Don’t Be Kidnapped by Deceitful Philosophies!

Lesson 4
You may recognize Elizabeth Smart, who was in the news for several months three years ago. On June 5, 2002, as a fourteen-year-old she was abducted at gunpoint from her family’s Salt Lake City home, while her parents and four brothers slept. Her younger sister, Mary Katherine, was in the bedroom with Elizabeth and witnessed the kidnapping. On February 3 of the next year, Mary Katherine finally remembered the abductor, a man who helped with repairs at the family home months before. That identification led to a series of events that ended on March 12 with Elizabeth’s return home.  
For 9 months Elizabeth lived with this man, who called himself Emmanuel, and his wife. He reported that he had also taken Elizabeth as his wife, believing that God appointed him to take seven wives. The story of her nine-month captivity is bizarre. The three of them lived about three ½ miles from Elizabeth’s home for several months after the kidnapping. Through the months many people saw them dressed in white robes. Elizabeth and Emmanuel’s wife were veiled. As reports came out, it was clear that Elizabeth could have gotten away from her captors many times, but she did not take the initiative to do so. In fact, when the police finally caught up with them, she lied about her identity, seemingly reluctant to leave her captors.

Elizabeth was kidnapped. She apparently believed some lies told by her captors and so she chose to live a life of bondage. We, too, are in danger of being kidnapped by false teaching and philosophy. The lies that we believe may result in our living lives of a different kind of bondage.
We want to start our reading with some verses we read last week: Col. 2:1-5. 

These verses form the basis for our lesson this week. This was Paul’s statement of purpose for this letter: he was working hard to overcome obstacles so that they wouldn’t be deceived by arguments that sounded reasonable. He wanted them to understand the knowledge of Christ in order to be assured of faith. Jesus is the central person of our faith so an understanding of Him is essential to correct living.
With these verses as our basis of understanding, let’s read on.

Read Col. 2:6-8.

Paul reiterated the centrality of Jesus, not only for our initial salvation but also for the believer’s growth. We are rooted, a metaphor from horticulture, and built up, a metaphor from architecture, and firm, a metaphor from the courts of law. These terms are passive, indicating that all of these things are done by Him. We do not do this to ourselves. We merely continue in relationship with Jesus at the center of our lives, and He grows us, and builds us, and makes us firm in the faith. 

“Be careful” or “see to it” is a present imperative tense, meaning do this continually. Paul called them to constant watchfulness because danger was near. It’s like our terrorist alerts. Paul is saying there was a maximum level red alert for the Colossians. Danger is near! 
Now what were they to watch out for? False teaching that would kidnap them.
The word for “captivate you” in v. 8 is from sulagogeo, a rare word used only here in the NT. It referred to an illegal kidnapping. It reminds the reader of the word rescue in 1:13. Those who have been rescued and taken to safety and freedom were in danger of being kidnapped and enslaved again by an enemy.  

The means of kidnapping them according to v. 8 was empty, deceitful philosophy. The term philosophy was broad enough in that day to encompass both secular and religious teachings. These philosophies were according to human traditions and the elemental sprits of this world rather than according to Christ. They were in danger of being kidnapped by false teaching. 
What was the false teaching, often called the Colossian heresy? What ideas were threatening to kidnap them?

Paul mentioned 2 sources of deceit: human traditions and the elemental spirits of the world.  We understand what human tradition is. When we focus on tradition, even in the church, rather than Jesus Himself, we become prey to kidnapping. 

The other source of deceit was the elemental spirits of the world. Your Bible may say the elementary principles of the world. Those sound like 2 different things and they are. Apparently, the meaning of this term is vague. The scholars who have studied the languages do not really know to what this refers. The NET Bible has chosen the interpretation that this involved a focus on the spirits of the world. Some of your translations have chosen instead the idea that this was elementary teaching, in contrast to truth.
Some scholars believe that the teaching involved philosophy similar to that in Gnostism. The Gnostics taught that it was necessary to seek a further knowledge that not all could attain, sort of insider knowledge. In fact, the word Gnostic comes from the Greek word for knowledge. The Gnostics also believed in dualism, that matter is evil and spirit is good. Thus, the Christ could not have a body because good cannot live inside of evil. 

The heresy at Colossae was not full-blown Gnosticism because that did not happen until the 2nd century; however, it is possible that the early seeds of Gnostic thought were taught there. Other scholars see in Colossae instead the influence of the Jewish sect of the Essenes, who were strict ascetics and legalists. They, too, believed the spirit is good and matter evil.

Instead of speculating about the origin of the Colossian heresy, I like F. F. Bruce’s identification of 3 aspects of the gospel chiefly threatened by the heresy which seems clear in the Scriptures: 1. the uniqueness of the person of Christ; 2. the perfection of the work Christ did on the cross; 3. the spiritual liberty of all of those united with Him.

We will consider it from that perspective.

Read Col. 2:8-15.

