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Colossians 1:15-20
Introduction:

Paul begins this letter to the Colossians with a prayer for them.  It reveals in large part, the motivation behind Paul’s missionary and pastoral work.  It reveals the heart of the gospel and the purposes that God has designed for it.  Let’s look at this prayer before we study the main text this morning.  

· Thankfulness for one another: 

Colossians 1:3  3 We give thanks to God, the Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, praying always for you,”

We 21st century Christians have become a quarrelsome lot.  I cannot even remember the last time I heard someone express gratitude to God for another church full of believers somewhere.  We are Christ’s children.  He did not choose to put them all in the same location.  Paul had heard of these brothers and was spilling over with gratitude to God for their conversion and for the blessings God had bestowed on them.  
· Love for one another: 

Colossians 1:4   4 since we heard of your faith in Christ Jesus and the love which you have for all the saints”

This was a genuine profession of faith in Christ.  Paul knew it was because of the reports of their love for all the saints.  

1 John 4:7 7 Beloved, let us love one another, for love is from God; and everyone who loves is born of God and knows God.

This is the very essence of our communion with God.  Because of the miracle of rebirth we are able to love God and love His other children.  Our monthly appointments at the Lord’s Table are designed to remind us of this truth.

Let me illustrate the importance placed on this by God by simply reading you some Scriptures:

John 13:34-35  34 "A new commandment I give to you, that you love one another, even as I have loved you, that you also love one another.  35 "By this all men will know that you are My disciples, if you have love for one another."

John 15:12  12 "This is My commandment, that you love one another, just as I have loved you.

John 15:17  17 "This I command you, that you love one another.
Romans 13:8  8 Owe nothing to anyone except to love one another; for he who loves his neighbor has fulfilled the law.

1 Thessalonians 4:9-10   9 Now as to the love of the brethren, you have no need for anyone to write to you, for you yourselves are taught by God to love one another;  10 for indeed you do practice it toward all the brethren who are in all Macedonia. But we urge you, brethren, to excel still more,

1 Peter 1:22-23  22 Since you have in obedience to the truth purified your souls for a sincere love of the brethren, fervently love one another from the heart,  23 for you have been born again not of seed which is perishable but imperishable, that is, through the living and enduring word of God.

1 John 3:11  11 For this is the message which you have heard from the beginning, that we should love one another;
1 John 3:23 - 4:1   23 This is His commandment, that we believe in the name of His Son Jesus Christ, and love one another, just as He commanded us.  24 The one who keeps His commandments abides in Him, and He in him. We know by this that He abides in us, by the Spirit whom He has given us.  

1 John 4:11-12   11 Beloved, if God so loved us, we also ought to love one another.  12 No one has seen God at any time; if we love one another, God abides in us, and His love is perfected in us.

2 John 1:5-6   5 Now I ask you, lady, not as though I were writing to you a new commandment, but the one which we have had from the beginning, that we love one another.  6 And this is love, that we walk according to His commandments. This is the commandment, just as you have heard from the beginning, that you should walk in it.

We live in a day where this is spoken of, but seldom pursued.  Most of us have a fear of carrying this command out to its logical conclusion.  And this is its conclusion: All that are born of the Spirit of God into the Family of God are worthy of our love.  But what if we love someone who is unworthy of our love?  What about a Christian who does not share my exact standards of life?  Is it acceptable to have brotherly love for someone who may be wrong about doctrine or life? 
The Bible teaches us that Jesus loves the Church as His own bride.  He is perfecting her, but loving her unconditionally while He is doing it.  Be like Christ and let yourself love His other children. 

Along side this great reality of brotherly love is the great assurance of hope. It both future and temporal.  Our hope is secured for us by the coming of God the Son into the world on our behalf.  

· Hope in the world to come: 

Colossians 1:5   5 because of the hope laid up for you in heaven, of which you previously heard in the word of truth, the gospel
Continuing to give a reason for the love we have for one another, Paul gives us insight into the family relationship we share in Christ.  We are all going to get a share of the inheritance. This is the “hope laid up in heaven.”  But not only in heaven, but also here on the earth.  One of the truly sad things is to see Christians who have deferred all their hope to heaven.  

· Hope in this world also [6]
Colossians 1:6   6 which has come to you, just as in all the world also it is constantly bearing fruit and increasing, even as it has been doing in you also since the day you heard of it and understood the grace of God in truth.”

