
I Intro. (Jan. 11, 1987 ACC, Dec. 10, 2006) 

 In this section we have the supremacy of 

Christ in relation to the church. The first portion of 

this section is really the final reason why Christ is 

called “the image of the invisible God, the first-

born of all creation” in Col. 1:15. The other 

reasons were that He created all things (vs. 16), 

and secondly that He is “before all things,” and 

finally that, “in Him all things hold together” (vs. 

17). The final cause of His perfections described 

in vs. 15 is that Christ is the head of the church 

(vs. 18). Reconciliation came through the God-

man, Jesus (vv. 19-20). The behavioral 

implications of the preeminence of Christ follow 

(vv. 21-23). 

 In this section, Paul further devastates the 

Gnostic view of things by exalting Christ to His 

rightful place as the God-man who reconciles all 

things to Himself. 

 

II The Incomparable Christ in Relation to the 

Church (Col. 1:18-23) 

 A. He is the head of the church (1:18). 

  1. (vs. 18) As mentioned several 

times before in the previous message, this long 

sentence continues until vs. 22. So the final reason 

why Jesus is referred to as “the image of invisible 

God, the first-born of all creation” is that “He is 

also head of the body, the church 

(k a i ; aujt ov" ejst i n  h J k ef a lh ; t ou' s wvmat o " t h '" 
ejk k lh s i va "),” lit., “and He Himself (emphatic) is 
the head of the body, the church.” The emphatic, 

“He Himself,” is to be understood as over against 

any alternative suggestion coming from the 

Gnostics who diminished Christ into a mere 

created being, or which left Him to be “God” only. 

It is the Son who is “the head (k ef a lh),” 
ordinarily, “the part of the body that contains the 

brain,”
1
 which is obviously the control center for 

the body. That pictures Christ in relation to His 

“body (s wvmat o ") the church (ejk k lh s i va " meaning 
lit., ‘called out ones,’ though the word in practice 

is broader than that),” as its control center if you 

please and thus, its leader. As Lightfoot says, He 

is, “the inspiring, ruling, guiding, combining, 
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sustaining power, the mainspring of its activity, 

the centre of its unity, and the seat of its life.”
2
  

Jesus started the church just as He 

prophesied that He would in Mt. 16:18b, “I will 

build My church; and the gates of Hades shall not 

overpower it,” but clearly He is a part of the body 

as its head, which can only mean that He is also a 

part of the church as is clear from the grammar, 

“the body, the church,” with “church” in 

apposition to “body.” So the church consists of 

Christ and all believers everywhere, “the global 

community of Christians, (universal) church,”
3
 

from the entire church age. “He is its head, and it 

is His body.”
4
 So “The Creator of the World is 

also the Head of the Church.”
5
 

 The Son is further described as “the 

beginning, the first-born from the dead 

(o{" ejst i n  ajrch v p r wt ovt o k o " ejk  t w'n  n ek r w'n).” 
That Christ is a part of the church, and also started 

it, is further confirmed here. “Beginning (ajrch v)” 
means “one with whom a process begins.”

6
 

“Christ has priority in time and in power.”
7
 Confer 

Lightfoot; “Priority in time…Originating power.”
8
 

Christ is the “first-born” of all creation, i.e. the 

original creation. By virtue of His person, He 

brought it into existence and rules over it as its 

sustaining power; here He is the “firstborn 

(p r wt ovt o k o "),” that is, enjoying priority over the 
church, the new creation (cf. Eph. 2:10; 2Cor. 

5:17) as its Creator and Sustainer, by virtue of His 

resurrection from the dead, “the first-born from the 

dead” (Cf. 1Cor. 15:20; Heb. 1:5-6; Rev. 1:5; Acts 

13:33-34). For without His death as a human 

being, as the God-man, there could be no church. 

Obviously “firstborn” has nothing to do with any 

imagined birth, beginning, or creation of Christ 

either here or in vs. 15. It has to do with priority in 

time or position and/or power. Here it means both.  

 Then follows the purpose for His 

resurrection upon which ultimately rests 

everything in this pericope. He was raised “so that 

(i {n a)” or in order that, “He Himself (aujt o;")” 
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emphatically stated as above, “might come to have 

first place in everything 

(gevn h t a i  ejn  p a's i n  aujt o;" p r wt euvwn  - ‘to hold 
the highest rank in a group,’

9
 the scope of which 

here is everyone and everything),” or “have the 

preeminence (KJV).”
10
 Lightfoot incisively states, 

“As He is first with respect to the Universe, so it 

was ordained that He should become first with 

respect to the Church as well. The gevn h t a i here 
answers in a manner to the ejst i n of ver. 17. Thus 

ejst i n and gevn h t a i are contrasted as the absolute 
being and the historical manifestation. The relation 

between Christ’s headship of the Universe by 

virtue of His Eternal Godhead and His headship of 

the Church by virtue of His Incarnation and 

Passion and Resurrection is somewhat similarly 

represented in Phil. 2:6 sq.”
11
 Thus because of His 

death and resurrection, He has indeed come to 

have first place in everything absolutely, with 

respect to the original creation of the universe 

(because of who He was), and the new creation of 

the church (because of what He has done), etc. 

