
 
Colossians and Ephesians 

The Letters to the Colossians and Ephesians have long been studied together because of their striking 
similarities in language, themes, and structure. Several theories attempt to explain their relationship: 

1. Ephesians as a Later Expansion of Colossians 

● This is one of the most widely accepted theories. Scholars note that about one-third of Ephesians’ 
content has direct parallels in Colossians, often expanding on the ideas. 

● Colossians is more specific, dealing with the "Colossian heresy" (likely a mix of Jewish legalism 
and early Gnostic-like beliefs). 

● Ephesians, by contrast, is more general and lacks references to a specific crisis. It develops themes 
like the universal Church, unity in Christ, and spiritual warfare in greater depth. 

● This suggests that the author (traditionally Paul, though some argue for a later disciple of Paul) 
may have used Colossians as a base to write Ephesians. 

2. Both Letters Were Written at the Same Time 

● Some argue that Paul wrote both letters around the same time (while imprisoned, possibly in 
Rome). 

● In this view, the similarities arise because Paul was dealing with related issues across different 
churches. 

● The two letters were sent with the same courier, Tychicus (Col. 4:7-9; Eph. 6:21-22), indicating a 
close relationship. 

3. A Common Source (Hypothetical "Pauline Circular Letter") 
● Some scholars propose that both letters stem from a common earlier document or Pauline 

tradition. 



● This might have been a general teaching Paul developed and adapted for different audiences. 
● Ephesians, which lacks personal references and may have been a circular letter, could be an edited 

form of this source. 

4. Colossians Was Written by Paul, and Ephesians by a Later Disciple 
● Some scholars who question Pauline authorship of Ephesians suggest that a later follower of Paul 

used Colossians as a model. 
● This disciple (possibly from the Pauline school) expanded Pauline theology, focusing on the 

universal Church, the heavenly Christ, and spiritual blessings in more abstract terms. 
● The differences in style and vocabulary between Ephesians and Paul's undisputed letters support 

this theory. 

5. Ephesians as a Commentary on Colossians 
● Some view Ephesians as a meditative reflection on the theological ideas in Colossians. 
● For example, the Letter to the Colossians speaks of Christ’s supremacy over all powers (Col. 

1:15-20), while the Letter to the Ephesians extends this to the unity of all things in Christ (Eph. 
1:9-10). 

● The Letter to the Colossians emphasizes Christ as head of the Church, while Ephesians 
emphasizes the Church as the body of Christ—a subtle but significant theological development. 

The Theological Focus 
While Colossians and Ephesians share many themes, their theological emphases differ: 

Theological 
Theme 

Colossians Ephesians 

Christology Christ’s supremacy over creation Christ as the unifier of all things 

Ecclesiology Christ is head of the Church The Church is universal and 
cosmic 

Salvation Rescue from darkness into Christ’s 
kingdom 

Grace alone, salvation as God’s 
gift 

Spiritual Powers Christ has defeated them Believers must actively fight them 

Holy Spirit Not a major focus Prominent, guiding and sealing 
believers 

Christology (The Study of Christ) - Colossians emphasizes Christ as the supreme ruler over creation. 
Ephesians presents Christ as the unifier of all things in heaven and earth. 

● Colossians: Strong focus on Christ’s supremacy over creation and His role as the head of the 
Church.  "He is the image of the invisible God, the firstborn of all creation." (Col. 1:15) 

○ Christ is emphasized as the cosmic ruler, victorious over all powers and authorities. 
○ The letter was likely addressing a heresy that diminished Christ’s role (possibly involving 

Jewish legalism, asceticism, and early Gnostic-like ideas). 



● Ephesians: Expands Christology by emphasizing Christ’s role in uniting all things (cosmic 
reconciliation). "To unite all things in him, things in heaven and things on earth." (Eph. 1:10) 

○ Less emphasis on combating heresy, more on unity in Christ 

Ecclesiology (The Study of the Church) - Colossians focuses on Christ’s authority over the local 
Church. Ephesians develops a broader, more universal vision of the Church as God’s cosmic plan. 

● Colossians: The headship of Christ over the Church is central. "He is the head of the body, the 
church." (Col. 1:18) The Church is a local body of believers gathered under Christ’s authority. 

● Ephesians: The Church is portrayed as a universal, cosmic reality. "And he put all things under 
his feet and gave him as head over all things to the church, which is his body, the fullness of him 
who fills all in all." (Eph. 1:22-23) 

○ The Church is the "body of Christ" and the "bride of Christ", existing in both heaven and 
earth. 

Salvation and Grace - Colossians presents salvation as being transferred into Christ’s kingdom. 
Ephesians highlights salvation as a gift of grace, not by works. 

● Colossians: Salvation is about being rescued from darkness and transferred into Christ’s kingdom. 
"He has delivered us from the domain of darkness and transferred us to the kingdom of his beloved 
Son." (Col. 1:13) 

○ Emphasizes union with Christ through baptism and faith. 
● Ephesians: Salvation is portrayed as God’s grace freely given."For by grace you have been saved 

through faith, and this is not your own doing; it is the gift of God." (Eph. 2:8-9) 
○ More emphasis on predestination and divine election (Eph. 1:4-5). 

Spiritual Powers and Warfare - Colossians emphasizes Christ’s past victory over evil powers. 
Ephesians calls believers to actively fight in spiritual warfare. 

● Colossians: Christ has already defeated spiritual powers through His death. "He disarmed the 
rulers and authorities and put them to open shame, by triumphing over them in him." (Col. 2:15) 

○ The focus is on Christ’s victory over false spiritual influences. 
● Ephesians: The believer must actively engage in spiritual warfare. "Put on the whole armor of 

God, that you may be able to stand against the schemes of the devil." (Eph. 6:11) 
○ The Church is still in battle with spiritual forces and must be prepared. 

The Role of the Holy Spirit - Colossians focuses on Christ’s work rather than the Holy Spirit. Ephesians 
places more emphasis on the Holy Spirit’s role in the believer’s life. 

● Colossians: The Holy Spirit is mentioned less frequently. The focus is more on Christ. 
● Ephesians: The Holy Spirit is central to Christian life. 

○ Key Verse: "Do not grieve the Holy Spirit of God, by whom you were sealed for the day of 
redemption." (Eph. 4:30) 

○ The Spirit is the guarantee of salvation, the source of unity, and empowers the Church. 
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