
G O I N G  D E E P E R 
D I S C U S S I O N  G U I D E
S e p t e m b e r  2 7 ,  2 0 1 5



Discussion Guide
Pay it forward

Connecting: 
45 minutes 
(The following questions are intended to provide your 
group with a way of connecting with one another so that 
you might partner in the work God is doing in your lives.)  

• In what ways did God move in your life 
this week? In what ways did you respond 
to him?  

• What was your biggest challenge this 
week? In what ways, if any, did you invite 
God into this challenge?  

• How honest have you been with us? 
(Graciously thank group members for their 
honesty if they state they have held back.) 

Getting Started: 
10 minutes
• Do you believe that some wrongs are 

impossible to forgive? Would you explain?
Diving Into the Text:
60 minutes 
 (The following questions are intended to provide your group 
with a simple road map through the text. Feel free to use these 
questions in ways that best fit your group and the dynamics of your 
own meeting.)

• Discuss the background and context of 
Colossians using the notes provided.

• Read Colossians 3.1-14 aloud, slowly. 
Pause and read these verses once more, 
seeking to hear God speaking them to you.

• Paul states that God, through Jesus, has 
given believers a new identity which 
believers are to seek to act upon in their 
everyday lives by entering into a process 
of transformation from the life they led to 
a life modeled upon the life of Jesus (vss. 
1-4). According to Paul, what is involved in 
this process of transformation (vss. 5-14)? 
Seek to find as many aspects as possible.

• As you consider this process of taking 
up the life of Jesus, what role might 
community play or need to play? Would 
you explain?

• Paul notes that meeting wrongdoing with 
forgiveness is part of taking up the life of 
Jesus (vs. 13). Considering the nature of 
forgiveness (Colossians 2.13-14), what is 

involved in such an act?
• What reactions or emotions, if any, does 

the thought of forgiving like Jesus raise in 
you? Could you elaborate?

• Paul states that Jesus lives in and through 
his followers (vss. 3-4). What realities, 
if any, might this bring to bear on the 
granting of forgiveness? Does this make 
forgiveness easier or harder for you? Could 
you explain?

• What might it look like to open your life so 
that your granting of forgiveness might be 
Jesus granting forgiveness through you? 
What step might you have to take so this 
might become an ever-increasing reality?

• Consider concluding by discussing what 
taking up the life of Jesus might look like 
in the context of your group. You might 
discuss how you can encourage and exhort 
one another on this journey, particularly 
with the journey toward forgiving like 
Jesus.

Context and Background
Gnosticism
The term “Gnosticism” is used by scholars to refer 
to ill-defined strands of heretical teaching which 
buffeted the church in the second and third 
centuries. While there was no ancient “Gnostic 
movement,” the early church found itself facing 
different sects which took various shapes, but 
which contained a measure of similar thinking 
derived from culture. These sects would certainly 
not have viewed themselves as a cohesive attack 
on Christianity. Some were separated vastly by 
years and distance. What ties them together is 
a line of thought which includes an emphasis 
on radical dualism which rejected the physical 
as reality and a striving to become united with 
the spiritual. This thread of thought is what is 
referred to with the term “Gnosticism.”
Typically, sects within the Christian movement 
which held to some form of gnostic thinking 
denied Jesus’ humanity but viewed Jesus as 
a spiritual being sent by God to relay special 
wisdom which would allow people to transcend 
the physical and become united with the 
spiritual. This wisdom was of special importance 
because the journey from the physical to the 
spiritual was accomplished in stages or layers, 
often referred to as the pleroma. Each layer was 
“governed” by a spiritual power or authority and 
the wisdom handed by Christ was necessary to 



pass through these governed realms.
The origins of this gnostic thread may have roots 
in the dualism of Platonic thought, but it also 
demonstrates some connections with Jewish 
mysticism and other religious movements. 
While the origins of this thinking is shadowed 
by centuries, the battle against such thinking 
appears as early as the first century in the letters 
of Paul. Paul uses many of the technical terms 
found in gnostic thought in his letter to the 
Colossians, some dealing with dualism is found 
in 1 Corinthians and the deity and humanity of 
Christ is emphasized in Ephesians. It may be that 
this type of thinking was already in the cultural 
soup and what we see in Paul’s letters is the 
beginnings of interactions between this thinking 
and Christianity.

The Text
Colossians 3.1-4: 
Spiritual realities become physical realities
In his letter to the church at Colossae, Paul seeks to 
encourage believers to hold fast to the teachings 
of the gospel and not be led astray by false 
teachers who seem to be proposing an alternate 
version of the gospel which has gnostic strains. 
In order to combat this threat to the community 
of faith in Colossae, Paul argues strongly for the 
believers to take up the life of Christ (2.6-15), 
following his example as a way to live rather than 
the way of life proposed by the false teachers 
(2.16-23). It appears that some of these false 
teachings were deeply ascetic (2.21-23), which 
the Colossians seemed to think fit with what 
Jesus had commanded with respect to the body 
(Luke 9.23-24). Paul is not opposed to certain 
aspects of mortification of the physical body, but 
mortification itself is not the goal. The goal is the 
taking up of the life of Christ, a process which can 
and does involves mortification.
Paul reminds the Colossians they have a new 
spiritual identity. They have already been given 
new life in their relationship with Jesus. While 
this spiritual reality is not yet fully realized by 
the Colossians, Paul encourages them to engage 
in the process of realizing their spiritual identity 
in their physical bodies. He urges them to set 
the motivating/guiding center of their persons 
(heart/mind) upon Jesus; that is, he encourages 
the Colossians to seek ways to allow their lives to 
be guided by the person of Jesus. This is necessary 
because the spiritual reality is the Colossians are 
already new people, their old self having died 

and their life now being unified with the life of 
God. However, Paul acknowledges he is speaking 
in spiritual terms which have not yet been fully 
realized, though he encourages their realization 
in the present (3.2). However, he notes that the 
full realization of the spiritual realities of the new 
self in a person’s physical body will only fully 
occur when Christ appears.