 B. Reconciliation came through the God-

man, Jesus (vv. 19-20). 

  1. (vs. 19) Paul would not budge on 

his insistence that Jesus was God in human flesh, 

the God-man, as we have referred to Him. Here 

that fact is offered as a cause or reason, “For 

(o{t i),” for the purpose clause; “so that He Himself 
might come to have first place in everything.” 

 There is some dispute about the translation 

and what should be the subject of the verb. The 

NRSV makes “fullness” the subject as we had it in 

our original handwritten diagram (Jan. 11, 1987), 

lit., “For all the fulness was pleased
12
 

(eujdovk h sen), & sc.,” making “fulness” almost a 
synonym for God the Father. Believer’s Bible 

Commentary prefers this for the reason that it 

avoids making “sound as if at some point in time 

the Father…was pleased to make all fullness dwell 

in the Son. The real meaning is that the fullness of 

the Godhead always dwelt in Christ.”
13
 However, 

though this translation is possible grammatically, 
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ordinarily the verb, “was pleased (eujdovk h sen),” 
has God as its subject (“the verb calls for either oJ 
qeo "…or oJ p at h r…as the subject.”14), as it has 
been understood by the NASB translators. Besides 

because the incarnation is in view, the matter at 

hand is not whether the fulness dwelt in the Son 

from eternity, but whether the fulness dwelt in the 

Son as the God-man. That began at a particular 

point in time and was not an eternal matter. This is 

plain in Col. 2:9, which see. Moreover if “fulness” 

is the subject, then we have to understand it as the 

controlling subject of the next verse: “For all the 

fullness was pleased to reconcile all things to 

Himself,” which is a very awkward reading and 

unacceptable in part because of the grammatical 

gender conflict between the masc. pronoun 

“Himself” and its neuter antecedent, “fulness.” 

Add to that the fact that in Col. 2:9, “fulness 

dwells (k at o i k ei ' p a'n  t o; p lh vr wma),” expresses 
the subject and verb, just as it does here similarly 

(t o; p lh vr wma  k at o i k h 's a i) if God is the 

understood subject of “was pleased (eujdovk h sen).” 
 So at the incarnation, “it was the Father’s 

good pleasure for all the fulness to dwell in Him,” 

or “the Father was well pleased that all the fulness 

dwell in Him,” namely, that “fulness” which had 

dwelt in Christ from all eternity should also dwell 

in God the Son as the God-man, God in human 

flesh. This unique event we celebrate at this time 

of year as you know. 

 The word “fulness (t o; p lh vr wma  ‘sum 

total’
15
; ‘a total quantity, with emphasis upon 

completeness—“full measure…completeness, 

totality.”’
16
)” is “a recognised technical term in 

theology, denoting the totality of the Divine 

powers and attributes.”
17
 In Col. 2:9, it says, “For 

in Him all the fulness of Deity dwells in bodily 

form.” That is clearly the point here. “The 

Gnostics distributed the divine powers among 

various aeons. Paul gathers them all up in Christ, a 

full and flat statement of the deity of Christ.”
18
 

 The term for “to dwell (k at o i k h 's a i)” here 
means “to settle down in a dwelling, to dwell 
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fixedly in a place,”
19
 in order that the fulness 

“should have its permanent abode”
20
 in Christ the 

God-man. This is as opposed to a mere, “partial 

and transient connexion of the p lh vr wma  (fulness) 
with the Lord.”

21
 

  2. (vs. 20) Further, the Father was 

pleased “through Him (di !  aujt ou')” in whom dwelt 
“all the fulness” “to reconcile 

(ajp o k at a llavxa i  intensive form, ‘The addition of 
ajp o…here is clearly for the idea of complete 
reconciliation.’

22
) all things (t a; p avn t a) to 

Himself (ei j" aujt ovn).” “To reconcile means to 
change. Reconciliation by the death of Christ 

means that man’s state of alienation from God is 

changed so that he is now able to be saved.”
23
 “All 

things” is to be understood in the same sense as 

throughout this section as “(…the universe) as if 

the universe were somehow out of harmony,”
24
 

which evidently is the case. That the universe is in 

view seems clear from the final expression, 

“whether things on earth or things in heaven 

(ei [t e t a; ejp i ; t h '" gh '" ei [t e t a; ejn  t o i '" oujr an o i '
").” So “the universe is to form a unity, which has 
its goal in Christ”

25
 and/or God. Lightfoot says, 

“The reconciliation is always represented as made 

to the Father.”
26
 This is similar to the concepts 

expressed in Eph. 1:9-10a, “He made known to us 

the mystery of His will, according to His kind 

intention which He purposed in Him with a view 

to an administration suitable to the fulness of the 

times, that is, the summing up of all things in 

Christ, things in the heavens and things upon the 

earth.” It also easily anticipates the marvels of Rm. 

