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INTRODUCTION

Trying to define a word such as musthvrion is a tremendous task, for its very essence of meaning lies within the realm of the unknown, but this should not swerve away those who wish to discover its meaning. This is especially true to those who wish to understand the nature of the word in order to best understand its usage within scripture. The apostle Paul makes use of this word in Colossians to describe the mystery of God, but before delving straight into Paul’s use of mystery in Colossians, the term must first be defined. The word musthvrion is probably derived from muvein, which means “to close,” referring to closing the lips or the eyes.
 The basic intention therefore of a mystery is that it is something that should be kept silent and kept from others. Musthvrion further developed as a term as it was used by various groups. The Greco-Roman mystery cults, Greek philosophy, the Septuagint, Jewish apocalypses, and the New Testament writers all used the term and redefined it to fit their own needs. Though these groups do modify the term to fit their specific needs, it is still important to explore the development of this word to see if any of the subtle nuances of the term were carried over along with the word itself.    
WORD STUDY

The use of musthvrion quickly became an established term in the Greco-Roman mystery cults that existed from around the 7th century BCE to the 4th century CE, but the term was mostly used in its plural form.
 G. Bornkamm in the Theological Dictionary of the New Testament explains the use of the mystery in these cults, writing, “Mysteries are cultic rites in which the destinies of a god are portrayed by the sacred actions before a circle of devotees in such a way as to give them a part in the fate of the god.”
 Part of sharing in the fate of the god included undergoing a transformation from death to life, thus attaining salvation (swthriva) by being given a cosmic life.
 Unfortunately, a more exact analysis of how this salvation takes place is largely unknown since those who were initiated into the cult and knew the secrets were reluctant to reveal these mysteries, as Bornkamm writes:

The traditions which speak of the decisive sacramental rites are so fragmentary and allusive that in many cases we can hardly make conjectures, let alone definite statements. But it may be seen more or less clearly in all mysteries that they lead the initiates to the border of death and cause them to undergo a change which has taken place typically in the destiny of the god, which is enacted in the rite, and which assures them of a life of salvation hereafter.

It can then be stated that the theme of death and rebirth played a significant role in the mystery cults, and this motif became attached with the term musthvrion. 
As alluded to above, the most basic understanding of musthvrion even within the mystery cults is that a musthvrion is a mystery, and it is to remain a secret to those outside of the cult. The most oft cited occurrence of an infraction against this secrecy is of the Greek general Aleibiades who, during a drinking party, was accused of making a parody of the Eleusinian mysteries.
 To those inside of the cult, the group became a community unto itself, as Marvin W. Meyer in the Anchor Bible Dictionary explains:

Unlike official, public religions, in which people were expected to show outward allegiance to the gods and goddesses of the polis, or state, the mystery religions stressed an inwardness and privacy of worship within groups that were frequently close-knit and egalitarian. The devotees of the mysteries ordinarily shared in celebrations that were public in nature, as well as in secret ceremonies that remain largely unknown.

The fact that these groups were often egalitarian is another important factor to consider when looking at the traditions that accompanied the term musthvrion. These mystery cults gave its members the opportunity to express themselves in manners and in positions which may not have been appropriate outside of the cult in the public sphere. 

When looking at the use of musthvrion in philosophy, it is already incorporated as a distinct term in Plato.
 The word did, however, take on its own unique philosophical twist, for as Bornkamm writes:

The significance of the passage for the history of musthvrion is that here the mysteries are not cultic actions but obscure and secret doctrines whose hidden wisdom may be understood only by those capable of knowledge. The gradual ascent of knowledge to full vision is here the true initiation.

So the main difference between its philosophical use and its cultic use is that the mysteries in philosophy are revealed only to those who have the mental capabilities to grasp the knowledge of mysteries. This is different from the mystery cults that revealed the mysteries to anyone so long as those people had been initiated. The other key difference is that the mysteries in the philosophical sphere became secret teachings of the divine transcendence of the cosmos from being simply sacramental as seen in the mystery cults.
 

The other area in which the term musthvrion occurs is in the LXX and in the apocalyptic writings. In the LXX, the Aramaic term for secret, z'r, is replaced by musthvrion, but the only occurrence of z'r in the Hebrew Scriptures is in the apocalyptic book of Daniel. In this case, the mystery is the dream that Nebuchadnezzar has, and it is Daniel who receives the revelation to this mystery in with a vision during the night.
 Bornkamm writes:

In Da. musthvrion takes on for the first time a sense in which it is important for the further development of the word, namely, that of an eschatological mystery, a concealed intimation of divinely ordained future events whose disclosure, and interpretation is reserved for God alone and for those inspired by His Spirit. God’s power to reveal mysteries raises him above heathen gods.

