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Beware! February 21, 2016 
Colossians: Ancient Truth for a Modern World (part 5) by Dr. Scott F. Heine 

Recap 

We began this year looking at Paul’s letter to a plucky 

group of Christians in the ancient village of Colossae — 

people very much like you and me.  

 Raised in an increasingly secularized culture 

according to the Greek influences of education.  

 Surrounded by expressions of hedonism and an effort 

to redefine morality.  

 Struggling under a governmental system that was 

becoming increasingly bloated and corrupt, but 

frustrated with the failing efforts to promote the 

authority of some kind of representative body on 

behalf of the citizens. 

 Feeling marginalized in their own faith by a society 

who disregarded them and their confidence in a 

resurrected Jewish Messiah. 

As Paul wrote to them — and to all believers, since he 

intended his letter to be copied and shared with gatherings 

of Christians elsewhere — he began by expressing his deep 

gratitude for all that God had already done on our behalf. 
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Paul calls us “saints” — the holy ones of God, 

transformed by grace and truth. He expresses his delight and 

gratitude that the Lord is already working in our midst, and 

that there are evident, tangible results of our impact on the 

community… not because of what we have done, but because 

we have trusted God to work in us and through us. 

And, as the letter to the Colossians begins, Paul prays 

for us that we would be strengthened by God’s power, filled 

with stubborn uncompromising endurance and 

unquenchable joy, even as we continue to grow in our 

understanding of who we are in Christ. Because, when we 

know who we are, then we can live out that identity as it 

shapes our perspective and choices each day. 

Of course, Paul is especially concerned that we 

recognize the preeminence of Christ in all things. It’s all 

about Jesus. All good things in our lives are because of him. 

He is our Creator, our Redeemer, and our Savior. He is the 

King over all kings and Sovereign over our very lives 

(regardless of whether or not we acknowledge his 

dominion). 

And he has entrusted us with the task of sharing the 

message of his love and grace with the world, even if it costs 

us dearly. In fact, Paul actually talks about finding joy in 

whatever price we have to pay for the sake of the cause, 

because it proves the value of the gospel. Whatever it takes 
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in terms of our time, our energy, our property and 

resources… and even our very lives… is totally worth it now 

that we’ve become ambassadors of Christ. It is an honor to 

surrender everything to him. 

Beware… 

And, believe it or not, that takes us into the second 

chapter of Colossians. (Yeah, Paul said a lot at the beginning 

of his letter. All of that was to establish who we are, what 

we’re doing, and what it will take from us to do it.) 

But now Paul turns his attention to a warning for all 

believers as we continue to be the “saints in light” (as Paul 

calls us). As he sits in prison writing this letter — captive 

because he dared to declare the supremacy of Christ over all 

rulers and authorities (including Roman governors and even 

the Emperor) — he mentions the price he has paid so that 

the Colossians, the nearby Laodiceans, and all other 

believers… 

…that their hearts may be encouraged, being knit 

together in love, to reach all the riches of full 

assurance of understanding and the knowledge of 

God’s mystery… (Colossians 2:2 ESV)  
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…which is Christ, in whom are hidden all the 

treasures of wisdom and knowledge. (Colossians 2:3 ESV)  

Paul is eager for all of us to be bound to both God and to 

each other as we understand and live out this wondrous 

mystery of Christ’s very life at work in us, supreme over our 

lives, over our church, and ultimately over all creation. 

All wisdom, all knowledge… all the answers that this 

world seeks, all the power and courage and opportunity that 

you and I need to share God’s love and grace with others… 

all of it is found fully and completely in Jesus. 

And here comes the warning: 

I say this in order that no one may delude you with 

plausible arguments. (Colossians 2:4 ESV)  

All that Paul has said about who Christ is and who we 

are now — everything that we’ve looked at in Paul’s letter to 

the Colossians — becomes a foundation for this warning. 

“Don’t let anyone deceive you” with their reasoning, their 

arguing, their   πιθανολογία [pith·an·o·lo·gí·a]  — lliterally, 

their “persuasive speech,” their “enticing (but false) 

reasoning.” 

Paul fears that there will be those who try to draw us 

away from the truth of Christ’s supremacy and sufficiency… 
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to “delude” or “deceive,” “defraud” or “beguile,” us with a 

convincing lie. (And Paul was especially concerned for 

everyone who reads this letter because he can’t be present 

with us to point out the lie as it happens, or to argue with 

whatever persuasive, religious influences we might 

encounter.) 

