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“Faced by a deceptive false religion, beset by the fearful threat of spiritual powers, a 

young church struggles to grow in Christ as false teaching breaches its community”; so would 

read the back of a novel on the life of the church in Colossae that existed when Paul wrote 

Colossians. Contemporary biblical scholars are convinced that Paul writes to a church wrestling 

with false teaching that would distract them from Christ.
1
 Yet, despite this consensus, the nature 

of this false teaching is contentious. The purpose of this paper will be to summarize and briefly 

critique the major theories concerning this false teaching, addressing some key interpretive 

points. We will first consider Hellenistic religion as the teaching’s source; we will then consider 

standard Judaism; lastly, we will consider syncretic religion. In conclusion, we will reflect 

briefly on the practice of mirror reading. 

 

Our first consideration is the influence of Hellenistic thought. It is not suggested that the 

false teaching is pure Hellenistic religion but a teaching influenced by Hellenism. Two main 

Hellenistic influences proposed are a Christianized mystery cult or incipient Gnosticism. 

Considering the latter, true Gnosticism did not develop until later, therefore anything labelled 

“Gnosticism” in the first century must refer to seeds of those beliefs that would eventually 

                                                 
1
 Hooker, though, proposes that there was no “false teaching,” only constant temptation from the 

surrounding religions. Along with most commentators, this paper will assume a false teaching, suggested by the 

specific nature of Paul’s rebukes. James D. G. Dunn, The Epistles to the Colossians and to Philemon: A 

Commentary on the Greek Text, The New International Greek Testament Commentary (Grand Rapids, Mich.; 

Carlisle: William B. Eerdmans Publishing; Paternoster Press, 1996), 26; Douglas J. Moo, The Letters to the 

Colossians and to Philemon, The Pillar New Testament Commentary (Grand Rapids, Mich.; Cambridge, U. K.: 

Wm. B. Eerdmans Publishing Co., 2008), 47. 
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develop into Gnosticism.
2
 Gnostic elements are found mainly in the frequent references to 

knowledge and spiritual powers, the use of πληρωμα, and asceticism.
3
  

Though genuine parallels exist, we must follow Moo in rejecting this theory.
4
 Firstly, 

Gnosticism as we know it is a late development. Secondly, though the ideas that came to be 

incorporated into Gnosticism were present in the first century, they were present only as features 

of other belief systems—such as Christianity. That is, what is often labelled “incipient” 

Gnosticism does not indicate Gnostic influence but rather the influence of these systems on 

Gnosticism: without evidence for full-grown first century Gnosticism, the features must be taken 

as precursors to Gnosticism. Thirdly, though Moyo finds πληρωμα language used in later 

Gnosticism, we have no evidence of a connection with other gnostic-like beliefs in the first 

century, so no evidence exists for dependence.
5
 Lastly, asceticism was not a universal aspect of 

Gnosticism—some Gnostics practiced indulgence—and was prevalent in many different first 

century religions. 

The second Hellenistic influence suggested is mystery cults. Mystery cults existed 

throughout the Roman world at this time; they differed from each other and differed further in 

their local manifestations.
6
 The evidence presented for a mystery connection is the word 

εμβαυτεω in 2:18. Many mysteries involved secret ceremonies of initiation; it is alleged that 

εμβαυτεω was a technical term for this cultic initiation and was used as such in the Colossian 

                                                 
2
 D. A. Carson, Douglas J. Moo, and Leon Morris, An Introduction to the New Testament (Grand Rapids, 

Mich.: Zondervan Publishing House, 1992), 526–528; Ronald H. Nash, The Gospel and the Greeks: Did the New 

Testament Borrow from Pagan Thought?, 2nd ed., The Student Library (Phillipsburg, N.J: P&R Publishing, 2003), 

200–202. 
3
 Peter Thomas O’Brien, Colossians, Philemon, ed. Bruce M. Metzger, David Allan Hubbard, and Glenn 

W. Barker, Word Biblical Commentary 44 (Waco, Tex: Word Books, 1982), XXXII; Ambrose M Moyo, “The 

Colossian Heresy in the Light of Some Gnostic Documents from Nag Hammadi.,” Journal of Theology for Southern 

Africa 48 (1984): 30 – 44. 
4
 Moo, The Letters, 53. 

