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If this is what Paul has in mind when he uses the language of knowledge, wisdom
and understanding in his prayer, then we must read it as a prayer that the Colossian
community will have a knowledge that will transform all of their communal life. Re-
member, Paul prays for this kind of knowledge to grow in the community “so that you
may lead lives worthy of the Lord, fully pleasing to him, as you bear fruit in every
good work and as you grow in the knowledge of God” (Col 1:10). Just as the word of
truth is “bearing fruit . . . in the whole world,” so also must the recipients of this truth,
those who are filled with this knowledge, bear the historical, cultural fruit of the gos-

pel in their lives. In our targum we attempt to envision what that might look like for
us today.

So what you are saying is that Paul’s language of truth, knowledge, wisdom and under-
standing in the first chapter of Colossians carries these kinds of Old Testament overtones,
and that is why you employ Colossians against the modernist preoccupation with objectivity.

Thats right.

Then I have two quick questions. First, are you relativists?

No, but that will have to wait for further discussion later in the book.

All right. Then second, would the first-century recipients of this letter have gotten the
point? Would Gentile converts have heard these Jewish overtones in Paul’s language? Or
wouldn’t they have been more likely to have heard this language of truth, knowledge, wisdom
and understanding in terms of their own cultural context, which was influenced by Greek
thought and Roman social and political structures?

This is another important question. But we need to spend some time in that first-
century context before we can begin to answer it. 50 let us introduce you to Nympha.
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Discerning Empire
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origins in Egypt, from where they were expelled because the Egyptians feared conta-

mﬂ\o“ MMoB Eﬂw m.Ed &mwmmﬁ and how they wandered for seven days until they took
over ocmﬁ mEMr MS@@EW there, they proclaimed the seventh day a sabbath for their
and took the precaution of not associating wi i
n g with foreigners because of thei
nonEoz.. As I understood it, these were still their practices to this day’ o
. QE %zm wasn't the story that Lydia told. Rather she began by talking about the
¢ 0 <M o.wm& made the whole world and everything in it. This God chose one man
: Mmsr ering E,mgmws named Abraham, out of the nations of the earth. and @83.,
ise rﬂ at w %Wmmﬂ nation would come from him, a nation through ignw the whole
carth would be blessed. When this man’s descend
. : . ants were later made slaves by th
wmwmimbm, Mzmwmo& heard their cry and rescued them, drowning the E gyptian mwwmmm
10 the sea. For forty years their God bore with th ishi
: em, nourishing them in the wilder-

ﬁ%mm cb& they entered the land that was promised to them. This God gave the WM
elites a king, David, and promised that one of his descendants would rul
other empires forever. e oversl
. /N\m:w this was certainly a different telling of the story from the way I had heard it!
5& v\gw wasn't mEm.Tmm. She went on to say that God had kept his promise by mmsm..

g2 savior who was indeed a descendant of David: Jesus of Nazareth. This Jesus per-

Hierapolis and Colossae coming under his control. These farms are now the back-

bone of my wealth; on them I grow flax and wheat, olive groves and vineyards, and
fertile pasture for my many oxen and sheep. The flax and sheep, of course, provide
linen and wool for my business. As you may know, the dyers of Colossae and Hier-
apolis produce some of the most sought-after purple cloth in Asia Minor, and I am
fortunate to have some of them in my employ.
Of course, my farms do not only produce for my business. As is the custom here, 1
also for many years provided wheat and oil, wine and oxen for the imperial feast days
and sacrifices in Laodicea. Indeed, until a year or so ago my business enabled me to be
an important benefactor to my city, and my civic duties were considerable, as befits the
daughter of a wealthy merchant. I have been high priestess of the emperor cult, priestess
of Demeter, a priestess of the ancestral gods, one of the committee of ten responsible for
public revenues and the collection of tax, a builder of the city gates and restorer of the
gymnasium, and the provider of oil for the gymnasium during the imperial games.
And, of course, my dyers were privileged to be responsible for the provision of purple
cloth to the provincial high priests of the imperial cult. I should perhaps mention that
my husband is still one of the leading benefactors of our city.

