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While giving the sermon on the mount, Jesus warned His disciples, “Watch out for false prophets.” (The New International Version, Matthew 7:15) No doubt, Jesus was well aware of the many different religious ideas, philosophies, and narratives His message challenged. And undoubtedly, He was well aware of the heresies to come. As quickly as Christianity spread, so did variations upon Christ’s core gospel message. This become largely apparent by the blending of one particular syncretistic religious movement, Gnosticism, with the Christian message. Just as Christianity took root, Gnosticism spread and adopted distorted views of Christian ideas. Gnostic philosophy became so prominent and influential upon Christianity, several apostles responded by documenting significant Christians truths in light of Gnostic teachings. Specifically, we see this occurring in the letter to the Colossians, where the apostle Paul addresses heresy by presenting truth. Paul warns the Colossians, “See to it that no one takes you captive through hollow and deceptive philosophy, which depends on human tradition and the basic principles of this world rather than on Christ. For in Christ all the fullness of the Deity lives in bodily form, and you have been given fullness in Christ, who is the head over every power and authority.” (Colossians 2:8-10)  Through an understanding of Gnosticism, we better understand the necessity and meaning of Paul’s words.

 Gnosticism was not a reactionary religion to that of Christianity. Quoting Robert Law, the International Standard Bible Encyclopedia says, “Gnosticism, though usually regarded as heresy, was not really such: it was not the perverting of Christian truth; it came, rather, from outside. Having worked its way into the Christian church, it was then heretical.”  Rather, Gnosticism is speculated to have begun with the Jews. The Jewish Encyclopedia notes that, “Hebrew words and names of God provide the skeleton for several Gnostic systems. Christian or Jews converted from paganism would have used as the foundation of their systems terms borrowed from the Greek or Syrian translation of the Bible. This fact proves at least that the principal elements of Gnosticism were derived from Jewish speculation.” Therefore, unlike Christianity, Gnosticism wasn’t a religion founded upon a central key figure, rather, it was a blending of philosophies or traditions held by people of the day. More specifically, it was a blending of Greek, Jewish, and Christian philosophies. As such, it would make sense that in responding to Gnosticism, Paul would warn against philosophy “which depends on human tradition and the basic principles of this world rather than on Christ.” (Colossians 2:8)

Gnosticism was a blend of philosophies that stressed the concept “gnosis” or knowledge (Baker Encyclopedia of Christian Apologetics, 275) especially in regards to the nature of God and human existence. This secret knowledge was given through revelation by the true deity (International Standard Bible Encyclopedia). The Holman Bible Dictionary says, “The secret knowledge was superior to the revelation recorded in the New Testament and was an essential supplement to it because only this secret knowledge could awaken or bring to life the divine spark or seed within the elect. When one received the gnosis or true knowledge, one became aware of one’s true identity with a divine inner self, was set free (saved) from the dominion of the inferior creator god, and was enabled to live as a true child of the absolute and superior deity.” This stands in contrast to Paul’s words in Colossians 1:5, “the faith and love that spring from the hope… that you have already heard about in the word of truth, the gospel that has come to you.” And in Colossians 2:2-3, “that they may know the mystery of God, namely Christ, in whom are hidden all the treasures of wisdom and knowledge.” Paul establishes there is no secret knowledge apart from what God has revealed to us in Christ as spoken in the gospel. 

The Gnostics thought of God as the ultimate, nameless, unknowable Being of whom they refer to as the “Abyss.” God is perfect and above all other things. Opposite God is matter or the material world which is alien to the Divine and thought to be evil (International Standard Bible Encyclopedia).  The material world came about by a divine being referred to as the demiurge. The International Standard Bible Encyclopedia quoting Mansel says this, “Some of the Gnostic sects regarded the Demiurge as being altogether alien from and opposed to the Supreme God; others considered him merely as a subordinate power, inferior but not hostile to the Supreme God, and acting before the coming of a more perfect revelation, as his unconscious organ.” In response, Paul counters this philosophy by writing that Christ is “the head over every power and authority.” (Colossians 2:10) Christ, therefore, is neither alien of God or subordinate of God, rather, He is equal with God. 