The Scripture here tells us that this “gospel” is “constantly bearing fruit.”   The present middle participle implies, “Consistent and ongoing internal fruit bearing.” Now what is this fruit?  Another place where Paul speaks of fruit is found in Galatians 5.  There, as here, we see that it is something produced internally in His elect.  Such fruit is evidence of a sound branch drawing spiritual life from the vine. 
NAU Galatians 5:22 … the fruit of the Spirit is love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness,
The gospel changes the lives of men and women who embrace it.  Do not defer your joy for heaven.  It makes you a fruitless tree.  The bearer of a barren gospel.  The ultimate love, peace and joy are laid up in heaven, but the gospel is bearing fruit now.  It is the fruit of the life of our dear Jesus Christ.   According to our text it bears fruit from the day you heard it and understood it.  Now let me just say one quick word about understanding it.  
· Hope founded on Grace and Truth  [6b]
The Scripture teaches that conversion is a miracle of God.  Men are lifted from the quagmire of sin, washed and placed into the family of God.  This is God’s doing.  No matter how we try to imagine and even remember our own part, The Scripture says that it takes place through grace and truth.  Although you came to a place of faith, Jesus said, He drew you there.  
John 6:44 44 "No one can come to Me unless the Father who sent Me draws him; and I will raise him up on the last day. 

Here Paul wants to put the focus squarely on Jesus Christ in preparation for verses 15-20.  He does this by pointing out that all these blessings of fruit began in the lives of the Colossians when they understood the Grace of God in Truth.  Paul is speaking of the supremacy of Christ here.   It is Jesus who exemplified both of these qualities. 

John 1:14  14 And the Word became flesh, and dwelt among us, and we saw His glory, glory as of the only begotten from the Father, full of grace and truth.   
Although the prayer continues and is deeply moving, we will jump now to the central theme of the chapter.  It is the Person of Jesus Christ that is responsible for our transformed lives.  He is all the things Paul has mentioned and more.  As Paul prays for these believers and pours out his own heart to God, he is suddenly overcome with the glory of it all and begins to write out the words to this hymn. 

Most commentators see this ancient hymn arrangement in this text of Colossians.  It has two central stanzas with a third in the middle serving as a transition to the final verse.  Each main stanza begins with “He is” and contains the phrases “firstborn,” “through or by Him,” and “all things.”  It would be like a praise song where we sing a first verse, then a chorus and then the second verse. 
Stanza One:  Christ the Agent of Creation (1:15-16)

15 He is the image of the invisible God, the firstborn of all creation.  

16 For by Him all things were created, both in the heavens and on earth, visible and invisible, whether thrones or dominions or rulers or authorities-- all things have been created through Him and for Him.  

Stanza Two:   Lord of the Universe and head of the church (1:17-18a)

17 He is before all things, and in Him all things hold together.  

18 He is also head of the body, the church; and 

Stanza Three:  Christ the Agent in Reconciliation (1:18b-20)

He is the beginning, the firstborn from the dead, so that He Himself will come to have first place in everything.  19 For it was the Father's good pleasure for all the fullness to dwell in Him,  

20 and through Him to reconcile all things to Himself, having made peace through the blood of His cross; through Him, I say, whether things on earth or things in heaven. 

This however is not merely a worship hymn, but one included in the Scripture under the inspiration of the Holy Spirit.  As such, it also contains one of the main teachings on the nature of Jesus Christ in the New Testament.  The Christian life is centered in Jesus.  It is not merely about His teachings and certainly not about the religion that has grown up in His name.  It is entirely about who Jesus is.  Those who truly believe in Jesus must believe in this Jesus.  God will tell us who Christ is.  We may not pick and choose or create Him out of thin air.   

Our passage yields five eternal truths about the person of Christ.  This is the Christ of the Bible.  This is the Jesus we preach and the one in whom men must believe.  A Jesus of ones own imagination is just another god masquerading as God the Son. 

I. His Description  [1:15]

Colossians 1:15  15 He is the image of the invisible God, the firstborn of all creation.
The Image of the Invisible God:  “His beloved Son” [1:13] is the antecedent of “HE.” The entire section refers to Christ using pronouns.  Verse fifteen begins the section with two assertions concerning Christ. He is the image of the invisible God and He is the firstborn of all creation. 

