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UNDERSTANDING THE 
CONTEXT

Scripture Interprets 
Scripture



ONE MEANING

 Scripture has one meaning

 It’s not  all relative and everyone’s opinion of what 
the Bible means is not equally valid.



FINDING THE ONE 
MEANING

 How do we find THE 
ONE meaning?

 By learning what the 
author meant.

 How do we do that?  

 By learning what the 
original audience would 
have understood he 
meant. 



The Bible: Divine AND 
Human

 The Bible is God-
breathed but it’s 

also true that a 
particular author 
wrote each part to a 
particular audience 
at a particular place 
at a particular 
moment in time.



Understanding Context

 Who said it?

 To whom was it 
said?

 Under what 
circumstances?

 Subject under 
discussion?



Authorship

 The writer calls himself Paul 
three times (1:1, 1:23, and 
4:18).

 The unusual vocabulary 

 Use of 
• pleroma

• deity 

• philosophy 

 Usual Pauline words, e.g. 
righteous, salvation, 
fellowship, law, and believe, 
are omitted. 4:18  Remember my 

chains. 



Scripture Interprets 
Scripture

 One writer may explain what 
another writer meant.

 The plain will help with the 
symbolic 

 No part of Scripture can be 
interpreted in such a way to 
render it in conflict with what 
is taught elsewhere in 
Scripture.  It must be read 
as a unified whole.



A “Prison”

Epistle

Other prison epistles:  

Philippians 

Ephesians and 

Philemon.



Colossians & 
Ephesians

 Ephesians also contains references to 

Paul being a “prisoner” (Eph. 3:1; 4:1).

 Colossians and Ephesians are very much alike. 

 Ephesians deals with the Church as being the 

body of Christ.

 Colossians deals with Christ, the Head of the 

Church.

 Of the 155 verses in Ephesians, 78 are similar 

to verses in Colossians. 



Colossians & Philemon

 Both books include Timothy’s name with Paul’s in 
the opening greeting (Col. 1:1; Phile. 1)

 Greetings are sent in both books from Aristarchus, 
Mark, Epaphras, Luke, and Demas (Col. 4:10-14; 
Phile. 23-24)

 Archippus’ ministry is referred to in both books 
(Col. 4:17; Phile. 2)

 Onesimus the slave is mentioned in both books 
(Col. 4:9; Phile. 10)

 In Philemon 1:9 Paul referred to himself as “a 

prisoner of Christ Jesus.”



Audience

 General/Unspecified vs. 
Specific

 Ethnic/cultural 
background

 Religious background

 Occasion for the letter



In Class Exercises:
Tone, Purpose, Theme & Key Verses

 What kind of tone the apostle Paul was using. That is, 
look for words which reveal his emotions while writing.

 Look for evidence of the purpose of the letter. That is, 
can you tell why Paul wrote the letter? What effect did he 
hope the letter will have?

 Look for the letter's theme. In other words, if you had to 
summarize the entire letter in a single phrase or sentence 
what would it be? Try writing it out in your own words so 
we can share and compare.

 Look for the letter's key verses. Why did you pick the 
ones you picked?



HISTORICAL CONTEXT

Our Focus is on 
Colossians



Pagan Gods

 did not create the world

 Powerful but not 
omnipotent gods were 
morally flawed

 Pax deorum: Religion 
as contract and correct 
ritual performance 
earning favor with gods.

 As likely to be female 
goddesses as male gods



Belief in Ghosts

 lares (ghosts of the dead 
ancestors) 

 penates (guardians of the 
hearth).

 numina (spirits of the dead)

A Roman noble, 
carrying the busts 
of his ancestors



Pagan “God-Man”

 Apotheosis—deification 

(of the emperor)

 “Theos-aner”/“divine 
man”

 Alexander the Great 
claimed to be the “Son 
of God”

 Julius Caesar deified 
by Senate after death.

 Augustus (27 BC) 
deified while alive. 
Declared “Savior”

•Not a great gulf between gods and 
man—as easy for a god to become 
a human as for a human to become 
a god



Pagan Mystery Cults

 Mystery: An understanding that comes 
from personal experience of the divine.