He simply reminds us… 

Therefore, as you received Christ Jesus the Lord, so 

walk in him, rooted and built up in him and 

established in the faith, just as you were taught, 

abounding in thanksgiving. (Colossians 2:6–7 ESV)  

We could actually probably stop our study right there. 

In the following paragraphs, Paul is going to address specific 

threats to the confidence and commitment of believers. But 

the big idea is this: Christ is supreme, as Paul has said. He is 

sufficient for our salvation, our journey through life, and our 

task of sharing God’s love with the world. Jesus is the Lord.  

We simply need to dig down deep, root ourselves in that 

truth, and allow ourselves to grow in our understanding of 

all that implies. We need to hang on tight and overflow with 

gratitude for what God has done for us… so that we won’t be 

led astray by all the compelling influences that seek to 

convince us that whatever comes next is dependent upon 
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what we must do instead of an overflowing of what God has 

already accomplished. 

Beware Philosophies & Traditions 

For example, Paul warns, 

See to it that no one takes you captive by 

philosophy and empty deceit, according to human 

tradition, according to the elemental spirits of the 

world, and not according to Christ. (Colossians 2:8 ESV)  

Literally, “beware.” “Be on your guard” (βλέπετε), so 

that nobody “takes you captive” (or, perhaps more visually, 

makes you their pirates treasure, their stolen booty, if you 

will). It’s a mental picture of scoundrels reaching out to 

God’s people and dragging them away from the truth and 

making them slaves to a lie. 

What lie? “Philosophy,” Paul says. Not that all 

philosophy is the tool of some religious buccaneer to enslave 

us. The very word “philosophy” simply means “a love of 

knowledge or understanding,” and Paul has been praying that 

we will grow in our knowledge and understanding of who 

Christ is and who we are. 
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Yet in this case, Paul uses the word “philosophy” 

referring to a whole bunch of both Greek and Jewish groups: 

 The Epicureans (who were themselves conservative 

Hedonists who believed that experiencing pleasure 

and avoiding pain were the ultimate goals of life) 

 The Stoics (who believed that self-control and 

personal discipline — basically a performance-based 

view of life, along with almost Spock-like Vulcan Logic 

— were the ultimate goals of life, because emotions 

were essentially destructive) 

 Even the sects Hellenistic Judaism as reflected in the 

1st century: 

 Such as the Pharisees (who believed that our 

behaviors determined our identity and 

obligated God’s response to us),  

 or the Sadducees (who didn’t believe in life 

beyond death — which is why they were “sad, 

you see”  — and figured they’d try to suck all 

the joy out of life they could while there was 

still time),  

 or the Essenes (who thought that self-denial 

was the key to piety, as reflected in celibacy, 

chosen poverty, and ritual bathing). 
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Paul says that all these collections of “philosophies” 

essentially amounted to the intellectual creations of 

mankind in which people relied upon themselves to attain 

something spiritual. He calls these “empty deceit” — they 

sound good, usually because they’re built upon all sorts of 

complex human reasoning, but there’s really nothing to 

them. They’re world-views that trap people in a life of lies. 

They are “human traditions,” we’re told, which refers to 

both the Jewish and Greek ideas of how information and 

understanding was passed down from a mentor to his pupil. 

Teaching is “traded” from one generation to the next — a 

“tradition” that is “traded” or “passed on.” And Paul warns 

us against buying into traditions that are “human,” that 

originate with man, not God. 

By the way, this means that we all have to be careful not 

to look to any human — any religious celebrity, any pastor, 

any guru, and famous and persuasive author, any papal or 

bishopric authority — as our source of truth. People come up 

with all sorts of good ideas, and great teachers will share 

truth in a way that makes sense and compels other people to 

live differently. But great teachers are not the source of 

truth. Only God is the source of truth. The best a teacher can 

do is pass along the truth that comes from God in such a way 

that leads others to pursue God instead of becoming 
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followers of a specific human tradition or man-made 

religious movement. 

