COL. 1:15-25
By Ashby L. Camp

Copyright © 2006 by Ashby L. Camp. All rights resed.
Il. The Supremacy of Christ: Lord in Creation angbd@mption (1:15-20)
A. Introduction

1. There is much scholarly debate over the ormgitnis section.
Stylistically it seems different from the rest bétletter, more like poetry.

2. Many are convinced that this was a preexigtyrgn, not necessarily
Christian, or a creedal formula that Paul adopted.

3. Whether Paul adopted something or not, he iigedhis purpose. In
Titus 1:12 Paul quotes a pagan prophet, so he soutdy employ preexisting Christian
material.

4. Paul incorporated this hymn into his lettecdiese it so powerfully
expresses the absolute supremacy of Christ, thgo#mto the Colossian heresy. They
were being told that Christ was important but weslequate or insufficient in himself
for fullness with God. After starting with Christne had to satisfy a host of powerful
spiritual beings to maximize one's relationshigwiod.

B. ®He is the image of the invisible God,

1. The very nature and character of God have pedsctly revealed in
Christ.

2. As the writer says in Heb. 1:3, "He is thdeetion of God's glory and
the exact imprint of God's very being” (NRSV).

C.the firstborn of all creation,

1. "Firstborn” does not mean he is the oldesreated beings. The
following words make clear that he is the one tigfowhom all creation came into being.

2. "Firstborn" in this context means "most higin™'supreme one." The
emphasis is on his rank.

D. *%or by him all the things in the heavens and on thearth were created,
the visible and the invisible,



1. This is proof that Christ is the "supreme ooegr all creation. He is
superior to all creation because by him or in hihthéngs were created. He was
intimately and significantly involved in the creati of everything that has been created.

2. Heaven and invisible correspond as do eadhvesible. This covers it
all.

3.whether thrones or dominions or rulers or authorities; all things
were created by him and for him.

a. This further specification seems clearly alraethe Colossian
heresy. Even the cosmic powers that received premgee in that heresy were created by
Christ. They are dependent on and subordinatétsiC

b. These various terms (thrones, dominionsysubaithorities)
were mentioned in Jewish literature as powerfulesingr spiritual beings. Paul uses
several of these terms in Eph. 1:21. In Eph. & i2clear that "rulers" and "authorities"
are spiritual beings. (Generally, the referenc®byl is to hostile rather than friendly
powers.)

c. The point is not to catalogue all the spaiteings or to rank
them but to show thatll are subject to Christ. They were credtedughhim andfor
him.

E.'"He is before all things,

1. This declares his preexistence, his temparatity to the universe. As
John says in Jn. 1:1-2, Jesus was there when ghenieg began.

2. As the preexistent One, he is Lord of the erse. Paul is hammering
the point of Christ's supremacy.

F.and in him all things hold together.

1. Apart from Christ's continuous sustaining\attj all would
disintegrate. He ithat cosmically significant.

2. In the words of Heb. 1:2-3a, "[I]n these ldays [God] has spoken to us
by his Son, whom he appointed heir of all thingd #tmmough whom he made the
universe. The Son is the radiance of God's gladythe exact representation of his
being, sustaining all things by his powerful word."

G.'®And he is the head of the body, the church;



1. This expresses the church's vital union withi€E. Headship in this
context refers to Christ's control over his pe@davell as their dependence on him for
life and power.

2. This marks a shift in perspective that corgmtor the rest of the
section (hymn). Vv. 15-17 viewed Christ in terni£osmic power and authority; from
here on the view is of Christ as Savior.

H. he is the beginning, the firstborn from the dead, s that in everything he
might have first place (supremacy, preeminence).

1. Christ is the founder of a new humanity, theug that will share in the
resurrection in the age to come.

2. This final age, this eternal state, has brokemthis present reality in
the person of Christ. The things that are to attarae that final age, such as
resurrection, are seen in Christ. As the firghef"kingdom resurrections," he is the
first-fruits who guarantees the future resurrectbothers (see 1 Cor. 15:20, 23).

