STUDY 3 – COLOSSIANS 1:15-23

So far 
Paul has begun his letter by giving thanks to God for the work he is doing in the Colossians, which began when they heard the true gospel from Epaphrus. He has them prayed for them asking that God will enable them to live lives worthy of him through being filled with knowledge of him, and by being strengthened with his power so they can keep going. Paul concluded the previous section by assuring the Colossians that they are qualified for heaven because of what Jesus has done for them.
This Section

Paul expands on verse 13 to show who Christ is. He is fully God, he is the maker and sustainer of the universe, and he is the only one who has reconciled God and the universe (which includes the Colossians). 
It is tempting to take verses 15-20 out of its context in Colossians and just see it as a great piece of abstract theology. However we need to remember that it is part of Paul’s argument in Colossians – he writes this to the Colossians to give them assurance in their salvation (in the face of those who are disqualifying them for the prize – see 2:18), but it also shows them that to move away from Christ is not just foolish, but it is dangerous – there is no salvation, no way to God outside of him. 
These verses speak of Christ’s relationship to God (vs 15, vs 19), his relationship to creation (vs 16-17), and his relationship to his church (vs 18). These are all related. Jesus is the one who has reconciled us because he is both God

Notes
Vs 15 - He is the image of the invisible God, the firstborn over all creation.
We tend to read verses 15 – 20 as a list of things which are true about Jesus Christ, but it is important to notice that this verse is Paul’s “headline” to this section. This is the most important truth. Verses 16 onwards explain it – notice the “for” (or it could be put “because”) at the beginning of the next verse.
This is what we need to know about Jesus. He reveals the unseen God to us perfectly. It is important to notice that as well as stressing Jesus’ divinity this statement also stresses his humanity – Genesis 1:27 states that mankind is created in the image of God, yet after the fall that image is marred. Jesus Christ is the perfect man who perfectly revealed God to us.

Creation belongs to him. “Firstborn” does not mean “born first” or “created first”, as Jehovah’s Witnesses may like to tell us. It is about status. The firstborn in a family received the inheritance and carried on the family name in ancient cultures. Jesus is God’s king ruling over all creation.  See Psalm 89:27.
Vs 16 - For by him all things were created: things in heaven and on earth, visible and invisible, whether thrones or powers or rulers or authorities; all things were created by him and for him.

This verse begins to unpack verse 15. Jesus’ creating role is stressed. He is the creator, not part of the creation, and he is the purpose of creation – everything was made “for him”. This emphasises his pre-eminance. 
This would be very important for the Colossians to know. Anyone who tried to take their focus off Jesus in worship would be trying to get them to commit idolatry (see Col 2:18 – even worship of angels, notice the emphasis on Jesus creating things in heaven as well as on earth).  
Vs 17 - He is before all things, and in him all things hold together.

Jesus Christ existed before all creation, and he sustains the universe (keeps it going).
In all this Paul is magnifying our view of Jesus Christ – he is not “just” the one who forgives sins!! Everything is under Jesus Christ’s control.

Vs 18 - And he is the head of the body, the church; he is the beginning and the firstborn from among the dead, so that in everything he might have the supremacy.
Paul moves from talking about the creation to talking about the new creation. He rules the church, and is the vital source of life for the church. His resurrection makes that a reality, he is the “firstborn from among the dead”, having died for sin and been raised to life he takes the place of pre-eminence and rule (see Philippians 2:6-11). By doing so he is “the beginning”, he opens the way to the resurrection for all who trust in him. 
Vs 19 - For God was pleased to have all his fullness dwell in him,

“Fullness” is stressed here because it seems to have been a bit of a buzzword amongst the false teachers in Colossae. Paul keeps emphasising that the “fullness of God is in Christ” (see 2:9), and we can easily imagine the Colossian teachers saying something like “you need more than Christ, you need a ‘full’ Christian life”. Paul says “no” – look at Christ! He is fully God. If you are in him you don’t need anything else.
Vs 20 - And through him to reconcile to himself all things, whether things on earth or things in heaven, by making peace through his blood, shed on the cross.

Just as Christ created all things, his death has reconciled to God all things. He is the one mediator whose death on the cross has paid the price for sin. Nothing else contributes to this great work – angels, our works etc. it has been done. v
This does not mean everyone will be saved. What it is saying is that salvation is about more than individuals being forgiven – it has a cosmic aspect to it as the curse of sin is undone and the universe is reconciled to God. The whole creation is liberated from bondage to sin and will bow the knee to Christ. 

Vs 21 - Once you were alienated from God and were enemies in your minds because of your evil behaviour.

Verse 20 has consequences for us. We were enemies of God – cut off from an offended God. Notice why - we acted wrongly (“evil behaviour”) which affected the way we thought (“enemies in our minds”). Romans 1:18-32 draws this out in more detail where we are shown that our sin leads us to suppress the clear truth about God.
This relation between actions and thinking is important to see, because when we get to chapter 3 we see that the way we deal with our sinful actions is by thinking rightly.

Vs 22 - But now he has reconciled you by Christ’s physical body through death to present you holy in his sight, without blemish, and free from accusation –

What Christ has done for the whole universe is now applied personally to Christians. He has taken the initiative to deal with the break up in the relationship. Notice the emphasis on the cross by the stress on Christ’s “physical body”. 
The purpose of this was not simply to cancel out our sins but to “present you holy in his sight”. To be set apart for God, perfect in his sight. 

“Free from accusation” – any accusation which says we are not good enough, whether it be from our consciences, the devil, or from false teachers (see chapter 2). 

Vs 23 - if you continue in your faith, established and firm, not moved from the hope held out in the gospel. This is the gospel that you heard and that has been proclaimed to every creature under heaven, and of which I, Paul, have become a servant.
The gospel does not make us complacent. The warning is strong that if we move away from Christ and the gospel there is no hope for us. We must persevere in the gospel promises rather than moving to trying to get to God some other way. 
Paul emphasises that these verses are the true gospel. Any other “gospel” is false.

Possible Questions

(Recap) What do we know about the church in Colossae?

From vs 12 and 13, what has God done for us? How has he done it?

What is the main point Paul wants us to know about Christ in verse 15?

- Why does he stress “image”? Where else do we hear about the image of God in the bible? How does this emphasise both Christ’s divinity and humanity?

- Does “firstborn” mean created? 

What has Christ done? (vs 16) Why does creation exist?

· what implications does this have for not worshipping him/worshipping other things. 

Has Christ just created? What is his role at the moment (vs 17)?

What is his role regarding the church? Why is that the case (vs 18)?

What is re-emphasised in vs 19?

What has Christ done? (vs 20)? What does that tell us about Christ’s work? What can it not be telling us? What are the implications for living in the light of Christ’s work?

How does Paul describe what we were (vs 21). Trace the stages.

What has Christ done, and why (vs 22)?

What warning does Paul give in vs 23? Why does he give it? 