So the first time that mystery appears within the Hebrew Scripture, it is linked with the understanding that it is God who reveals mysteries to those who he chooses. This is different from the mystery cults that receive mysteries as a sacrament or the philosophical usage which sees mysteries as secret teachings, for now mysteries must be revealed through the revelation of God, not through initiation or contemplation. The fact that only God can reveal mysteries places God as the sole revelator, and no man or god can reveal what God chooses to disclose.

The later Jewish apocalyptic writings borrow from Daniel’s use of musthvrion to serve their own purposes. Bornkamm states: 

Mysteries as the hidden forces by which things find reality and fulfillment comprehend their true being. Hence the disclosure of mysteries involves the revelation of the secret names, measurements, times and numerical relationships which make up the whole. The “total: character of mysteries is also plainly expressed in the common phrase “all mysteries.”

The basic plot of the Jewish apocalyptic writings is that the visionary, usually a hero from the Hebrew Scriptures, is physically taken up into heaven where he travels through the various levels of heaven until he reaches the highest level of heaven.
 It is at the highest level of heaven where the visionary undergoes a spiritual transformation, and he then beholds the anthropomorphic image of the glory of God and receives the mysteries of heaven.
 The visionary then descends back down to earth, equipped with this gained insight into the heavenly realm, whereupon he is now able to discern the course of events in the world.
 The use of z'r reappears in the apocalyptic literature, as John E. Goldingay writes in his commentary on Daniel in the Word Biblical Commentary “At Qumran it becomes almost a technical term for an enigma that can only be interpreted by God’s revelation, and particularly for God’s hidden purpose at work in history despite its sin.”
 This fits in with the nuances that are carried by the use of musthvrion within the apocalyptic writings, and the writings at Qumran appeared around the same time that the apocalyptic literature was being penned.
  

When looking at the use and development of the term musthvrion, it can be concluded that the word developed and changed to meet the needs of the various community. As part of the Greco-Roman mystery cults, the word is used to describe cultic rites which were to remain a secret to any outside of the cult, as it is used in the philosophical realm, it refers to the secret teachings that only those who are capable to discern, as it is used in the Hebrew Scriptures, it refers to a mystery that only God can reveal, and as part of the apocalyptic literature, it was the revelation of heavenly mysteries about the course of the events in the world.

The next place to explore the use of musthvrion is within the New Testament. The word appears twenty eight times in the New Testament, occurring once in all three of the Synoptic Gospels, four times in Revelation, and the other twenty one times are found in the corpus of Paul’s letters.
 The use of musthvrion will be analyzed first in the Synoptic Gospels and in Revelation and then findings will be used to compare against Paul’s use of musthvrion. Finally, all of the findings will be compared against Paul’s usage of musthvrion in Colossians. 
 
In the Synoptic Gospels, the term musthvrion occurs only once as Jesus explains his purpose in his use of parables when speaking to the people. Jesus is addressing his disciples after telling the parable of the sower who sows his seeds on the four different types of soil. The account in Matthew 13:11-17 reads:
13.11 oJ de; ajpokriqei;ß ei\pen aujtoi'ß, àOti  uJmi'n devdotai gnw'nai ta; musthvria th'ß basileivaß tw'n oujranw'n, ejkeivnoiß de; ouj devdotai. o&stiß ga;r e~cei, doqhvsetai aujtw'/ kai; perisseuqhvsetai· 13.12 o&stiß de; oujk e~cei, kai; oJ e~cei ajrqhvsetai ajp jaujtou'. 13.13 dia; tou'to ejn parabolai'ß aujtoi'ß lalw', o&ti blevponteß ouj blevpousin kai; ajkouvonteß oujk ajkouvousin oujde; sunivousin, 13.14 kai; ajnaplhrou'tai aujtoi'ß hJ profhteiva ÅHsai?ou hJ levgousa, ÅAkoh'/ ajkouvsete kai; ouj mh; sunh'te, kai; blevponteß blevyete kai; ouj mh; i~dhte. 13.15 ejpacuvnqh ga;r hJ kardiva tou' laou' touvtou, kai; toi'ß wjsi;n barevwß h~kousan kai; tou;ß ojfqalmou;ß aujtw'n ejkavmmusan, mhvpote i~dwsin toi'ß ojfqalmoi'ß kai; toi'ß wjsi;n ajkouvswsin kai; th'/ kardiva/ sunw'sin kai; ejpistrevywsin kai; ijavsomai aujtouvß. 13.16 uJmw'n de; makavrioi oiJ ojfqalmoi; o&ti blevpousin kai; ta; w\ta uJmw'n o&ti ajkouvousin. 13.17 ajmh;n ga;r levgw uJmi'n o&ti polloi; profh'tai kai; divkaioi ejpequvmhsan ijdei'n a^ blevpete kai; oujk ei\dan, kai; ajkou'sai a^ ajkouvete kai; oujk h~kousan.