3. Thus, Christ is the beginning and firstbortath creation and
resurrection (renewed creation). This was donthabhe would be preeminent, have the
first place ineverything In both old and new creation, first place be®tgChrist.

I. The reason for Christ having first place in mtking, his entitlement to this
supremacy

1.*%For in him all the fullness [of God] was pleased tdwell (see 2:9)

a. It is only right because he is the divine 8bGod. All the
attributes and activities of God - his spirit, wowdsdom, and glory - are perfectly
displayed in Christ.

b. The Colossians need not fear those supegrigtawers under
whose control men were supposed to live. Jedie i&od-man, the one in whom the
divine fullness resides. He is the one mediattween God and humanity (1 Tim. 2:5-
6).

2.2%nd through him to reconcile to himself all thingswhether things
in heaven or things on earth, by making peace thragh the blood of his cross.

a. Jesus is the exclusive means God has profedeeconciliation
of anythingthat is estranged from him, whether the physiocalerse (Rom. 8:18-21),
people (2 Cor. 5:16-21), or any cosmic powers. pislid of the rupture or dislocation in
the creation's relationship to its Creator can éeddd apart from Christ; he's that great!



b. This does not mean that all things will intfle reconciled to
God. It simply means that Christ's death is saiiant that it holds theotentialfor
universal reconciliation. 1 John 2:2 speaks ofisEfas the atoning sacrifice for the sins
of the whole world £001.0¢), yet John is clear that not everyone approprititats
atonement. Christ is the universal atoingpotential

c. Note that this reconciliation was broughtwidoy an event in
human history, Jesus' death on the cross. It waaatomplished in some other reality
or dimension.

lll. Reconciliation Appropriated by the Colossigis21-23)
A. #'And you once were alienated and hostile in mind ievil deeds,

1. Emphatic position of "And you" stresses theolmement of the
Christians at Colossae with this reconciliation.

2. Paul is drawing a sharp before-and-after esihif'once") to highlight
God's mighty action.

3. Before conversion they were estranged from.Gldtey not only went
their own way but were consciously antagonistiGtm in their mind-set. This "hostile
mind" naturally led to evil actions. Our convigt®determine our behavior to a large
extent. If God is not believed in, we will not ercdour lives to please him (see the
characterization of the Gentile world in Rom. 1338

B. #but now he has reconciled you in the body of hisgh through the death
[of him] to present you holy and blameless and withut accusation before him,

1. As Christians, their past has been wiped blgte that no credit is
given to their response, the fact they had acceptatls gift. Their new position is the
result ofGod'swork.

2. Their reconciliation was accomplished throtiggh physical death of
Jesus Christ. Paul's emphasis on the physicaifi€3srist's sacrifice (1:20 - "blood of
his cross") may be a corrective to a tendency ®fdblossian heresy. Later Gnosticism,
of which this heresy may be an incipient form, @erie incarnation (docetism). This
was a problem as early as John's writings (e.dn, Z).

3. The purpose of God's reconciling work wasraspnt them holy and
blameless before him and free from accusation.wAllstand before him for judgment
(Rom. 14:10; Rev. 20:11-15), but Christians ardated blameless, without fault or stain
(see Rom. 8:31-40; Eph. 5:27).

C.%if indeed you remain in the faith, securely estabdihed and firm, not
moving away from the hope of the gospel that you laed,



1. Paul reminds them that they must remain faittd the end to be
accepted on that great Judgment Day. He is nditadguthat they will; he simply is
stating a fact. They cannot abandon the apogiobpel which they received; that is the
ground of their hope.

2. This reminder is particularly needed in lighthe threat to their faith
being posed by the Colossian heresy.

D. which has been proclaimed in all creation under hean and of which I,
Paul, became a servant.

1. Perhaps he means that all humankind has 'septatively" or "in
principle” been preached to in that the word haeéagto Jew and Gentile and without
the exclusion of any group or class.

2. This reference to the gospel's universal svopehes for the fact it is
theauthentic message, not like the localized anatstdaching of the heresy.

