
















































 

Empty Deceit: Now & Then 
 

In Colossians 2:8, Paul warns the Colossians to “see to it that no one takes you captive 
by philosophy and empty deceit, according to human tradition according to the 
elemental spirits of the world, and not according to Christ.” But in the Colossian 
context, what was he referring to? Most scholars think that the Colossian problem 
was not one single philosophy, but a blend.  A kind of spirituality that said, “Jesus is 
good, but you need more.” Here are three of the human traditions and philosophies 
of the day, and how they compare to the “empty deceit” that we sometimes still fall 
for today.  
 

1. Stoicism 
 
A popular Greek philosophy of the day was stoicism. The stoics emphasized 
self-mastery, virtue, and living according to reason and fate. In Paul’s day, stoicism 
was widespread because it offered ideas of inner strength and perceived stability in 
the midst of a chaotic empire. The problem is that it offered a system of wisdom and 
virtue apart from Christ. Stoicism is an empty philosophy not because discipline is 
bad, but because discipline cannot save.  
 
Today: Moral Discipline  
 
The ideas of the stoics are alive and well. Whether we name it stoicism or not, many 
are still taken captive by the idea that moral discipline can save. But without gospel 
transformation, moral discipline is empty. Apart from Christ, the Bible even calls our 
righteous acts “filthy rags.” (Isaiah 64:6). 
 

2. Jewish Traditions 
 
The context of Colossians makes it clear that some teachers were pressuring 
Christians to adopt Jewish practices as necessary for a full faith. Paul specifically 
mentions circumcision (2:11), food laws (2:16), and festivals (2:16). This was human 
tradition misapplied, as these were religious rules becoming a substitute for Christ. 
These traditions were an empty philosophy not because tradition is bad, but 
because tradition apart from Christ cannot save.  
 
Today: Religious Legalism 
 
Religious rules becoming a substitute for Jesus might sound familiar! While it may 
no longer be Jewish tradition masquerading as the ultimate savior, many still live as 
though religious legalism can save. The Bible explicitly condemns legalism, from 

 
 



 

Jesus’s teachings to the Pharisees to Paul’s writing to the Galatians where he says “A 
person is not justified by works of the law but through faith in Jesus Christ” (Gal. 2:16).  
 

3. Aceticism 
 
In Colossians 2:21, Paul quotes a popular teaching of the day that says “Do not handle, 
Do not taste, Do not touch.” This points to asceticism, a popular philosophy of the day 
that promoted strict self-denial as a path to holiness. Paul goes on to say that these 
things have the appearance of wisdom, but “are of no value in stopping the 
indulgence of the flesh” (2:23). Asceticism was an empty philosophy not because 
habits are bad, but because they have no real power over sin, and therefore cannot 
save. 
 
Today: Self-Help Philosophy 
 
While we may not call it asceticism today, many still look to “influencers” and 
self-help philosophy as a way to save. But self-help podcasts and Instagram accounts 
cannot save you.  Developing healthy habits and practices is a great thing, but like 
the ascetics of Paul’s day, they are insufficient to deal with sin.  
 
A Blend of Worldviews 
 
Again, most scholars agree that the Colossian problem wasn’t one single philosophy, 
but a blend of worldviews. We have the same issue today. In our modern era, tons of 
empty philosophies compete for our attention. The issue arises when these 
philosophies or worldviews seek to replace Christ. “Jesus plus something” implies 
that Christ is good, but not enough to save.  Our brother Paul argues against this 
false teaching. He says that in Christ is the fullness of God (2:9) and that we are filled 
in him (2:10).  
 
Paul’s warning is still relevant today. Whether it’s moral discipline without gospel 
transformation, legalism that seeks to replace grace, self-help philosophy as 
salvation, or some other “Jesus plus” spirituality, anything that shifts trust from Christ 
to human systems becomes empty deceit. Do not be taken captive by anything that 
seeks to replace Him.  
 
Christ is sufficient! And that is very, very good news.  
 
Discernment Links:  
https://www.thegospelcoalition.org/blogs/kevin-deyoung/15-discernment-diagnostic
s/ 
https://www.thegospelcoalition.org/article/7-traits-of-false-teachers/ 

 
 