It also means we need to “beware” of more 

contemporary variations of man-made philosophies and 

traditions: 

 Atheism (the denial of God’s existence, which 

essentially and arrogantly makes ourselves the 

pivotal focus of life), or it’s cowardly little brother, 

Agnosticism (which doesn’t think it’s even possible to 

know if God exists or not) 

 Macro-evolution (which not only defies the scientific 

method of discovery but ultimately seeks to eliminate 

God in favor of the most impossibly absurd set of 

probabilities) 

 Humanism (which denies anything supernatural and 

considers the agency and accomplishments of human 

beings as the best and most true source of knowledge 

and life) 

 And even the very ancient, globally embraced, and 

wildly popular Hedonism (which makes our 

experience of personal pleasure the ultimate goal of 

our existence — pretty easy to see why that one has 

been popular for thousands of years, eh?) 
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God’s people need to watch out for how these different 

concepts sneak into our way of thinking. Most of us didn’t 

major in philosophy in college, so we’re not trained to think 

in terms of the world-views that fuel our choices.  

 But when we say things like, “go ahead and have that 

extra piece of cake; you deserve it,” we’re practicing 

Epicureanism.  

 When we tell a grieving widow, “there, there, don’t 

cry,” we’re practicing Stoicism. 

I know, tiny examples. Perhaps not a big deal. But tiny 

things can become big things.  

This past week, I saw a brief video of a worship service 

at a “church” in Maryland that bears an uncannily similar 

name to our own. They were celebrating “true heavenly 

parents day” with a worship service that looks and feels 

very much like ours — guitars, bass, drums, keyboard, lyrics 

projected up front, an audience in chairs just like ours, a 

rented space similar to ours. Someone looking to go to a 

church called “Hope” could have walked into our doors or 

their doors and not immediately noticed much difference. 

Except there were… a few.  Part of their “true 

heavenly parents day” celebration included a long table with 

a cake and all these pillars of fruit and flowers and boxes of 

raisins on it at the front of the stage. And the lyrics of the 
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song they were singing? Rather than praising God, they were 

singing, “Celebrate it! Celebrate it! Celebrate your loving 

every way. No matter your religion or the color of your skin, 

we are all God’s children today.” 

And, of course, there was the big picture of Sun Myung 

Moon and Hak Ja Han with candles around it. Right up front. 

Receiving the honor and worship of the people. 

Most of us here can immediately recognize the 

counterfeit and the danger. But a world that is exploring? 

Looking for truth? The methods all felt the same, and the 

message sure sounds engaging… and politically correct. 

“Belonging to God (who is the masculine, vs. the 

Spirit, who is female) is just a matter of existence, not 

redemption by faith in grace. Real doctrine is best 

kept secret to draw outsiders into becoming insiders. 

Rev. Moon is actually the “third Adam” and the 

second coming of Christ (which makes his conviction 

for tax evasion in the U.S. a bit surprising). Hell exists 

right here and now, and converts who die and then 

purge themselves of their sin somehow in some sort 

of temporary afterlife can be resurrected to help 

other people convert. Because, as their text says, 

‘Apart from us they may not be made perfect.’” 
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Christians hear all that and bristle at the absurdity. But 

our world faces the pressure to find something to believe in 

that is comfortable and inclusive. And even if Moon’s 

followers are marginalized by society, similar pressures can 

easily creep into the church.  

For example, consider the wave of millennial Christian 

authors who have begun arguing that there is no hell, no 

eternal separation from God, because a loving God would not 

dispense judgment upon his creation, and that everyone will 

ultimately be saved (if not in this lifetime then somehow 

beyond this world). There are some big names moving in 

that direction with their teaching, and there’s a generation of 

people in churches today who are starting to buy into it… 

because it sure sounds a lot nicer and more inclusive than 

the old “hellfire and brimstone” pulpit thumpers of their 

grandparents’ generation. Never mind that such deception 

essentially eliminates the need for any motivation or passion 

to reach out to our culture and connect them to God’s love. 

Hey, even a guy whose video materials for small group 

Bible studies have been used effectively here at Hope — 

even the guy who has become the spiritual advisor to Oprah 

Winfrey, a guy who I once thought was a fairly compelling 

communicator of Biblical truth — he’s out there saying that 

if churches don’t stop relying on the Bible as a source of 
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knowing truth, we’ll all become irrelevant. We need to 

change, he says, because our culture is changing. 

“Beware,” Paul says. There are some great, intelligent, 

articulate, persuasive teachers out there who will drag you 

away from the truth and into an empty lie. Don’t let go of the 

truth that has led us this far — that it’s really all about Jesus, 

and that our connection with God is based upon what he has 

done instead of what we do, and that truth comes from him 

and not some celebrated human. 