As you can imagine, my business requires me to travel considerably within the Ly-
cus Valley. Tt was during one of my visits to Colossae about a year ago that I met an-
other textile merchant named Lydia, also a seller of purple cloth.* And she told me
something that changed my world. She began by telling me the good news about
Jesus, the anointed Messiah of the Jews and the savior not only of the Jews but of the
whole earth! I questioned her closely and in some astonishment, for we all know that
Caesar is the one worshiped as savior of the whole world, for he has brought peace
and prosperity to the whole of his kingdom by the might of his arm and by the bless-

ings of the gods on his rule.

My astonishment grew as Lydia responded to my concerns not with arguments but
with a story, the story of the God of the Jews. Now, no doubt you are familiar with the
stories about the origin of this Jewish people. 1, at least, had heard how they had their
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*“Colossae was famed for her wool, which was dyed purple/red. Tts distinctive tint was known as colossinus”
(Edwin Yamauchi, The Archaeology of New Testament Cities in Western Asia Minor [Grand Rapids, Mich.:
this Jes i
this Jesus as Lord and Savior. Some were God-fearers as she was, some have turned

Baker, 19801, p. 157).
*All of these positions were held by a wealthy woman, Menodora, daughter of Megacles from Sillyon in
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Pamphylia. See Riet van Bremen, “Women and Wealth,” in Images of Women in Antiquity, ed. Averil Cam-

eron and Amélie Kuhrt (New York: Routledge, 1993), pp. 223, 237n6; and Richard Gordon, “The Veil of

Power,” in Paul and Empire: Religion and Power in Roman Imperial Society, ed. Richard A. Horsley (Harris-

people is from Pompeius Trogus Universal History 36, found in

burg, Penn.: Trinity Press International, 1997), pp. 135-36.
»Jews and Christians: Graeco-Roman Views (Cambridge: Cambridge

*According 1o Acts 16:14-15, Lydia came from Thyatira in Asia Minor. This gives us an interesting insight
into how far a woman may have moved in her lifetime from her place of birth, since the impression one
gets in Acts is that her household and her home are now in Philippi. On the importance for Thyatira for
dyeing, see Yamauchi, Archaeology of New Testament Cities, p. 53, and references there. He also quotesa
text in which Philippi honors a purple dyer named Antiochus, the son of Lykus, also a native of Thyatira.
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without distinction according to patron or client, slave or Wmmdoa,.umé moﬂ dewww
male or female. They share a feast that recalls wmm %wm% and HmHmMHMMBS of Jesus,
of the God of the Jews, whom Jesus proc . . ‘
%w“%wﬁwmmma you do if you heard such a story? It ﬁwmm:%m H.DOmM GwNmﬁm %:Mm
I had ever heard—bizarre and downright dangerous. “Lydia,” I said, “why onmMﬁ "
would you ever want to believe such a story? Why on earth would %o% Mﬂww o
worship such a king and lord? Look at you! You've got all that you mem : " WEM <
tige and social standing. You have oosﬁwcﬁ& much SM\HM %an\aoow”pw o&%&ob e
i hat you have assuranc
%M,Waowwww MHM%MWOWPBM%OMZ”&& WOH, the worship of this Jesus? ‘E‘.zﬂw of what could
Wm@@m.ﬂ. Why, if someone unsympathetic heard you .m»mv\ mewm %EMA. MMM M,\maamm MMW
gesting that Caesar isn't our lord and savior. They D\:mw,: thin %oﬂ W o omwaocgm
the peace and prosperity that Rome has brought. Don’t you see the ms e
you could get into with this way of thinking? W@.bmgvgmrmﬁ although you ,
you are still 2 woman. You could lose it all, just like that! . .
“But that’s the point,” she said, “I don’t believe that Omwmmq is oﬁ m.mSoH. o
lieve that he has brought peace and prosperity. And I don’t worship him or any
ore.
o%MMMMMMMW MM& a stunned look on my face, _omomcmm. m.wm continued QWR MWMMW
“Look, Nympha,” she said. “Look at the Roman peace. Yes, it Is peaceful here, mM: Mb et
price? Only if we promise subservience to the empire, only if we pay MWH, tax wm e
those who don’t? The land where this Jesus is from is Judea, and all the @Mo% ot
land want is to live in peace and worship their own God, not Caesar. And has

