Study in Colossians
Session 2

This week as we examine Colossians 1:15-23, we’re going to look at the supremacy of
Christ. This passage strongly refutes the errors made by the proto-gnostics and their belief that
angelic mediators usurped the place and function of Christ. Paul is asserting the significance of
Christ in sweeping, cosmic terms as well as His place in salvation.

I. The supremacy of Christ [Read Colossians 1:15-18]

There are three areas Paul chooses to display Christ as sovereign and supreme in that He
is deity, He is over creation and He is over the church.

A. Jesus Christ is God.

1. It is simply put that Jesus Christ is the image of the invisible God. In other
words, He is the God who is visible to mankind.

2. However it is important to note that Christ is not the physical or material image
of God Himself. He is the image on a deeper level. Also, we cannot limit Christ being the image
of God to a certain time frame or period of history.

3. In this one little statement, we see Christ being exalted as the image of God in
both His preincarnate state and in His glorified state.

a. “image” expresses two ideas in Greek

1) likeness - Christ is the image of God in that He is the exact likeness of God.

2) manifestation - Christ is the image of God in the sense that the nature and being
of God are perfectly revealed in Him. [II Corinthians 4:6] - This becomes a confident assertion
based on this meaning. Also, we are being transformed into Christ’s image with ever increasing
glory [II Corinthians 3:18]

b. The important truth is that if you see Jesus, you see God. If you see God, you are
transformed by His nature of grace to be more and more like Him.

4. Christ is the firstborn of all creation. This is a tricky phrase, as it is prone to
being abused and misinterpreted by the JW’s and other such non-trinitarian cults. To get the
accurate meaning of this phrase, you need to know the history of the term’s use and also the
context of the phrase.

a. Use of the phrase - the literal meaning is “first born”. However, it also came to mean
preeminent or first in importance. It can mean both priority of time or supremacy in rank or both
- as in this passage. Yet Scripture has a very specific nuance to the meaning, too.

1) [Proverbs 8:23-26] - this is a poetic way of representing eternity. It also
signifies dominion over creation.

2) In other words, Christ was around BEFORE anything was created. He wasn’t
the first creation (as this verse is often twisted to mean) but rather He was the agent of creation
and supreme being over creation. [Romans 8:28-9] - The same “first born” is used here to denote
supremacy again.

b. The other important factor in getting the correct interpretation is the context. Look at
v.16. He created all things. In other words, Christ was not created. He was not ‘born’ in the
traditional sense but rather existed with and as God long before anything was ever created. He



was the agent of all creation. [John 1:1-3] The key understanding this phrase is that Jesus is God
and He is the agent of creation. As a result, as we’ll now see, He has dominion over all of
creation because He made it all.

B. Christ is over all creation [Colossians 1:16-7] The whole creative activity is summed
up in Christ.

1. The phrase “were created” (NASB) is actually “have been created” with the
meaning “remain created” or “stand created”. In other words, Christ not only made everything,
He holds everything in place and together.

2. There are three prepositional phrases that define the creative activity of Christ.

a. all things were created “in” Christ - the English muddles this translation a bit.
Creation occurred in the sphere of His person and power. He was the originating center of
everything.

b. all things have been created “by” Him (through) - this is often used of Christ’s
redemptive mediation between God and man. Here the thought is that the entire universe is
mediated through Christ (or by Christ).

c. all things have been created “for” Him - Christ is the end for which all things exist, the
goal toward whom all things were intended to move. Everything exists to serve His will and
contribute to His glory. This is both visible and invisible things.

Q: What are the things mentioned that Christ created? (v.16 - thrones, dominions, rulers,
authorities) Whatever spiritual being may exist, they were made by Christ and under His
dominion.

Q: Why was this important for the Colossian Christians to know? (the Gnostic arguments were
opposite this teaching)

C. Christ is also supreme over the church. While Christ certainly reigns supreme over the
creation as a whole, He also is supreme over the new creation - that which is His body, the
church. [Colossians 1:18]

Q: What functions does a head play as a part of the body? (governance, guidance, etc.)

1. Christ is alone the head of the church. [Ephesians 1:20-23] He is the sole
leader of the church. This verse in Colossians (and Ephesians) is one of the few examples of the
use of the word “church” meaning all the redeemed people of God. Most of its uses in the New
Testament mean the local body of believers. Either way, Christ is head over all of the
manifestations of the church - local or universal. But this verse shows us three truths concerning
the church of Jesus Christ.

a. The church is a living organism composed of members vitally joined to one another.

b. the church is the means by which Christ carries out his purposes and performs His
work on earth

c. the union that exists between Christ and His people is intimate and real. Together,
they constitute one living unit consisting of a head and complete body.

2. Firstborn (again). While this word was used in v.15 to denote both Christ’s
relation to creation, that He existed before creation as well as He was supreme in rank over it,
now in this verse the meaning of precedence is more prominence or preeminence. Christ was the



first to experience a true resurrection from the dead in that He did more than just come back to
life. Because of this, He possesses this higher and new life that is now shared with all of His
believers. Thus, Christ is the source of the life of the church.

3. Another interesting tidbit of this verse is that usually the pronoun “he” is not
used in writing. It is suggested by the ending of the verb. However, when it is spelled out, it is
done so for emphasis. Christ is being pointed to directly as having supremacy over the church by
using the pronoun this way.

