
Colossians 2:16-19 Discussion Guide 
 
In Colossians 2:16-19, Paul returns to the idea that he introduced in 2:8 and unpacks it 
in further detail.  

- “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” (2:8). 

 
Verse 16 begins with, “Therefore,” which connects this passage with the 
preceding paragraph (2:11-15). What did Paul teach right before our current 
passage and how does that inform how we read 2:16-19? 
 
What were the Colossian Christians being judged about? (see 2:16 + 18). 

- Paul mentions a host of religious rituals about which that the false Colossian 
teachers were judging and condemning Christians. In all, Paul mentions: 

o Questions of food and drink 
o Festivals, new moons, and Sabbaths 
o Asceticism 
o Worship of angels 
o Going on in detail about Visions 

 
To aid our discussion, we will break these issues up into two main categories: 

- [1] 2:16 à Religious practices from the OT law. 
- [2] 2:18 à Religious practices that come from a mixture (think: “syncretism”) of 

Jewish, Pagan, and mystical ideas. 
 
[1] Religious practices from the OT law (Col. 2:16): 
 
What Food and Drink laws were OT Jews commanded to practice? (Skim 
through Lev. 11 and Deut. 14:1-21).  
 
What does the NT teach about the on-going validity of such laws? (See Acts 
10:10-15; Mark 7:14-23; Rom. 14:1-4).  
 
So why were the OT Jews commanded to obey these laws? 
We often aren’t told exactly why, but here are some good possible explanations:  

- Hygiene and health.  
- Separation from Canaanite/gentile customs: adherence to these customs 

expressed Israel’s devotion to YHWH, and NOT to other gods (See Lev. 11:44-45). 
- Ultimately, such laws pointed forward to Christ: “These are a shadow of the 

things to come, but the substance belongs to Christ” (Col. 2:17).  
 
What special religious days were OT Jews commanded to observe 
(Festivals, New Moons, Sabbaths)? (See Ex. 12:7-17; Ex. 20:8-11; Ex. 23:10-19; Lev. 
23). 
 



What does the NT teach about the on-going validity of such holy days? (See 1 
Cor. 5:7; Heb. 10:1; Rom. 14:5-6; Matt. 12:1-8).   
 
How do we discern between the OT commands that we must still follow 
today, and those that are no longer relevant for followers of Jesus? 
 
[2] Religious practices that come from a mixture (think: “syncretism”) of 
Jewish, Pagan, and mystical ideas (Col. 2:18): 
 

- Asceticism – Extreme bodily discipline for religious reasons. Examples from the 
ancient world include: intentional sleep deprivation, lengthy periods of fasting, 
and scarce or poor clothing. In sum, ancient ascetics pursued a variety of physical 
discomforts for the sake of spiritual growth. The NIV translates “asceticism” as 
“false humility,” indicating that those who practiced such things sought to 
physically humiliate themselves in order to prove their spiritual maturity.  

- Worship of Angels – It seems likely that the Colossian false teachers sought to 
engage spiritual beings (angels) in order to supplement their spiritual devotion. 
In this way, these teachers did not see an exclusive devotion to God as being 
enough for their spiritual lives. Douglas Moo writes, “they are so concerned with 
calling on angels as a means of protection from evil forces that they are virtually 
worshipping them” (Moo, Colossians, 218-219).   

- Visions – Claiming that their ecstatic religious experiences and visions give them 
a leg up in religious matters, the false Colossian teachers boasted about their 
spiritual superiority, and looked down on those who could not claim similar 
experiences. 

 
Application: 
 
Translate the issues in this passage into today’s terms: What are some 
matters that Christians today are often unfairly judged about? (EX: schooling 
options for our kids, politics, clothing, etc.,).  
 
Why should Christians not place significant weight upon observing certain 
religious rituals? (See Heb. 10:1 and Col. 2:17).  
 
How can we reject the unfounded judgmentalism of others without 
becoming defensive or self-righteous? 
 
Paul clearly thinks that the judgmental teachers in Colossae are walking in 
grave arrogance. Today, how can we practice appropriate discipline in our 
spiritual lives without becoming judgmental and arrogant towards those 
who might not do that same? 
 
How does this section support Paul’s overall argument in Colossians that 
Christ and Christ alone is sufficient for all that we need? 