eace? No. Only death and destruction, demolishing their cities, enslaving

iven them 2
MMWMWMQSMG demanding taxes that drive the small landowners to slavery and revolt.

“All over the empire we see the results of this ‘peace’: on the oo.Em we mﬂM Mwwaﬁ MMM
our products, on the gates of our cities, in our temples, in the WJQOMM Mw o e
accompany imperial worship. Our coins have .wmoﬁ the moaawwm ° wmmmm qo<9, o mwmu
and weapons on the other. Our gateways depict the emperor’s victorl
mies. This is peace by the blood of the sword.

“And yes, we benefit from this peace. You own many farms, Nympha, and you do

taxes are
so because of the taxes your tenants were unable to pay to Rome. Those

supposed to ensure peace, but they also make it @o%@& for the émw.ﬁg\ SONMM vaoM
ant farms very cheaply and even take their oéﬁm.am wsﬁo slavery. This @mmﬂum mmmoa
for you. And it has been good for me, too. But it isn’t good for m<maw~mm\.5 P
divides—it makes the peasants hopeless and the wealthy ,m<m,b.<<mw t wmw -
“But the peace of Jesus is different. The peace of Jesus isn’t imposed by Vi .

i i lilee: History, Politics, People (Valley
On imperial presence in Galilee and Judea see Richard A. Horsley, Gali : Q:w\mB e oo
Forge, Penn.: Trinity Press International, 1995); and Warren Carter, Matthew pire:

tions (Valley Forge, Penn.: Trinity Press International, 2001), pp. 1-53.
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Quite the opposite! You see, the reconciliation Jesus brings is accomplished through
his own death on a cross, where he took evil upon himself until it had totally ex-
hausted itself. This is a peace for the whole of the cosmos, for the whole of creation.
This is a freedom for all people, slave and free, male and female, even the Scythian
and barbarian. The peace of Jesus doesn’t come just for those who have but for those
who have nothing.”

“But what does this have to do with the story of the Jews?” I asked. “How do the
practices of this Jesus arise out of a religion which is about taking many holidays and
despising foreigners?™

Then she told me the story of Israel again, this time as the story of a God who came
to free his people, who were enslaved under a foreign empire. According to Lydia, this
God called Israel to establish a society of justice and righteousness, where the orphan
and the widow were to be cared for and no one was to live in poverty. She told me
how this God came in Jesus to save not only Israel but the whole world, not by arms
and might but by his own blood, crucified on a Roman cross. Then she told me again
that this Savior is the true Son of God, the One that God raised from the dead, and
that he now sits as our true Lord at the right hand of God, our true Father.

I questioned her more closely about the followers of Jesus. Why would anyone
want to risk worshiping this Jesus? Why believe that Jesus, not Caesar, brings peace?
And what difference does this belief make in the way they live their lives?

Lydia continued to tell me about the communities that worship Jesus. She told me
how they care for one another without regard for social status and how they challenge
the economic system of the empire by sharing all that they have, so that none goes in
need.” She told me stories of healings that have happened in some places. She told
me how Jews and Gentiles are eating together at the same table, how women and men
are proclaiming the gospel together, how slave and free are worshiping together as
one. She told me how they practice forgiveness for all, reconciling their differences
rather than fighting things out. She went on to explain how these communities are
proclaiming a society counter to that of the empire by not accepting the social dis-
tnctions and divisions that we find everywhere we turn, by not accepting the way of
vengeance. Rather, this community is proclaiming a gracious welcome and healing in
Jesus that gives hope rather than despair. This is a community based on the kingdom
 of Jesus, she said, a fellowship grounded in love and forgiveness, rather than the hi-
erarchical society of the empire based on status, wealth and race.