II. The basis for Christ’s supremacy [Read Colossians 1:19-23]
The basis for Christ’s supremacy over everything is summed up in two thoughts in this
passage: 1) the fulness of God in Christ, 2) the reconciling work of Christ.

A. The fulness of God in Christ.

1. The word “Father” is not in the original text. The verb requires an object and
given the context it needs to be either “the Father” or “God”.

2. The word fulness has been debated for centuries as to what it means. It is
certainly a theological term as it is used seventeen times in the New Testament and four of them
have parallel meanings to this one. [Ephesians 1:23, 3:19, 4:13, Colossians 2:9] The most
concise and best definition it represents the totality of divine powers and attributes.

a. The key is how Paul used is. All the fulness dwells in Christ. The Gnostics were
looking at Christ as a spirit being who was removed from the divine spirit and was just one of
many spiritual powers at work in the world. However, we see the truth is that all the totality of
divine powers and attributes are present in Christ.

b. “dwells” - this verb is in the same tense as “qualified” (1:12) last week. It is an action
completed in the past which has impact into the present and continuing into the future. This
word also means “permanent residence” as opposed to “temporary dwelling”. The fulness of
Christ has always been with Him and will always be with Him. He wasn’t given to Him or taken
from Him at any point in time. All the divine attributes are permanently at home in Christ.

B. The reconciling work of Christ.

1. V.20 is a continuation of v.19 going back to “the Father”. The Father was
pleased to reconcile all things through Christ.

a. The word “reconcile” means “to fundamentally change”. In other words the
relationship between God and man is changed from enmity to friendship. Here and only here is
this word formed by a double compound word adding the meaning “completely” to the word.
Our reconciliation is not partial but complete. It isn’t done in stages but rather affected
completely at one time.

b. Man goes from a condition of self-will and hostility towards God to a condition of
submission and harmony with God.

Q: Does this passage teach universalism based on that notion that He has reconciled everything
to Himself? (no, must look at the big picture teaching of the Bible. Jesus makes a clear
statement in Matthew 25:46 of eternal punishment for some. This is a statement of cosmic
significance not so much personal. Romans 8:19-22 is similar in scope to this thought. The
argument is that sin and disorder that has characterized creation will be done away with and



divine harmony restored by Christ. In the end, all things will be subdued to God’s will and made
to serve His purposes.

2. V. 21 gives the personal side to this reconciliation between God and man that
was affected through the work of Christ on the cross.

a. “alienated” means to be estranged but the tense suggests that it is in a permanent and
fixed state.

b. This estrangement was displayed by their hostility towards God and through their evil
deeds. The lost man uses his mind against God and His love which becomes the foundation for
the evil and wicked deeds done by the lost. [Romans 1:21-32 & Ephesians 2:1-3]

3. Yet, this isn’t how God left us. While God was our enemy, in our minds, we
were not His enemy. By the physical death of Christ on the cross, God reconciled Himself to
people.

a. The outcome of Christ’s death on the cross was that we are now able to be in God’s
presence and as such, we are holy and blameless. If we weren’t holy and blameless, we would
have no audience with God at all. Now we are beyond reproach.

b. V.23 is a debated topic depending upon whether you take v.22 as something you are
shooting to attain or whether it is something that is an accomplished fact.

1) If you see v.22 as something you are striving to live up to, then you only
maintain your salvation through continuation in your own efforts. Of course, this is absolute
boloney as you did nothing at all for your salvation in the first place. You did not make yourself
holy, blameless or above reproach yourself in any way. So this is garbage theology.

2) Since v.22 describes an accomplished fact and continuing experience, not a
condition in the future, there is no danger implied in this verse to the believer. These words are
mere proof that the condition of the believer is a present fact. Paul is simply stating the absolute
accomplishment of salvation in Christ in the past sufferings of Christ. This salvation is
demonstrated on the individual level by the existence of faith in Christ. This is what has allowed
the reconciliation to permanently impact the soul of the Christian.

3) “continue” (v.23) - means to abide. If a person is in Christ, abides in Him (by
salvation) by faith, then he will grow to be firmly established and steadfast, not wavering away
from the gospel. (The grammatical construction of this phrase “if indeed you continue in the
faith...” is a condition of the first class which means that it has been determined to be fulfilled.
In other words, the statement is not conditional as whether or not a believer meets the condition
by their continued works to obtain the salvation and the state of holiness mentioned in v.22 BUT
RATHER that the condition has already been fulfilled (the soul is already saved) and thus what
follows is the natural outgrowth of faith in Christ.) So, if you are in Christ (to continue what was
started when you abided in Christ at the time of your salvation) then you are holy, blameless and
above reproach by the sovereign work of Jesus Christ on the cross.

c. Faith here means a steady and firm resolve that leads to a secure foundation on Christ.
The hope mentioned in the gospel is the return of Christ and reigning with Him through eternity
apart from sin and death.

d. “that you have heard” - the gospel of Paul and not the twisted gospel being presented
by the Gnostics and other heretics in Colossae. It is universally proclaimed which is its mark of
authenticity. This does mean that the gospel was already proclaimed everywhere in the world but
rather that is was moving out to the entire world. It’s the gospel message of Paul and Epaphras,
not the false teachers.