The Gnostics linked the demiurge with God as revealed in the Old Testament (Jewish Encyclopedia). Unlike Christians who hold the God of the Old Testament to be the same as the God of the New Testament, the Gnostics held these were two separate gods. In contrast, Christ said, “I and the Father are one” (John 10:30). Paul affirms this by writing, “[Christ] is the image of the invisible God, the firstborn over all creation. For by Him all things were created: things in heaven and on earth, visible and invisible, whether thrones or powers or rulers or authorities; all things were created by him and for him. He is before all things, and in him all things hold together.” (Colossians 1:15-16)

 Due to the division of deity in Gnosticism, a dualism unfolds that manifests itself cosmically in that the material world and the demiurge are evil while God is good. Humanity, Gnosticism holds, is neither good nor evil; rather, we are trapped within the material world, ignorant of our condition, and in need of redemption by the possession of secret knowledge given through revelation. (International Standard Bible Encyclopedia) This stands in contrast to Paul’s teaching which says we have become enemies to God, not because of our flesh or material existence, but because of our “evil behavior” (Colossians 1:21). Paul also teaches that humanity is not ignorant of our condition because his gospel proclaims that all have sinned (Romans 3:23) and this gospel has been proclaimed to every creature under heaven (Colossians 1:23). Paul affirms this further by stating, “For since the creation of the world God's invisible qualities--his eternal power and divine nature--have been clearly seen, being understood from what has been made, so that men are without excuse. For although they knew God, they neither glorified him as God nor gave thanks to him, but their thinking became futile and their foolish hearts were darkened.” (Romans 1:20-21) As such, the need for redemption comes not due to our enslavement to the material world but due to our own account in rebelling against God. 

Like Christianity, Gnosticism held the need for redemption and a redeemer. Many variants of Gnosticism adopted Jesus Christ as their Savior, though not all. Those that did took on a different Christ from the person preached and taught by the apostles. Quoting Lightfoot, the International Standard Bible Encyclopedia says “One class of early Gnostics separated the spiritual being Christ from the man Jesus; they supposed that the Christ entered Jesus at the time of His baptism, and left Him at the moment of His crucifixion. Thus the Christ was neither born as a man nor suffered as a man.” In a sense, the Gnostics separated Jesus from Christ. They held Jesus was born of human parents, Mary and Joseph, and was human. However, they did not hold that Jesus was the Christ. Rather, Jesus was just a shell that Christ entered. Therefore, in their view, Jesus the man died on the cross, but Christ the revelation of God did not die on the cross. This gives a reasonable account of why Paul would say “in Christ all the fullness of the Deity lives in bodily form” (Colossians 2:9) in response to the “hollow and deceptive philosophy” (Colossians 2:8) he was discussing. In Paul’s view, Jesus was indeed the Christ, “the Word became flesh.” (John 1:14) In Christ, the Word did not ‘take on’ flesh like clothing or a shell. Rather, the Word ‘became’ flesh embodying the fullness of God in the body of Christ. This would indicate that He, who died on the cross, was truly divine; and therefore, His death was adequate to pay the ransom of humanities’ sins committed against a divine being.  Additionally, this would also indicate that in Jesus Christ we have the full revelation of God, not just a part or piece. To know Christ is to know God fully and completely. 

Christ bearing the fullness of God is essential to the Christian faith. For in this truth, we hold there is nothing left to obtain. If we have Christ, we have the fullness of God as Paul states, “you have been given fullness in Christ.” (Colossians 2:9) If, as Christians, we truly possess the fullness of God, then there is no other work left. The work Christ has done in us is complete. This also stands in contrast to Gnosticism that emphasizes works, especially in the form of asceticism. The Gnostics hold “that as sin is inherent in the material substance of the body, therefore the only way by which perfection can be reached is to punish the body by asceticism, so that through the infliction of pain and the mortification of the flesh the region of pure spirit may be reached, and thus man may be etherealized and become like God” (International Standard Bible Encyclopedia). The difference between the two lies within the word ‘becoming.’ In Christ, the Christian is not ‘becoming’ as the work is already done in them by Christ. There is no further work as they have been given the fullness of God in Christ. In Gnosticism, the Gnostic is working hard to ‘become’ like God. They may have received a secret knowledge, however, this knowledge does not impart communion with God. For this, the Gnostic is at odds with the material world trying to escape it.


In conclusion, through an understanding of Gnosticism, we better understand the meaning and content of Paul’s letter to the Colossians, especially in relation to Colossians 2:8-10. Gnosticism, based upon human tradition and philosophies, blended with the gospel message threatening to draw Christians away from Christ toward heresy. Paul, therefore, wrote in response to these “hollow and deceptive” philosophies, as is apparent by comparing Gnostic teachings to Biblical truth. Through an understanding of Gnosticism, we can clearly see that Paul emphasized the hypostatic union of God and man in Jesus Christ. We can see the supremacy of Jesus Christ over all things. And lastly, we can see the emphasis on the finality and fullness of our salvation imparted by Christ.  
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