Colossians 3.5-14:
How the spiritual becomes physical
Having noted that the expression of the Colossians’ 
spiritual identity is something of a process, Paul 
encourages them to enter into that process by 
intentionally putting off old ways of being and 
putting on new ways of being. Paul provides two 
lists of vices which he encourages the Colossians 
to rid themselves of (put to death!). More than 
likely these are issues within the immediate 
congregation. He exhorts them to be rid of these 
behaviors and attitudes because they are not in 
line with their true spiritual identity (3.7). Their 
new identity is that of one who is made in the 
image of God (3.10). When this new identity 
is fully realized, old patterns and forms which 
formally gave structure and identity in life pass 
away (Gentile, Jew. . .slave or free).
In place of these former behaviors, attitudes 
and forms of identity, the Colossians are to 
put on the life of Jesus: compassion, kindness, 
humility, gentleness, and patience. These are 
everyday aspects of Jesus’ character. In times of 
dispute, patience and forgiveness are to come to 
the fore, with forgiveness being practiced in the 
same way Jesus practiced forgiveness (2.13-14). 
The motivation and impetus undergirding these 
characteristics is love which is one of the essential 
aspects of God’s being (1 John 4.8) and leads to 
unity which is another essential aspect of God’s 
character (John 17.21).
Paul’s words imply a great deal of intentionality 
and effort on the part of the Colossian believers. 
The redemptive work of God in Christ has brought 
about a new spiritual identity for those who 
follow Jesus, and it is the responsibility of the 
believer to seek physical ways of expressing this 
identity, putting off old ways and taking up new 
ways rooted in the character of God. However, 
Paul does not imagine that disciples are alone in 
this process. He is clear that the life being lived 
is not simply the life of the believer but the life 
of Christ in the believer (3.3). The believer’s life 
has been unified with the life of God. Therefore, 
the life being lived by the believer is the life of 



disobedience (and that of our opponent who 
has just hurt us). This means the person who has 
just hurt us is already forgiven. All we have to 
do is share what has been done, but this is hard. 
However, the one who has forgiven also lives 
within us. He knows how to do this hard work, 
and he brings all of his power and grace to bear 
within us so that his forgiveness might flow out 
of us. It begins as we simply acknowledge that 
what needs to be done has already been done. 
We stand before one who is already forgiven. 
Next, we ask for grace to extend forgiveness, 
not our own but that of Jesus. We ask for grace 
to live out the life we were owed but not given, 
to bear the pain we were inflicted but did not 
deserve. We forgive, not because we are capable 
but because it has already been done. We are 
living in the reality of what is finished. Our 
bodies will scream and our minds will rebel. 
It hurts, but this is nothing more than parts of 
us dying which are not really who we want to 
be anyway: people who get even, people who 
play fair, people who try to be right and on top. 
We stumble. We find ourselves returning to the 
issue and realize the old part of us is not fully 
gone, so we forgive again, not because our 
wound has not been forgiven but because we 
need to live in the reality of what Jesus has done, 
and a greater part of us needs to die. This process 
can take days, weeks, or sometimes years, but it 
is good because in the process of sharing what 
Jesus has done we look more and more like the 
one we follow: Jesus.
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Christ and the believer living together. Thus, the 
grace and power of God are fully available and 
accessible to the believer as she seeks to live out 
the life of Jesus in practical ways.

Real life with Blake: 
Forgiveness is a wonderful gift, when it comes 
from God. I, on the other hand, struggle with 
giving this same gift to others. When people 
hurt me, I want to retaliate, hold a grudge, 
become bitter. Forgiveness is typically the 
farthest thing from my mind. Yet, if I am truly 
a follower of Christ, I am to be pursuing the life 
of Christ, not one day when I die, but now in 
my present reality. This means I am to pursue 
forgiveness, because Jesus forgave. We are not 
talking about any old forgiveness. We are talking 
about forgiving just like Jesus forgave: living 
the life we are owed but not given and taking 
in the pain given to us by others so that it kills 
a part of us. My flesh screams against this, but  
really it is because it is my flesh which is doing 
the dying: my desire to get even, my right to 
be fair, my temptation to be right at all costs. 
This part of me dies when I forgive, a casualty 
of the pain inflicted upon me but not returned. 
With common slights and misunderstandings, 
this is easy enough. When someone does 
something like wholloping me with words that 
are something akin to a bat upside the head, this 
is not so easy. But I am discovering it is possible. 
I am not on my own in this. Jesus has already 
forgiven. That verbal bat upside my head has 
already been paid for, by Jesus. He already did 
the hard work, and he lives in me, ready and 
willing to do the hard work in me so that what 
he has done might flow out of me: forgiveness.

Real life with you:
Forgiving is hard. Forgiving like Jesus. Sounds 
impossible, but it isn’t. The redemptive work of 
God in the person of Jesus has brought about a 
new identity for those of us who are disciples of 
Jesus, an identity rooted in the very image of 
God. This new identity can become a physical 
reality, even the forgiveness part. It can become 
reality (that means we can forgive like Jesus) 
because Jesus has already forgiven. He has 
already done the hard work of living the life 
owed and paying on the cross the debt for our 


