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Colossians 1.15-23.  

Is there any centre to hold us together? 
 

I grew up in a centripetal world, a world that was deeply centred. There was a larger cultural 

synthesis about the nature of reality. Some of the images and slogans of that world in the 

middle of last century: “racial integration”, “melting plot”, “the family of man”, “global 

village”, “spaceship earth”. These images caught our imagination in a world that gave birth to 

the United Nations, the World Bank, the Word Council of Churches, the ecumenical 

movement and church union hopes in NZ. 

 

Philosophers talked about the unification of all reality. French philosopher-theologian 

Teilhard de Chardin asserted that “everything that rises must converge”. Lewis Mumford that 

“civilisation is the never ending process of creating one world and one humanity” and 

sociologist Pitrim Sorokin that human civilisation was moving from independent and isolated 

groups to “a state of one unified, universal, interdependent whole”. Arnold Toynbee dreamed 

about a synthesis of world religions and Karl Jaspers proclaimed “the unity of the earth has 

arrived”.  

 

The world was centred. The dominant forces moved toward the centre, toward the 

convergent, toward the universal. And this was reflected in the church. The Christian church 

was confident about its centre and believed the gospel would triumph throughout the whole 

world. 

 

But something happened in the 1960s. A revolution occurred. The centre began to give way 

and then collapse, the grand narratives to break up. We moved from a centripetal world to a 

centrifugal world, a world that has no centre. The dominant forces today are moving away 

from any kind of centre into uncentred and chaotic diversity. The poet Yeats said it well at the 

end of WWI, “Things fall apart: the centre cannot hold.” It has been illustrated by the collapse 

of the two great empires the British and Soviet into a multiplicity of squabbling small states 

and commentators talk about Balikanisation. Commenting on changes in NZ as the common 

values we all held gave way in the 60s and 70s historian James Belich noted that “new or 

newly prominent types of NZers escaped form Nappy Valley: the gay and the graduate, the 

assertive youth and working women: resurgent Maori and ethnic pluralism.” On the religious 

scene the writer of Fragmented Gods comments “the gods of old have been broken into 

pieces and offered to religious consumers in piecemeal form”.   

 

Do we as those who follow Jesus Christ and seek to participate in God’s mission in the world 

any longer have anything to say to such a fragmented world? In our reading today Paul claims 

that in Christ all things hold together. Christ is the centre of all reality and that God’s great 

mystery is to reconcile and present everyone perfect in Christ. “Yeah Right” we might say.  

 

The text is part of larger unit, and specifically part of a hymn adapted by the author of the 

letter to address this Christian community in Colossae who seemed as uncertain about 

whether there was any centre as we may. Life felt out of control, destiny determined by fate 

and chance rather than God’s will and power and therefore people, even Christians, engaged 

in worship of angels and other cosmic powers in order to try and placate the gods.  

 

These early Christians were so anxious about life without a centre that they were attracted to 

false teachings and practices in the quest for hope and security. They searched for subjective 

experiences that would assure them that God was present in history. They wanted assurance 

that God was able to protect them from the evil powers that seemed to overwhelm them. 

Seems a very similar world to ours with anxieties fuelled by conspiracy theories, talk back 

radio, current affairs programmes and apocalyptic religious teaching, and people seeking 

reassurance in  astrology, tarot cards, medians and futurologists. 
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1. The passage divides into two sections and in the first section, vv.15-20 Paul makes three 

points for anxious Christians in a fragmented chaotic world.  

 

i. It is by looking at Jesus that we discover who God is.  

He is the image of the invisible God and in him all the fullness of God was pleased to 

dwell. If there is somebody sitting in the next room I can’t see them because there is a wall in 

the way. But if there is a mirror in the hallway I may be able to look out my door and see in 

the mirror, the mirror image of the person. In the same way Jesus is the mirror image of God 

who is there but who we normally cannot see. We may as with most of our contemporaries be 

aware of his presence, as Peter Berger put it notice the signals of transcendence in the world 

around, but with Jesus we find ourselves looking at the true God. As one person puts it “he is 

not a copy of God but the projection of God on the canvas of our humanity and the 

embodiment of the divine in the world of men and women.” All the rest of the hymn flows 

from this fundamental reality. 

 

ii. Jesus is Lord of the cosmos.  

The first born of all creation… all things have been created through him and for him. 

