
Philippians: Grow in the Gospel of Love
Background
Paul first visited Philippi over a decade before writing this epistle during his second apostolic mission. 
He went in answer to a vision of someone calling him to Macedonia (northern Greece). He and his com-
panions Silas and Timothy sailed to northeastern Macedonia and then traveled twelve miles to the foot of 
Mount Pegasus and the walled city of Philippi. The city was home to many Greeks and a few Jews. Most 
of the ten thousand inhabitants were Roman citizens, leading to the city’s nickname Little Rome.1 

Philippi was the chief city in northeastern Greece (Act 16:12) and was named after Alexander the 
Great’s father, Philip II of Macedon (382–336 BC). Its fertile plains housed gold mines.2 The Romans 
expanded and beautified the city throughout the two centuries before the missionaries arrived. The city 
was next to the major Roman highway that connected the empire from east to west (the Via Egnatia). 
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In Philippi, Paul converted and stayed with Lydia, the seller of purple. Paul also cast out evil spirits 
from a woman who was used by local soothsayers for their income. Enraged at their financial loss, these 
men charged Paul and Silas with disturbing the peace. The court had the missionaries beaten and im-
prisoned. The Lord miraculously released them, and they converted the jailer and his family. Paul also 
received an apology from the magistrates before leaving the city (Act 16:14–30). Over the next decade, 
the young Church grew in quality and quantity there and produced multiple bishops and deacons. Gen-
erously, the Saints sent Paul a companion while imprisoned. He refers to the Philippians as his “joy and 
crown” (Php 4:1).

Purpose
Philippians is one of Paul’s four prison epistles that appear to come from the same time and share themes 
and mention the same people.3 Paul wrote to thank the Philippians for sending Epaphroditus as a co-
worker to help him while in prison. Unfortunately, during that time, Epaphroditus became sick but had 
recovered enough to make the return trip to Philippi (Php 2:25–26; 4:18). This letter also gives insight 
into Paul’s background and spiritual life. This is one of the six letters scholars classify as truly Pauline.4

Themes
•	 Message of love and encouragement
•	 Jesus is the Messiah
•	 Obedience to Christ’s teachings
•	 Salvation requires sacrifice

Table 1. Outline of Phlippians

1:1–9 Greetings and prayers of thanks

1:3–11 Prayer for growth of love, knowledge, and judgment

1:12–26 Paul’s imprisonment advances the gospel 

1:27–30 Exhortation to stand worthy through suffering

2:1–11 Unite with Christ’s nature by selfless service

2:12–18 Christian obligations: Work for salvation, shine as a light 

2:19–30 Coming of Timothy and Epaphroditus

3:1–11 Blessings and sacrifices come with discipleship 

3:12–21 Pressing toward the heavenly goal

4:1–9 Last advice: Appeal to rejoice in the Lord

4:10–20 Thanks for the Philippians’ gifts

4:21–23 Salutations and final wishes
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Philippians 1
Greeting and prayers of thanks—Php 1:1–2
Php 1:1–2. “Paul and Timotheus, the servants of Jesus Christ, to all the saints .  .  . at 
Philippi, with the bishops and deacons: Grace be unto you, and peace, from God.” Paul 
opens with the standard introduction. His mention of the plural bishops and deacons is evidence that the 
Church in Philippi had grown since his first conversions there a dozen years earlier. The word diakonos, 
“deacon,” meant “a waiter, servant; then anyone who performs any service, an administrator.”5 In the 
New Testament it was used for upright men and women who helped (Rom 16:1; 1 Tim 3:8, 12). Here it 
refers to Christians who helped a bishop. 

Prayer for growth of love, knowledge, and judgment—Php 1:3–11
Php 1:4–5 (BSB). “In every prayer for all of you, I always pray with joy, because of your 
partnership in the gospel from the first day until now.” Paul feels a great bond of friendship with the 
Philippians. Even though he was imprisoned, his opening and the entire letter are full of love and optimism.

Php 1:7 (BLB). “in my chains.” This reference to bonds (halusis, “chains”) helps us to date this let-
ter to Paul’s first Roman imprisonment (Act 28), or possibly to an earlier incarceration.6 In Rome, house 
arrest allowed Paul some freedoms, but his right hand was chained to a guard’s left hand (Eph 6:19–20).

Php 1:7 (NIV). “I have you in my heart and, whether I am in chains or defending and 
confirming the gospel, all of you share in God’s grace with me.” Paul’s love for the Saints is 
clear. The last phrase is translated “partakers of my grace” in the KJV, but because grace is the Lord’s to give, 
I prefer the NIV’s rendering. 

Php 1:8. “For God is my record, how greatly I long after you all in the bowels of Jesus.” 
Paul calls on God to “witness” (RSV) or “testify” (NIV) of Paul’s love, as only God knows his heart (NEB). 
The ancients used the word bowels for the place where affection and tender mercies originate.7

Php 1:9, 11. “I pray, that your love may abound yet more and more in knowledge and 
in all judgment; . . . Being filled with the fruits of righteousness.” Paul expresses his great-
est desire for the Philippians and the thesis for this letter: to grow in the gospel in love, knowledge, and 
judgment (or “discernment” or “insight” [BLB, BSB]). His instruction will focus on how to do this. He 
hopes they can discern between good, better, and best to “be pure and blameless for the day of Christ,” 
or Judgement Day (1:10 NIV).

Paul’s imprisonment advances the gospel—Php 1:12–26
Php 1:12 (NIV). “I want you to know, brothers and sisters, that what has happened to 
me has actually served to advance the gospel.” Early Christians called themselves brothers and 
sisters in the family of Christ. Even though the KJV does not specify this, the Greek includes Christian 
women in the communication with Church leaders. This radical departure from Paul’s Pharisaic upbringing 
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is an example of the Apostolic Church adopting Christ’s inclusion of women. Notably, Paul observes that 
his imprisonment helped build the Church (KJV, “fallen out”), echoing the Lord in D&C 122:7.

Php 1:13 (BSB). “As a result, it has become clear throughout the whole palace guard 
and to everyone else that I am in chains for Christ.” The word translated “palace” comes from 
the Latin word praetorium (NHEB) and probably referred to the military barracks. Another translation is “the 
imperial guard” (ESV) who protected the emperors in Rome.8 It sounds like Paul preached the gospel 
to his visitors and his Roman guards heard it and spread it among Caesar’s staff (Php 4:22). Out of our 
small efforts the Lord can create great things (Alm 37:6–7; D&C 64:33). These little miracles demonstrate 
God’s hand in our lives.

Php 1:14 (NIV). “because of my chains, most of the brothers and sisters have become 
confident in the Lord and dare all the more to proclaim the gospel without fear.” Perhaps 
the Saints had been reticent to testify because Christianity was an illegal religion. Rome granted religious 
freedom to ten foreign religions, and the Israelite worship of Jehovah was one of those. Initially, Christi-
anity received the same protection through its Jewish association. But when Christians were separated, 
they were legally unprotected. Paul’s example of preaching, even while in prison, prompted other Saints 
to share Jesus’s good news. Paul became the yeast that motivated the whole loaf to stretch and grow.

Php 1:15, 18 (NIV). “It is true that some preach Christ out of envy and rivalry, but others 
out of goodwill . . . whether from false motives or true, Christ is preached.” Unfortunately, 
some distorted Christianity to compete with Paul, but others did so with honest hearts. Either way, 
the gospel was spread by those who could discern truth and error (see Moro 7:16, 18; D&C 84:45).

Php 1:19–20 (NIV). “through your prayers and God’s provision of the Spirit . . . I eagerly 
expect and hope that . . . Christ will be exalted in my body, whether by life or by death.” 
The last phrase reads, “Christ shall be magnified in my body,” in the KJV and, “Christ will be honored 
in my body,” in the RSV (emphasis added). While Paul awaited his Roman trial, he did not care whether he 
was acquitted as long as he could testify of the Savior again. 

Php 1:21. “For to me to live is Christ, and to die is gain.” Either way Paul looks at his future, 
he trusts God. He shares the attitude, “Come what may and love it.”9 If he lives, he is Jesus’s servant, and 
if he dies, he will gain eternal life through Christ. (The JST reverses the verse order of verses 21 and 22.)

Php 1:24, 26 (BSB). “it is more necessary for you that I remain in the body . . . so that 
through my coming to you again your exultation in Christ Jesus will resound on account 
of me.” Paul is old and tired, so on one hand he longs to unite with Jesus in heaven, but on the other 
hand he knows that if God finds it more useful for him to continue to serve on earth, his life will be 
preserved. Even though no verdict has been made, he feels he will be acquitted to continue serving the 
new Christians. He also mentions his hope to visit the Philippian Saints, although no record of that 
visit remains.  



