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One of the things I’m enjoying about working in Colossians during the week as I prepare to 
teach and preach on Sundays this month is the gentleness of the tone of this letter.  It is 
especially welcome for me at a time when there are so many points of stress in the world and in 
all the things in which I’m involved.  I think it is also particularly welcome for me after spending 
some weeks in Galatians, a letter which gives the sensation that Paul’s hair was on fire when he 
dictated it.  There are some very real differences in the probable situations of the two letters that 
would have produced these differences in tone.  Galatians may be the earliest of Paul’s letters – 
the zealous Apostle of Christ was still operating at the same emotional pitch as he did as a 
zealous Pharisee; he simply hasn’t had time by the writing of Galatians to “mellow out.”  
Colossians, on the other hand, is likely one of the last letters Paul wrote from his imprisonment 
in Rome.  He is older, wiser and gentler.  No longer dashing around the Mediterranean world, 
trying to spread the Gospel as far as he can and as quickly as he can, he has time for reflection.  
Also, Paul has some emotional distance from the situation in Colossae.  He had founded the 
church in Galatia himself, knew the people personally and was personally affronted when they 
turned to teaching that contradicted his.  The churches of the Lycus Valley, including Colossae, 
however, were the mission field of Epaphras, probably one of Paul’s students but not that of Paul 
himself. 
 
Our passage this morning is an excellent example of this gentler tone from Paul.  It is the section 
of the letter in which he most directly addresses the problem brought to him by Epaphras, the 
false teaching that is leading members of the Colossian church astray.  Rather than mount the 
kind of fiery attack he did on the Judaizers of Galatia, however, Paul focuses on reminding the 
Colossians what a wonderful new life they found in Christ and simply showing how the new 
teaching they were hearing fell short of the glory of the Gospel.  It strikes me as a good message 
to bring to Good Shepherd this morning for several reasons.  First, like the Colossians to whom 
Paul wrote, most of us here have come into the loving, renewing relationship with God of which 
Paul speaks.  Secondly, like the citizens of the dwindling city of Colossae, we live in nervous 
times, when the temptation to turn to simple answers for our deep questions is very real.  And 
finally, many of the teachings against which Paul is preaching have their counter-parts in our 
own time.  They may not be called by the same names but the ideas are related.  And while none 
of us have been drawn away from the side of Christ by these new/old ideas, we all certainly 
know those who have been affected by them. 
 
To encourage the Colossians, Paul points them not to a specific doctrine or even a set of beliefs 
but rather to their living relationship with Jesus.  He doesn’t begin by saying, “you have heard” 
or “you have learned” but rather “because you have received Christ Jesus the Lord.”  Rev. Dr. 
Harold Songer pointed out in his little book, Colossians: Christ Above All, “Christianity does 
involve receiving a religious tradition but to limit the Christian life to clinging by faith to ancient 
ideas is wrong.  Christians have “received” a Person.  He is Christ, the Lord.”  Paul reminds the 
Colossians over the course of this passage about the quality of their relationship with Jesus and 
with the One whom Jesus called Father.  “You have come to fullness in him,” he writes.  He uses 
a phrase very familiar to those of us who’ve witnessed the baptism of many believers over the 
years: “when you were buried with him in baptism, you were also raised with him through faith 
in the power of God, who raised him from the dead.”  It’s not exactly the same wording that Paul 
used to the Romans, which all Baptist ministers have paraphrased over the years (“buried with 
Christ in Baptism, raised to walk in newness of life”) but its close.  Paul goes on to say, “God 
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made you alive together with him, when he forgave us all our trespasses.”  It’s a pretty complete 
summation of the Good News.  We have been forgiven for all that we have done in despite of 
God, died to our lives of sin and brokenness and granted a new life of abundance, walking with 
Jesus in the way he lived and blessed with all the fullness of God’s love that found its fullest 
expression in Jesus.  By staying in relationship with Jesus whom we have received, we continue 
in the path of blessing and faithfulness.  An undeserved gift, a fresh start and a loving 
relationship sounds far more appealing than any list of rules, maxims or ideas that could be 
offered by other teachers.  Little wonder that Paul tells the Colossians and all who have since 
read this letter that our lives in Christ will be marked by an abundance of thanksgiving. 
 
