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THE TERRIBLE THREAT OF GNOSTICISM 

 Since Christianity began on the day of Pentecost in A.D. 33 it has had its enemies and that will never 
change. On the one hand were Judaizing teachers with their philosophies trying to force Judaism as a part 

of the Christian’s salvation. On the other hand were the Gentiles with their philosophers pushing for their theosophies 
(several philosophies that say you can know God through some experience or special direct individual relationship 
or knowledge), which eventually came to be known as Gnosticism. In the International Standard Bible Encyclopedia, 
Dr. Orr explained, 

Gnosticism may be described generally as the fantastic product of the blending of certain Christian ideas - par-
ticularly that of redemption through Christ - with speculations and imaginings derived from a medley of sourc-
es, (Greek, Jewish, Parsic, philosophies, religions, theosophies, mysteries) in a period when the human mind 
was in a kind of ferment, and when opinions of every sort were jumbled together in an unimaginable welter.  It 
involves as the name denotes, a claim to ‘knowledge,’ knowledge of a kind of which the ordinary believer was 
incapable, and in the possession of which ‘salvation’ in the full sense consisted. This knowledge of which the 
Gnostic boasted, related to the subjects ordinarily treated of in religious philosophy, Gnosticism was a species 
of religious philosophy.” 

Simply put, these philosophies of men struck at the very core of Christianity in that they taught that God was unreach-
able by the average person, he was, “the ultimate, nameless, unknowable, being, of whom they (Gnostic jc) speak of 
as the “Abyss”(ISBE). These very doctrines (admixture of paganism and corrupt Christianity) were being advanced 
in the church at Colossae! It was only capable of producing a perverted Christianity driven by speculation and intel-
lectual snobbery. Several of the New Testament letters deal with this type of heresy on some level. For instance, you 
have Galatians and Romans dealing with the philosophies of the Jewish stripe and you have Ephesians and Colossians 
confuting, in particular, the Gnostic claims of the Gentile society. And we know other letters in the New Testament 
deal with these types of doctrines as well, Whosoever denieth the Son, the same hath not the Father: (but) he that 
acknowledgeth the Son hath the Father also. (1 John 2:23) John was dealing with Gnosticism. God without Christ 
is nothing and Christ without God is nothing!  It was a huge problem during the apostles’ lives and still is today. We 
see  a tenant of Gnosticism in the charismatic sects in that they teach that one needs some sort of experience or set of 
signs besides what God has told us in the Bible in order to be saved. The Bible is never enough for them. This is just 
one example of hundreds we could use in the hodgepodge religious times we live in.
	 Paul	is	quick	to	point	out	in	the	first	chapter	of	Colossians	the	preeminence	of	Christ,	(Colossians	1:15-20).	
Paul	also	affirms	that	Christ	fulfilled	God’s	mystery	and	that	in	him	will	be	found	a	treasure	of	wisdom	and	knowl-
edge! Even the mystery which hath been hid from ages and from generations, but now is made manifest to his saints: 
(Colossians 1:26) That their hearts might be comforted, being knit together in love, and unto all riches of the full 
assurance of understanding, to the acknowledgment of the mystery of God, and of the Father, and of Christ; In whom 
are hid all the treasures of wisdom and knowledge. (Colossians 2:2–3) It is also interesting to notice Paul’s desire, 
“….and desire for these brethren was that they be, “filled with the knowledge of his will and,“increasing in the 
Knowledge of God”. ( Colossians 1:9) The word for knowledge Paul used in this verse was epignosis which means 
“full discernment” Here he was cutting away at the idea of “special knowledge” the gnostics were propagating. Also, 
the Gnostics would have one to believe that Christ was not real, that he was only a fantasy or phantom, rather than a 
real person. Paul dashes that notion in a pen stroke!  He is about to identify more of the false doctrine that was oppos-
ing Jesus Christ the King! How will he address it? Let us see.
 In chapter two Paul condemns Philosophy and declares it an enemy to Christianity and Christ. Beware lest any 
man spoil you through philosophy and vain deceit, after the tradition of men, after the rudiments of the world, and 
not after Christ. (Colossians 2:8) He says they should “beware” or as we might say “be on the lookout.” Why? “lest 



any man spoil you” The  word spoil means to be carried off as a captive or slave, lead away from the truth, and to be 
subject to one’s sway. What was this particular persuasion? “Philosophy” that was patterned after the doctrines of 
men and their opinions of life and creation of the universe as we have already noticed. Just one note about Philosophy, 
I am not against philosophy. It certainly has a place in academia, but as these passages point out it becomes heresy if 
it is allowed to be infused with God’s word. Paul exposes more of the philosophy being promoted, Touch not; taste 
not; handle not; Which all are to perish with the using;) after the commandments and doctrines of men? Which things 
have indeed a shew of wisdom in will worship, and humility, and neglecting of the body; not in any honour to the 
satisfying of the flesh. (Colossians 2:21–23) This would be known as asceticism ( a severe discipline of the body that 
included not marrying, sound familiar? See 1Timothy 4:3) which is an offspring of Gnosticism. Paul condemned it.
	 Paul	pointed	 to	 the	 fact	 that	 this	was	merely	empty	deception˗	an	offspring	of	men’s	 traditions	 that	were	
hatched	in	the	world	and	were	(are)	capable	of	beguiling	a	person	(Colossians	2:4).	Anywhere	we	find	in	the	Bible	
the statement “traditions of men”, the emphasis is on man’s teaching which is always opposed to God’s revealed will. 
Paul’s	wisdom	and	teaching	came	from	God!	(Galatians	1:11-12)	Anything	else	is	vain	teaching	(Matthew	15:7-9).
What is the answer to this worldly teaching and how do we safeguard against it? After Paul points out in verse eight 
these philosophies are not after Christ he says this, For in him dwelleth all the fulness of the Godhead bodily and ye 
are complete in him which is the head of all principality and power. (Colossians 2:9-10) What they had (and what we 
have	through	the	scriptures)	was	a	full	revelation,	not	a	partial	one.	Christ	was	God	in	the	flesh.	He	was	not	a	phan-
tom, a ghost, or some imagined creature but a man/God. Notice the words again, in him dwelleth all the fullness of 
the Godhead bodily. When we become Christians we can be assured that we have come in contact with all the love, 
mercy, grace, tenderness, power, wisdom, and knowledge of God! (See Isaiah 9:6, John 1:1, Hebrews 1:8, Psalms 
83:1-18) We are told by Paul how to become a Christian,  Buried with him in baptism, wherein also ye are risen with 
him through the faith of the operation of God, who hath raised him from the dead. (Colossians 2:12) The word “op-
eration”	means	efficiency.	God	is	sufficient	to	direct	our	lives	and	to	save	our	souls.			We	do	not	need	a	sign,	special	
knowledge, or Holy Spirit nudge to understand God’s will! We can know that we are “full” in Christ because we have 
obeyed God rather than the doctrines of men!†
                James A. Cossey
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