5

Exhortation to stand worthy through suffering—Php 1:27–30
Php 1:27 (NIV). “Whatever happens, conduct yourselves in a manner worthy of the gospel.” 
The KJV used the archaic “conversation,” meaning “conduct” or everything in one’s life, both word and deed.

Php 1:28 (JST). “in nothing terrified by your adversaries: which is to them an evident 
token of perdition, who reject the gospel, which bringeth on them destruction; but to you 
of who receive the gospel, salvation.” Paul’s faith casts out fear. The JST made a doctrinal change 
by cutting “perdition,” thereby denouncing the limited view of heaven and hell. Moral agency offers mul-
tiple options (D&C 76).

Php 1:29–30 (BSB). “it has been granted to you on behalf of Christ not only to believe 
in Him, but also to suffer for Him.” Ambassadors of Christ must sacrifice and suffer for Him. Part of 
discipleship includes serving at all costs. God will reward all persecution for His sake (D&C 138:1–3).

Philippians 2
Unite with Christ’s nature by selfless service—Php 2:1–11
Php 2:1–2 (NIV). “if you have any encouragement from being united with Christ, . . . then 
make my joy complete by being like-minded, having the same love, being one in spirit 
and of one mind.” Paul pleads for unity and love through the Holy Spirit. He asks questions fully 
assuming positive answers. 

Php 2:3–4 (NASB 1995). “Do nothing from selfishness or empty conceit, but with hu-
mility of mind regard one another as more important than yourselves; . . . look out . . . 
for the interests of others.” In this letter of joy and thanks, these few verses are Paul’s only counsel for 
improvement. The Philippians already lived most of the commandments, but Paul warns against “empty 
pride” (BSB), or “vainglory” (KJV). He discourages self-centered behaviors and asks for selfless acts of 
service. Without prejudice, Saints value each other more highly than they value themselves. Selfless ser-
vice begins with our desires and thoughts. Saints strive for charity—to esteem each person as a child of 
God with enormous potential. 

Hymns. Paul lays out the next six verses like a poetic hymn.10 The hymn plays with opposites: Jesus’s 
lowliness as a servant versus His exaltation as our Creator and God. Paul’s poem beautifully testifies of 
Jesus as the Creator and Savior of the World. This kind of language is known as high Christology—hence 
these verses are called a Christological hymn.11

Php 2:6. “Who, being in the form of God, thought it not robbery to be equal with God.” 
Different doctrinal interpretations of this verse have stimulated diverse translations.12 For example, those 
reflecting the doctrine of the Trinity read, “Did not count equality with God a thing to be grasped” (RSV) or 
“Did not cling to his equality with God” (JB). Consistent with John 1:1–4, the Greek text speaks the of Word 
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as a God before He came to earth.13 From the Restoration lens, we read Paul referring to Jesus’s premortal 
existence by describing His divine nature of intelligence, righteousness, submission, and majesty.14

Php 2:7. But made himself of no reputation, and took upon him the form of a servant.” 
Paul contrasts Jesus’s premortal glory with His human role as a suffering servant. Jesus’ servitude is even 
more impactful in His culture, whose social strata was strictly enforced. Servants and slaves made up a 
third of the Roman Empire and half of the population of large cities. Servants acted as teachers, healers, 
and preachers too. Jesus’s example of service becomes an archetype for all Christians. Those who hum-
ble themselves—emptying all pride and egoism—to serve God and His creations walk where Jesus, the 
greatest servant of all, walked.

Php 2:8. “being found in fashion as a man, he humbled himself, and became obedient 
unto death, even the death of the cross.” When Jesus became a “being as all men are” (JB), He did 
not forget His Father’s will. He obedience extended through His crucifixion. Isaiah described Him as a 
suffering servant.15

Php 2:9–10 (BSB). “God exalted Him to the highest place and gave Him the name above 
all names . . . every knee should bow.” Paul describes two separate divine beings with distinct 
roles. The reference to Jesus’s name means more than the pronunciation but includes that God gave Him 
authority and power. When He returns in glory, everyone in heaven and earth will reverence and worship 
the great Creator. This promise will be fulfilled when every voice will confess that Jesus is the Christ, the 
promised Messiah, the Anointed One.

Php 2:11. “Every tongue should confess that Jesus Christ is Lord, to the glory of God the 
Father.” Paul’s prophecy teaches that when disciples confess Jesus as their Lord, they also glorify God 
the Father. The movement of the hymn “exhorts the addressees for their own salvation to follow the ex-
alted Christ, rather than looking out for their own interests and seeking to better themselves.”16 Christians 
become Christlike with humility, obediently serving God and their fellow mortals. 

Christian obligations: Work for salvation, shine as a light—Php 2:12–18
Php 2:12. “my beloved, . . . work out your own salvation with fear and trembling.” Paul 
praises the Philippian Saints as his dear friends and his most valiant branch (NIV). Yet he still points out 
how they can improve. Christ set the pattern by working out His salvation, opening the possibility for all 
individuals to work out their own exaltation with Christ. The next verse mentions God’s saving grace: 
“God . . . works in you to will and to act on behalf of His good purpose” (Php 2:13 BSB). God’s grace pro-
vides immortality and eternal life. The latter requires becoming Christlike through a process of changing 
our mortal nature to become holy through effort, sacrifice, ordinances, and sanctification. 

Php 2:14–15 (NIV). “Do everything without grumbling or arguing, so that you may be-
come blameless and pure, ‘children of God’ . . . Then you will shine among them.” Our genera-
tion can learn from this commandment to not complain. God gave it to Moses and the children of Israel in Deu 
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32:5. The title children of God is given to those who develop a Christlike nature. In Greek, the word children 
was interpreted literally, but later Christians defined it as those born again and adopted through Christ. 

Php 2:17 (BSB). “if I am being poured out like a drink offering on the sacrifice and ser-
vice of your faith, I am glad and rejoice with all of you.” Paul describes his years of sacrifice as 
an offering on God’s temple altar. Even in times of hunger and need, the obedient Israelites first offered 
their firstfruits, meat, and drink offerings to God. A priest poured the drink onto the altar and burned it 
as a selfless gift to God. 

Coming of Timothy and Epaphroditus—Php 2:19–30
Php 2:19–20. “I trust in the Lord Jesus to send Timotheus shortly unto you.” Paul sends Timo-
thy in his place to share a more accurate and detailed report with the Philippians. Paul spends three sentences 
assuring them of Timothy’s kind nature. Timothy probably accompanied Epaphroditus to Philippi (2:25).

Php 2:21–22 (NIV). “For everyone looks out for their own interests, not those of Jesus 
Christ.” Paul contrasts Timothy’s sincere selfless care with the self-centered interests that plague nearly 
every generation. Paul described Timothy as a loving “son with the father, he hath served with me” (KJV).

Php 2:23–24 (NIV). “I hope, therefore, to send him as soon as I see how things go with 
me.” In all four of his prison epistles, Paul mentions sending a colleague to visit each congregation.17

Php 2:25–27 (BSB). “I thought it necessary to send back to you Epaphroditus, my 
brother, fellow worker, and fellow soldier.” Connecting the verses on Epaphroditus, it sounds 
as though he went to Philippi to serve with Paul as a companion in prison. Unfortunately, Epaphroditus 
became deathly ill. Paul thanks the Saints for sending him and assures them that he is has healed enough 
to return home to them now. 

Php 2:28–29 (BSB). “when you see him again you may rejoice, and I may be less anx-
ious. Welcome him in the Lord with great joy, and honor men like him.” Paul asks the Saints 
to welcome Epaphroditus home joyfully. Even though his mission did not go as hoped, he made the 
effort, which makes it an honorable return. 

Php 2:30 (BSB). “he nearly died for the work of Christ, risking his life to make up for 
your deficit of service to me.” God asks disciples to valiantly sacrifice their lives for Him. This develops 
faith, as described in the Lectures on Faith: “A religion that does not require the sacrifice of all things 
never has power sufficient to produce the faith necessary unto life and salvation.”18

Philippians 3
Blessings and sacrifices come with discipleship—Php 3:1–14
Php 3:1 (NIV). “Further, my brothers and sisters, rejoice in the Lord!” Earlier the Lord told 
Paul, “Be of good cheer” (Act 23:11; 27:22, 25). One way that Saints fulfill that command is to rejoice. The 
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Greek root translated “rejoice” is found seventy-four times in the New Testament. Paul repeats this with 
more fervor in Php 4:4. Rejoicing in trials requires an eternal perspective; one can always rejoice in Christ. 