5
 Moyo, “The Colossian Heresy,” 35–36. 

6
 Nash, The Gospel and the Greeks, 112–113. 
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teaching. However, the evidence for this technical usage is weak,
7
 and better sense can be made 

of this word from its uses in the LXX. Εμβατυεω often meant “to come into, to step into,” but in 

one instance had the sense, “to enter into details concerning something” (2 Mc. 2:30). This fits 

well in our context: these false teachers, with insistence on asceticism and angel worship, built 

themselves up by going into great detail concerning visionary experiences (2:18). The gnostic 

evidence, then, is best explained otherwise and the evidence for the influence of the mysteries is 

nil. The remaining theories are standard Judaism or syncretism. 

 

Considering Judaism, the first century was replete with differing sects. Many scholars 

today would agree, though, that Judaism at this time held a central framework of beliefs known 

as covenantal nomism.
8
 Others believe that the evidence indicates, rather, variegated nomism, 

many related views concerning the law and Jewish covenantal identity.
9
 On either position, these 

Judaisms are recognized to share distinct views over against Hellenism (e.g., circumcision)—

though the meaning of these distinctives is conceived differently. Among the broader stream of 

Judaism, there existed fringe groups—such as the Essenes—that had differing practices but 

continued to retain these distinct Jewish elements. At their extreme, these fringe groups bore 

striking similarities to Hellenism; whether or not historical dependence contributed to these 

                                                 
7
 Despite L&N’s support, the evidence is sparse: though connected with the mysteries, a technical nuance is 

not clear. Johannes P. Louw and Eugene Albert Nida, Greek-English Lexicon of the New Testament: Based on 

Semantic Domains, electronic ed. of the 2nd edition. (New York, N.Y.: United Bible Societies, 1996); Frederick W. 

Danker, A Greek-English Lexicon of the New Testament and Other Early Christian Literature, 3rd ed. (Chicago, Ill.: 

University of Chicago Press, 2000); O’Brien, Colossians, Philemon, XXXVII; Gerhard Kittel, Geoffrey W. 

Bromiley, and Gerhard Friedrich, eds., Theological Dictionary of the New Testament, electronic ed. (Grand Rapids, 

Mich.: Eerdmans, 1964), Vol 2, 535. 
8
 N.T. Wright, The New Testament and the People of God, Christian Origins and the Question of God 1 

(Minneapolis, Minn.: Fortress Press, 1992). 
9
 D. A. Carson, Peter Thomas O’Brien, and Mark A. Seifrid, eds., Justification and Variegated Nomism: A 

Fresh Appraisal of Paul and Second Temple Judaism, vol. 1, 2 vols., Wissenschaftliche Untersuchungen zum Neuen 

Testament 140-[181] (Grand Rapids, Mich.: Baker Academic, 2001). 
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similarities, I will consider such fringe groups as syncretistic. The influence considered here are 

the tenets held by standard Judaism. 

It is demonstrable from extra-biblical Jewish literature that there was interest in angelic 

speculation among the Jews, also reflected in Heb. 2:2, Acts 7:53, and Gal. 3:19. This could 

explain the reference in 2:18 to “worship of angels,” whether it is interpreted as worship by or of 

angels. Proponents of this position further argue that the references to circumcision (2:11, 3:11) 

and Sabbath (2:16) most naturally refer to Judaic influences. They contend that a Jewish 

background can explain everything in Colossians.
10

 With Dunn, we can agree that Judaic 

elements are present, yet I am not persuaded that “standard Judaism” explains everything. One 

consideration here should suffice to direct us towards a syncretic explanation.  

The first issue with this theory is the way Paul refers to the ascetic practices and 

regulations. Paul alludes to the epochal transition from Law to New Covenant in 2:17, supporting 

this view, but then—when he considers the regulations—he relegates them to “human precepts 

and teachings” (2:22, cf. 2:8). Paul believes that the Law has passed, that its strictures no longer 

apply to God’s people (cf. Gal. 3, Rom. 10:1-10), yet this does not imply contempt for the Law. 