Given this message of encouragement and hope, it is possible to hear the very gentle admonition 
of Paul as he warns against those who would distract the Christian from Christ.  “See to it that no 
one takes you captive through philosophy and empty deceit, according to human tradition, 
according to the elemental spirits of the universe, and not according to Christ.”  “See to it,” is 
rendered in some translations as “Beware” or “Be careful.”  Paul is clearly concerned for the 
congregation in Colossae.  The danger he warns against is that they would be taken captive.  The 
Greek actually is the same as used to describe the actions of a kidnapper or a slave trader.  In 
Paul’s eyes, according to Methodist scholar Safiyah Fosua: “The Colossians were captives. 
Instead of freedom and new life in Christ, they had been taken captive by philosophy and 
tradition.”  It might be easier for us to hear, however, as “don’t get carried away!”  After all, we 
often speak of getting carried away by notions or emotions.  That top-notch modern paraphrase, 
The Message, has it this way:  “Watch out for people who try to dazzle you with big words and 
intellectual double-talk. They want to drag you off into endless arguments that never amount to 
anything. They spread their ideas through the empty traditions of human beings and the empty 
superstitions of spirit beings. But that's not the way of Christ.” 
 
We can pay a little specific attention to the set of threats about which Epaphras and Paul are 
concerned and find their current corollaries fairly easily.  We’ll begin with philosophy.  This was 
not necessarily a dig by Paul at the work of such famous thinkers as Plato and Socrates.  In the 
first century, anyone who presented a system of thought, belief or behavior meant to guide life 
was called a philosopher and their system a philosophy.  In his commentary on Colossians for 
the Word Biblical Commentary series, Peter T. O’Brien remarks that “even those who practiced 
magic called themselves ‘philosophers’ as they sought by rites, initiations and magical spells to 
capture the allegiance of men.”  Of course, even the most exalted philosophy can be a 
distraction, can “carry us away,” if it is not interpreted in our lives in light of the Christ event.  In 
fact, even theology or Scripture itself can take our focus from our relationship with the Living 
God if not understood as an aid to, rather than a replacement for, that relationship.  I am 
reminded of the phrasing of that 1962 statement of Baptist principles, “The Baptist Faith and 
Message,” which states that while the Bible is “the supreme standard by which all human 
conduct, creeds and religious opinions should be tried… the criterion by which the Bible is to be 
interpreted is Jesus Christ.” 
 
As an example of the “philosophy” that Paul warned about, there was someone among the 
Colossians who was “condemning” them “in matters of food and drink or of observing festivals, 
new moons, or sabbaths.”  Whether this was someone encouraging them to observe pagan or 
cultural rites in addition to their Christianity or a different party of Judaizers or someone who 



Spirits and Angels 
 

M. Christopher Boyer 8/8/2010 3 
 

was promoting a set of rules for Christian living, we cannot know.  “Do not let anyone disqualify 
you, insisting on self-abasement,” Paul writes.  Don’t worry, in other words, about living up to 
some set of rules, but continue to live in Christ, in relationship with the one who is Creator, 
Redeemer and Sustainer.  It is always tempting, in uncertain times, to latch on to what Safiyah 
Fosua calls “human prescriptions for righteousness.”  Act like this, read that book, vote for this 
candidate, follow that diet, embrace this lifestyle – all of these human admonitions fade into 
nothingness when we compare them with Jesus’ words, “Follow me.”  Following Jesus is always 
about relationship, not about rules.  James Adair, Director of the Religion and Technology 
Center, writes, “It's easy to feel moral superiority to people who don't live their lives according 
to the same rules that you do, but following God is not about rules. Following God is not a 
matter of eating and drinking, it's not a matter of what words you say or avoid saying, and it's not 
a matter of how frequently you attend church or engage in prayer. Following God should be 
something that people do out of joy, not out of fear or obligation.” 
 