Php 3:2. “Beware of dogs, beware of evil workers.” The word dogs had a double meaning. 
Under the law of Moses, dogs were unclean and thus unholy (Lev 11:27; Mt 15:26). The word also de-
scribed cynical or skeptical Greek leaders. Peter also warns against dogs in 2 Pet 2:22, but he referred 
to unworthy or unclean people, perhaps the Judaizers. Also in this verse, evil workers include those who 
thought they were righteous but were not, and concision refers to those who mutilate the flesh. 

Php 3:3–4. “For we are the circumcision, which worship God in the spirit, and rejoice 
in Christ Jesus, and have no confidence in the flesh.” Paul defines circumcision as those who 
joined Christ’s covenant (which is extended to Christians who have not been physically circumcised) and 
flesh as the unclean lusts of the world. The Greek sarx, “flesh,” can also mean “body, human nature, ma-
teriality, or kindred.” Most of the time Paul uses it to describe “lusts of the flesh” or “the natural man.”19 
Prior to his conversion, Paul as a Pharisee believed he was saved through living the law of Moses. Now he 
realizes that it was not the outward ordinances like circumcision or sacrifices that brought salvation but 
faith in the Redeemer. 

Php 3:5–6. “Circumcised the eighth day, of the stock of Israel, of the tribe of Benjamin, 
an Hebrew of the Hebrews; as touching the law, a Pharisee; Concerning zeal, . . . touch-
ing the righteousness which is in the law, blameless.” Paul describes his strict observance of the 
law of Moses during his younger years. As a Benjaminite, his parents named him after King Saul, the star 
of their tribe. As a youth Paul was a shining example of orthodox Jewish zealousness. His claim that he 
was blameless in first-century Judaism was remarkable. It meant that he lived all 613 written and 10,000 
oral laws of Moses.20

Php 3:7–8 (BSB). “compared to the surpassing excellence of knowing Christ Jesus my 
Lord, for whom I have lost all things. I consider them rubbish, that I may gain Christ.” 
By accepting Jesus as the Messiah, Paul lost everything the rising Pharisaic leader valued—education, 
influence, and possibly even family and friends. Instead, he allowed God to realign his education. All his 
years of study and living the law meticulously were skubalon, “rubbish, or dung, dregs.”21 The Apostle 
Paul saw his Jewish learning as garbage thrown to dogs compared to the “surpassing worth of knowing” 
Christ (RSV). Giving up his remarkable past was worth a future of serving the more remarkable Jesus. 

Php 3:9. “not having mine own righteousness, . . . but that which is through the faith of 
Christ, the righteousness which is of God by faith.” Disciples of all generations must learn that 
salvation was not through laws but “through the faith of Christ.” In our generation, several ideologies fall 
into a similar camp—whether they be religious, health-related, environmental, or political. Paul’s warning 
is against everything that takes one away from Christ. 

Php 3:10–11 (BSB). “I want to know Christ and the power of His resurrection and the 
fellowship of His sufferings, being conformed to Him in His death, and so, somehow, to 
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attain to the resurrection.” Death is not frightening to Paul thanks to the glorious truths of the Res-
urrection. Paul speaks for all disciples as he looks forward to knowing Christ intimately to understand 
His sufferings and Resurrection.

Pressing toward the heavenly goal—Php 3:12–21
Php 3:12 (NIV). “Not that I have already obtained . . . my goal, but I press on to take hold 
of that for which Christ Jesus took hold of me.” Paul humbly acknowledges that he is not finished 
or perfected, yet he presses forward diligently. Press connotes the image of an olive press crushing and 
squeezing for each drop of oil. He wants to grasp or “apprehend” (KJV) Jesus. The image of holding 
the iron rod through mists of darkness is similar (1 Ne 8:19–24).

Php 3:13–14 (NIV). “straining toward what is ahead, I press on toward the goal to win 
the prize for which God has called me heavenward in Christ.” The process is part of the goal as 
disciples strive, reach, learn, and become more like Christ. Learning through the journey to distinguish 
good from evil is part of the goal. Paul does not promote push-button salvation but a vigilant effort to 
daily do all God asks. 

Php 3:15–16 (KJV). “Let us therefore, as many as would be perfect, be thus minded: . . . 
[that] whereto we have already attained, let us walk by the same rule.” The Greek word for 
“perfect” here is also translated “mature” (NIV, RSV, ESV, BSB). This gives a different twist to the verse. Paul 
asks disciples to become spiritually mature in the gospel and continue to serve God with all their strength. 

Php 3:17–19 (NIV). “Join together in following my example, brothers and sisters . . . as 
I have often told you before . . . many live as enemies of the cross of Christ. Their destiny 
is destruction.” Paul warns disciples to carefully choose whom they follow. Some Christians have left their 
faith and turned to fight against Christianity. By doing so they follow the devil and feed their self-centered 
appetites, not God.

Php 3:20–21 (NIV). “But our citizenship is in heaven. And we eagerly await a Sav-
ior from there, . . . [to] transform our lowly bodies so that they will be like his glorious 
body.” Paul knew that Roman citizenship was a prize, but he emphasizes the greater prize of celestial 
citizenship. Most translations use “citizenship” from the Greek politeuma, “a form of government,” which 
is clearer than the KJV’s “conversation is in heaven.” 

Last advice: Appeal to rejoice in the Lord—Php 4:1–9
Php 4:1 (NIV). “my brothers and sisters, you whom I love and long for, my joy and crown, 
stand firm in the Lord in this way, dear friends!” Paul dearly loved the Philippian Saints. He ad-
mired them enough that it appears he had his wife stay with them (4:3).

Php 4:2 (NASB). “I urge Euodia and I urge Syntyche to live in harmony in the Lord.” 
Paul begins his concluding notes with several personal messages to specific individuals. He must have 
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heard about two sisters in the Philippian branch who had some sort of disagreement, and he asks 
them to be reconciled.

Php 4:3. “I entreat thee also, true yokefellow, help those women which labored with 
me in the gospel.” For centuries, Bible readers have wondered who Paul’s yokefellow was. The Greek 
word suzugos means “those united by the bond of marriage, relationship, office, labor, study, business, 
or the like, . . . consort, comrade, colleague, partner.”22 An early Church writer claimed that it referred to 
Paul’s wife.23 The yokefellow’s assignment to work with other women suggests that person was a woman. 
Other guesses as to their identity extend from Luke to Lydia. Whoever Paul meant, he includes men and 
women as ministers or laborers. 

Php 4:3. “with Clement also, and with other my fellowlabourers.” Clement was a common 
name at the time. We do not know if this refers to the third bishop in Rome who wrote 1 Clement in AD 96.24

Php 4:3. whose names are in the book of life.” This is the only time Paul refers to this book, but 
the book of Revelation has seven references that attach the book to Heavenly Father and His angels.25 This 
book is mentioned once each in the Old Testament and Book of Mormon and three times in the Doctrine 
and Covenants.26 Alma teaches that the “names of the righteous shall be written in the book” (Alm 5:58). 

Php 4:5–6 (NIV). “Let your gentleness be evident to all. The Lord is near. Do not be anx-
ious about anything, but in every situation, by prayer and petition, with thanksgiving, 
present your requests to God.” Different translations of the Greek for “gentleness” communicate 
different messages. The KJV uses “moderation,” the ASV “forbearance,” and the ABPE “humility.”

Php 4:6 (NIV). “Do not be anxious about anything, but in every situation, by prayer 
and petition, with thanksgiving, present your requests to God.” If the Saints focus on the Lord 
through prayer and gratitude they can overcome worry. The KJV used “careful,” missing the meaning of the 
word merimnaó, “anxious, to care for.” It is most often used to express, “I am over-anxious; distracted.” 
Figuratively it means “to go to pieces.” The word was used in Jesus’s Sermon on the Mount and ten other 
times in the New Testament (Mt 6:25, 27, 28, 31, 34). The Lord and Paul called on disciples to not fret but 
to treat their distractions and extreme worry with the healing power of the Lord. Some mental illnesses 
fall into the category of “this kind goeth not out but by prayer and fasting” (Mt 17:21; Mk 9:29).