According to Thayer’s Greek lexicon the word “image” means,  “an image, figure, likeness.”   It used by the Greek Old Testament in Daniel 2:31 to name the statue that Nebuchadnezzar had erected on the plains of Babylon.  In the New Testament Jesus employed the word to ask His hearers, “whose image” was on the Roman coin they possessed.  John makes it clear in his gospel that “No one has seen God at any time; the only begotten God who is in the bosom of the Father, He has explained Him.”  It was appropriate for him to be the image of God.  Man was created as the image bearer of God but fell into corruption through sin.  Jesus came bearing the perfected image of God.  This is why He was able to tell His disciples, “if you have seen me you have seen the Father.”
In the Greek mind of Paul’s day, that “image” could bridge the unbridgeable gap between God’s invisible world and mankind’s visible existence.  Jesus alone revealed God to men. 
The Firstborn of all creation:  The “firstborn” in the minds of Paul’s readers was either the eldest child in a family of a person of preeminent rank.”  The first definition is immediately seized upon by those wishing to denigrate the nature of Christ and show that, He too, was created. But verse eighteen in our passage explains the meaning of the term in our context. “so that He Himself will come to have first place in everything.”  Here is a classic example of where the Scripture itself explains what it means.  The Bible refers to the supremacy of Christ and not His birth order.  Further evidence of this usage in Scripture comes from the term “firstborn” in Psalm 89:27 Here the word “firstborn” is used to describe the appointment of David as the “preeminent King of Israel.” 
Psalm 89:20,22,27  20 "I have found David My servant; With My holy oil I have anointed him,  21 With whom My hand will be established; My arm also will strengthen him.  27 "I also shall make him My firstborn, The highest of the kings of the earth.
Those who use this verse to teach that Christ too was a created being deny the immediate context and the larger teaching of the New Testament.  
Christ clearly and accurately revealed to men the nature of God that is otherwise invisible to us.  The reason He is preeminent in the universe is now revealed.  Christ Himself created it. 

II. His Deeds  [1:16]

Colossians 1:16  16 For by Him all things were created, both in the heavens and on earth, visible and invisible, whether thrones or dominions or rulers or authorities-- all things have been created through Him and for Him.
He created the physical world: Jesus Christ is the reason all things exist.  He is the instrument of their creation.  The term “in the heavens and on earth”  stresses the universal nature of His creation.  Nothing is excluded from His creative work.  

He created the rulers and authorities:  Not only that, but He also created these “invisible things,” “thrones and dominions, rulers and authorities.”  This last category refers to supernatural powers such as Satan and his hosts and the earthly rulers and authorities we live with as well.  

Romans 13:1 Every person is to be in subjection to the governing authorities, for there is no authority except from God, and those which exist are established by God.
Not only has Christ created all things living, He has also brought into being the power and authority structure of the universe.  There is nothing that exists that He did not create. These powers are not independent of Christ: for all things were created by him and for him.  
All things have been created through Him and for Him: Finally, Christ is not only the cause of the universe’s existence but also the reason.  The universe and all it contains is Christ’s by virtue of His creation of it and its existence is for Him.  
Besides all this, He also sustains His creation.  He did not merely create and then leave it to run like a finely oiled machine.  He superintends over its existence.  

III. His Dignity  [1:17-18]

Colossians 1:17   17 He is before all things, and in Him all things hold together.
He is the Supreme Being of the universe: This verse is intended to demonstrate the eternal nature of Christ.  John tells us that at the beginning of Creation Christ was already there. 

John 1:1 In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God.  