Jesus states that the disciples have been given (devdotai) to know (gnw'nai) the secrets of the kingdom of heaven. This statement shows that the disciples did not discover the knowledge of the mysteries by themselves, but that they were given that knowledge. The implied giver of the knowledge of the mysteries is God, which would align with the understanding of musthvrion found in the Hebrew Scriptures and apocalyptic literature. Jesus goes on to explain that those who have not been given the knowledge will not understand, even if they hear the words and see the sights. If comprehension has not been given by God, the disciples would never understand; Bornkamm agrees: 

They are enabled to understand the parables of Jesus in a different way from the people, for the parables mediate to them more than a general understanding of the nature of the basileiva; they point them to the incursion of the divine rule in the word and work of Jesus. This perception is not the result of their own perspicacity or a reward for their own achievement. It is the gift of God’s free and sovereign grace.

Jesus then sums up this speech by stating that many of the prophets and righteous people longed to see and hear what the disciples saw and heard. By adding this last phrase, he is adding an eschatological dimension to the understanding of musthvrion, for once the mysteries were unknown, but now these mysteries are revealed, and this revelation is manifested in Jesus, for he is the one who reveals the mysteries of heaven as he explains the meaning of the parable of the sower in Matthew 13:18-23.
 

In the book of Revelation, musthvrion occurs four times in three different passages. The first occurrence is found in Revelation 1:20, where the revealed Christ explains to John the mystery of the seven stars and the seven lamp stands, for the stars represent the angels of the churches and the lamp stands represent the churches themselves. In this case, the use of musthvrion matches closely with the way that it is used in the Hebrew Scriptures, for the mystery remains unknown until it is explained by God, but like the Synoptic Gospels, it is Christ who is actually revealing the mysteries. Revelation 10:7 mentions the fulfillment of the mystery of God when the seventh angel sounds the trumpet, just as God announced (eujhggevlisen) to his prophets. This passage follows very closely with the apocalyptic understanding of God revealing his mystery to the prophets, as seen above in Daniel. The third instance of musthvrion is in Revelation 17:5-7. In v. 5, John sees a harlot with a name on her forehead, a mystery. Later in v. 7, the angel accompanying John explains the mystery of the beast and the harlot. This instance again matches the use of mystery found elsewhere in the Old and New Testaments that mysteries are made known by God through various mediums, be it dreams like Daniel, the words of Christ, or in this case, the words of an angel. 