Php 4:7. “And the peace of God, which passeth all understanding, shall keep your 
hearts and minds through Christ Jesus.” Peace becomes the guardian for Christians as it guards 
one’s heart and mind (NIV, ASB, BSB). We find eiréné, “peace,” ninety-two times in the New Testa-
ment, with half of those coming from Paul. This favorite fruit or sign of the Spirit is not a political 
statement but always an attribute of the Godhead (see also D&C 6:23). Paul claims peace even while 
facing a death sentence. 

Php 4:8. “whatsoever things are true.” These verses were incorporated into part of Joseph 
Smith’s thirteenth article of faith. The Prophet Joseph loved the writings of Paul and often recited or 
referenced them. They appear approximately 140 times in his sermons recorded in Nauvoo.27 Even more
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Table 2. Comparison of Php 4:8 in the KJV and NIV with the thirteenth article of faith

KJV NIV Articles of Faith 1:13

Finally, brethren, whatsoever 
things are true, whatsoever 
things are honest, whatsoever 
things are just, whatsoever things 
are pure, whatsoever things are 
lovely, whatsoever things are of 
good report; if there be any vir-
tue, and if there be any praise, 
think on these things.

Finally, brothers and sisters, 
whatever is true, whatever is 
noble, whatever is right, what-
ever is pure, whatever is lovely, 
whatever is admirable—if any-
thing is excellent or praisewor-
thy—think about such things.

We believe in being honest, 
true, chaste, benevolent, vir-
tuous, and in doing good to all 
men; indeed, we may say that 
we follow the admonition of 
Paul—We believe all things, we 
hope all things, we have en-
dured many things, and hope 
to be able to endure all things. 
If there is anything virtuous, 
lovely, or of good report or 
praiseworthy, we seek after 
these things.

telling, these sermons were spontaneous, not written out or researched ahead of time. When he was 
speaking from his heart and head, phrases from the Pauline Epistles often came from memory.

The definitions of two words have changed since the KJV was translated: 

1.	 Honest in Greek meant “reverent, venerable, serious, dignified,” and in the eighteenth cen-
tury it meant “decent, honorable, suitable.” 

2.	 Virtue in Greek meant “goodness, a gracious act, uprightness.” Initially it was used for 
prowess on the battlefield or skill in living. Modern translations use “excellence” (RSV) or 
“admirable” (NIV, BLB, BSB). 

Semantics aside, when Christians internalize godly virtues, they become true disciples of our Savior. 
Php 4:9 (NIV). “Whatever you have learned or received or heard from me, or seen in 

me—put it into practice. And the God of peace will be with you.” Paul calls for action behind 
belief with his verb choice: “Saw in me, these do” (NKJV). When he refers to freedom from the Jewish tradi-
tions and laws of Moses, he is not dismissing living the higher law of obedience to Jesus’s commandments.28

Thanks for the Philippians’ gifts—Php 4:10–19
Php 4:10 (BSB). “I rejoice greatly in the Lord that at last you have revived your concern 
for me. You were indeed concerned, but you had no opportunity to show it.” In addition 
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to the Philippians sending Epaphroditus to assist Paul, they may have sent something else. The second 
sentence clarifies the first.

Php 4:11 (BSB). “I have learned to be content regardless of my circumstances.” Paul’s 
message is even more powerful coming from his current condition in prison. Notwithstanding their cir-
cumstances, disciples find joy and contentment in serving Christ. Paul’s life was filled with the contrasts 
of plenty and poverty (Php 4:12). The Saints knew that a decade earlier, Paul was beaten and imprisoned in 
Philippi, which opened the way for the conversion of the jailor and his household.

Php 4:13. “I can do all things through Christ which strengtheneth me.” This empowering 
hope applies not only to Paul but also to all repentant seeking disciples (also see 1 Ne 3:7). 

Php 4:14–17 (BSB). “you have done well to share in my affliction . . . no church but you 
partnered with me in the matter of giving and receiving.” Over a dozen years, Paul opened 
several branches of Christianity, but only generous Philippi sent funds to him (2 Cor 11:7–9). Generosity 
is a matter of one’s desires and habits, not of one’s means. Paul appreciated the Philippians’ faithfulness 
and gratitude (Php 4:18).

Php 4:18 (ESV). “the gifts you sent, a fragrant offering, a sacrifice acceptable and pleas-
ing to God.” Paul likens the Philippians’ gifts and willing, contrite, purified hearts to temple incense or a 
sacrificial offering to the Lord (Ex 29:18, 25). This meaningful image bridged the old and new covenants. 

Php 4:19. “my God shall supply all your need according to his riches in glory by Christ 
Jesus.” Paul blesses the Saints with the Lord’s promise to provide for their needs. The same promise is 
given with the law of tithing: “I will . . . open . . . the windows of heaven” (Mal 3:10).

Salutations and final wishes—Php 4:21–23
Php 4:21–23 (NIV). “The brothers and sisters who are with me send greetings . . . espe-
cially those who belong to Caesar’s household.” Nero’s household included his building, goods, 
property, and means. As mentioned in Php 1:13, it may refer to the Roman Praetorian Guard, servants, or 
possibly Caesar’s staff—but probably not Nero’s family.

Colossians: Evidences of Jesus’s Divinity
Background 
Colossae was built in the Lycus River Valley in Asia Minor, 110 miles east of Ephesus in modern-day west-
ern Turkey. An east-west trade route connected Colossae with two larger cities: Laodicea, ten miles west (a 
famous textile center), and Hierapolis, eleven miles north (famous for medicinal hot springs and a temple 
to Apollo). The Roman philosopher and statesman Cicero (106–43 BC) estimated that ten thousand Jews 
lived in those three cities in his day. Colossae lay on a beautiful volcanic mountain range with arid grazing 
valleys. The small town raised sheep with black and red wool that produced wool for Laodicean’s 
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cloth-dying industries (the dark red wool was known as colossinum). This is the smallest town that we 
have records of Paul’s communication with. 

Audience
The epistle’s audience includes both Jewish and gentile converts. In other epistles, we find three Saints from 
this area with Phrygian and Greek names (Epaphras, Philemon, and Onesimus [Phm 1:1, 10, 23]). However, 
it sounds as if Paul did not know many Saints in Colossae, and we have no record he visited them.

Dating the letter
The epistle falls in the latter half of Paul’s writing (between AD 60 and 63). All Colossae and the two 
nearby cities experienced a major earthquake in AD 63–64, and since no earthquake is mentioned in the 
epistle, we know the letter predates that event. The third-century Christian historian Eusebius reported 
that Colossae, Laodicea, and Hierapolis were destroyed and rebuilt later. 

Purpose
Colossians was written to fortify the early Saints with evidence of Jesus’s divinity. Paul and Timothy list 
several heretical ideas and provide evidence on how to clear them out from the branch. Paul asked them 
to circulate the letter to three neighboring towns (Col 4:15–16). It appears that the letter also arrived with 
Onesimus, the returning runaway slave described in the Epistle to Philemon. 

Themes
Colossians is Paul’s most philosophical epistle. He discusses the Creation, cosmology, wisdom, and a new 
order for social duties. These topics were all debated in the Hellenistic world, and the region was filled 
with students of science and philosophy. The letter can be broken down into the following focuses: 

•	 Testimony of Jesus Christ 
•	 Warnings against falsehoods 
•	 Christlike principles 

Colossians 1
Opening greetings—Col 1:1–2
Col 1:1 (NIV). “Paul, an apostle of Jesus Christ by the will of God, and Timothy our 
brother.” To open a letter with mentioning coauthors was usual for Greek letters——yet these two are 
also connected in two other prison epistles: Philippians and Philemon.29 

Col 1:2. “Grace be unto you, and peace, from God.” We find Paul beginning thirteen of the four-
teen letters attributed to him with this standard greeting. (The one exception is the Epistle to the Hebrews.) 
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Table 3. Outline of Colossians

1:1–2 Opening greetings

1:3–14 Thanksgiving and prayer for redemption

1:15–23 Hymn: Christ, the Creator and Redeemer

1:24–29 Paul’s labor for the Church

2:1–3 Being built up in Christ

2:4–8 Walk in Christ and beware of traditions of mortals 

2:9–23 We are made complete in Christ

3:1–4 Desire heavenly things

3:5–17 Develop Christlike qualities

3:18–4:1 Household relationships

4:2–6 Concluding exhortation: Pray, live wisely, and speak graciously 

4:7–18 Final personal greeting

Col 1:2 (NIV). “To God’s holy people in Colossae, the faithful brothers and sisters in 
Christ.” Paul greets his audience as “faithful brethren” (KJV), which includes all faithful believers, adel-
phoi, or men and women who are “united to another by the bond of affection.” 