Of course, these distractions from walking wholeheartedly in the way of Jesus are particularly 
dangerous when they are related to the power of the spiritual world.  It is vitally important for us, 
we who live in the midst of a society whose favorite expression of the place of religion in life is 
“spiritual but not religious,” to remember that there is such a thing as spiritual power and 
Powers.  We may no longer put stock in what Paul and his contemporaries called “the elemental 
spirits of the universe,” that is in the overarching influence of earth, wind, water and fire, but we 
must be aware of their modern counterparts.  As another significant Methodist theologian, 
Walter Wink, points out, we cannot ignore the spirits of nations, parties, groups, clans and other 
collectives, nor spirits of nature and the universe.  Robert Paul Roth of Luther Northwestern 
Theological Seminary writes, “The natural orders of government, economy, education, arts, 
family, and religion are sustained by God through elemental spirits (in the story language of the 
Bible). But people worship these powers instead of the God who ordained them.”  Paul is clear, 
however, that these spirits, powerful though they may be, are subject to God.  “He disarmed the 
rulers and authorities and made a public example of them, triumphing over them in it.”  The 
Colossians would have heard that word “triumph” and thought immediately of the triumphal 
parades of the armies of their time, in which the defeated were led in chains.  This is the kind of 
public example that God has made of the powers of this world. 
 
In his writing, Wink talks a great deal about angels.  He points out that these beings are rightly 
understood from the Biblical witness as being spiritual servants of God – the Greek word 
αγγελοσ means messenger – charged either with specific tasks or with the guardianship of a 
church or a nation or a tribe.  But like humans, these servants are part of the created order; like 
humans, they can wander from the will of God.  So Paul warns the Colossians against the 
worship of angels.  They are not Christ, “who is the head of every ruler and authority,” and 
should not be given the homage and respect that belongs alone to God.  It is appropriate to be 
aware of their influence, to give thanks to God for them when they are acting within the will of 
God, but we should not offer them the prayers and allegiance due only to God.  This, as Paul 
wrote to the Romans, would be “worshipping and serving the creature rather than the Creator.”  
We need no mediator to stand between us and God, for we have Christ Jesus, who, as we read in 
Hebrews, is “a high priest who is (able) to sympathize with our weaknesses …one who in every 
respect has been tested as we are, yet without sin. Let us therefore approach the throne of grace 
with boldness, so that we may receive mercy and find grace to help in time of need.” 
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Philosophies, human traditions, creeds, elemental spirits, angels, food and drink, festivals, new 
moons, or Sabbaths – of all of these, Paul says, “These are only a shadow of what is to come, but 
the substance belongs to Christ.”  Ironically, this may be Paul’s backhanded homage to the 
philosopher Plato, who used such categories as shadow and substance in his famous work, The 
Republic.  Those of us who are more familiar with Twentieth Century authors may think of the 
words of C.S. Lewis: “Believe me, this world that seems to us so substantial is no more than the 
shadowlands.  Real life has not begun yet.”  It is in Christ, in whom, as Paul reminded the 
Colossians earlier in this letter, all things hold together, it is in him that we find the true nature of 
reality as God intended it, a reality marked by faithfulness and love.  Christ is the true substance 
for it is in him that all the fullness of God is pleased to dwell and it is through him that the 
fullness is extended to us.  It is through the actions of Jesus that God made us alive, forgiving all 
our trespasses, erasing the record that stood against us with its legal demands, setting this aside 
by nailing it to the cross.  In Christ is our life, abundant life now, following him as our head, and 
eternal life to come.  So let us not be distracted by vain things but let us focus on Christ Jesus, 
the one to whom even angels fall prostrate in worship.  For Jesus, our joy and our salvation, 
thanks be to God. 


