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Discussion Guide
The gift of forgiveness

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
• When you hear the word “forgiveness” 

what comes to mind?
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 2.6-12 aloud, slowly. 
Pause and read these verses once more, 
seeking to hear God speaking them to you.

• What reasons does Paul provide for basing 
one’s life on Jesus (vss. 6-7) rather than 
on culture (vs. 8)? Seek to find as many as 
possible.

• What might it look like to base one’s life 
completely on the life of Christ with Jesus 
as the foundation, the framework, and the 
glue which holds it all together (vss. 6-7)?

• Would you say that people within the 
Church typically base their lives on Christ 
or on culture? Why might this be?

• Do you find it easy or difficult to allow Jesus 
to be the foundation, the framework, and 
the glue which holds your life together? 
Could you elaborate?

• When we are hurt by other people, we are 
faced with choosing to allow our lives to be 

shaped and guided by Jesus (forgiveness) 
or culture (retaliation). What is this 
experience like for you? Why might it be 
hard to forgive?

• Forgiveness is often difficult because 
we do not understand what it truly is. 
Read Colossians 2.13-15 aloud, slowly. 
According to Paul, what are the true 
aspects of forgiveness?

• Are these aspects like or unlike what you 
think concerning forgiveness? Could you 
elaborate?

• When you consider the true nature of 
forgiveness, does it seem easier or more 
difficult to practice?

• Consider closing by thanking God for his 
gift of forgiveness. You might also consider 
asking God to begin to show you what 
forgiveness might look like in your own life 
and how he might want you to practice it.

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 2.6-15: Jesus, the true path to life
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. Paul did not 
plant the church in Colossae. His friend Epaphras 
planted the church (Colossians 1.4-8), but Paul 
has heard through Ephaphras (4.12) of a situation 
in Colossae and Laodicea which Paul needs 
to address as an apostle (Colossians 1.1). This 
situation involves teaching which seems to deny 
the humanity of Jesus (Colossians 1.15-20, 2.9) 
and includes rules based on an unspecified system 
of philosophy (Colossians 2.8, 16-23) which are 
ascetic in nature. The center of Paul’s letter is 
Colossians 2.6-15. In this section of his letter, Paul 
offers Jesus as the true means and example for 
living life in the world.
Paul begins this section by reminding the 
Colossians that they have received Christ Jesus as 
Lord. This echoes the early Christian declaration 
that “Jesus is Lord.” Paul may be summarizing the 
response of the Colossians to the Gospel. They 
have begun a relationship with Jesus and declared 
that he is their leader. Paul then encourages them 
to live in this way; that is, Paul encourages the 
Colossians to live with Jesus as their leader. He 
uses a series of metaphors to explain the extent 
of influence which Jesus’ leadership should have 
within a believer’s life. Her life should first be 
rooted (grounded or founded) in the person of 
Jesus. Her life should then be built up with Jesus as 
the form of all, laid upon the foundation of Jesus. 
Finally, her life is to be made secure (strengthened) 
by Jesus. Paul’s point is hard to miss. The bedrock 
of life is to be Jesus. The framework of life is to be 

Jesus. That which holds life together and makes 
it strong
is to be Jesus. Paul is thus encouraging the 
believers in Colossae to allow Jesus to shape every 
aspect of their lives as they give thanks to God for 
providing Jesus.
Paul encourages the Colossians to look to Jesus 
because they are being tempted to look to 
another framework for life, that offered by false 
teachers. Paul notes that this teaching is one 
which will imprison the Colossians should they 
follow it. It is an empty and deceptive system 
of thought and life. Here Paul uses the word 
“philosophy” not to decry philosophy, but he 
uses the term in its most general sense to refer 
to a system of life and thought. The reason this 
system of life is worthless is that it, in contrast to 
life rooted in Jesus, is a system of life rooted in the 
thinking of people and natural occurrences. Some 
take Paul’s wording of elemental spiritual forces 
to refer to spiritual powers such as angels, but it is 
more likely that he is simply referring to the basic 
way the world itself functions.
At this point, Paul brings the Colossians to a fork 
in the road. They must choose. Will they allow 
their lives to be shaped by Jesus, or will they 
allow their lives to be shaped by the teaching 
of the false teachers? Paul encourages them to 
choose to base their life on the life of Jesus for 
two reasons. First, in Jesus one finds the full deity 
of God in bodily form. When one looks to Jesus 
they are seeing God living as a human. Paul uses 
the term pleroma which seems to indicate that 
nothing of God is missing in Jesus. The second 
reason to base one’s life on Jesus is that through 
Jesus one can personally experience fullness, not 
in the future but in the present. This is a direct 
blow against gnostic thought because Paul 
argues that nothing more can be found outside of 
a life based on Jesus.
Because all of God can be found in Jesus, Jesus 
is the head over every power and authority: 
physical and spiritual. Once more we find a 
direct blow against gnostic thought. And, 
because Jesus can lead one to all that can be 
found in life, the old life is taken away through 
spiritual circumcision. This, too, is a direct 
attack against gnostic thought which claimed 
one needed to shed the base aspects of life. In 
Jesus, this happens and it happens the moment 
one becomes part of the Christian community 
through baptism. (Paul’s language here does not 
imply baptism is necessary for salvation, and yet, 