Thanksgiving and prayer for redemption—Col 1:3–14
Col 1:3–5. “We give thanks to God . . . For the hope which is laid up for you.” Hope is inter-
nalized faith.

Col 1:5–6 (JST). “the gospel; which is come unto you, as it is in all generations of the 
world; and bringeth forth fruit.” Just as the Gentiles can be adopted into Christ’s fold, so too all 
generations may hear and learn the gospel at some point. This is made possible through vicarious work for 
the dead and missionary work in the spirit world, which Peter describes in his epistles (1 Pet 3:19; see also 
D&C 138). A similar passage in D&C 84:17 changes the word “gospel” to “priesthood”: “Which priesthood 
continueth in the church of God in all generations, and is without beginning of days or end of years.” Yet the 
scriptures also say that priesthood keys have been taken from the world at times. However, even without 
priesthood keys for ordinances, God’s power has been available to righteous individuals (D&C 107; 110:12).

Col 1:7. “Epaphras our dear fellowservant.” Paul refers to Epaphras, who opened the city of 
Colossae to the gospel and served as a fellow missionary with Paul during his three years in Ephesus (Col 
4:12–13). These verses are consistent with Acts 19:10, where Luke records, “All they which dwelt in Asia 
heard the word of the Lord” during Paul’s mission. Epaphras’s name is shortened from the common Greek 
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name Epaphroditus, meaning “lovely, fascinating, charming.” At one point he visited Paul in prison and 
is mentioned in Phm 1:23. Epaphras likely reported to Paul on the Colossian Saints (Col 1:4–5). 

Col 1:8. “also declared unto us your love in the Spirit.” The Spirit’s role is to declare God’s love.
Col 1:9 (NIV). “We continually ask God to fill you with the knowledge of his will through 

all the wisdom and understanding that the Spirit gives.” Note that Paul and Timothy pray that 
the Colossians will have spiritual understanding, which comes through the Holy Spirit. Giving preemi-
nence to what is most important in our prayers can more fully open the windows of heaven. 

Col 1:10. “walk worthy of the Lord . . . being fruitful in every good work, and increasing 
in the knowledge of God.” Paul and Timothy pray to and live in a manner pleasing the Lord in every way. 
When Saints prioritize increasing knowledge of the Lord, they are thinking celestial as the prophet asked.30 

Col 1:11–12 (NIV). “[You] being strengthened with all power according to his glorious 
might so that you may have great endurance and patience, and giving joyful thanks to 
the Father, . . . to share in the inheritance.” The sanctification of the Spirit “qualifies” (RSV) disci-
ples for the Father’s inheritance. Receiving strength from the Savior’s Atonement makes one “fit” (NEB) 
to walk worthy of the Lord. 

Col 1:13–14 (NIV). “he has rescued us from the dominion of darkness and brought us 
into the kingdom of the Son he loves, in whom we have redemption, the forgiveness of sins.” 
Jesus’s mission is to create and redeem. It began with His Father’s plan to bring exaltation through the 
sacrifice of His Son (also Heb 1:1–3, 6). These verses are some of the clearest on the separate beings 
within the Godhead in Paul’s epistles.

Hymn: Christ, the Creator and Redeemer—Col 1:15–23
Most biblical scholars suggest this was a known Christian hymn quoted or adapted by Paul.31 

Col 1:15 (NIV). “The Son is the image of the invisible God.” This is also translated “who can-
not be seen” (CEV) and “the image of The Unseen God” (ABPE). This refers to Jesus sharing a visible like-
ness with His Father, which Jesus alluded to in Mt 22:20 and Jn 14:9. The first Creation story also states, 
“God created man in his own image” (Gen 1:27). Paul identifies Jesus’s premortal position as the spiritual 
firstborn of every human on earth. This idea confuses most biblical scholars who have no understanding 
of the first estate, yet Paul often references a pre-earth life. The Restoration’s perspective is very helpful.

Col 1:16 (BSB). “visible and invisible, whether thrones or dominions or rulers or au-
thorities. All things were created through Him and for Him.” Jesus created not only the physi-
cal world but also unseen elements and other worlds (Mose 1:33). He has prepared for our postmortal life 
with “thrones, or dominations.” The last phrase, “for Him,” can be interpreted through the perspective 
that Jesus’s glory is enhanced by children of God being exalted too (see Mose 1:39). 

Col 1:18. “he is the head of . . . the church.” God gave Christ authority as the head of His kingdom 
and Church. Peter is not the head, nor Paul, nor Joseph Smith, only the Savior.
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Col 1:18. “the firstborn from the dead.” Paul refers to Jesus as the firstborn in three different 
ways: (1) He is the firstborn as the literal Son of God in mortality (1:3), (2) He is the firstborn of the Father 
in the premortal existence (1:15), and (3) He is the firstborn of the dead, or the first to be resurrected. 

Col 1:19. “For it pleased the Father that in him should all fulness dwell.” Christ carried 
out the Father’s plan, so the Father gave Jesus of His fullness (Mt 28:18). However, we learn in D&C 93 
that Jesus did not receive that fullness at first but progressed from grace to grace.32 The same revelation 
taught how fulness is inherited: “If you keep my commandments you shall receive of his fulness. . . . And 
no man receiveth a fulness unless he keepeth his commandments. He that keepeth his commandments 
receiveth truth and light, until he is glorified in truth and knoweth all things.”33

Col 1:20. “having made peace through the blood of his cross . . . to reconcile all things 
unto himself.” Jesus’s atoning sacrifice was the way and means for reconciliation with God the Father. 
Jesus reconciles us on earth and in heaven. Modern revelation adds more detail on Jesus’s Atonement 
than we find in the Bible,34 including the only firsthand account of the Savior’s suffering (D&C 19:16–19). Also, 
we learn that missionary work goes on after mortal life—including to those who rejected it (D&C 138).

Col 1:21–22 (BSB). “Once you were alienated from God . . . engaging in evil deeds. But now 
He has reconciled you by Christ.” We estrange ourselves from God by sinning (Col 1:27). If Saints are 
repentant, willing to change, and firm in their faith, then Christ will cleanse, rectify, and sanctify them. 

Col 1:23. “If ye continue in the faith grounded and settled, and be not moved away from 
the hope of the gospel, which ye have heard, and which was preached to every creature 
which is under heaven.” Paul teaches that everyone has already heard the gospel; a literal translation 
reads, “Having been proclaimed in all creation under heaven” (BLB). Without understanding our premortal 
state, biblical commentaries interpret Paul’s words as “hyperbole . . . insist[ing] on the universality of its 
proclamation.”35 Restored scripture gives a second witness to this premortal teaching in the book of 
Abraham: “Now the Lord had shown unto me, Abraham, the intelligences that were organized before the 
world was. . . . And we will prove them herewith, to see if they will do all things whatsoever the Lord their 
God shall command them; and they who keep their first estate shall be added upon” (Abr 3:22, 25–26). 

The phrase “every creature heard the gospel preaching” may refer to the premortal councils when all 
heard God’s plan and chose to follow Jesus with their own agency.36

Paul’s labor for the Church—Col 1:24–29
Col 1:24 (NIV). “I rejoice in what I am suffering for you.” While Paul was imprisoned, his right 
hand was probably chained to his guard’s left hand. Paul listed his major physical sufferings over the past 
two decades in 2 Cor 11:23–26. 

Col 1:25 (NIV). “I have become [the church’s] servant by the commission God gave me 
to present to you the word of God in its fullness.” Paul refers to himself as diakonos, “a servant 
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or minister,” which literally means ‘“to kick up dust,’ as one running an errand.”37 As discussed in the 
Gospels, Jesus set an example to the Apostles to choose to serve and not be served. 

Col 1:26 (NKJV). “the mystery which has been hidden from ages and from generations, 
but now has been revealed to His saints.” The early Church knew many mysteries. The Apostles 
knew the Lord’s plan of salvation, the mystery that Jesus is the promised Messiah, and the temple initia-
tion, endowment, and sealing ordinances. Joseph Smith taught that “Paul . . . knew . . . all the ordinances, 
and blessings that were in the Church.”38

Col 1:28–29 (NIV). “He is the one we proclaim. . . . To this end I strenuously contend 
with all the energy Christ so powerfully works in me.” Paul leaves us a valiant example of con-
secrating his time, talents, money, physical stamina, and energy to building the kingdom. It is those who 
are “valiant in the testimony of Jesus” who will receive a celestial reward (D&C 76:79). He “contended,” or 
“labored and fought” (ABPE) because the powers of the adversary fought against him. In addition to sharing 
the good news of Jesus and his testimony, Paul and Timothy also warned against the powers of Satan.