We may allow our imaginations to drift back to that ancient moment when God spoke into existence everything that is, but we will find that Christ was there before that.  We can never reach a point where we can say with the greatest heretics of the ages ‘there was once when he was not’ [Arius] because the Scripture says “He is before all things.”  Not only was He here before the universe, but that existence also implies His superiority over it just like  the title ‘firstborn’ has already done.
He sustains all of creation: The word means to put together, bring together and hold together.  Christ is the reason why things remain in existence.  Christ never created and walked away as some imagine today.  He is vitally interested and involved in His creation.  
Colossians 1:18 He is also head of the body, the church; and He is the beginning, the firstborn from the dead, so that He Himself will come to have first place in everything.
He is the only head of the church:  Because without the head no one can live, we can also see some of its metaphorical usage. Christ is the church’s life giver.  Without Him at the head we do not have a living body but a decapitated corpse.  We all know what we mean when we say that Bush is head of the government or Bill Gates is the head of Microsoft. Thayer’s Lexicon says that metaphorically it is “anything supreme, chief, and prominent; of persons, master, and lord:”  

Jumping right into our present day, Paul asserts Christ’s headship over the church.  There is a reason why this passage does not lead with Christ’s headship of the church. It is because, once Christ’s true nature is established, it goes without saying.  

Now reason with me for a moment: If all living things have been created by Christ as well as all powers and authorities it seems unthinkable that men would assume the head of His Church.  Nevertheless, history bears out exactly this.  It is noteworthy that whenever men diminish Christ, imagining Him to be less glorious than He is, tyranny soon rises in the rule and administration of the church.  No man can truly see Christ in His glory and presume to be head of His Church. 

He is the first to be resurrected like He was: His preeminence as well as his chronological position is stressed in this phrase.  Again the term “firstborn” is used to show that He is supreme in the resurrection but also that He is the first human to be resurrected in this manner.  In His glorification Jesus became the firstborn from among many.
Romans 1:4 who was declared the Son of God with power by the resurrection from the dead, according to the Spirit of holiness, Jesus Christ our Lord,
He is pre-eminent in the universe: This is a reiteration of the basic theme of this verse.  Jesus Christ is the most important being in the universe because He is God in every sense of the word and yet human.  He has become first in all things.  
Transition: The Bible has revealed to us that Jesus Christ alone is the one who has shown us the invisible God.  He is the pre-eminent being of the universe because He created everything that exists. When everything was called into existence, Christ was already there.  Verse 19 now reveals the depth of His glory.   
IV. His Depth:  The Fullness of the Godhead dwells in Him  [1:19]

Colossians 1:19 For it was the Father's good pleasure for all the fullness to dwell in Him,
The verb “good pleasure”  can also have a meaning that includes the idea of a decree.  We could say, “it please the Father to decree that all the fullness should dwell in Him.”   But, what is this “fullness?” [My translation]
“Fullness” is the key to understanding this verse.   It denotes completeness and is used to describe a ship’s crew in New Testament times. “a full complement”  In the Greek Old Testament we see it used to speak of all that is in the earth.  

ESV Psalm 24:1 The earth is the LORD's and the fullness thereof, the world and those who dwell therein,
The Gnostics of Colossae were accustomed to using this term to refer to all the thousands of lesser gods that they believed in.  Bible commentator Kent Hughs goes so far as to assert, 
“Paul’s use of the word “fullness” here was an intentional slap at the Gnostics, who used the same word, “fullness” to denote the totality of all the thousands of divine emanations or lesser gods.  But Paul said, “No Way!  Jesus is not one of the lesser gods of the fullness.  He is the Fullness!”  Kent Hughs
Colossians 2:9 states it even more explicitly and in so doing clarifies the entire issue: “For in Christ all the fullness of the Deity lives in bodily form.” “Fullness” means that the totality of divine power and attributes is in Christ.    Moreover, the fullness is said to “live in Him.”  It is not temporary.  It was, and is, there to stay.” 

This glorious creation over which Jesus Christ now presides has nevertheless been subjected to death and separation because of the Adam’s sin.  So the creator and sustainer of the universe, who by virtue of His Sovereignty and Supremacy could have destroyed us all and begun again, chose instead to redeem what Satan and mankind had corrupted. His redemption is as sweeping at His creation.  It gathers the entire creation under His ownership once again.  Ultimately it will be restored visibly, but the procurement of it all was at the cross. 
V. His Desire and Destiny  [1:20]

Colossians 1:20 and through Him to reconcile all things to Himself, having made peace through the blood of His cross; through Him, I say, whether things on earth or things in heaven.
To Reconcile all creation to Himself:  Christ is the “Him” in this verse, but the Father is the “Himself.”  It is “The Father” who is reconciling all things through Christ. If we put in the subjects instead of the pronouns it would read like this. “and through Christ, the Father is reconciling all things to Himself.” 
Reconcile actually means,  “ bring back to a former state of harmony.”  