Jesus who began creation itself is also the beginning point of a new creation, a new healthy 

life order which is displacing and will displace the old, so that in v17 the most staggering 

claim is made for Jesus that in him all things hold together. He is the glue that keeps the 

cosmos coherent so that things do not fall, but that each part is ultimately related rightly to the 

whole, “the system of the systems”. God did not simply start things off and then withdrew 

from creation, rather Christ continues to sustain the whole universe and keep it from 

becoming chaos. From the beginning of the biblical narrative this is always the threat, that 

creation will all unravel and return to chaos. It does not because Christ continues to hold it 

together and will ultimately reconcile all the disordered bits into a coherent whole. 

 

Markus Barth asks “Does it make sense to speak of a cosmic rule of Jesus Christ and of the 

reconciliation of all things, the whole universe through him? Or are his person and work 

related only to the salvation of humankind?” Many scholars have argued we should avoid 

cosmic statements about Jesus and should focus only on what his death means for the 

salvation of people. This view assumes that nature, the material world, does not benefit from 

Christ’s work and humanity has a monopoly on Christ’s mercy. Nature was simply the stage 

on which the drama of salvation was played out and does not take part in redemption. Indeed 

in the view that I was brought up on, after God has rescued from it those chosen individuals 

the stage will be trashed. A view which means neither Christ nor the gospel has anything to 

say to such issues as global warming or polluting oil wells. 

 

When I first became a Christian a very popular book was JB Phillips, Your God is too Small. 

This understanding is certainly the case for many still. When we come in particular to look at 

Christ, popular studies on the historical Jesus have made him even smaller, classifying Jesus 

variously as a political revolutionary, a Galilean charismatic holy man, a wandering peasant, 

or philosophical sage, all of which leaves little room for a Christ in whom the fullness of 

God dwells  who holds all the cosmos together. 

 

Such views deviate significantly from that of Paul and the early church. For him Christ was 

the Lord over all creation who bore the chasm between God and creation in himself and 

united the whole of the created order. We cannot reduce him to simply a Mediterranean 

peasant who went about doing good and spouting pithy truisms to help people live better lives 

without gutting the Christian confession that has both sustained the church and undergirded 

its mission for two millennia. In the face of the disordered chaos of a fragmented world of 

competing and divisive powers it is this reality that provides a confident centre on which we 

can stand and a reality to offer for which so many are desperately searching. 

 

iii. Jesus is Lord of the church. 



3 Colossians 1.15-23. Kevin Ward. Nov 2009 

 

Kevin Ward Page 3 25/04/2012 

Or as the text puts it the head of the body, the church. This headship of Jesus is defined by 

two phrases. Jesus is the beginning and he is the first born from the dead, the first born of a 

new creation of resurrected people. The two terms used here, beginning and first born from 

the dead are used beginning with Gen 49.3 of Reuben, to describe the founder of a people. 

The beginner and the firstborn from the dead is the founder of a new people. It is a reminder 

of the way Paul elsewhere associates Christ with Adam. Adam made to reflect God’s image 

and the beginning of the old order that became marked by disorder, decay and death, but 

Christ the second Adam, reflecting fully God’s image, is the beginning of a new order, a new 

human community that will demonstrate the rule of God in Christ in all things. This new 

community began with the resurrection of Jesus and since then all who are in Christ are 

already part of it. What a word for us today, as for this community then. Looking at 

themselves in Colossae, as we do of ourselves, we see a little flock, powerless and 

insignificant, ignored by the competing powers of the world. What difference can we make. 

Yet when we see it through the lens of this text we see it as the very substance of Christ, his 

body, his presence in the world, though which he is working to bring order to a disordered 

world, to bring unity out of disunity, to reconcile all things together.  

 

One final point Paul makes in v20 at the close of this first section, is that though Christ God 

was pleased to reconcile to himself all things, whether on earth or in heaven, by making 

peace through the blood of his cross. This reconciliation or unification has already 

happened, though the effects are still being worked out. And the means by which this was 

achieved was through the cross. So this flows naturally into the second section 

 

2.  vv.21-23 Once you were alienated from God… but now he has reconciled you by 

Christ’s physical body through death to present you holy in his sight. If you look back at 

the last couple of verses before our reading, vv.13-14, you will find the same theme – that our 

rescue, our redemption, comes in Christ the Son. In other words this wonderful hymn we 

have been exploring is encased in the redemption achieved for us by the death and 

resurrection of Jesus. It is not possible any other way. It is why the cross is the symbol of our 

faith and sharing bread and wine the central act of our worship. 