Colossians 2
Being built up in Christ—Col 2:1–3
Col 2:1–2. “I would that ye knew what great conflict I have for you, and for them at Laodicea, 
. . . That their hearts might be comforted, being knit together in love, and unto all riches . . . 
of the Father, and of Christ.” Paul assures these Saints, even those whom he does not know person-
ally, that he worries about them and hopes for the best for them. The congregations are unified, or “knit 
together,” when they understand and share the same values. 

Walk in Christ and beware the traditions of mortals—Col 2:4–8
Col 2:4 (NIV). “I tell you this so that no one may deceive you by fine-sounding argu-
ments.” False teachers intentionally perverted Christ’s doctrines early on. Paul’s letters are filled with 
examples of deceptive arguments that led the Saints astray. His warning to be on guard is needed in our 
generation, as Satan’s refined and marketed falsehoods inundate our minds at the click of a button 
(Mt 7:15). Paul calls on the Saints to combat satanic deceptions by trusting in Christ and His Spirit.

Col 2:6–7. “As ye have therefore received Christ Jesus the Lord, so walk ye in him: 
Rooted and built up in him, and stablished in the faith.” The best way to avoid falling away is to 
be anxiously engaged and building one’s faith with hearts “overflowing with thankfulness” (NIV). When 
disciples focus on growing faith and serving others, they can seek answers with faith and humbly hear 
God’s direction. 

Col 2:8 (DBT). “there be no one who shall lead you away as a prey through philoso-
phy and vain deceit.” This is variously translated “do not let your minds be captured” (NEB) and 
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“takes you captive” (NIV). The source of information was crucial, and Paul repeatedly warns against 
false teachings (Gal 4:17; Php 3:2). He wants the Saints to carefully guard their faith and rationally 
discern between truth and falsehoods. Paul warns all Christians to beware of philosophy and tra-
ditions of men who beguile “after the rudiments of the world, and not after Christ,” no matter how 
enticing they may be.39 

We are made complete in Christ—Col 2:9–15
Col 2:9. “For in him dwelleth all the fulness of the Godhead bodily.” We now come to the 
first specific heresy addressed in the letter: the physical nature of God’s body. Many commentators 
avoid the word “bodily” in this verse. Richard Anderson observed, “Paul used somatikos, formed from 
soma, the Greek word for ‘body,’ which Paul uses equally for both man’s earthly body and Christ’s 
resurrected body. Thus, Paul testifies that Christ possesses godhood physically.”40 The word translated 
here as “Godhead” (theotés) is only used once in the KJV, and it also means “deity.” Paul described 
what he meant by the Godhead earlier in this same letter (Col 1:14–15). Christ’s crucified, mortal body 
was a revolting concept to the Greeks. His death and resurrection conflicted with their philosophy of 
the nature of gods.

Col 2:10 (NIV). “In Christ you have been brought to fullness. He is the head over every 
power and authority.” Paul and Timothy correct the second misunderstanding by explaining that 
Christ is the head of all authority and principalities. Only through unifying our desires with Christ, not the 
laws of mortals, can we find complete fulfillment or perfection (Col 2:14–16). 

Col 2:11. “The circumcision made without hands.” Paul describes the covenant to follow Christ 
as a symbolic circumcision; God’s covenant becomes cut into our hearts. Paul knew that circumcision was 
the ideal application of the law, as the Old Testament repeats: “Circumcise therefore the foreskin of your 
heart, and be no more stiffnecked.”41 Paul also taught this in Rom 2:18.42

Col 2:12. “Buried with him in baptism, wherein also ye are risen with him through the 
faith of the operation of God.” Christian baptism represents the burial of our old self and sins, and 
thus it is best enacted by immersion. Early Christians saw baptism as a dramatic reenactment of Christ’s 
death and Resurrection: they walked into the water, a symbolic grave, and rose as a symbolically resur-
rected being following Jesus’s example.43 The sinful life is buried and a new life in Christ is begun. Rather 
than circumcision, the ordinance of baptism is now the sign of the covenant.

Col 2:13–14 (BSB). “When you were dead in your trespasses . . . God made you alive 
with Christ. He forgave us all our trespasses, . . . He took it away, nailing it to the cross!” 
When Jesus suffered for humanity’s sins, He redeemed us from the Fall (Gal 3:13). Consistent with the 
image of Jesus nailing our sins to His cross, “one ancient mode of cancelling bonds was by striking a nail 
through the writing: this seems to have existed in Asia at that time.”44
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Col 2:16–17. “Let no man therefore judge you in meat, or in drink, or in respect of an holy-
day, or of the new moon, or of the sabbath days: Which are a shadow of things to come.” 
The next falsehood Paul denounces is combining Jewish holidays as part of Christianity. Mosaic rituals 
were to foreshadow the promised Messiah (Gal 3:24). For over a decade, Christians were no longer re-
quired to follow the Mosaic dietary laws of clean and unclean food (meat meant “food” in Early Modern 
English). After Paul’s first mission to the Gentiles, the Jerusalem Council was held to determine how 
much of the old law was needed. Peter and James agreed that Christians only needed to “abstain from 
meats offered to idols, and from blood, and from things strangled” (Act 15:29).

The reference to the new moon and holy days could point to Jewish celebrations that Christians do 
not have to follow.45 The day that a new moon rose, Jewish priests gave an additional animal sacrifice of 
two bullocks, a ram, and seven sheep (Num 10:10; 28:11–14). When a new moon fell during the fall month 
of Tisri, they celebrated their new year (Lev 23:24–25). Christians still honored a Sabbath but with-
out the thousands of restrictions. It was also moved from Saturday to Sunday to honor the Resurrection. 

Col 2:18 (NIV). “Do not let anyone who delights in false humility and the worship of 
angels disqualify you.” Paul warns the Saints of those who will “beguile you of your reward” (KJV) 
or “disqualify you” (RSV). There were some who worshipped angels in conjunction with fasting. Paul 
may have referred to this practice when he mentioned “ascetic practices” (CSB).46 Paul admires humility 
but warns about false humility that is used to entrap the disciples. These practices of asceticism and angel 
worship were also seen in some pagan practices that Paul and Timothy denounce next. 

The false teachers had beguiled Christians by combining Jewish and pagan ideas into a hierarchical 
system of heavenly beings. Even Christ was supposedly subordinate to these angelic powers. Some of the 
problems sound similar to the Gnostic beliefs of inflated mind, visions, and angels.47

Col 2:21–22 (JST). “Which are after the doctrines and commandments of men, who 
teach you to touch not, . . . all those things which all are to perish with the using;) after 
the commandments and doctrines of men? Which things have indeed a shew show of 
wisdom . . . neglecting of the body as to the satisfying the flesh, not in any honour honor 
to the satisfying of the flesh God.” These verses suggest that the opponents were falsely teaching 
for worldly appreciation.

Col 2:23 (NIV). “Such regulations indeed have an appearance of wisdom, with their 
self-imposed worship, their false humility and their harsh treatment of the body, but 
they lack any value in restraining sensual indulgence.” Paul denounces those who act out 
of pretense and who manufacture their own worship. The last phrase is also translated “no use at all in 
combating sensuality” (NEB) and “no value in checking the indulgence of the flesh” (RSV). Neglecting 
the body was a tendency of the Gnostics, who believed the physical body was evil. This led to two extreme 
behaviors: complete denial of marriage and sexual relations or complete indulgence of physical urges. 
Both negated the purpose and value of the human body.
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Colossians 3
Desire heavenly things—Col 3:1–4
Col 3:1 (BSB). “since you have been raised with Christ, strive for the things above, where Christ 
is seated at the right hand of God.” This is another verse that distinguishes God the Father as a separate 
being from His Son.48 Disciples have been raised to holier things: focusing on seeking and serving Christ. 

Col 3:3. “For ye are dead, and your life is hid with Christ in God.” Disciples who are sanc-
tified through Christ are dead to the the natural man. Those raised in Christ become more like Him. The 
description of the Saints becoming “hid with Christ” comes from the Greek word kruptó, “to hide, con-
ceal, lay up.” It is used eighteen times in the New Testament.49 However, the three-word phrase “hidden 
with Christ” (NAS) is unique to this verse. Similar words are also found in D&C 86:9: “For ye are lawful heirs, 
according to the flesh, and have been hid from the world with Christ in God.” Joseph Smith also included 
the biblical phrase and interpretation in a journal entry now printed in The Joseph Smith Papers. I have com-
pared Joseph’s interpretation with the standard Christian perspective below. 