3. Paul is a servant of that gospel in that leebdeen divinely
commissioned to spread it.

IV. Paul's Ministry (1:24 — 2:5)
A. In Christ generally (1:24-29)

1.%Now | rejoice in the sufferings on your behalf, and fill up in my
flesh what is lacking in regard to Christ's afflictions, for the sake of his body, which
is the church,

a. This verse raises several questions: Wha?aués sufferings
and how can they be an occasion for rejoicingWHat sense can these sufferinggdoe
the body of Christ in general and the Colossiansamicular? In what way is something
lacking in "Christ's afflictions," and in what wagn Paul (or any other Christians) fill
this deficiency?

b. Paul's sufferings - In keeping with the Lendords to Ananias
in Acts 9:15-16 (see also, 1 Thess. 3:3-4), Pdftad as a consequence of his
commission as an apostle to the Gentiles (1 C6¢13; 2 Cor. 11:23-33; see also, 2 Cor.
6:3-10).

c. Fill a deficiency in "Christ's afflictions"

(1) Obviously this does not mean that Chr#'ath in any
way lacks anything in atoning or reconciling effiggsee 1:20, 22).



(2) "Christ's afflictions" seems to refer toatln Jewish
apocalyptic literature was called the "woes (othangs) of the Messiah."

(a) The Jewish idea was that the Messianic Age
would immediately be preceded by the suffering oflG people. This continues in the
N.T., but it is modified.

(b) The "coming age" already has been inaugdra
but it overlaps with the "present age." This dstate will continue until Christ's return.
The woes of the Messiah, the afflictions of Chrsintinue as the sufferings of his people
(Acts 9:4) throughout this dual age until they te#weirappointed limit (Rev. 6:9-11
demonstrates the concept of a set quantity ofemig suffering.) Then Christ will
return, consummating the "age to come."

(3) All Christians participate in these suffeys (see Acts
14:22; Rom. 8:17). As N. T. Wright (p.90) puts'aJl Christians will suffer for their
faith in one way or another: if not outwardly thewardly, through the long, slow battle
with temptation or sickness, the agonizing anxgetieChristian responsibilities for a
family or a church, the constant doubts and unicegitg which accompany the obedience
of faith, and "the thousand natural shocks thatfis heir to," taken up as they are within
the call to follow Christ."

d. Paul rejoices because:

(1) His bodily sufferings contribute to theabof
sufferings to be endured before the consummatiagheofge to come. By helping to fill
up this predetermined measure, Paul brings thesemduch closer.

(2) By personally absorbing a disproportiorsttare of the
affliction of Christ, the predetermined measuresuiffering the righteous must endure, he
reduced the amount of suffering left for fellow Ghians.

2.%%f which | became a servant according to God's comission that
was given to me for you, to complete the word of Gy

a. Paul's commission was for the Colossiankahlie was an
apostle to the Gentiles.

b. Specifically, this commission was to complgtefulfill) the
word of God, meaning to effectively proclaim itakighout the world.

3. The word of God Paul is to fulfill or effecéily proclaim is defined as
"the mystery that has been kept hidden for ages argkenerations



a. God's plan for the end time was secret duhrgges and
generations of the past. That plan, which is Glamngl God's decisive action in him, is
now disclosed (see 1 Cor. 2:7; Rom. 16:25-26).

b. This secret or mystebut has now been revealed to his saints
those who have heard and received the gosped.iritthe effective presentation of the
gospel that the revelation of the mystery takeseplaee Eph. 3:8-9).

c.?"to whom God desired to make known what [is] the rices of
the glory of this mystery among the Gentiles, whicls Christ in you, the hope of

glory.

(1) Paul here sets forth several featuresisfritystery that
has now been disclosed. First, it is somethingmifi@gnt. Paul uses the termshes
andglory in reference to it.

(2) This mystery had a special reference td3aatiles in
that the O.T. indicates that Gentiles will be irgd in God's plan of salvation (e.g., Isa.
49:6; see Rom. 15:9-12), but the relationship afitites and Jews in that salvation is not
spelled out. The fact that Gentile salvation wdutdorought about through the inclusion
of Jews and Gentiles on equal footing in one baaty flemained a mystery until its
fulfillment and proclamation (see Eph. 3:2-12).

