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Colossians 2:8-12
Col 2:8 See to it that no one takes you captive through philosophy and empty deception, according to the tradition of men, according to the elementary principles of the world, rather than according to Christ.

In these verses Paul begins his frontal attack on the false teachers.  I often write 2:8 in the front of my book as I want people to not be taken captive by the false teachings we hear so often today.  He starts this section with “see to it”, which is a command.  Taking captive is a term used in the military to mean taking prisoners away for imprisonment and Paul is warning them that these false teachers are meaning to take them into spiritual captivity so that they will be isolated from the truth of Christ.  Although this is the only place in the NT where the word philosophy is used, Paul is not condemning philosophy in general for the word literally means “love of wisdom”.  What he is condemning is the philosophy taught by these false teachers.  This false philosophy is based upon false wisdom.  He characterizes it by saying that it is empty, deceiving, according to the tradition of men, and the elementary principles of the world.  Saying that it is empty, or hollow as some translations state, means that it has no substance.  When Paul says that it is deceptive he means that it attempts to present a false ideology.  Truth only comes from reality and reality is only present in God.  So any spiritual or moral teaching that is not based upon God’s principles is not from reality and hence is false.  The tradition of men could mean some of the oral traditions of the Jews or, more likely, the pagan theories prevalent in his time period and certainly from our time period as we are bombarded with such false teachings. 
The “elementary principles” of the world can either mean the basic principles taught in schools or the principles from the elementary spirits who were the supernatural spirits thought by many to direct the stars and the meanings of the arrangement of stars (what we might call today astrology).  It is likely Paul means the second possibility for, in 2:18, we will see that the false teachings involved angel worship.  Paul then compares this false philosophy with the principles revealed by Jesus Christ.  All philosophies and other teachings must be compared with the truth that God has revealed to us in His Son.  

Col 2:9 For in Him all the fullness of Deity dwells in bodily form,

Col 2:10 and in Him you have been made complete, and He is the head over all rule and authority;

Every word in verses 9 is very important.  Paul begins with “for”, which tells us that what he is about to say is based upon what he has said in 2:8.  He continues with “in Him”, meaning “in Christ Jesus”, and this emphatic statement confirms that it is only in Him that the fullness of Deity dwells in bodily form.  The fullness of Deity means all aspects of God.  Of course this fullness dwelt in the Son before the incarnation, but it also continued after the incarnation.  Dwelling means a permanent inhabitation.  Saying that this fullness of Deity was in His bodily form argues against the Gnostic belief that all matter was evil.  “In Him” or “in Christ” is often used by Paul because it is such an important concept in Christianity.  We are no longer just “in us” but after redemption we are “in Him” so that we share somewhat His fullness.  This “oneness” is a quality that will be enhanced as we proceed in our sanctification, but it means that there is no aspect of spirituality that is not available to us as we are being conformed to Christ.  
Being made complete does not mean that we are perfect in our present human form, but it does mean that there is nothing else that we need!  We do not have to obey all the Mosaic commands.  We do not need to worship angels.  We are complete when we are “in Christ”!  What a relief!  What a joy!  Paul then goes on to add that Jesus is the head over all rule and authority.  Note that this is a different headship than His being head of the church (His body).  Here Paul is saying that there are no visible or invisible beings or forces in the universe that are not under His authority.  When the false teachers were lifting up the spirit beings they did not know that Jesus was over all of them also.  Jesus Christ is the source of life and the sovereign Lord over all rule and authority.  

Col 2:11 and in Him you were also circumcised with a circumcision made without hands, in the removal of the body of the flesh by the circumcision of Christ;

Col 2:12 having been buried with Him in baptism, in which you were also raised up with Him through faith in the working of God, who raised Him from the dead.

Paul now begins to list three aspects of the sufficiency of Christ as we will see next week.  He lists spiritual circumcision, forgiveness of sins (13, 14), and victory over the forces of evil (15).  Mosaic circumcision was a type or shadow of the fullness to come as it was physical whereas the permanent circumcision is spiritual.  The definition of our spiritual circumcision is the removal of the body of flesh and it is removed by the circumcision of Christ.  The image of this removal is of putting aside some filthy garment.  This body of flesh is the whole of our carnal nature and it is positionally removed when we are first regenerated since evil cannot coexist with good.  But functionally we have to spend the rest of our lives working out this removal in our everyday actions and thoughts – our sanctification.  Paul elsewhere describes this work of sanctification as working out our salvation:

Phil 2:12 So then, my beloved, just as you have always obeyed, not as in my presence only, but now much more in my absence, work out your salvation with fear and trembling;

Paul explains this spiritual circumcision, which is the cutting out of our inward evil being, such as stated elsewhere in Scripture:

· Rom 2:28 For he is not a Jew who is one outwardly; neither is circumcision that which is outward in the flesh.

· Phil 3:3 for we are the true circumcision, who worship in the Spirit of God and glory in Christ Jesus and put no confidence in the flesh,

Paul then tells us that the outward sign of our internal spiritual circumcision is believers’ baptism.  We can show to the world what has happened to us inwardly by an immersion ceremony that beautifully symbolizes death to our sin nature (buried with Him in baptism) and our walk as a new person created through the faith given us by God, who also raised Jesus Christ from the dead.  This burying and raising is our outward demonstration that we have had our sin nature removed and we are putting on the new nature having had our sins imputed to Christ and His righteousness imputed to us.  Faith is the cause of the resulting effects of trust and belief and, without that imparted faith, any baptism is meaningless. An excellent definition of faith is “the enabling power of God” since it is enabling us to have belief and trust. 
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