








COLOSSIANS AND PHILEMON FOR. THE PRACTICAL MESSIANIC

written during 60-62 C.E., in his words being “the last Pauline letter to be written with the great apostle’s explicit
approval.”?

Those advocating an Ephesian authorship for Colossians propose a much earlier period, such as 52-55 C.E. And
those who deny genuine Pauline authorship of Colossians propose the broad period of 65-90 C.E.

There is discussion among those who accept genuine Pauline authorship of Colossians, though, as to whether
Colossians-Philemon or Ephesians was written first. It is very difficult to deny a literary connection between these
epistles (compare Colossians 4:7-9 and Ephesians 6:21-22). Many lean toward Colossians being the specific letter written
first, with Ephesians being the more general version following. It is easy to just say that Colossians-Philemon and
Ephesians were both written at about the same time.3

WHO WAS THE TARGET AUDIENCE OF THIS LETTER?

The ancient city of Kolossai (Kolossai) was located in southeastern Asia Minor, with the Colossians living along
the east-west trade route between the Aegean coast and Asian interior. The road from Ephesus and Sardis made its way
all to the Euphrates River and onto Mesopotamia. It is not difficult to see how the Epistles of Ephesians and Colossians
are related, especially since Colossae was located only about 100 miles east of Ephesus. Colossae was located on the
Lycus River along with Hierapolis and Laodicea, which is important because Paul’s letter to the Colossians was
intended to be read by the Laodiceans as well, and mention is made of Believers in both Hierapolis and Laodicea within
Colossians (4:13). This is evidence of how the Believers in this general area were closely connected (2:1).

Paul actually instructed the Colossians’ letter to be read to the Believers in Laodicea, and also that a letter he
wrote to the Laodiceans would be coming to them (4:16). While some think that this is a lost letter of Paul’s, this second
letter could very well be what became entitled as “Ephesians,” as “in Ephesus” is missing from the oldest manuscripts
(cf. Ephesians 1:1, RSV), originally composed as a circular epistle for those in Asia Minor.

Much of what we know about the city of Colossae has to be pieced together from ancient witnesses, as there has
yet to be any significant archaeological activity conducted at its location. The city was substantially demolished by an
earthquake in the early 60s C.E., and was probably not rebuilt.

The general region of Asia Minor had once been a part of the ancient Phrygian Kingdom (Twelfth-Seventh
Centuries B.C.E.), and by Paul’s day had been consecutively conquered by a variety of ancient empires, including (but
not limited to) the Persians, Greeks, Seleucids, and the Romans. The Greek writer Xenophon commented how during
the Persian Wars, Cyrus marched through Phrygia and was brought “to the large and prosperous inhabited city of
Colossae” (Anabasis 1.2.6).3! The Greek historian Herodotus similarly recorded how “Xerxes...arrived at the large city of
Colossae” (Histories 7.30).32 At one point in the past, the city of Colossae was considered to be large and prosperous, the
main population being a mix of Phrygian locals, and later Greeks.

The religion in the region was syncretistic, with a great number of diverse cults. In the First Century C.E,,
mainline Greco-Roman religion was present, along with Roman emperor worship, as well as local mystery religions.
Religious practices from the many travelers that came through Colossae were also present. “Numismatic evidence
points most frequently to the worship of the Ephesian Artemis and the Laodicean Zeus, but also to Artemis (the
huntress), Men, Selene, Demeter, Hygieia, Helios, Athena, Tyche, Boule, as well as the Egyptian deities Isis and Sarapis”
(ABD).38 Guthrie further specifies,

“A combination of ideas would have found ready acceptance in Asia with its flourishing cults and its
considerable Jewish population. In Colossae in particular the worship of the heathen goddess Cybele was deeply rooted
and showed a tendency towards love of extravagances among the people. Oriental speculation would easily spread
along the trade routes of the Lycus valley and be hungrily absorbed by the populace.”3*

Five centuries prior to Paul writing his letter, Colossae the city had been quite important and prosperous, but by
the First Century C.E. had diminished in importance for the adjacent cities of Laodicea and/or Hierapolis (the former of
which is admonished by Yeshua in Revelation 3:14). Still, even with its decline the city of Colossae did exhibit some
importance within the Lycus Valley, as “The economic success of the cities of this valley was derived primarily from

29 Dunn, 41.

3 Witherington, pp 103-104.

31 Xenophon: The Persian Expedition, trans. George Cawkwell (London: Penguin Books, 1949), 59.
32 Herodotus: The Histories, trans. Aubrey de Sélincourt (London: Penguin Books, 1954), 456.

33 Clinton E. Arnold, “Colossae,” in ABD, 1:1089.

34 Guthrie, New Testament Introduction, 569.



INTRODUCTION TO COLOSSIANS

their textile industries. Colossae was famous for the distinctive purple color of its wool, which was commonly called

colossinius” (ABD).3
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The main audience of Colossians, as already stated, were likely non-Jewish Believers who had received the
gospel as a result of Epaphras’ and his colleagues” work (1:7; 4:12-13), themselves having heard the gospel via Paul’s
preaching in Ephesus (Acts 19:10). Yet it is notable that Colossae was not a city without a Jewish population, as there

35 Arnold, “Colossae,” in ABD, 1:1089.
Cf. Bruce, Colossians-Philemon-Ephesians, pp 3-8 for a more detailed historical overview of the cities of the Lycus Valley.
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