I don't need to tell you how upsetting this conversation was. In fact, it was deeply

’In the ancient world, the Jewish practice of keeping sabbath, together with the observance of food laws
hich inhibited social interaction with Gentiles, led to a reputation for sloth and despising strangers.
On the early Christian community as an alternative economic community, see Anthony J. Riciutti, “The
Economics of the Way: Jubilee Practice Among the Early Christians According to the Acts of the Apostles”

(M.Phil.E thesis, Institute for Christian Studies, 2001).
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disquieting. Proclaiming a lord other than Caesar could result in immediate impris-
onment and a closer view of the imperial games than anyone would want—not as a
spectator but as a participant on the losing side. 1 was mw.m.& that Lydia and 1 were
speaking in the women’s quarters of the house we were visiting. Although our ES.G
had accompanied us to oversee business transactions in town, they were ot wQA.ET
ted into this wing of the house and were passing their time on the mﬁwwmﬁ outside.
However, their presence nearby reminded us of our tenuous social standing.

You see, what Lydia was telling me was nothing less than treasonous, a threat to
the empire. When, in a hushed tone, 1 told her so, she acknowledged %mﬂ%m mo:o/.}\-
ers of Jesus were being persecuted, and the persecution came from both m&mm.‘ /N/.\E:m
some claimed that they were blasphemers against the God of Israel, o&mwm insisted
that they were a threat to the security of the empire. In fact, she was carrying Bmmwmmmm
from a follower of Jesus, Paul, who was in prison in Philippi and who had wwoﬁmcdm&
the good news to her. He sent words of encouragement to %.m assemblies of believers
in the regions of Lydia and Phrygia and throughout the empire. . .

We talked far into the night about this Jesus, and when we did retire, mine was a
restless sleep. As we parted in the morning I remained cboosﬁa_omﬂ. Everything
around me testified that Caesar was lord and that peace and prosperity w,mm come
through him. And such peace and prosperity testified to his status. Uzaﬂ: Eowmow
write, “Thine age, O Caesar, has brought back fertile crops to the fields™ And Qﬁsﬁ
Horace also say that the emperor “has wiped away our sins and revived the ancient
virtues™?'® Ever since I was a little girl during the glorious reign of Augustus, 1 had
been taught that Caesar brought us forgiveness of our sins. After all, were not the gods
blessing us in all that we did? .

Throughout the next few weeks I gazed around as [ went about my business. Ev-
erywhere I turned there were images of Caesar. When 1 walked to Em Sm.ammﬁ 1 saw
his image in the square. I saw his image in the theater, in the mv\BSmm.EwP in the tem-
ples. And the coins with which I transacted my business all bore g.m Ewwdmmm.. Even
my household was full of his image, from the idol of the Qﬂumﬂg n the atrium to
images on my jewelry and utensils and paintings on my walls. " 1 Somomm %.mﬁ my @w%
Jamps were decorated with symbols of Roman victory, and my Wﬁrﬁ,m seal ring, QEQW
I kept but no longer used, was decorated with a kneeling Parthian, a symbol of Rome’s

. . 12
dominance over its enemies.

10
Horace Odes 4.15. N .
Upaul Zanker sums up the ubiquitous character of imperial images well: “Soon political symbolism could

be seen on every imaginable object made for private use, indeed on virtually mwwwVAESm ﬁrmﬁ could H@m
decorated at all: jewelry and utensils, furniture, textiles, walls and stuccoed ceilings, door _.mavmxwm ay
facings, roof tiles, and even on tomb monuments and marble ash urns” (The Power of Images in the Age of
Augustus [Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 1990], p. 266).