Within the corpus of Paul’s writings, Paul makes use of musthvrion from time to time to express certain ideas. The only time that Paul uses the term negatively is in II Thessalonians 2:7 when he writes of the mystery of lawlessness that is already at work who will later be destroyed by Jesus. The understanding of mystery in II Thessalonians is rare, for as P. T. O’Brien in his article “Mystery’ in the Dictionary of Paul and His Letters writes “Usually it points not to some future event hidden in God’s plan, but to his action in Christ here and now. Paul normally employs the term with reference to its disclosure or its being revealed.”
 In Romans, musthvrion is used two times. The first time the mystery is that Israel hardened their hearts for Gentiles to be saved in Romans 11:25, and the second time in Romans 17:5, 7 is that the mystery is that all nations might believe. In I Corinthians the word is used five times, once as the secret wisdom of God revealed to and professed by believers in I Cor. 2:1, 7, in I Cor. 4:1, believers are said to be stewards to the mysteries of God, in I Cor. 13:2, Paul writes of the gift of prophecy and to know all mysteries, in I Cor. 14:2 he states that the meaning of tongues is a mystery to man, but not to God, and in I Cor. 15:51 Paul reveals the mystery that the believers will not die but will be changed. In I Timothy it is used twice, once as the mystery of the faith in I Tim. 3:9 and once as the mystery of godliness in I Tim. 3:16. Finally, in Ephesians, it is used six times. In Eph. 1:9, God reveals mystery of His will, in Eph. 3:3 Paul’s understands his ministry for the sake of Gentiles through revelation; in Eph 3:4, 9 the mystery is that Gentiles are heirs with Israel, Eph. 5:32 talks of the mystery of two becoming one flesh, that being Christ and the church, and in Eph. 6:19, Paul writes of the mystery of the Gospel. It seems fairly consistent that mysteries will be revealed by God to believers. One of the types of mysteries that frequently shows up throughout Paul’s writing is the concept that Christ is the greatest mystery which has only now been revealed after countless generations and because of Christ, Gentiles may now share in the inheritance with Israel, meaning that all now may be saved. Bornkamm concludes his analysis of the use of musthvrion in the New Testament by stating:
The use of musthvrion in the NT never allows us to think in terms of a secret discipline. Nowhere is there any accompanying warning against the profanation of the mysteries. In sum, musthvrion is a rare expression in the NT which betrays no relation to the mystery cults. Where there seem to be connections (e.g., in sacramental passages), the term is not used; where it is used, there are no such connections. In spite of certain analogies, there are serious objections against bringing Jesus or Paul under the category of the mystagogue.

Though Bornkamm reputes the idea that Paul’s use comes from the mystery cults, he does not state that his use of mystery fails to align with the Jewish apocalyptic writings, and in fact, it has been demonstrated above that there is indeed a link between Paul’s uses of musthvrion with its usage in these apocalypses.
EXEGESIS

Now that the uses of musthvrion and its connotations have been demonstrated, its use within Paul’s letter to the Colossians can now be explored. Surprisingly, musthvrion is only used four times in the entire letter, but its implications seem to reach beyond the letter and seem to touch upon the very core of Paul’s theology, but this first must be demonstrated. The first use of musthvrion is in Col. 1:26, which falls under the larger context of Col. 1:24-2:4: 
1.24 Nu'n caivrw ejn toi'" paqhvmasin uJpe;r uJmw'n kai; ajntanaplhrw' ta; uJsterhvmata tw'n qlivyewn tou' Cristou' ejn th'/ sarkiv mou uJpe;r tou' swvmato" aujtou', o& ejstin hJ ejkklhsiva, 1.25 h|" ejgenovmhn ejgw; diavkono" kata; th;n oijkonomivan tou' qeou' th;n doqei'savn moi eij" uJma'" plhrw'sai to;n lovgon tou' qeou', 1.26 to; musthvrion to; ajpokekrummevnon ajpo; tw'n aijwvnwn kai; ajpo; tw'n genew'n - nu'n de; ejfanerwvqh toi'" aJgivoi" aujtou', 1.27 oi|" hjqevlhsen oJ qeo;" gnwrivsai tiv to; plou'to" th'" dovxh" tou' musthrivou touvtou ejn toi'" e[qnesin, o& ejstin Cristo;" ejn uJmi'n, hJ ejlpi;" th'" dovxh". 1.28 o^n hJmei'" kataggevllomen nouqetou'nte" pavnta a[nqrwpon kai; didavskonte" pavnta a[nqrwpon ejn pavsh/ sofiva/, i&na parasthvswmen pavnta a[nqrwpon tevleion ejn Cristw'/. 1.29 eij" o^ kai; kopiw' ajgwnizovmeno" kata; th;n ejnevrgeian aujtou' th;n ejnergoumevnhn ejn ejmoi; ejn dunavmei. 2.1 Qevlw ga;r uJma'" eijdevnai hJlivkon ajgw'na e[cw uJpe;r uJmw'n kai; tw'n ejn Laodikeiva/ kai; o&soi oujc eJovrakan to; provswpovn mou ejn sarkiv, 2.2 i&na paraklhqw'sin aiJ kardivai aujtw'n, sumbibasqevnte" ejn ajgavph/ kai; eij" pa'n plou'to" th'" plhroforiva" th'" sunevsew", eij" ejpivgnwsin tou' musthrivou tou' qeou', Cristou', 2.3 ejn w|/ eijsin pavnte" oiJ qhsauroi; th'" sofiva" kai; gnwvsew" ajpovkrufoi.  2.4 Tou'to levgw i&na mhdei;" uJma'" paralogivzhtai ejn piqanologiva/.