8:19-23. Similarly Lightfoot says about what is in 

view: “The whole universe of things, material as 

well as spiritual, shall be restored to harmony with 

God. How far this restoration of universal nature 

may be subjective, as involved in the changed 

perceptions of man thus brought into harmony 

with God, and how far it may have an objective 

and independent existence, it were vain to 
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speculate.”
27
 On the matter of evil spirits in this 

connection, Dr. Constable says, “In what sense did 

Christ reconcile all things in heaven to Himself, 

including Satan and his angels? He did not do so 

in the ordinary sense of bringing them into 

salvation but in the wider sense of bringing them 

into subjection to His will. Christ’s death has 

pacified Satan and his angels. They now have to 

submit to Him (cf. 2:15) even as He created 

them.”
28
 It is perhaps possible that because the 

expression “under the earth” (Phil 2:10) is left out 

here, that evil spirits are not included in this 

discussion even remotely. They certainly are not 

going to be saved, but their defiling effects, such 

as occurred in Job 1 with Satan coming before 

God, will be cleansed (Hb. 9:23) through Christ’s 

work of reconciliation. 

 The work of reconciliation occurred at the 

cross when Jesus died thereon, “having made 

peace through the blood of His cross 

(ei jrh n op o i h vs a " di a; t ou' a i {mat o " t ou' st aur ou' 
aujt ou'),” which is ultimately a reference to His 
death on the cross of course. For when His blood 

was poured out, His life was given in our behalf 

(Lev. 17:11). This is something that would not 

have been possible if not for Jesus’ very real 

humanity (Hb. 2:14). Reconciliation is dependent 

on alienation and hostility being replaced by 

peace. Jesus took away our sins and swept the 

universe clean of their effects as it were. So no 

reason remains why any man should remain lost in 

alienation. All should come and begin to enjoy 

peace with God (Rm. 5:1), and the peace of God 

(Phil. 4:7) in daily Christian living. 

 C. The behavioral implications of the 

preeminence of Christ follow (vv. 21-23). 

  1. (vs. 21) Finally this is a new 

sentence in the Greek! A. T. R. calls it “a rather 

loose sentence”
29
 grammatically, but the meaning 

seems clear enough. Paul recalled our state before 

reconciliation. The expression, “And although” 

understands the participle(s) as concessive. So he 

concedes that though we were “formerly alienated 

(ajp h llot r i wmevn ou" perfect, passive, participle),” 

meaning to be “unfriendly, hostile, or indifferent 

                                                 
27Lightfoot, Joseph Barber. Saint Paul's Epistles to the Colossians and to Philemon. 8th ed. London and New 

York: Macmillan and co., 1886. 158. 

28Tom Constable. Tom Constable's Expository Notes on the Bible. Galaxie Software, 2003; 2003. Col 1:20. 

29Robertson, Archibald Thomas, Word Pictures in the New Testament, (Nashville, Tennessee, USA: Sunday 

School Board of the Southern Baptist Convention) 1998, c1933. 



 4 

where attachment formerly existed,”
30
 something 

which man certainly had with God in the garden 

before the fall; “and hostile in mind 

(ejcq r ou;" t h '/ di an o i va/),” that is, “being at enmity 
with” God or simply “—‘being an enemy, in 

opposition to’”
31
 Him in our way “of thinking, (or) 

disposition,”
32
 when we were still, “hostile in 

attitude,”
33
 which found expression “in evil deeds 

(ejn  t o i '" e[rgo i " t o i '" p on h r o i '").” “Hostile 

purpose finds natural expression in evil deeds.”
34
 

The fact that we were hostile in mind shows why 

we were the ones who had to be reconciled and not 

God. So the picture is “of the sinner as reconciled 

to God, not of God as reconciled to the sinner.”
35
 

God has something far better in mind for us than a 

permanent state of alienation. 