Oh, and if the “philosophies” and “empty deceit” and 

“human traditions” don’t pose enough threat to God’s people, 

there’s that whole “according to the elemental spirits of the 

world, and not according to Christ” bit. (It’s a phrase he’s 

going to come back to a little later in the chapter [cf., verse 20].) 

It’s a Greek word (στοιχεῖα) that could refer to “the basics of 

the world, the foundational way the world thinks” — in 

other words, the “elemental principles of the world,” as some 

translations render it. 

Or it could refer to “the supernatural powers that 

dominate the world.” For instance, Greek philosophers, as 

well as ancient Gnostics and even Astrologists, used that 

word to describe “spiritual creatures that influence earthly 

events.” Or, to use the synonym found both in 1st century 
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Greek literature and the New Testament,  δαιμονίου 

[dai·mon·í·ou] — demons.  

In other words, it seems that Paul is cautioning us to 

avoid articulate and persuasive deceptions that originate in 

both the minds of men and the schemes of dark spirits. And 

Paul can say this with confidence because, as he points out a 

few verses later, at the cross… 

[Jesus] disarmed the rulers and authorities * and 

put them to open shame, by triumphing over them 

in him. (Colossians 2:15 ESV)  

* That’s a phrase Paul often uses to describe demons. 

Beware the Judgment of Men 

As Paul’s letter continues, he offers more specific 

examples of the kinds of challenges facing the Colossians and 

their perseverance in truth. Interestingly, they are very 

similar to the challenges that Christians have faced in 

churches throughout history… and even today throughout 

the world. For the most part, these challenges involve being 

in bondage to the criticism and judgment of other people 

based on whether or not we conform to their religious 

expectations. 
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“Don’t Skip a Holiday (or Eat Shellfish)” 

So Paul writes, 

Let no one pass judgment on you in questions of 

food and drink, or with regard to a festival or a new 

moon or a Sabbath. (Colossians 2:16 ESV)  

(Those are Jewish holidays and traditions he’s talking 

about, along with all the ridiculously complex dietary rules 

that have evolved since the time of Moses. Hey, the Law has 

been fulfilled on our behalf. Jesus kept kosher for us so we 

might enjoy Bang Bang Shrimp over at Bonefish. ) 

Paul says about all the old Jewish religious rules… and 

about whatever new religious rules we might concoct with 

even the best intentions in mind, 

These are a shadow of the things to come, but the 

substance belongs to Christ. (Colossians 2:17 ESV)  

Stick to the truth. Focus on what is real. Be confident in 

who Christ is and what he has done for us. Hang on tight to 

the “substance,” not the “shadow.” 

Paul continues, 
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Let no one disqualify you, insisting on asceticism 

and worship of angels, going on in detail about 

visions, puffed up without reason by his sensuous 

mind… (Colossians 2:18 ESV)  

Watch out for that religious leader or institution that 

puts all of the focus on your behavior, your ceremonies, your 

fasting and self-denial, or anything else that is based all on 

your choices or your personal deprivation — your 

asceticism. 

Watch out for that religious leader or institution that 

suggests we need some kind of intermediary between us and 

God — that we need to come to him through some kind of 

created angelic being (or, I suppose Paul would argue today, 

some sort of venerated religious hero with statues and 

amulets and recited prayers that sound far more like Greek 

superstition than an intimate, confident connection with 

God). After all, as Hebrews reminds us, “We can boldly enter 

heaven’s Most Holy Place because of the blood of Jesus. By his 

death, Jesus opened a new and life-giving way through the 

curtain into the Most Holy Place. And since [Christ himself is 

our] great High Priest who rules over God’s house, let us go 

right into the presence of God with sincere hearts fully 

trusting him.” (Hebrews 10:19–22 NLT)   I don’t need anyone else to 
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represent me before God. I have Christ, and that’s more than 

enough. 

It doesn’t matter if that religious leader claims to have 

heard the very voice of God, or received some epic 

supernatural vision, or even claims some sort of apostolic 

authority passed down from generation to generation from 

the days of the very disciples of Christ. 

Truth comes from Christ. “He is the way, the truth, and 

the life.” We don’t come to God through religion, or by 

following a religious leader, or by conforming to a religious 

institution, or by living up to the religious expectations of 

others.  

We come to God through Christ! 

Nothing But Christ 

Which goes to the very heart of all that Paul says in the 

2nd chapter of Colossians… and throughout the entire letter, 

actually.  