The passage here can be understood in the following exegetical outline: 
I. Paul is rejoicing in his struggles (1:24-29)     

A. Paul rejoices (1:24)

B. Paul fills what is lacking (1:25-29)


1. Paul is struggling in the flesh 


2. Struggling for Christ and his Body


3. Became a minister 


4. Mystery has been hidden for ages 


5. Mystery has now been revealed to the saints


6. This mystery is now being proclaimed


7. Paul is empowered by Christ to continue his struggles 

II. Paul wishes for the Colossians to know the fight (2:1-3)

A. Fighting for those he has never seen

B. Done so that believers be knitted together in love

C. Knitted to understand mystery, Christ

III. Why Paul is speaking (2:4)

A. He speaks so that none deceive them (2:4)

In v. 24 Paul is saying is that through his sufferings, he is helping to fill up the amount of suffering that is needed until Christ comes again. Therefore, the more suffering he can bear, the closer the time will come when the amount of suffering that God will allow will be met. The location of the suffering is in Paul’s flesh, and this can easily confirmed by the number of physical beatings, whippings, shipwrecks, and the stoning that Paul received for the Gospel. Paul is also doing this not only for Christ, but he his doing it for the body of Christ, which is the Church. Just as when Paul was persecuting the Christians and the Glorified Christ linked this will Paul persecuting Him, now Paul sees anything that he can do for the church being the same as doing it for Christ Himself. John H. P. Ruemann confirms in his commentary on Colossians in the Augsburg Commentary on the New Testament: 

We come closer to a solution when it is observed that the Greek is literally “the afflictions of the Christ,” of the Messiah, and hence the allusion is not to the historical Jesus but to a Jewish apocalyptic notion of quota of “messianic woes” to be endured before the new age comes. There is now wide agreement, after centuries of Protestant-Catholic dispute, that nothing was lacking in the atoning sacrifice of Christ on the cross. Rather, Paul here in apocalyptic terms sees his labors and sufferings as contributing to a “quota” of afflictions assigned before the End can come.

This apocalyptic mindset that Paul here conveys provides the groundwork for his later explanation of mystery, and if nothing else, that apocalyptic mindset is present in Paul’s thinking, so any other area which might be linked to the apocalypses has solid justification.

In v. 25, Paul explains that he became a minister (diavkono") unto the divine office that was given (doqei'savn) to him for the Colossians and to make the word of God fully known to them (plhrw'sai to;n lovgon tou' qeou'). The use of the infinitive plhrw'sai helps to define the task that is given unto Paul.
 Paul sees his mission as a divinely ordained office in which his task is to make full the word of God. Because Paul is a minister unto the fulfilling of the word of God, it can be understood that Paul sees this office as of crucial importance, and as already stated in v. 24, he is already suffering for this office. 

It is not until v. 26 that the first instance of the use of musthvrion appears in the letter to the Colossians. The entire verse acts as an appositive; further defining the word of God that Paul has said he has become a minister to. The mystery is said to have been hidden from ages and generations (ajpokekrummevnon ajpo; tw'n aijwvnwn kai; ajpo; tw'n genew'n). There are two ways in which aijwvnwn and genew'n can be understood. The first is in the most conventional way, as time markers. This would mean that the mystery stood hidden from those who lived in former times and in earlier generations. The second way in which these two words could be understood is as some sort of spiritual powers that were kept from the mystery until the time that it was revealed. Margaret Y. MacDonald in her commentary on Colossians in Sacra Pagina explains the more appropriate understanding: 
Similarly it has been argued that the author has in mind the principalities and powers that are under dispute in Colossians or perhaps even personified eons because of the fact that in 1 Cor 2:6-13 Paul refers to the “rulers of this age,” But grammatical considerations, especially the use of “now,” make a straightforward temporal meaning more likely: “throughout” or “for long ages and generations.”