Paul sees the Law as God’s gift, though as a gift only meant to be temporary (Rom. 7:7; Gal. 

3:15-26). Paul would not describe the keeping of the Law as merely “a human tradition.” In 

neither Romans nor Galatians, both arguing for the primacy of faith and—Galatians especially—

the end of the Law, does Paul describe the law as a human tradition or his opponents as peddlers 

of such tradition. That this teaching is a “deceitful philosophy,” described as “human precepts 

and teachings,” “self-made religion,” according to “human tradition, according to the elemental 

spirits of the world” suggests more than standard Judaism (2:8, 22, 23, 8).
11

 The Law is present, 

                                                 
10

 Dunn, The Epistles, 34; Thompson, Colossians & Philemon, 7. Cf. Moo, The Letters, 55–56. 
11

 All Colossians quotations are from the ESV. 
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but it has been brought into the realm of elemental spirits and the reign of death, in which these 

gentiles lived (2:20).
12

 This then suggests that the false teaching was syncretistic, including 

pagan elements. 

 

The last group of positions we will consider are those that believe some sort of 

syncretism lay behind the Colossian teaching. The most particular forms of this position are held 

by Arnold
13

  and those identifying the teaching as Jewish mysticism.
14

 The most general position 

is of those acknowledging the obviously Jewish features while recognizing distinctive ideas that 

are foreign to Judaism, concluding that there was a false teaching—contra Hooker’s proposal—

and that it mixed Judaism, Christianity, and Hellenism. This last position though vague and not 

necessarily helpful for historical purposes, is the easiest to defend. In its favour is the mix of 

“philosophy” and “human tradition” with the Judaic elements such as Sabbath keeping. This 

interpretation also allows us to affirm what appears to be the simplest reading of the spiritual 

powers language. This begins with the reference to the “worship of angels” in 2:18. 

The Jewish mysticism position argues that the desire to participate with angels in their 

worship, often through visionary experiences induced by asceticism—especially fasting—was 

present in Jewish mysticism and provides the probable background for 2:18, suggested by 

ταπεινοφροσυνη (humility, asceticism) and “worship of angels.” The view’s interpretive power 

would then support this particular reconstruction of the false teaching.
15

 I will argue three points 

against this position. The first is the apparent lack of these features—the desire for such 

participation and visions induced by asceticism—in any one text; that is, the data in favour of 

                                                 
12

 For the similar language in Gal. 4:8-11, cf. Col. 2:13-15.  
13

 Moo, The Letters, 57–58.  
14

 E.g., Francis. Cf. O’Brien, Colossians, Philemon, xxxvi–xxxviii; Moo, The Letters, 55. 
15

 Cf.  O’Brien, Colossians, Philemon, 142–143, xxxvi–xxxviii; Moo, The Letters, 54–55. 
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their Jewish mystical reconstruction seems tedious. Though there is evidence for the link 

between fasting and visions in Hermas, “humility” seems to refer to the resulting effect that 

fasting has had on oneself in preparation for visions or revelation (Herm. V III, x:6; S V, iii:7): 

the ascetic act is indicated by the Greek word for fasting (νηστεω, νηστεια), so ταπεινοφροσυνης 

(humility) does not refer to an ascetic act. ταπεινοφροσυνη is, then, being used differently in 

these texts than in Colossians—where it refers to asceticism. Even if we accept this connection—

that ταπειφροσυνη in Colossians is sufficient to call to mind ascetic preparations for visions—the 

examples proponents give for participation in the worship of angels do not link it to these 

practices: two separate phenomena, visions induced by fasting and angel worship, are being 

connected to bolster this position. 

Second, θρησκεια is not used in any of the literature for this “worship of angels.” This 

word is not the usual word used for “worship”; in fact, it is often translated “religion.” The word 

connotes ‘religious practice’ (cf. 4 Macc. 5:7, 13; Wisd. 14:18, 27; Acts 26:5; James 1:26; 1:27). 

In none of its occurrences in the LXX or NT is it accompanied by a subjective genitive—4 Macc. 