The first area of thought that threatened to kidnap the Colossians was false teaching about Jesus. In this section Paul dealt with the uniqueness of Christ as the God-man. We have already seen that emphasis in Chapter 1. Notice v. 9, one of the great statements in Scripture of the deity of Jesus. 
The word “fullness” in that day was used by some to teach that the divine fullness was divided in its expression among various emanations. Each got a decreasing share of God as they descended the ladder from good to bad. The statement about Jesus is in the present tense, indicating that deity in all its fullness continually abides in Jesus. He is fully God forever and ever. Paul made clear that the Gnostic teaching that God’s fullness is found elsewhere is false. It is found only in Jesus. This also refutes the idea that God cannot inhabit a body, as the dualists suggested.

In 2:9-10, 15 Paul emphasized once again that Jesus is head over all rule and authority, as we have already seen. He is not one of a series of lesser beings emanating from God. Instead, He is more than all other powers. 
Don’t be kidnapped. Realize that Jesus is the unique God-man and as such, is more than all.
Secondly, Paul said, don’t get kidnapped by deceitful philosophies about the sufficiency of Jesus’ work on the cross.
Read Col. 2:10-15.
We see in these verses that Jesus’ death metaphorically circumcised us by removing our fleshly bodies. Circumcision is the removal of a piece of flesh off of a man’s foreskin and it pictures here the removal of the body of flesh, which is Paul’s way of referring to the sinful, fallen human nature, which totally dominates all people before salvation. By His work on the cross Jesus removed the power of the flesh in our lives. 

Not only was His work complete for removing the power of sin over us, but it also gave us a new identity with Him. (Reread vv. 12-13.) Because we are identified with Jesus in His death, burial, and resurrection, we are alive with Him in a brand new life.

Verse 14 says that Jesus cancelled out the certificate of indebtedness against us. This referred to a written acknowledgement of debt written out by the debtor. The word for destroyed or cancelled out means wiped out, like a white board is erased. One time the hard drive on my computer was erased. Everything on there was as gone as if it had never been there. Our debt of sin was similarly wiped out and destroyed by Jesus when He nailed it to the cross. He gives total forgiveness.
Jesus’ work on our behalf was so perfect and complete, that we are sufficient in Him. Go back to v. 10. We have been made complete, or my translation says filled in Him. The word is a form of the word for fullness, used to refer to Jesus in v. 9. His perfect work means that we are filled in Him, we are forgiven in Him, and we are alive in Him.
It has been said that there are three tenses of salvation and all are true of believers. There is past tense salvation: we have been saved or rescued from the penalty of sin by being totally forgiven. We are present tense right now being saved or rescued from the power of sin in our lives. That is the aspect of salvation that Paul is dealing with here. Then, there is the future tense salvation that comes when we are in God’s presence and we are saved from the very presence of sin.
Paul said not to be kidnapped by teaching about Jesus that denies His identity as the God-man, who is more than all others. He said not to be kidnapped by teaching that denies the sufficiency of the work that Jesus did on the cross to bring us total forgiveness and power over sin in our lives. 

The final area of danger that the Colossians faced was philosophy about the way to achieve growth. The teaching they heard placed them under bondage rather than help them grow. 
Read Col. 2:16-23.

Verse 16 begins with “therefore.” Because of all that is true of who Jesus is and the sufficiency of the work that He has done for you, don’t fall for this kind of teaching.
These verses indicate that the heresy in Colossae involved legalism. Verse 16 indicates that someone was judging them based upon manmade rules, suggesting that following rules equated to spirituality. These rules may have been Jewish in origin because they involved food and drink and observing Sabbath and other feasts, which the Jews did under the Law of Moses. Paul taught that believers are free and should not get entangled again in a legalistic system. Paul said that this system was merely a shadow of the truth that is Christ. When I see someone’s shadow, I can tell something about her, but I can tell much more if I see the person herself. The law served to show Jesus in shadow, but once He came, there was no need for the shadow any longer because we had the reality.
What other teachings were placing them in bondage?
Verses 18-19 suggest there was a danger of mysticism, which is the pursuit of a deeper or higher subjective religious experience. It involves the belief that spiritual reality is perceived apart from the human intellect and natural senses. It weighs feelings, intuition, and internal sensations more heavily than other data. In this case the false teacher was passing judgment on the believers in the church because he felt that he was more spiritual based on his mystical experiences. 
Instead of becoming more spiritual by visions and mysticism, Paul says that growth only comes by being attached to the head of the body, Jesus. Focusing on Him rather than experiences or visions or angels is the key to growing as a believer.
The final dangerous philosophy that the Colossians faced was asceticism. Ascetic piety suggests that true devotion means denying physical comforts. It involves a life of rigid self-denial, which may have arisen from dualism. If matter is evil, to avoid it is to become more spiritual. However, the problem is stated in 2:23: self-denial has no real power against the flesh or the sin nature.
Alexander McClaren wrote: “Any asceticism is a great deal more to men’s taste than abandoning self. They will rather stick hooks in their backs than give up their sins and yield up their wills. There is only one thing that will put the collar on the neck of the animal within us and that is the power of the indwelling Christ. Ascetic religion is godless, for its practitioners essentially worship themselves. As such, we are not to be intimidated by it.”