“Ibid., pp. 266-67.
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But it wasn't just what I looked at. The whole rhythm of my life, especially in the
city, was shaped by the empire. There were an astonishing number of feasts and fes-
tivals, all dedicated to the emperor and his reign."”’ Even the athletic games and the
gladiatorial fights were all in honor of the emperor and the wonderful blessings he
had bestowed on us. Such games and festivals were indeed for the upbuilding of the
community: we were all, slave and free, rich and poor, united in thanksgiving to the
emperor for all he had given us.

The more I looked, however, the more I noticed that nothing ever changed. For
example, 1 had never before noticed, or perhaps I had never really cared to notice,
that the very structure of the theater for the games was set up so that slave and free
never needed to see each other. We were all worshiping the emperor, but we were do-
ing so within the clearly prescribed roles that the empire had set for us. At the ban-
quets, I ate the double portion due to a benefactor of the city, while the slave next
door ate his much smaller and inferior portion, all in honor of the emperor.

I began to notice other things that Lydia had mentioned. I visited my farms near
Laodicea, and for the first time I saw the despair in the eyes of those who were now
slaves on the land they once owned. 1 saw that while peace had brought prosperity
for me, it had also brought greater poverty to these proud farmers. Was Caesar indeed
good news for these people?

I 'was disturbed. Lydia had offered a challenge to my faith in the empire. I knew
that her story and mine couldn both be true. Either Caesar had brought forgiveness
of our sins, fruitfulness and peace through the great victories he had wrought, or Jesus
had brought forgiveness of our sins, fruitfulness and peace through his paradoxical
victory on a Roman cross. But this seemed impossible, unimaginable!

It was also clear that Lydia’s story of Jesus could not be happily accommodated by the
imperial regime. Devotion to Jesus was not like devotion to Isis or Apollo. These gods and
their cults were no threat to the empire. Actually such private devotion, it was believed,
made one a better citizen and enhanced ones public duty to the empire. Jesus, however,
created a problem. His lordship clearly precluded Caesar’, and the guarded privacy of my
conversation with Lydia notwithstanding, it was clear that following Jesus could not be a
private matter but would have to be a public faith, transforming public life.

I decided that I needed to see what the society created by this Jesus would look
like, but T was nervous about doing that at home in Laodicea. So the next time I was
- In Colossae, T sought out some followers of Jesus.

1 was astounded by what I saw. It was pretty much as Lydia had said: men and

According to Zanker, there were sixty-seven days of regularly scheduled games (ibid., p. 147). In addi-
_tion, there were occasional festivals to celebrate the safety of the emperor and to extol his victories over
_enemies. See John K. Chow, “Patronage in Roman Corinth,” in Paul and Empire: Religion and Power in Ro-
man Imperial Society, ed. Richard A. Horsley (Harrisburg, Penn.: Trinity Press International, 1997), p.
1ot
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I don’t know how to explain it, but the more I met with this community and the
more [ learned about Jesus, the more I wanted to join them in following him. And the
more I followed Jesus, the less enamored I became with Caesar. .

One day in a conversation with these Christians I found 1 was using the word we
I had, almost without noticing it, thrown in my lot with Jesus and his followers. [ Wmm
become a Christian. The Christian community in Laodicea now meets as an mmm.mBE
in'my house. ’
( w.cﬁ it has not been easy. My husband wasn’t at all impressed with my purging of
the imperial imagery from our household, especially since some of our artworks had
been commissioned in Rome and were quite expensive. And the question we have
been struggling with as a community is this: how far do we need to g0? What does it
mean to be faithful to Jesus as Lord over all of our life?

We have begun to hear other stories of what following Jesus means: stories of
slaves who are freed, stories of wealthy people who sold all that they had and gave it
to the assembly. There are even stories of some who refuse to follow the empire’s laws
regarding compulsory marriage.'’