 Secret Initiation ceremonies 

 ritual washing & purification 
ceremonies

 Emphasized mysteries and secret 
knowledge revealed to initiates 
only

 Promotion through ranks of ritual 
initiations corresponded to 
heavenward  journey of soul



Plato

 Soul vs Flesh

 Spirit vs. matter

 Cosmos is ruled by 
intermediate spirit 
beings who have ranks 
and classes called 
daimones



Judaism

 Monotheism-- the shema
 Images of God forbidden
 Law (Torah) practice, not 

doctrine or “theology”

 Mishna (Oral Traditions, 
regulations)

 Temple (Ceremony, Ritual)
 Separationism

 Sabbath (39 classes of work 
forbidden)

 purity laws
 Dietary laws

 Initiation Rites
 Circumcision 
 baptism



Jewish Mikveh
Baptisms & Ritual Bathings

 Jews and 
Jewish groups 
performed 
ritual 
immersion 
("mikveh“) for 
purification 
purposes and 
initiation of 
converts. 



Jewish “Christian” Ebionites
Human Jesus, not Divine

 Jesus as the Jewish Messiah. 

 obey Jewish law (Dietary rules, ritual baths, 
circumcision)

 Jesus kept the entire Jewish law to perfection

 Jesus was merely a human on whom the Holy Spirit 
had descended for the first time at his baptism.

 God adopted Jesus as his son and assigned him a 
special mission: to sacrifice himself in atonement 

for human sin.



Docetists

Divine Christ, Not Human

 No incarnation because 
flesh is evil.

 Jesus only “appeared” to 
have a physical body.  

 His task was to transmit 
a special wisdom (Logos
or Sophia) that would 
liberate us. 

 Jesus only appeared to 
die

 Resurrection moot



Early Gnosticism

 Gnosis: Wisdom that is acquired spiritually through 
direct, personal experience of the Divine.

 Pleroma (Fullness): The realm of  the thirty highest 
aeons.

 Aeons were emanations of the divine (God’s 
offspring)—think “angels”

 Archons: ( rulers): Both the material and spiritual 
rulers of the different levels of existence. –think 
“demons”

 Spiritual (pneuma) vs. Flesh (sarkos) conflict
 As one progresses one moves from the realm of 

darkness to the realm of light
 As one progresses one moves from the realm of 

darkness to the realm of light



Slavery

 1 in 3 residents of the Roman 
Empire was a slave.

 not race based 
 slaves often were more highly 

educated than their owners. 
Many wealthy Romans owned 
slaves as tutors, personal 
physicians and translators.

 Freedmen were former slaves 
that had been “redeemed” by 
purchase of their freedom.

Slave from Gaul



Husbands, Wives and 
Children

 Pater Familias
 Women were not bought and sold like chattel or 

left to other men in their wills!!
 Women did not have equal political rights but could 

own property, inherit, sue in court, and even be 
lawyers or merchants

 A kind of “community property”

 Marriage by mutual consent
 Divorce, from a legal standpoint, was as easy for 

the wife as for the husband and as informal as 
marriage.

 Children under authority of father until father died, 
not until they moved out



In Class Exercises 

 Look to see if Paul Refutes:

 Judaizers –rituals and asceticism

 Ebionites – Jesus Human, not divine

 Docetists – Jesus Divine, not human.

 Plato – Spirit vs. Matter, Soul vs. flesh

 Gnostics – Fulness, Knowledge, Angels, 

Demons



Paul refutes the Judaizers 

 circumcision and 
ritual bathing –

• 2:11-17 

 Sabbatarianism 
and dietary rules–

• 2:20-23



Paul Refutes the Ebionites 

 1:15--17  

 1:19

 2:9



Paul Refutes Plato

 2:8



Paul Refutes the Docetists

 1:20-22



Paul answers the Gnostics

 Deity of Christ --1:19 & 2:19

 Creation by Christ --1:20

 Christ the true “mystery”

 Full Knowledge (epignosis) found in 
Christ

 Forbids worship of angels (aeons) -
Colossians 2:18-19.



Homework Assignments:

 Compare Ephesians and 
Colossians: What are 
similarities and 
differences?

 Compare Col 1:12-2:3 
and Hebrews Ch.1

 Compare Col 1:12-2:3 
and John 1:1-18

 Compare Col 1-2 with 2 
Corinthians 4:1-5:7