Legalism, mysticism, and asceticism are all philosophies of sanctification, the big religious word for our becoming more like Jesus as we grow personally. These three are merely systems whereby people try to become more spiritual.

Don’t be kidnapped! Don’t fall for deceitful teaching about the way to achieve growth. Systems of sanctification such as legalism, mysticism, and asceticism merely bind us and put us back into bondage. 

How? Trying to live up to someone’s legalistic rules merely restricts our actions without changing the heart. Such legalism serves only to look good on the outside. Mysticism opens us up to spiritual experiences that may lead us astray from truth and cause us to compete with one another for greater experiences. Asceticism forces us as free believers to submit to self-denial that cannot help us grow. 

Look at v. 19. Only a relationship with Jesus brings growth. Reread Col. 2:6-7.

 Don’t be kidnapped! Don’t fall for teaching that denies the deity or humanity of Christ or His perfect work on the cross or teaching that suggests that anything other than your relationship with Jesus will make you more spiritual.

So—what does this mean for us today? We don’t have exactly the same teachings that the Colossians faced. But every generation has philosophies that pull us away from the truths of Christ. Sometimes they are found in the church itself, but often they are found in the culture, and the believer is prey to being kidnapped by their deceitful teachings. 

There are always echoes of heresy denying Jesus’ full deity. And that should not surprise us. His identity is the essence of the gospel. Today, we may hear that Jesus was a great teacher and a great leader, maybe a prophet. We hear that He had within Him the spirit of the Christ. We hear that He is the Son of God but not God Himself. The important thing is for us to know who he really is so that we recognize the error. He is more than all as the unique God-man.
We are also in danger of being taken captive concerning the sufficiency of Jesus’ work on our behalf. We have replaced his work with self-help philosophies and psychology. Now I am not saying that we should not learn some things from the wisdom of others, but it cannot be our salvation, and I mean salvation in all its effects on both life here and life in the hereafter. Only Jesus has the power to save us from sin in this life and in the next. He must be at the heart of our personal growth so that we change from within. Paul clearly taught that here in Colossians. 

I looked at several things this past weekend to see what philosophies the world is teaching us today. Over and over I read that we can fix ourselves with the help of the right foods, exercise, makeup, and self-help strategies. I can be somebody if I will just diet, exercise, dress in style, look good, and listen to Dr. Phil and Oprah. 

Now Dr. Phil and Oprah sometimes give really good advice, but it is devoid of the real power of the gospel. No matter how hard we try we cannot become what God meant us to be apart from growing in relationship to Jesus. We may look better to the outsider, but our hearts are not changed and we have no power over evil in our lives. 

What other deceitful philosophies may bind us today and keep us from growing in Christ?

What about knowledge? Like the Gnostics we tend to elevate knowledge as a way to growth. Their knowledge was a higher, secret knowledge while ours is simply education. If we can just teach our children, they won’t use drugs, smoke cigarettes, or get Aids. The problems of the world are simply lack of education rather than sin. We look to education to fix us. If I can just learn enough, I will know how to deal with my issues of life. If I can study psychology, I can get over my problems. 

What about perfectionism? We fall for the belief that we can be and should be perfect. We should have the perfect body so we put ourselves into bondage to foods in order to be the right size and shape. We exercise religiously because we believe that is the road to perfection. We hide the “real us” behind a mask because we cannot admit that our lives are less than perfect. We put terrible stress on our children to perform so that we are the perfect mothers. 

What philosophy has kidnapped you, ladies? What lies have put you in bondage to something other than God?

I thought about myself and what philosophies tend to kidnap me. I begin sensing bondage in my life when I go get my hair cut and read too many of the women’s magazines while I am there. I come out feeling overwhelmed with all the things I need to do in order to fix my life and be perfect. I need to do more cooking so that I can eat natural foods. And I need to lose weight and exercise more. While I am spending extra time shopping at Whole Foods and cooking and exercising, I also have to find time to shop for the latest fashions, get manicures, pedicures, and massages so that I look perfect. I better make time for updating my house so I can throw big parties for my children. I’m not sure how I fit being the perfect wife, mother, and employee into my schedule, but I need to do that. And I can’t leave out the family vacations to exotic locations while still maintaining a good retirement plan. I think I can do it all if I just have 48 hours a day. 

How can I, as a good Christian, fall into these and other deceitful philosophies, ladies? It is my choice to flirt with danger. When I listen to the voices of the world’s philosophies without sifting them through the truth of Scripture, I am in danger. When I spend more time reading what people in the world think than what God thinks, I am in danger. When I take lightly Paul’s words of warning, I am in danger. When I do not stay attached to Jesus as my head through His word, prayer, and the community of believers, I am in danger. When I spend more time with Oprah and Dr. Phil than with God, I am in danger.

Don’t become an Elizabeth Smart who believed lies and lived in bondage when she could have been free. 
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