There is certainly intentional wording in this passage, setting up the antonyms ajpokekrummevnon and ejfanerwvqh, and this before and after motif, showing that before this mystery was a secret from the ages and generations, but now it has been revealed to his saints (nu'n de; ejfanerwvqh toi'" aJgivoi" aujtou'). The terms not only set up a before and after motif, but they, along with musthvrion, add eschatological tones to the passage, as Eduard Lohse he writes in his commentary on Colossians in Hermeneia “The concepts musthvrion (mystery), ajpokruvptein (to conceal, hide), fanerou'n (to reveal, make known) have been taken into the primitive Christian language of preaching from apocalyptic tradition.”
 James D. G. Dunn elaborates on this eschatological tone that relies upon the Jewish apocalyptic writings in his volume on “Colossians” in the New International Greek Testament Commentary:
What is claimed here, then, is the basic Jewish apocalyptic credo, which goes beyond the Platonic-Stoic (and apocalyptic) axiom that the cosmos is rationally ordered and claims further that not only the three dimensions of spatial existence but also the fourth dimension of time is firmly under divine control. The movement of world history is a linear progression which has also been directed by a secret purpose determined from the beginning by the one God. It is a secret purpose, a hitherto “hidden” by divine intention. But “now,” as that purpose nears or reaches its climax, it has been revealed, “disclosed.” This is what gives apocalypticism its character: the claim to have been privileged “now” with an insight into God’s purpose for creation not given to others.
 

The privileged recipients of this mystery are defined by Paul as “his saints” (aJgivoi" aujtou'), but who are these saints? Is there any connection with them and the initiates of the mystery cults or those who are capable of understanding philosophical mysteries? P. T. O’Brien helps to answer this in his commentary in the Word Biblical Commentary: 

The recipients of this disclosure are “his saints,” a phrase that denotes neither “angels,” nor a limited circle of “charismatics,” nor “the Pentecostal community of Jerusalem,” but believers, those who have already been described as the “saints and faithful brothers in Christ,” and are later called “God’s chosen ones, holy and beloved.” They are not some select group of initiates, but are those who have heard and received the word of God, for in the effective preaching and teaching of the gospel that the revelation of the mystery takes place, a point that emerges from an examination of those contexts where “mystery” stands in apposition to one or other of the gospel terms

The saints that receive the mystery are further defined in v. 27, as the ones whom God has willed to make known the riches of the glory of this mystery among the Gentiles, and this mystery is qualified as Christ in the believer, the hope of glory. Beare explains:

The presence of Christ in our hearts- Christ in you- is the hope of glory. The glory of the heavenly inheritance cannot become actual, or is at least not fully realized in us, so long as we are in the body. In the nature of things the present experience of communion with Christ can but point to “the glory which shall be revealed in us,” which therefore remains a hope.

The importance of the phrase o& ejstin Cristo;" ejn uJmi'n should not be lost, for it stands central to Paul’s understanding of the relationship of the believer with Christ. To those who believe in Christ, Christ resides within them, and it is only through this relationship that man can ever be presented before God. The goal of the gospel is that all may come to Christ, but the means through which this salvation is carried through is by having Christ inside of the believer.
 This then leads to another extremely important factor to draw from this verse, and that is that the mystery is for both the Jews and the Gentiles. The favor of God no longer resides solely on the children of Israel, but now the mystery of the Gospel is made known to all who believe, which includes the Gentiles. This was the secret that had been revealed from ages and generations. Paul expands this in v. 28 as he says that he proclaims the mystery to all man (pavnta a[nqrwpon), with the purpose of presenting all men complete/mature in Christ (tevleion ejn Cristw/'). Dunn keys into this understanding and writes: 

Here again we should recall the cosmic and apocalyptic context within which this understanding of divine mystery is formulated. The fact is that Paul saw the reconciliation of Gentile to Jew and both as one to God as an act of cosmic and eschatological significance. It was precisely this breaking down of one of the fundamental diving lines in human society that Paul saw the climax of the divine purpose for creation. Such breaking down of barriers of nation and race, often so impenetrable to human resources, must therefore be for him one of the primary goals of the gospel.

After writing of this mystery of eschatological significance, he again, like in v. 24, writes in v. 29, that the purpose of proclaiming and teaching the mystery to all men is the goal to which he is striving for, and the goal for which Christ is empowering him to accomplish. In Col. 2:1 he continues this line of thinking and expresses his wish for the Colossians and Laodiceans to know his struggling for this mystery. Both these cities were Gentile in origin, so for Paul to show that he is struggling for them shows that Paul is actually practicing what he is preaching. By being a servant unto the gospel has changed not only his thinking but his actions, for he is reaching out to the Gentiles offering to explain the great mystery that has now been revealed and is the hope of glory to all of the saints to which this mystery has been revealed.  