: .Hs our communities here in Laodicea, Hierapolis and Colossae, tensions have been
rising. We have tried to follow the lead of Judaism in resisting the emperor cult b
Observing alternative feasts and festivals, and by withdrawing as much as wOmmMEM
om the aspects of our culture which have been taken over by the empire. But the
stories we hear have raised wider questions: Should we free our slaves? mvo.cE lin-
wmm be selling my purple cloth to the imperial high priests? Should 1 give back the
§m that became mine because peasant owners could not pay their debts? What
0es 1t mean to use my wealth for the pride of the city and the empire, now that I no
nger honor the emperor? And underlying all of these is the question of the perse-
ution that some in our communities faced already for our suspected resistance to
,oBm. Is this going to continue? How much are we expected to bear?

Now you can see why the news of a letter from the apostle Paul caused me to drop
erything and rush off to the meeting. Surely Paul would have some wisdom for us
these issues. And if the runaway slave Onesimus accompanies this letter, then
ely Paul will have something to say about the problem of slavery that has Ummw vex-
g us. If Paul were here in person, our question would be clear. How ought we to be
owers of Jesus at the heart of the empire? What does it mean to be Christians here
Colossae or Laodicea? Surely this letter would answer some of our concerns.
d hardly wait to hear it. .

women, slaves and free, Jews, Scythians, barbarians and Romans all meeting to-
gether in peace to talk about this Jesus, pray to him, share a meal in remembrance
of him, and struggle with what following Jesus meant for their daily life in the em-
pire. It was an unheard-of gathering of people in the Roman empire. This isn’t to
say there weren’t struggles. Social divisions and hierarchical relationships that have
been entrenched for ages and reinforced by the emperor do not change overnight.

But at least these people struggled! At least they had some vision and hope for a
better way to live together!™
And that hope was rooted in the memory of Jesus—a memory they kept alive with

an astounding meal. At this meal none appeared to be superior to the other. All re-
ceived equal portions of bread and wine, and none went without. [ was amazed at the
love they had for one another and for this Jesus they worshiped.

What also astonished me was how they saw their actions as a prophetic witness
against the rule of Caesar. They knew that their actions, the way they embodied their
faith together in their community, challenged all that Roman society held dear. They
spoke of themselves as a new family, a new humanity, those who had left darkness for
light,” who were now bringing, through their small house meetings, nothing less
than reconciliation for the whole world."® They saw themselves as a living embodi-
ment of the forgiveness and healing Jesus had brought for the world.

[ went away deeply disturbed and wrestling with what the worship of Jesus would
mean for my life. These Christians had such a comprehensive vision, but following
Jesus would come at a high cost for me. Living such a life would mean ceasing to be
a benefactor for the emperor cult, giving up my position as provider of wheat and
oxen for the imperial festivals, purging my house of all that bore the image of Caesar
and his victories. It would mean ceasing to participate in the imperial festivals and
games. It would mean refusing to participate in the give-and-take of benefactor and
client, bestowing monetary and social favors on those who sang my praises and
danced attendance on me. It would mean distancing myself from the communities
and societies that had given my life meaning.
I began to attend more regularly the meetings of those who follow Jesus. They wel-
comed me in, even though they knew that my position in the community could prove

a threat to their security. They were prepared to practice such a risky love, they ex-

plained, because their Lord embodied such love even to the peint of death on a cross.

So T wanted to know more about this Jesus. The life of this assembly of Jesus followers

awakened in me an insatiable curiosity about Jesus and his story.

ngmm 4@5 sold all and gave it to the assembly, see Acts 4:32-37. As part of his restoration of moralit
empire, Augustus passed legislation which contained “major penalties for those who remained EN

d. .as &6: as rewards and privileges for parents of several children” (Zanker, Power of Images

On refusing'to follow imperial marital legislation, see 1 Corinthians 7. , P

“The story of Acts records in a number of places such struggles in relation to economic sharing and:the
inclusion of Gentiles. See Acts 5:1-11, 6:1-7 and chapter 15. See also 1 Corinthians 8 and 11:17-34, as

well as Galatians 2:1-14.
YSee Colossians 1:13, Ephesians 5:8 and 1 Peter 2:9; and compare Romans 13:12.

1%See 2 Corinthians 5:16-21 and Colossians 1:15-20.