(3) This mystery is Christ in them, the hopeloiry. They
were Gentiles, but Christ was in them because lilaelybelieved the gospel. They
therefore had a sure hope that they would shateeifullness of that glory at the
consummation (see Col. 3:4; Rom. 8:19; Phil. 32Thess. 1:10).

4.*%We proclaim him, warning every man and teaching ewg man in
all wisdom,

a. Paul and his associates proclaim Christs iBhilone by means
of warning and teaching. The verb "warning" implaiticism and correction. In
Colossians there is an emphasis on teaching.

b. They warned and taughtery personnot like the Colossian
heretics who pitched their teaching to some inttlial elite.

c. Their teaching was "in all wisdom." This nmetgnd over
against the heretics who boasted of their suparigdom with its speculative knowledge
of higher worlds.

5.s0 that we may present every man perfect (matureNRSV) in
Christ - The goal of their warning and teaching is thathtist's coming (which Paul
seems to have in mind - see 1:22) every believgrbmeeresented as a fully mature
Christian.



6.2%or which also I labor, struggling with all his enegy that he
powerfully works in me. — Paul spends himself in that effort, but he glaiknowl-
edges that the strength for such ceaseless labmscrom God.

B. To the Colossians specifically (2:1-5)

1.For | want you to know how great a struggle | havdor you and the
ones in Laodicea, and as many as have not seen ragd in [the] flesh,— Paul has
raised this subject of his "struggling" becausevhats the Colossians and the others in
the Lycus Valley he has never met to know thatshHstruggling” forthem

2.2s0 that their hearts may be strengthened, having lee instructed in
love and into all the riches of the fullness of inght, into the knowledge of the
mystery of God, namely Christ,%in whom are all the hidden treasures of wisdom
and knowledge.

a. The purpose of Paul's struggling for thethas their hearts may
be strengthened. He wants to fortify them agdimesthreat posed by this false teaching.
This is a restatement of his purpose in 1:28, és@nt everyone fully mature in Christ.

b. This strengthening or fortifying of their msais expected to
result from their having been instruct@dove andnto all the riches of the fullness of
insight.

(1) Many understand the participa(piocdevtec) to
mean "having been united" but the notion of ingtaicseems more suited to this
context.

(2) 'in love" indicates the manner of the instruction and
"into all the riches of the fullness of insight" indieatthe object toward which the
instruction moves. In other words, it is expedteat loving instruction will bring them
into all the riches of fullness of insight.

c. The phrase "all the riches of the fullnesgsight” is then
clarified by the phrase "into the knowledge of thgstery of God, namely Christ." To be
instructed into all the riches of the fullnessmdight is to be instructed into the
knowledge of Christ. He is the mystery of GodpmpPaul made clear in 1:25-27.
Christ is God's plan for the end, God's plan ofaabn.

d. This Christ is the one in whaatl the hidden treasures of
wisdom and knowledge are found. It is thereforeless to look for sources of wisdom
and knowledge apart from him. Christ is not simiply beginning of wisdom, he is also
the end. This is obviously relevant to the Colasdieresy but also to so much of what is
passed off today as spiritual wisdom and knowlgegg, the limitless power of the inner
self).



3.4l say this so that no one may deceive you by finexsnding
arguments.— Paul has told them of the futility of seekingsdom and knowledge
elsewhere to keep them from being deceived by dmtatking heretics.

4.°For though | am absent in the flesh, | am with youin the spirit,
and | rejoice to see your well-ordered conditio{REB - unbroken ranks; NRSV -
morale)and the firmness of your faith in Christ.

a. It is not clear how Paul understood his spging with them (or
with the Corinthians - 1 Cor. 5:3-5). It may bedtito the corporate nature of the church.

b. At the moment, Paul is happy with what hesse&though
troubled by false teachers, they were in a weleoed condition (orderly life) and were
firm and stable in their faith.