sin, he acknowledges it, but he chooses not to 
make me bear the cost. He bears the cost so that 
we might be together. If he had made me pay 
the cost, we could never be together for the cost 
was too great for me to pay. It always is. When 
I hurt God, when I hurt others, when they hurt 
me, the cost of undoing what has been done 
is too great. It can never be undone. To undo it 
would destroy the one who has done the wrong. 
But, in choosing to accept the wrong and the 
pain it caused, in choosing to absorb it and pay 
it, allowing it to kill a part of me, what once 
stood between is no more. Instead, in the place 
of the wrong, a path appears, a path toward the 
other. God gave this path and it gave me life. 
Should I give this path to others, I, too, will find 
that I am giving life.

Real life with you:
Forgiving is hard. We think that forgiveness is 
letting the other person off. It is saying what 
they did to us was OK. It is saying they have 
permission to hurt us again. Actually, forgiveness 
isn’t any of these things. Forgiveness is a means 
of creating a path between two parties so they 
might be united and experience life. But, to 
create this path, the wrong done must be dealt 
with by the one who was wronged. It must be 
absorbed, dealt with, the full pain experienced 
so that nothing stands between except a path 
toward unity. This is how God has forgiven us. 
This week, consider the forgiveness God has 
granted through Jesus. You might meditate 
upon Colossians 3.13-15 and allow it to speak 
about the true nature of forgiveness. Ponder 
what forgiveness cost God and what it gave 
us. You might express your thanks to God for 
his forgiveness and begin to ask him what 
forgiveness might look like in your life.
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he goes beyond baptism being a symbol to part 
of the transformation process one undergoes as 
he follows Jesus.) In baptism, the death of Christ 
becomes the death of what must fall away in a 
person and his resurrection becomes a source of 
life for the one following Jesus.
Having explained that Jesus is the foundation 
of life and the path to that life, Paul expands 
some on how the death and resurrection of 
Jesus provide an adequate path to find life. Paul 
acknowledges that a person’s natural state is 
death, separation from God due to sin. But one 
can become alive through Christ. This is possible 
because in Jesus, sin is forgiven. This forgiveness 
involves a canceling of an IOU between people 
and God. People owe God their obedience, but 
through sin they have not given him what they 
owe him. Therefore, they have earned death. 
God cancels this debt so that people may come 
to him and find fullness. However, the debt is 
not simply excused. It must be paid. Therefore, 
Jesus takes this debt upon himself and pays 
it upon the cross in the place of people. This is 
forgiveness, the refusal to hold a wrong against 
another person and choosing to pay the cost 
of the wrong personally so that a relationship 
might be restored. Paul claims that this action 
stripped all powers (physical and spiritual) of 
any authority over people, implying real life may 
now be found.

Real life with Blake: 
Forgiveness. It is a hard word to swallow, at least 
for me. I struggle with forgiveness because of 
what comes to mind when I consider it. Getting 
off the hook. Not answering for doing wrong. 
Denying something hurt. These and so many 
other ideas, none of them positive, flood my 
mind when I think about forgiveness. So, when 
I think about exercising forgiveness I do more 
than pause. I balk. About the only thing that 
keeps me from completely tossing the idea is 
that it is the path God chose to dealing with the
pain I have caused him, and it is the path he 
calls me to take. But honestly, if forgiveness 
is what I think it is, I don’t want to do it. The 
upshot of the whole matter is I am discovering 
forgiveness is nothing like what I have thought 
it to be. Forgiveness is how God made a way 
through Jesus for me to find life, but it did not 
deny my wrongdoing. When God forgives my 