In Col 2:2, Paul adds the final dimension to the understanding of the mystery when he wishes that all would be knitted together with love and with all fullness of wealth that comes from the full assurance of the full knowledge of the mystery of God, which is Christ (eij" ejpivgnwsin tou' musthrivou tou' qeou', Cristou'). The unusual phrasing of the verse has generated several variations as to what the mystery is being linked to. Some variations read the “mystery of God,” or the “mystery of Christ,” or the “mystery of God the father and of Christ,” or any other similar variation.
 The best reading appears to be the one printed in the UBS 4th rev. ed., which is musthrivou tou' qeou', Cristou', for it is supported by some of the earlier versions, but more convincingly, it seems to best explain the creation of the other variations. O’Brien explains the significance of the mystery of God as being Christ as he writes “The knowledge of which Paul speaks is personal. Christ himself is God’s mystery revealed, the Christ with whom these Colossian readers had become one. There could be no appreciation of divine wisdom apart from this personal knowledge of him.”
 O’Brien’s comment links up directly with v. 3 as Christ is further defined as the one in whom all the treasures of wisdom and knowledge are hidden (ejn w|/ eijsin pavnte" oiJ qhsauroi; th'" sofiva" kai; gnwvsew" ajpovkrufoi). The fact that these treasures are hidden as plays into the apocalyptic background as Lohse explains:

All the treasures of wisdom and knowledge are contained in Christ, but they are “hidden” (ajpovkrufoi). The image here is that of a hidden treasure for which there are hints that entice the searcher to wager everything on finding it. Thus this sentence implies challenge to search out the only place where the treasures of wisdom and knowledge are to be found. Jewish apocalyptic often speaks of a hidden treasure in order to create interest in its invitations to right knowledge, since under the guise of mystery lies the gift which God through revelation has allotted to the elect. In the same way Col mentions the concealment of the treasures in order to mark the location where they are to be found.

One of the main differences, however, is that in the apocalyptic literature, the only ones who were able to seek out the treasures of heaven were those who had proved themselves worthy, for the journey to seek knowledge in the heavenly realm was a dangerous exploit and only the qualified would have the ability to achieve these treasures.
 As for the believer, he does not have to traverse through heaven in search of the secrets, for he has already received them once the mystery was revealed and Christ came into the believer. Paul knows that he is already addressing some sort of Colossian heresy, possibly akin to the travels of a visionary in the apocalyptic writings, so he reminds the Colossians in v. 4 from being deluded by any persuasive arguments. Richard R. Melick Jr. in the New American Commentary writes “These heretical arguments came in the appearance of deeper theology. In reality, they were subtle inroads of heresy.”
 Paul is making the point that the mystery has already been revealed in Christ, therefore any addition to a revelation that is already full is nothing more than unneeded and bordering on heresy, and it should not be given priority over Christ.

The final mention of musthvrion does not occur until the near end of the letter in Col. 4:3, where Paul writes “proseucovmenoi a&ma kai; peri; hJmw'n, i&na oJ qeo;" ajnoivxh/ hJmi'n quvran tou' lovgou lalh'sai to; musthvrion tou' Cristou', di j o^ kai; devdemai.” The wording of the mystery is disputed in this passage among various witnesses. It can either read the “mystery of Christ,’ or as the “mystery of God,” but preference should be given to the first reading, for it contains the best external and internal evidence.
 The variant is most likely an effort to create parallelism between this verse and the one in Col 2:2, in which the mystery is linked directly with God, not Christ. In the verse, Paul asks the Colossians to pray that doors may be opened for him to preach the mystery of Christ. The mystery of Christ is clearly a reference for the gospel, which has already been previously established above. He then adds that speaking the mystery of Christ is the reason for which he stands bound in chains. Paul is not content, for there are still more people that need to hear the mystery, and these people are anyone, be they Jew or Greek, and Paul is here asking that the Colossians share in his mission to preach to all.