  2. (vs. 22) In spite of our seemingly 

hopeless state, “yet He has now reconciled you in 

His fleshly body through death 

(n un i ; de; ajp o k at h vlla xen  ejn  t w'/ s wvmat i  t h '" s a
r k o;" aujt ou' di a; t ou' q an avt ou).” “Now” means 
“not ‘at the present moment,’ but ‘in the present 

dispensation, the present order of things.”
36
 

“Reconciled” is the same basic word with the 

same meaning as in vs. 20, which see. The concept 

of the phrase “in His fleshly body” is a direct 

reference to what would be the Docetic Gnostics 

who denied the humanity of Christ based on the 

silly notion that matter is in and of itself evil, 

which in turn led to a denial of the possibility of 

the God-man, Jesus Christ. So “fleshly 

(t h '" s a r k o;")” “is the emphatic part of the 
expression, the antithesis being between the 

material and the spiritual.”
37
 Jesus did not have a 

phantom body or a spiritual “body,” but a real, 

normal flesh and blood body (cf. Hb. 2:14). 

 The purpose for this reconciliation on the 

part of the Father is, “in order to present you 

before Him holy and blameless and beyond 

reproach 
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(p a r a st h 's a i  uJma'" aJgi vou" k a i ; ajmwvmou" k a i ; ajn
egk lh vt ou" k at en wvp i on  aujt ou').” The picture is 
similar to Eph. 5:25-27, where we are told that 

Christ, “loved the church and gave Himself up for 

her; that He might sanctify her, having cleansed 

her by the washing of water with the word, that He 

might present to Himself the church in all her 

glory, having no spot or wrinkle or any such thing; 

but that she should be holy and blameless.”
38
 Paul 

here anticipated the judgment seat of Christ with a 

victorious outcome for the Colossians. If we are 

“holy (aJgi vou"),” that is, “set apart from sin,”39 and 
“blameless (ajmwvmou"),” meaning, “without 

blemish or defect,”
40
 and “beyond reproach 

(ajn egk lh vt ou"),” with the sense, “totally without 
occasion for criticism,”

41
 then we will have our 

full reward reflecting the Father’s approval. 

  3. (vs. 23) Most fatally connect this 

verse with the verb “reconciled” in vs. 22, making 

reconciliation dependent continuing in the faith. 

The verse should rather be connected to the 

infinitive, “to present.” (cf. Lightfoot: “This 

construction seems in all respects preferable to 

connecting p a r a st h 's a i directly with 

ajp o k at h vllagh t e…”42) Success at our 

presentation at the judgment seat of Christ 

depends on our continuing, etc. Success at the 

judgment seat of Christ does not depend solely on 

the fact that we have been reconciled to God. We 

have input as to how things will turn out there. So 

we will be victoriously presented “if indeed 

(ei [ ge),” an “intensive”43 conjunction, we 
“continue (ejp i mevn et e ‘jEp i…adds to the force of 
the linear action’

44
),” meaning, “to continue in an 

activity or state, continue, persist (in), 

persevere,”
45
 “in the faith (t h '/ p i vst ei),” says 

Lightfoot, “perhaps ‘your faith,’ rather than ‘the 

faith,’”
46
 even though the article is present, the 

emphasis is upon the faithfulness of the believers; 

“firmly established (t eqemeli wmevn o i a),” “laid 
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down as a foundation…Picture of the saint as a 

building,”
47
 “not like the house of the foolish man 

in the parable who built”
48
 on sand “without any 

foundation” (Lk. 6:45), and steadfast (eJdr a i 'o i),” 
says A. T. R., “Metaphor of seated in a chair,”

49
 

and thus, “being firmly or solidly in place”
50
; “and 

not moved away from the hope of the gospel that 

you have heard 

(k a i ; mh ; met a k i n ouvmen o i  ajp o; t h '" ejlp i vdo " t ou' 
eujaggeli vou ou| h jk ouvs at e),” which is the same 
thing stated negatively. The hope of the gospel is 

the hope that the gospel brings (subj. gen., 

t h '" ejlp i vdo " t ou' eujaggeli vou). The Colossians 
had this hope and Paul was encouraged by it (Col. 

1:5). The gospel “was proclaimed in all creation 

under heaven 

(t ou' k h rucqevn t o " ejn  p avsh / k t i vsei  t h '/ uJp o; t o;n  
oujr an ovn),” not to be understood absolutely as A. 
T. R. says, “hyperbole, to be sure, but Paul does 

not say that all men are converted, but only that 

the message has been heralded abroad over the 

Roman Empire in a wider fashion than most 

people imagine,”
51
 “and of which I, Paul, was 

made a minister 

(ou| ejgen ovmh n  ejgw; P au'lo " di avk on o "),” 
something with which we are all familiar from our 

study of Acts 9, et al. 

 

III Conc. 

 Christ is has priority over the church in 

particular just as he has over all creation in 

general. Therefore He has priority over absolutely 

everything being fully God and fully man. As 

such, He was able to die and to reconcile all things 

to the Father, or Himself. So all men are now able 

to be saved and to move into a friendly 

relationship with the Father, live righteously, and 

be rewarded, though there is a possibility of 

failure. 
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