5:7 and 13 do not mean “the worship they perform” but the religion that is followed by the Jews. 

Furthermore, in Philo, Josephus, the OT Pseudepigrapha, LXX, and NT, this word never appears 

with αγγελλος, so it never has the sense “the worship angels perform.” However, this word is 

semantically compatible with an objective genitive and is used with one in Wisdom 14:27. This 

brings us to the last point against this view, and our last in favour of a more general syncretism. 

Third, apart from this questionable historical evidence, there is no indication of these 

phenomena in Colossians. We find no other reference to angels worshipping God, in which the 

false teachers could participate, and there is silence concerning preparation for visionary 

experiences and fasting. Therefore, the objective genitive reading, worship given to angels, 
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remains the best reading. These false teachers suggest that the Colossian spirituality is useless; 

what they need is self-humiliation and angel worship; these are the true source of spirituality, 

leading to various boasts in their superior and visionary false spirituality (2:18). This worship of 

angels is then to be coordinated with the many references to spiritual beings throughout the 

letter. Paul begins to address this teaching by declaring that Christ is the creator of the ruling 

powers (1:16). There is no need to submit again to these basic principles, spirits at work in the 

world (2:8, 20), for Christ has humiliated and stripped bare the rulers and authorities over which 

He rules (2:10, 15).  The false teachers worship these powers (2:18), yet they have no power for 

spirituality: they are defeated, powerless, and fail to connect one to Christ, who is the true source 

of spirituality. 

This teaching is a deceptive philosophy—a teaching of man, regulations set down by men 

in accordance with the elemental principles, spirits at work in this world. It is a powerless 

teaching. Paul is able to show on every count the Superiority of Christ, beginning with the 

Christ-hymn and throughout the rest of the letter. 

 

We have seen in our survey of these theories that only the vaguest explains all the letter’s 

details. For the historical-critical scholar, who requires knowledge of a letter’s situation, this may 

be sufficient for interpretation, but it is intellectually unsatisfying. So the debate will probably 

continue over the best background against which to read the letter. But this raises a question: if 

we can explain all the features of the letter through mirror reading, apart from a concrete 

historical reconstruction, how vital is detailed historical reconstruction to interpretation? I would 

contend, as supported by our survey, that mirror reading is a helpful tool, but only as a tool for 

reading the letter synchronically, not historical-critically. Regarding the latter, mirror reading 
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provides the data for the historical reconstruction but is not itself sufficient. This data must be 

supplemented by detailed historical background, background that will lead one to focus 

increasingly on specific features of the letter at the expense of others: the scholar is led to fit the 

letter into the mold of his reconstruction. Reading it in this manner often , as seen above, 

excludes details and leads to vastly different, but apparently valid, interpretations.  

Considering mirror reading as a synchronic tool is a different approach. To read 

synchronically is to read systematically in addition to diachronically, to read all the parts in light 

of the whole as well as from front to back. Mirror reading, when used this way, takes the data 

from a reading of the letter and then correlates it with the rest: it asks, what in the letter best 

explains this feature? What features of the letter fit together? Reading this way, we see a 

correlation between Christ’s creation and authority over the rulers, their defeat, the elemental 

spirits (note the inclusio in 2:8, 20), and the worship of angels. These details are mutually 

interpreting, making sense of each other when read together. Therefore, this form of mirror 

reading is not an attempt to read each individual part against a reconstructed background, but 

each part against each other. To read the parts by the whole is a normal part of interpretation; 

mirror reading is a tool for doing this. With it, we correlate the parts and use the resulting 

synthesis in our reading of the letter (e.g., that Christ created the rulers in 1:16 is probably meant 

to address the problem of spirit worship in 2:18). 

In conclusion, the best explanation of the Colossian teaching is probably the simplest: the 

false teaching is a syncretic mix of Jewish law with Hellenistic philosophy that threatens to turn 

the Colossians’ focus from the centrality and sufficiency of Jesus. This conclusion rests less on 

historical reconstruction—though all these features are present in the first century religious 
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milieu—and more on a synchronic reading of the epistle. This synchronic reading appears to 

yield surer interpretive results than the alternative. 
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