Bible commentaries Joseph Smith’s usage

“As we are hidden with Christ in God in heaven 
with Christ according to the letter to the Colossians, 
we will appear in glory together with Christ.”50 

“The spiritual life in man is a ‘hidden life,’ hav-
ing its source in God; the full conviction of it, as 
distinct from the mere instinctive consciousness 
of it in the mind itself.”51

“Putting my hand on the knee of William [Clay-
ton] I said, ‘Your life is hid with Christ in God,’ 
and so are many others. Nothing but the un-
pardonable sin can prevent him from inheriting 
eternal glory, for he is sealed up by the power of 
the Priesthood, unto eternal life, having taken the 
step which is necessary for that purpose.”52

We can find in scripture and in the Prophet Joseph Smith’s writings and sermons at least four other 
phrases used to describe some aspects of this sealing: 

•	 “Calling and election sure” (2 Pet 1:10; D&C 53:1) 
•	 “Holy Spirit of promise” (Eph 1:13; D&C 76:53; 88:3; 132:7, 18–19, 26) 
•	 “More sure word of prophecy” (2 Pet 1:19; D&C 131:5) 
•	 “Rest of the Lord” (Moro 7:3; D&C 101:31–32)

The sacred doctrine will be discussed in more detail in 2 Pet 1:10.
Col 3:4 (NKJV). “When Christ who is our life appears, then you also will appear with Him 

in glory.” Paul encourages readers to focus on meeting Christ again—either in the afterlife or, as the early 
Christians thought they would, at His return. To become like Christ, the Saints must be transformed through 
the power of His Atonement. Like Paul, John also taught that disciples will become like Him (1 Jn 3:2).
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Develop Christlike qualities—Col 3:5–17
Col 3:5 (BSB). “Put to death, therefore, the components of your earthly nature: sexual im-
morality, impurity, lust, evil desires, and greed, which is idolatry.” Paul lists five vices. The 
KJV uses “fornication” (from porneia) to encompass all sexual sins. Each vice in this verse destroys our re-
lationship with each other and God. Paul asks the Saints to deaden their carnal desires through a change 
of heart and repentance. The scripture teaches that idolatry is covetousness and grows when we “[walk] 
some time” in our own evil desires or when our will supersedes God’s will (Col 3:7). This explanation of 
idolatry extends to praying or acting in vain. Furthermore, it may apply to taking the Lord’s name in vain 
(Ex 20:7). Many sins are a form of idolatry as they signify idolizing the ungodly.

Col 3:8–9. “put off all these; anger, wrath, malice, blasphemy, filthy communication 
out of your mouth. Lie not one to another.” The archaic KJV words in this passage are also trans-
lated “rage . . . slander, and filthy language from your lips” (NIV) and “hateful, and evil . . . insulting or 
cruel things about other” (CEV). The KJV’s “put off” is actually stripping off the old sinful ways and 
implies baptism.

Col 3:10 (NIV). “put on the new self, which is being renewed in knowledge in the image 
of its Creator.” By putting on a new self, Christians are not only born again but are clothed in Christ’s 
Atonement. The Hebrew word for “atone” (kaphar) implies a covering or God’s protection.53 For more, 
see Hugh Nibley’s explanation of the etymology in his book Approaching Zion.54 Becoming a new person 
connotes dressing in the image of the Lord by covering ourselves in His Atonement. It is through the 
cleansing power of the Atonement that we are thus clothed and covered.

Col 3:11. “Where there is neither Greek nor Jew, circumcision nor uncircumcision, 
Barbarian, Scythian, bond nor free: but Christ is all, and in all.” The Judeo-Greco-Roman 
society was divided in distinct social classes. The Scythian tribe were locals around the Black Sea and 
were socially considered the lowest barbarians. Josephus refers to the Scythians as “little more than wild 
beasts.”55 Paul referenced them to make his contrast more extreme. God is absolutely no respecter of per-
sons by race, gender, education, impairments, wealth, beauty, or profession. In Christ, all are the same.

Col 3:12–13 (NIV). “as God’s chosen people, holy and dearly loved, clothe yourselves 
with compassion, kindness, humility, gentleness and patience. Bear with each other and 
forgive one another . . . as the Lord forgave you.” Paul asks us to clothe ourselves in seven vir-
tues (the symbolism of his numerology is probably intentional). Roman dress codes communicated one’s 
station and privilege or lack thereof. Paul asks Christians to adorn their internal thoughts with Christ’s 
covering, the Atonement. He admonishes his readers to put on or internalize the teachings of Jesus—to 
develop Christlike attitudes of meekness, kindness, humility, and forgiveness. “Bowels of mercy” means 
“compassion” (RSV, NIV, JB).56 These verses sound a lot like the D&C 121:41–45.

Col 3:14 (HCSB). “Above all, put on love—the perfect bond of unity.” The Greek agape, 
“love, charity,” is chosen by the New Testament authors to describe Christlike love. Disciples strive to 
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have a loving attitude as the underlying motivation of all actions. The KJV connects a powerful idea: 
love is the bond of perfection (teleiotés, which can also mean “completion, maturity, combination of 
truths or stages of spiritual growth”). Many things can bring us together, but nothing can truly bind us 
in unity like love.

Col 3:15. “let the peace of God rule in your hearts, .  .  . and be ye thankful.” Peace is a 
witness and fruit of the Spirit (D&C 6:23). When disciples internalize Christ’s teachings they may also be 
blessed with His peace. Paul reminds the Saints to be thankful. Gratitude leads to meekness and humility. 
Paul then describes how disciples can express our gratitude to God.

Col 3:16 (NIV). “Let the message of Christ dwell among you richly as you teach and ad-
monish one another with all wisdom through psalms, hymns, and songs from the Spirit, 
singing to God with gratitude in your hearts.” Pondering the words of Christ blesses Christians 
with wisdom. Good music can edify and uplift us. Throughout the letter, Paul and Timothy repeat differ-
ent approaches to encourage the Saints to sing uplifting music. In this case, Paul uses music as part of his 
threefold means of giving thanks.

Col 3:17 (NIV). “whatever you do, whether in word or deed, do it all in the name of the 
Lord Jesus.” Baptized disciples who have taken on the name of the Lord, and especially those called to 
serve Him as missionaries, need to do everything in His name. This includes sanctifying our daily actions 
in the name of the Lord. Nephi taught, “Ye must not perform any thing unto the Lord save in the first place 
ye shall pray unto the Father in the name of Christ, that he will consecrate thy performance unto thee, that 
thy performance may be for the welfare of thy soul” (2 Ne 32:9). If we hold God at the center of our lives, 
then everything we do and say is in the name of the Lord; we will be fulfilling our covenant to always re-
member Him (Moro 4:3). This will cause us to be filled with gratitude and give thanks to God the Father. 

Household relationships—Col 3:18–4:1
Col 3:18–19 (NIV). Wives, submit yourselves to your husbands, as is fitting in the Lord. 
Husbands, love your wives and do not be harsh with them.” Submission indicates cooper-
ation, sharing a burden, or willingness to give oneself over to the guidance of another. Again, wives 
only submit to their husbands if it is congruent with the Lord, or “fit in the Lord.” This should not in-
terfere with the principle of agency or the ability to act and not “to be acted upon” (2 Ne 2:26). It is best 
if our submission to God and each other is voluntary, filled with love, and following Christ’s example 
(1 Pet 3:5–6; Jn 13:6–9).

Husbands should love (agapao) their wives. Agapao indicates in a social or moral sense the highest 
form of love. This is completely unlike the Judeo-Greco-Roman discussions of a husband’s household 
duties. Love was not conventional counsel then. If Christian husbands loved their wives and were not 
harsh or bitter, it would be easier for their wives to unite in their counsel. This is added right after Paul 
described love as the culmination of virtues (Col 3:12–14). One commentary described: 



23

The exhortation to sacrifice one’s own interests for the welfare of others, which was so necessary 
for the harmony of the community, now finds a more specific application in the husband’s role in con-
tribution to marital harmony. Husbands are asked to exercise the self-giving love that has as its goal 
only their wives’ good and that they will care for their wives without expectation of reward.57

Col 3:20–21. “Children, obey your parents . . . Fathers, provoke not your children to 
anger, lest they be discouraged.” The cultural place of children was often equated to a slave or servant. 
They often shared the same responsibilities. The father or guardian had complete control over the child 
and held the rights to sell them into slavery and, legally or not, even to kill them.58 However, in Christianity 
the cultural norm was dramatically changed. Fathers are to control their tempers and not “exasperate” 
or “embitter” their children (NASB, NIV). The writer exhorts children to obey their parents in all things 
(although Eph 6:1 added, “In the Lord”). There is also no distinction for the age of a child—no matter how 
old we are, we must honor and obey our parents as long as they are in line with the Lord’s teachings. Paul 
sets bounds for this authoritative use, though, and directs fathers not to aggravate their precious children. 