CONCLUSION

In Conclusion, Paul’s use of mystery in Colossians is twofold. It is the revelation of Christ and it is the salvation for the Gentiles. The two opposite sides of the same coin, for the mystery of Christ is that Christ is inside of the believer. Because Christ is inside of the believer, the race or ethnicity of the believer does not matter, for whatever his background, he can be presented before God because of his relationship with Christ. There is no need to be a part of the covenant of Israel, for Christ can indwell the hearts of any man or woman. This is the great mystery that has been hidden for ages and generations, but now has been revealed, it is Christ. Paul sees this not through the selectivity or sacramental rites of the mystery cults, for the revelation is for all who wish to know the mystery. He does not see it through a philosophical thinking, for the mystery of Christ cannot be figured out by capable minds, but it can only be revealed through the work of God. Paul is seeing closer upon the lines of the use of musthvrion as it is seen in the apocalyptic usage, both in the book of Daniel and other non-canonical Jewish apocalypses, that the mystery of God carries an eschatological vein and it can only be revealed by God. For Paul it was not a matter of proving worthiness as seen in the apocalypses, but at the universal offer of salvation to all nations and generations. This change in rules created a realized eschatology because the revealed Christ now indwells inside of the believer, and a believer could now approach the throne of God. This revolutionized Paul’s understanding of God and it was for this that Paul saw himself as a minister and for which he would gladly suffer what was needed in order for the fulfillment of woes until the final end would come. 
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EVALUATION OF EXTERNAL EVIDENCE

Date: The printed reading has two of the earliest manuscripts with (46 and B. The fourth variant contains early accounts from the church fathers Clement and Ambrosiaster. The fifth variant also contains some older witnesses with (, A, C, and 048.
Geographical Distribution: Most all of the readings contain fairly widespread attestation. The first and fifth variant readings contain the widest geographical distribution. The number of witnesses in support; from the printed reading to the eighth variant are as follows: 5, 10, 5, 7, 3, 15, 10, 18, 10. 

Textual Relationships: The printed reading is only found in the Alexandrian family, as well as the unclassified. On the contrast, the first, second, and fifth variant readings are found in the Alexandrian, Western, and Unclassified. The seventh variant contains witnesses in the Alexandrian, Unclassified, and the Byzantine. The eighth variant is found in the Western, Unclassified, and Byzantine.

Summary of the External Evidence: The printed reading contains some of the oldest witnesses, but there are only 5 witnesses that support this reading. The fifth variant reading has some of the strongest support with support from (, A, and C, and it has a large range of support within the Alexandrian and Western families. The external evidence may be said to favor the fifth variant reading. 

EVALUATION OF THE INTERNAL EVIDENCE

Transcriptional Probabilities: The Scribes had difficulty with the phrase 

 and the variants are all attempts to clarify the meaning.
a. The first and second variant readings are the shortest readings. 

b. The printed reading is the most difficult because the mystery is qualified by two genitives. 

c. Scribes either dropped God or Christ, or they expanded the readings to include both in an effort to make sense of the passage. 
Intrinsic Probabilities: The author probably wrote , with the use of Christ as the qualification of what the mystery of God is. 
Summary of Internal Evidence: Internal evidence supports the printed reading because the scribal additions were for clarity, and there is no reason why there would be an omission of these words if they were original, nor would they leave an unusual pairing of genitives together unless it was already present in the text. 

CONCLUSION

The printed reading should be preferred, for although the printed reading does not contain the best external evidence, it still has strong support, but the most convincing piece of support is the internal evidence, for it best explains the source of the multiple variations on the passage.

APPENDIX II

WORKSHEET FOR TEXTUAL VARIANT ANALYSIS
PASSAGE: Colossians 4:3                                    APPARATUS USED: UBS 4th rev. ed.
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EVALUATION OF EXTERNAL EVIDENCE

Date: The printed reading has the earlier manuscripts.

Geographical Distribution: The first variant reading easily has the larger geographic distribution. It also contains a much larger number of witnesses supporting it with 53, while the first variant only has 9. 

Textual Relationships: The printed reading includes manuscripts from every category, and the first variant contains nothing from the Western family. It also has several more manuscripts than the first variant. The printed text includes more of the influential texts for its support ((46, (, A, B1, C).
Summary of the External Evidence: The external evidence is largely in support of the printed reading, for it beats out the first variant reading in every category.

EVALUATION OF THE INTERNAL EVIDENCE

Transcriptional Probabilities: The Scribes most likely changed  to 
a. Both readings can be seen as the shorter reading.

b. The printed reading could be understood as the harder reading for it is different from the parallel in Colossians 2:2, “the mystery of God.”

c. Scribes changed  to  to maintain the parallelism.
Intrinsic Probabilities: The author probably wrote  as another way of referencing the mystery.
Summary of Internal Evidence: Internal evidence supports the printed reading because the scribal addition was for parallelism. 

CONCLUSION

Based on the strong external and internal evidence, the printed text can very confidently be acknowledged as the author’s original reading.
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