 

The word alienated implies isolation, loneliness, a deep sense of not belonging. Words that 

sadly depict the feelings of so many in our chaotic decentred world. Conjures up  the image of 

lost in space – and pictures we so often see in our television sets are of people who feel lost 

and alienated – from family, from community, from life itself as the close knit communities 

that gave order in an older world have distintegrated. But at heart as Paul identifies is that 

they are alienated from God and therefore trapped and at the mercy of forces and powers 

both within them and from outside that are evil or dark and lead to behaviours which are 

destructive and alienating. What is the cure from this downward spiral in which so many 

seem trapped. Well we hear all kinds of cures from politicians, educationalists, psychologists, 

law enforcement agencies. We have for all of my life time, but the alienation only seems to 

worsen. The cycle remains unbroken and tragically we see it passed from one generation to 

the next. 

 

None of these can solve the human dilemma which at heart is caused by our alienation from 

and rebellion against God. This means we are unable to live life as God created us to – holy 

lives without fault as Paul puts it. The word holy is simply a description of the character of 

God – what God is like. And that is how we were created – in God’s image, reflecting to the 

rest of creation what God is like. Sadly only one human person has lived that kind of life 

fully. Jesus as we saw in the first part of this passage – the image of the invisible God. But 

the good news of the gospel is that Christ has made this now possible for us. In Jesus, the one 

in whom true God and true humanity meet, the destructive cycle of sin and evil has been 

broken. That in his death Christ has taken the very worst that evil can do on behalf of all of us 

and through his resurrection has triumphed over it, and that the benefits of that have been 

given to us. In other words Paul is emphasising that this goal God has, of making us perfect, 
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of restoring to us the completeness we had when we were first created, does not come from 

pulling ourselves up by our boot laces, as all of the other programmes of human improvement 

endeavour to do, but has been done for us by God in Christ. This is the great mystery God 

has revealed and Paul is so keen to proclaim to all.   

 

Paul beings this passage with a sequence of in him… through him… to him referring to 

Christ, and repeats it again in vv19-20. In the beginning God created all things through Christ; 

in the end, God will reconcile all things through Christ. Christ’s supremacy is rooted in 

God’s love shown in the earthly, historical reality of the cross. He is not the Lord of some 

spiritual netherworld, alien or hostile to this material world, but one who took on the 

materiality of creation. Christianity has not been founded on a mythical salvation drama as 

was true of the Gnostic and mystery religions seducing the Colossians. The death of an 

obscure Jew on a seemingly God forsaken hillock in a backwater of the Roman Empire 

attracted no notice from the historians of the day, but it was the event that reconciles heaven 

and earth. The world may be corrupted, disordered and chaotic but God still loves it and 

intends for it to fulfil its purposes in Christ. There is no irreparable split between creation and 

redemption. The same God who created this world through Christ is also continually 

sustaining it and is acting to redeem it through the Christ who dies and is risen. Christ holds 

both the old world and the new world together. 

 

Again when I first became a Christian we used to sing the song “He’s got the whole world in 

his hands”. But we did not really believe it because we were inclined to emphasise only 

Christ’s work in redemption and think of salvation too individualistically - “Me and Jesus”. 

Another song we used to sing was “You ask me how I know he lives? he lives within my 

heart”. True I hope, but we cannot reduce the rule of Christ to the confines of our own little 

existence, of Jesus as our personal spiritual director or life coach. The redemption God has 

achieved in Christ is for the whole of creation as well as for you and me. 

 

Paul answers the centrelessness of his time and ours by calling us to recognise who Christ is: 

the image of God, the Lord of the cosmos and head of the church, the one in whom not just 

we as individuals but all things are reconciled and made whole. And as we understand and 

are gripped by this we realise the church, this church, is not just the small discouraged group 

of believers, the redeemed, who meet in a rather tired looking building on Sunday morning, 

but rather the place of the presence of Christ in our world, the community of reconciliation, 

the people of God’s new creation who are demonstrating what life in God’s reconciled 

cosmos is like and so truly reflect the image of God and are working with Christ to bring all 

of creation into this new and ultimate reality. What an encouragement, but also a summons to, 

as Paul puts it, continue in our faith, established and firm, not moved from the hope held 

out in the gospel. Christ in us the hope of glory. This is who we are and what we are called 

to be. 

 

 

 

 

 