Col 3:22 (BSB). “Slaves, obey your earthly masters in everything, not only to please 
them while they are watching, but with sincerity of heart and fear of the Lord.” All three 
New Testament household codes include servants or slaves. Roman servitude was more like the indentured 
servitude of the Middle Ages. Average “middle class citizens often owned eight slaves.”59 As men-
tioned earlier, servants and enslaved persons worked for a few years before they received their freedom. 
Paul’s statement is almost verbatim to his admonition in Eph 6:5–6.

Col 3:23–24 (BSB). “Whatever you do, work at it with your whole being, for the Lord 
and not for men, because you know that you will receive an inheritance .  .  . It is the 
Lord Christ you are serving.” Whatever circumstance disciples are in, they adopt “singleness of 
heart” unto God (KJV). Similar counsel was given at least twice before: “Inasmuch as ye have done it unto 
one of the least of these my brethren, ye have done it unto me” (Mt 25:40) and “When ye are in the service 
of your fellow beings ye are only in the service of your God” (Mosi 2:17).

Col 3:25 (BSB). “Whoever does wrong will be repaid for his wrong, and there is no favor-
itism.” The Judgment Day will be unbiased. All will have to be accountable for their thoughts and actions. 

Colossians 4
Col 4:1. “Masters, give unto your servants that which is just and equal; knowing that ye 
also have a Master in heaven.” Paul encouraged masters to be “right and fair” (NIV) or, literally, to be 
“righteous” (BLB) in the care of servants. Likewise, Christianity called for love and cooperation in relation-
ships—especially in familial relationships. We see the same call to care for those in our stewardship in the 
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modern dispensation. Philemon was likely one of the masters in Paul’s immediate audience. This counsel 
may have been directed toward him, as Paul sent his runaway slave, Onesimus, back to him (Col 4:9).

Concluding exhortation: Pray, live wisely, and speak graciously—Col 4:2–6
Col 4:2–3 (NIV). Devote yourselves to prayer, being watchful and thankful. And pray for 
us, too, that God may open a door for our message, . . . for which I am in chains.” When 
disciples watch, they are alert to the Spirit’s promptings and aware of the devil’s deceptions. Prayers focus 
their watchfulness and sincere expressions of gratitude to God.

Paul also asks the Saints to pray for his mission efforts while in prison. Significantly, Paul does not ask 
them to pray that he be released but that he be about the Father’s business while imprisoned. It can be 
interpreted that a date had been set for his trial, and he solicits their prayers to testify as God would have 
him. For more on Paul in chains, see my commentary on Eph 6:19–20.

Col 4:5 (NASB). “Conduct yourselves with wisdom toward outsiders, making the most 
of the opportunity.” Paul continues to encourage Saints to share Christ’s message of redemption by 
“walk[ing] with wisdom” and taking every opportunity to discuss the good news with neighbors. 

Col 4:6 (BSB). “Let your speech always be gracious, seasoned with salt, so that you 
may know how to answer everyone.” Jesus admonished His disciples to be the salt of the earth 
(Mt 5:13). In addition to preserving food and enhancing flavor, salt was also a symbol of the covenant in 
ancient temple sacrifices. When we remember our Savior and live our covenants, we know what to say 
because the Holy Spirit directs our lives.

Final personal greetings—Col 4:7–18
Col 4:7 (NIV). “Tychicus will tell you all the news about me. He is a dear brother, a faith-
ful minister and fellow servant.” Tychicus and Onesimus probably carried Paul’s letter to Colossae. 
Tychicus is also mentioned in Act 20:4 as one of the nine men who traveled with Paul to carry the offerings 
from the Ephesians to Jerusalem (about six years earlier). His name is found again in 2 Tim 4:12 and Eph 
6:21–22. The word “servant” here is the same word as “slave” (NET) or “bondservant” (NASB). The gospel 
of Jesus Christ rejects any dehumanizing practice that terrorizes individuals and calls them property 
rather than divine daughters and sons. The relationship between God, our Master, and us, His servants, 
works because God is a perfect Master who willingly gave His Son as an example of a perfect servant. The 
image of fellow servants adds a powerful dimension to our discipleship by inspiring humility and duty.

Col 4:8 (NIV). “I am sending him to you for the express purpose that you may know 
about our circumstances.” The KJV reverses the meaning of the last phrase. Rather than “he might 
know your estate,” all other English Bibles end this verse with the direction that the audience will learn 
about Paul or “know the things concerning us” (BLB).
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Col 4:9 (BSB). “With him I am sending Onesimus, our faithful and beloved brother, 
who is one of you.” Onesimus was a runaway slave who joined the Church and helped Paul. His mas-
ter, Philemon, was likely in the branch of Colossae. Paul carefully points out that Onesimus has become 
“a faithful and beloved brother.” See the letter to Philemon for more. 

Col 4:10 (NIV). “My fellow prisoner Aristarchus sends you his greetings, as does Mark, 
the cousin of Barnabas.” Aristarchus is Paul’s fellow prisoner who was dragged into the theater in 
Ephesus when the silver smiths became outraged (Act 19:29). Aristarchus also traveled with Paul to Je-
rusalem to carry the Saints’ offerings and later sailed to Rome (Act 20:4). 

Marcus, or Mark the scribe of the Gospel, is traditionally thought to be John Mark, who joined Paul as 
a junior companion on his first apostolic mission.60 Mark was a cousin or nephew (anepsios) of Barnabas. 
It sounds as if Mark were visiting Paul at the time, which implies that Paul and Mark’s relationship 
had been healed.61

Col 4:11 (NIV). “Jesus, who is called Justus, also sends greetings. These are the only 
Jews among my co-workers for the kingdom of God, and they have proved a comfort to 
me.” The name Jesus, or Joshua, was a common Jewish name. Paul named at least five men named Je-
sus who had ministered to him in prison. 

Col 4:12–13 (NIV). “Epaphras, who is one of you and a servant of Christ Jesus, sends 
greetings. He is always wrestling in prayer for you, . . . I vouch for him that he is work-
ing hard for you and for those at Laodicea and Hierapolis.” Epaphras is also mentioned at the 
beginning of the letter as Paul’s source of information on the Colossian Saints (Col 1:7). He was a devoted 
Church worker laboring on their behalf.

Col 4:14 (BSB). “Luke, the beloved physician, and Demas send you greetings.” Luke, the 
Greek author of the Gospel and Acts, was also Paul’s missionary companion and physician. Both Luke 
and Demas are mentioned in three epistles written from Rome (Phm 1:24; 2 Tim 4:9–11). 

Col 4:15 (NIV). “Give my greetings to the brothers and sisters at Laodicea, and to Nym-
pha and the church in her house.” Paul sends personal greetings to the Laodicean Saints. Nympha 
is a woman’s name, and the Greek reads “her house.” This is one of five women who are mentioned as 
serving the Church by providing their home as a house church for a meeting place. The others are

•	 Mary the mother of John Mark (Act 12:12)
•	 Chloe (1 Cor 1:11)
•	 Lydia (Act 16:14, 40)
•	 Priscilla, or Prisca (Act 18:2–3, 18–19, 26; Rom 16:3–5; 1 Cor 16:19; 2 Tim 4:19)
•	 Nympha (Col 4:15) 

Col 4:16 (NKJV). “see that it is read also in the church of the Laodiceans, and that you 
likewise read the epistle from Laodicea.” Paul mentions yet another lost letter—giving more 
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evidence that the canon of sacred writings is not complete. These extra letters opened a way for forgeries 
over the centuries.62 

Col 4:17 (BSB). “Tell Archippus: ‘See to it that you complete the ministry you have 
received in the Lord.’” When we have a call to serve in God’s kingdom, we too can apply Paul’s advice 
to “fulfill it.”

Col 4:18. “The salutation by the hand of me Paul. Remember my bonds. Grace be with you. 
Amen.” Paul’s personal, handwritten note at the end of most letters gives evidence that he used a scribe.
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