This word occurs only here and in Eph. 2:16 where we get a further insight into its use here. 

Ephesians 2:13-16  13 But now in Christ Jesus you who formerly were far off have been brought near by the blood of Christ.  14 For He Himself is our peace, who made both groups into one and broke down the barrier of the dividing wall, 15 by abolishing in His flesh the enmity, which is the Law of commandments contained in ordinances, so that in Himself He might make the two into one new man, thus establishing peace, 16 and might reconcile them both in one body to God through the cross, by it having put to death the enmity.

We never use the word “reconcile” unless there is already a state of hostility.  When Christ created all things we know that they were good and in fellowship with God. (Gen. 1:31) By the time we get to verse 20 everything has changed and creation is now at war with its own creator. Death reigns over the living creation and corruption and hatred rule the powers and authorities of the earth.   But Jesus has already guaranteed the reconciliation of His own creation back to Himself.  He did it at the cross. 
To Make Peace through the Blood of His Cross. [1:20] “Reconciliation” and “making peace” are certainly related concepts.  The imagination however seems to take pleasure in this further thought.  Not only are we no longer at war with God but we are actually at peace with Him.  The second phrase draws the reconciled sinner even closer to the heart of our Savior.  Paul makes this clear in the next two verses. 

Colossians 1:21-22   21 And although you were formerly alienated and hostile in mind, engaged in evil deeds,  22 yet He has now reconciled you in His fleshly body through death, in order to present you before Him holy and blameless and beyond reproach.
This peace is procured on the basis of “His Blood,” the “blood of His Cross.”  It was that specific act of obedience that broke sin’s hold and procured the peace and the reconciliation of all creation to God.  

CONCLUSION

We cannot help but see the supremacy of Jesus Christ in this passage.   The Scripture reveals Him to be without rival.  Not only that but He is the ultimate cause of everything that exists.  There is nothing about your life including your existence that was not directly caused by our Sovereign Lord Jesus.
· Jesus Himself is the exact representation of God and is the sole revealer of God.  With our Him we would never be able to know God personally. 
· The creation in which we live is the work of His hands. 

· The authorities that threaten us and the spiritual powers that oppose us are likewise caused solely by Him
· Our world and our very lives are sustained by Him.  He is not an absentee landlord, but our very present help in time of need. 
· The church is His and not ours to do with as we please.  We are the work of His hands and the sheep of His pasture. 

· He made it possible for you to enter into the peace of God by having peace with God. Our supreme and Sovereign Lord opened the door of heaven for you. 
This reconciliation may be freely accepted or fiercely resisted.  The spiritual and earthly powers are certainly opposed to this reconciliation and reign of Christ. Christ has imparted life to His chosen but the wicked are defeated by force.  
Colossians 2:13-15  13 When you were dead in your transgressions and the uncircumcision of your flesh, He made you alive together with Him, having forgiven us all our transgressions,  14 having canceled out the certificate of debt consisting of decrees against us, which was hostile to us; and He has taken it out of the way, having nailed it to the cross.  15 When He had disarmed the rulers and authorities, He made a public display of them, having triumphed over them through Him.

The creation has been put under the power of Christ just as surely as it was created by Him.  The day will come when men will acknowledge it willingly or grudgingly.  It was the cross that reconciled God’s creation.  There, Christ paid the penalty of sin and purchased back His own creation.  Only Christ was worthy and only His blood shed at the cross was sufficient. When Paul wrote the Philippians, he described this reconciliation of creation this way. 
Philippians 2:8-11  8 Being found in appearance as a man, He humbled Himself by becoming obedient to the point of death, even death on a cross.  9 For this reason also, God highly exalted Him, and bestowed on Him the name which is above every name, 10 so that at the name of Jesus EVERY KNEE WILL BOW, of those who are in heaven and on earth and under the earth, 11 and that every tongue will confess that Jesus Christ is Lord, to the glory of God the Father.

Will you bow the knee willingly or will you wait for that moment when you will confess Christ forcefully?  Will you face Christ as your Savior or as the fearsome judge of the universe? Your world, your life and all that you fear are firmly under the control of the one who created it.  Because of this we may confidently urge you with Peter to “Cast all your anxiety upon Him, because, He cares for you!”  
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