Nothing but Christ. Christ is supreme. Christ is 

sufficient. It’s all about him. Therefore… 

See to it that no one takes you captive by 

philosophy and empty deceit, according to human 
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tradition, according to the elemental spirits of the 

world, and not according to Christ. (Colossians 2:8 ESV)  

For in him the whole fullness of deity dwells bodily, 

and you have been filled in him, who is the head of 

all rule and authority. (Colossians 2:9–10 ESV)  

All of God is right there, revealed in Christ. And, as we 

seek his forgiveness and surrender our lives to his grace by 

faith, all of who Christ is completes us. We are “full” in him. 

“Finished.” “Completed.” 

And there is no other ruler, no other authority, no other 

religious guru or superstar… nobody other than Jesus (and 

Jesus alone!) who can transform us, lead us, empower us, 

and determine our new identity and experience. 

It’s not “Jesus plus…” (Jesus plus our own efforts. Jesus 

plus religion. Jesus plus some secret discovery of some deep 

philosophy.) It’s Jesus alone, because all fullness is in him. 

In him also you were circumcised with a 

circumcision made without hands, by putting off 

the body of the flesh, by the circumcision of Christ… 
(Colossians 2:11 ESV)  

Paul uses the Jewish idea here… that single, significant, 

religious ritual that left a man marked as belonging to God. 
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There’s no more of that; we don’t belong to God because of 

any ritual, because Christ and Christ alone is sufficient. 

…having been buried with him in baptism, in which 

you were also raised with him through faith in the 

powerful working of God, who raised him from the 

dead. (Colossians 2:12 ESV)  

Instead of some ritual, our very lives are “buried,” 

“immersed,” “plunged deep into” Christ’s life. “Baptized,” 

Paul says. Oh, we may commemorate that immersion of our 

lives into Christ through the symbol of water. Symbols have 

lots of significance for us as a culture. But make no mistake; 

getting wet doesn’t transform our lives. Performing a ritual 

or a sacrament doesn’t bind us to Jesus. No, we are “buried 

with him” and “raised with him” into a brand new everlasting 

life “through faith in the powerful working of God.” It’s all 

because of what God has done, not the rituals we do. 

We’re nothing without him, no matter how hard we 

might try to measure up. 

However, with him… 

You, who were dead in your trespasses and the 

uncircumcision of your flesh, God made alive 
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together with him, having forgiven us all our 

trespasses… (Colossians 2:13 ESV)  

God has made us alive. God has bound us to himself in 

Christ. God has forgiven us. 

…by canceling the record of debt that stood against 

us with its legal demands. This he set aside, nailing 

it to the cross. (Colossians 2:14 ESV)  

No longer do we live by some religious rules, enslaved 

to our own appetite for sin, enslaved to whatever better-

than-me leader comes along and drags me with him. 

We’re set free from the law, from religion, from the 

expectations of other people, and even from ourselves. Our 

old life is gone, replaced by a new life with Christ. 

Therefore… 

If with Christ you died to the elemental spirits of 

the world, why, as if you were still alive in the 

world, do you submit to regulations— (Colossians 

2:20 ESV)  

“Do not handle, Do not taste, Do not touch” 

(referring to things that all perish as they are 
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used)—according to human precepts and 

teachings? (Colossians 2:21–22 ESV)  

These have indeed an appearance of wisdom in 

promoting self-made religion and asceticism and 

severity to the body, but they are of no value in 

stopping the indulgence of the flesh. (Colossians 2:23 ESV)  

Ah… but if my religious efforts, my stubborn 

commitment to self-control and personal purity, my hard 

work at “doing the right thing” — if that doesn’t curb my 

sinful appetites and prevent me from indulging my old flesh 

(my old way of thinking and feeling and choosing) — what 

does? 

That’s what we’ll look at next week as Paul continues 

his letter to the Colossians and to us. But I’ll give you a hint: 

If Jesus (and him alone) is the basis of our connection with 

God, what… or who… do you think is the key to experiencing 

righteousness and innocence and freedom from sin? 

All that our soul needs is his love to cover us, to 

surround us, to immerse us into his life. 

We’re nothing without him, and we’re powerless 

without him. 

Thankfully, we’re not without him. As he said, 
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Be strong and courageous. Do not fear or be in 

dread… for it is the LORD your God who goes with 

you. He will not leave you or forsake you. (Deuteronomy 

31:6 ESV)  

 

PRAYER  •  SONG: Nothing Without You 

 

 

 


