A Problem in the Interpretation of Early Christianity Illustrated by  
Selected Modern Studies, SBS 4 (Montana: Scholars Press, 1975) who argues that these 'elements' are the same as the 
'rulers and authorities'. Wright, Colossians and Philemon, 101-2 claims that they refer to national gods.

29. Hugedé, Colossiens, 115.
30. Ibid, 116.
31. Cf. DeMaris, The Colossian Controversy, 52; Sappington, Revelation and Redemption, 167. The exception to the 

rule could be Galatians if we see a reference to Spiritual powers in Gal. 4.3. But this is debated.
32. DeMaris, The Colossian Controversy, 52-3; Martin, Philosophy, 31-3.
33. Sappington, Revelation and Redemption, 168-9.
34. Thompson, Colossians and Philemon, 53.
35. So AbS and Thay.
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tapeinofrosu/nh as  'readiness  to  serve'  has  not  been  taken  up  by  other  commentators  or 

lexicons.36 The  term  most  naturally  means  'humility'  and  bearing  in  mind  its  connection  with 

aÓfeidi÷aˆ  sw¿matoß in  2.23,  it  is  completely  legitimate  to  translate  it  as  'asceticism'  or  'self-

abasement'.37

Before we deal with the expression  qrhskei÷aˆ tw◊n aÓgge÷lwn, we should discuss the meaning 

of  a± e̊o/raken ėmbateu/wn. Some commentators interpret the rare ėmbateu/w as a technical term 

for initiation in mystical experiences.38 In this case, the expression could be referring to what the 

false teacher had seen upon his initiation rite (humility and worship of angels). However, to claim 

that the initiate  saw (e̊o/raken) humility/asceticism is tenuous.  Surely he would have  practised 

asceticism rather than seen it.39 Were a± to be substituted for o§n (referring to  tw◊n aÓgge÷lwn) or h§n 

(referring to  qrhskei÷a) then the verse could mean that  the false teacher saw either angels,  or 

worship  of  angels,  upon  his  initiation.  However,  it  seems  that  the  neuter  a± excludes  this 

interpretation. Either the pronoun refers to both humility/asceticism  and worship of angels, or it 

refers to neither. As we have just seen, it is unlikely for it to refer to both. But how could it refer to 

neither? The answer, I think, is to look for a meaning of  ėmbateu/w which many commentators 

have ignored,  but  which the ESV (and to an extent  the NRSV) adopts.  According to Thayer's 

lexicon, the verb can also mean 'to go into details in narrating'. This would accord with the context 

(especially the criticism included in the next clause about the visionary being puffed up in his 

mind).  In  this  case,  we  should  understand   a±  e̊o/raken  ėmbateu/wn as  an  additional  clause 

meaning: 'going on in detail  about what he has seen' (or put more simply, 'going on about his 

visions').

In this case, the expression  qrhskei÷aˆ tw ◊n aÓgge÷lwn could refer either to worship directed 

towards angels,40 or angelic worship directed towards God.41 Both are possible. On the one hand, 

the culmination of Jewish  merkebah mysticism was to join in with the praise  of  the angels in 

heaven.42 On the other hand, bearing in mind the extent to which Paul argues for the supremacy of 

Christ over 'rulers and authorities' (aÓrcai« and ėxousi÷ai, cf. 1.16; 2.10; 2.15) it is extremely likely 

that a form of admiration for angels may have been a problem for the Colossians. That is not to say 

36. Lohse, Colossians and Philemon, 117.
37. So ESV, NASB, NRSV, Sappington, Revelation and Redemption, 150-3.
38. Cf. Lohse, Colossians and Philemon, 118-21; AbS.
39. Cf. Bruce,  to the Colossians, to Philemon, and to the Ephesians, 22-4; Martin,  Colossians, 13-5;  Sappington, 

Revelation and Redemption.
40. So DeMaris, The Colossians Controversy, 58-62.
41. So Sappington, Revelation and Redemption, 158-61
42. Cf. Bruce, to the Colossians, to Philemon, and to the Ephesians, 25-6
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that what was being taught was fully fledged deification of angels. Indeed, the term qrhskei÷a is 

never explicitly used in the New Testament to refer to praising God.43 Bruce's suggestion that the 

expression refers to the placating of angels in order to attain the mystical vision is likely bearing 

both the language and context in mind.44 However, were the term to refer rather to the angelic 

worship of God, the nature of the Colossian heresy would not be greatly changed.

In summary, we have argued that there was in fact a Colossian “heresy”.45 We have rejected 

approaches which claim that the false teaching was mostly of a non-Jewish nature on the basis of 

frequency of Jewish symbols in the polemical section. We have claimed that a philosophy of fully 

Jewish nature can in fact make sense of the epistolary data and that this is preferable to a more 

speculative amalgamation of religions (such as DeMaris argues for). At the same time, the very 

mystical language employed as well as the less urgent tone of the letter prevents us from seeing the 

problem in Colossae as more or less identical to Galatians.46 The reconstructions which do justice 

both to the mystical and ascetic language whilst staying within the framework of Judaism are, in our 

opinion, to be favoured. Both Bruce's and Sappington's theses, then, seem to be pointing in the most 

helpful direction for the purpose of reconstructing what so pained Paul in writing Colossians.47

43. The term appears in Acts 26.5 and Jas. 1.26-7 most likely meaning 'religion'.
44. Bruce,  to the Colossians, to Philemon, and to the Ephesians, 25-6.
45. Contra Hooker, 'false teachers'.
46. Contra Wright, Colossians and Philemon and Dunn, to the Colossians and to Philemon.
47. Bruce,  to the Colossians, to Philemon, and to the Ephesians, and Bruce, 'The Colossian Heresy'; Sappington, 

Revelation and Redemption.
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