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Colossians 2:16–23   

Welcome to our fifth week through the book of Colossians.  This passage is very contextual 

to the specific issues the Colossian church of the time was facing regarding various forms of 

false teaching and worldly philosophies.  In addressing these, Paul seeks to uphold Christian 

freedom against legalism and asceticism, and correct false forms of worship. 

Community Questions: 

Since we last met: 
1) What have you sensed God speak to you through personal prayer & bible reading? 
2) How has your life given testimony to the greatness of Jesus? 
3) What specific ways have you seen God bless you?  How did you share those? 
4) In what area of your life or situation has it been toughest to put Christ first? 

 

Colossians Questions:  

Read Colossians 2:16-23.  What immediately stands out to you?  Does anything in this 

passage particularly confuse you, encourage you or convict you? 

 

Freedom from legalistic rituals (v16-17) 

Have you ever felt judged in the way Colossians 2:16-23 describes?  What was it over?  If 

you’re honest: have you ever judged someone in the way Colossians 2:16-23 describes? 

What is it in people (and in us) that causes us to judge others based on external forms of 

religious observance (behaviours, attendance at certain events, lifestyle etc)? 

Can you give some modern examples of these outer forms that are important but not a 

cause to pass judgement on another over?  Why does Paul urge his readers not to allow 

anyone to judge them based on these things?  

What is the reality is that is found in Christ? 

How does Jesus’ teachings in Matthew 7:1-5, 11:28-30 & 23:1-7 give greater understanding 

to what Paul is teaching here in Colossians 2?  

These outer forms of worship are obviously not bad in themselves; in fact many are 

encouraged by Paul elsewhere.  So when and how do good ‘religious’ things become 

harmful legalistic things?   

 

Freedom from false forms of worship (v18-19) 

Paul here is dealing specifically with angel worship, which was rife in the cultural context of 

the time.  It often was accompanied by what he calls a ‘false humility’ (“I’m not good 

enough to go directly to God”).  Nearly 2000 years later and our bookstores are still filled 

with new age spiritualties that encourage some form of connection with angels.   
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- In what ways does such thinking and practise within the church disconnect that 

person from Christ, the head of the church? 

- Why do you think angels and other supernatural beings are still so popular in our 

culture today?  How can we as Christians use this as a way to share what we believe 

about Jesus? 

Beyond the specific case of angel worship, Christians are called to be on guard against any 

type of worship or belief that compromises the sole-sufficiency of Jesus as The Mediator.  

Within our own lives and church, how can we always make sure we don’t compromise on 

this core tenant of our faith? 

 

Freedom from legalistic asceticism (v20-23) 

Paul here addresses the false teaching of asceticism.  Asceticism is the abuse or denial of the 

physical body for spiritual purposes, for the purposes of spiritual growth.  It is usually 

accompanied by a long list of man-made ethics (do not handle, do not taste, do not touch 

etc). Paul says not to embrace this teaching for two reasons: 1) it is based on merely human 

commands not Scripture, and 2) while it might sound good, it doesn’t actually work!   

- Have you experienced verse 23 to be true in your own life (that a bunch of 

regulations alone don’t actually cause you to overcome sinful practises)?   

- Why do you think that is?  What have you personally found helpful in restraining 

sensual indulgence? 

The Bible clearly has high standards for our morality and holiness, so what is the Biblical and 

effective way to grow in holiness (opposed to asceticism)? 

There is definitely a tension that needs to be held here.  On the one hand Paul has just 

commended the Colossians for their discipline (2:5) and will go on to list a whole bunch of 

do’s and do not’s in chapter 3.  Elsewhere Paul talks about beating his body to make it his 

slave (1 Cor 9:27), crucifying his flesh with its passions and desires (Gal 5:24), and calls Titus 

to teach, encourage and rebuke believers around their godliness (Titus 2:11-15).  Yet, at the 

same time, Paul talks about being under grace not law (Romans 6:14), about freedom (Gal 

5:1-6), and about the role of personal conscience (Romans 14:1-12).  

- How do you hold all those things together theologically? 

- What should this look like in practise? 

Ultimately our lives in Christ are not simply about a set of “do” and “do not” rules.  What is 

the real, impacting message from this passage about being in Christ? 


