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Colossians 2:18-23
Col 2:18 Let no one keep defrauding you of your prize by delighting in self-abasement and the worship of the angels, taking his stand on visions he has seen, inflated without cause by his fleshly mind,

Col 2:19 and not holding fast to the head, from whom the entire body, being supplied and held together by the joints and ligaments, grows with a growth which is from God.

How can someone defraud us of our prize from God?  Our salvation is assured by the work of Jesus Christ, but there will be a judging of our works:

1Cor 3:11 For no man can lay a foundation other than the one which is laid, which is Jesus Christ.

1Cor 3:12 Now if any man builds upon the foundation with gold, silver, precious stones, wood, hay, straw,

1Cor 3:13 each man's work will become evident; for the day will show it, because it is to be revealed with fire; and the fire itself will test the quality of each man's work.

1Cor 3:14 If any man's work which he has built upon it remains, he shall receive a reward.

1Cor 3:15 If any man's work is burned up, he shall suffer loss; but he himself shall be saved, yet so as through fire.

If someone then detracts us from our course of work based upon the foundation laid by Christ then we will be deprived of reward for some of our works.  Anyone who takes us away from that path is defrauding us of our prize.  These false teachers were misleading the Christians at Colossae.  The false teachers were teaching a false humility (self-abasement) and worship of angels.  To the false teachers these spirit beings filled the universe and perhaps part of the teachers’ false humility was to say that they did not deserve to worship God so they worshiped the angels.  Of course the Bible forbids such worship (Matt 4:10; Rev 19:10).  These false teachers were also taking their stand (had as a basis of justification of their teachings) on visions they said that they had.  They were personally inflated by their corrupt minds, a mind that has no spiritual enlightenment.  

Paul states that since they are informed only by their fleshly mind they have no connection with the head of true faith, Jesus Christ.  In 1:18 Paul has already told them that Christ is the Head of the church and people without a spiritual connection to God have no access to Him. Therefore all of their teachings are without merit or foundation.  The church is viewed as a vine connected to Christ and it receives its growth from Him as Paul said in verse 19. Jesus taught His disciples:
John 15:4-6 "Abide in Me, and I in you. As the branch cannot bear fruit of itself, unless it abides in the vine, so neither can you, unless you abide in Me. I am the vine, you are the branches; he who abides in Me, and I in him, he bears much fruit; for apart from Me you can do nothing. If anyone does not abide in Me, he is thrown away as a branch, and dries up; and they gather them, and cast them into the fire, and they are burned.

Col 2:20 If you have died with Christ to the elementary principles of the world, why, as if you were living in the world, do you submit yourself to decrees, such as,

Col 2:21 "Do not handle, do not taste, do not touch!"

Col 2:22 (which all refer to things destined to perish with the using)-- in accordance with the commandments and teachings of men?

Col 2:23 These are matters which have, to be sure, the appearance of wisdom in self-made religion and self-abasement and severe treatment of the body, but are of no value against fleshly indulgence.
Asceticism is the imposition of man-made rules as a means of gaining favor with God.  These false teachers were ascetics as they saw the body as evil and they devised many rules like Paul mentions above.  To the Christian, all the rules of asceticism are anachronistic since any legal and ascetic rules are contrary to sound doctrine.  The use of the word “if” is not to question their dying to Christ but it is understood as “since” you have died with Christ.  Paul is being sarcastic.  We no longer live according to the rules of man but of God.  We are no longer citizens of the earth but citizens of heaven.  Since we are in Christ we are delivered out of any obedience to the basic principles of the world.  This discussion is tied to 2:14 and so we have no obligation to obey the elementary principles of the world since we are beyond that authority.  We are not teaching antinomianism for we still are bound to live according to the character of God.  But these people were being taught worldly philosophies and ascetic principles that the non-Christian trying to achieve some worthiness before God might be tempted to try.  All the ordinances of these false teachers were in regard to those concepts and things which will one day perish from existence.  The orders to not touch and not taste have to do with the dietary restrictions these false teachers were saying would lead to holiness.  The order of “do nots” is in descending order: handle, taste, touch.  They may have been perturbations of the Mosaic Law or of the ascetic pagan teachings.  Christ has made all foods clean:

Mark 7:18 And He said to them, "Are you so lacking in understanding also? Do you not understand that whatever goes into the man from outside cannot defile him;

Mark 7:19 because it does not go into his heart, but into his stomach, and is eliminated? "(Thus He declared all foods clean.)

Paul then summarizes by saying that these ascetic rules may have the appearance of wisdom to the mind of man but they have no value for taming the fleshly desires of man.  If someone is just trying to achieve purity by these man-made rules, he will have no success regarding his original sin nature that can only be cleansed by the application of the work of Jesus Christ.  Christianity is not a religion like the ascetics were trying to achieve by their rules and regulations.  The beating of the body to attempt to make it conform to the character of God will not achieve that purpose.  Christianity is being “in Christ” and that only happens by the power of God to cause our regeneration and then by the giving of faith so that we can trust and obey.  Christians then want to walk in the world according to the character of God and the Holy Spirit will aid us in our sanctification process without any application of such ascetic principles. Works do not save, but salvation results in good works. 
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