Lesson 1

Jesus Christ, Our Lord

Colossians 1:15–20

Background 

This beautiful passage of Scripture powerfully describes the sovereign majesty of Jesus Christ. The letter to the Colossians was written to combat false teachings. In the face of these challenges to the faith, the author of the letter responded by lifting up the lordship of Jesus Christ. This passage, verses 15–20, is the “Christ hymn” of the letter to the Colossians. It boldly asserts that nothing in all of creation is outside the providential care and sustaining power of Jesus’ lordship.

The Christ hymn is believed to be an ancient creed or liturgical formula that was inserted into this letter to declare poetically and unequivocally that Jesus is Lord. The hymn of praise begins by stressing Christ’s role in creation. The letter declares that Jesus is not a created being. Jesus is actively involved in the creation of the universe.  John’s Gospel begins with these words: “In the beginning was the Word and the Word was with God and the Word was God.” This passage appears to bear in mind the depiction of a personified “Wisdom” in Proverbs 8 who delights in the works of creation: Jesus Christ is the Wisdom of God who speaks the universe into existence.

The Christ hymn states explicitly in verse 16 that Jesus is involved in the creation of all things, “in heaven and on earth … things visible and invisible, whether thrones or dominions or rulers or powers .…” Nothing escapes his lordship. Scholars debate the particular nature of the “Colossian heresy,” the false teachings that prompted the writing of this letter. However, the worship of other supernatural creatures such as angels is mentioned explicitly in Colossians 2:18. The language of the Christ hymn emphatically asserts that “all things have been created through him and for him.” The language is similar to that used for evil powers and fallen angels in other places in the New Testament. Jesus reigns over the evil ones. If they are not yet completely subjugated, we know their ultimate doom is certain. Later, the hymn will climax by noting the powerful role of cross in overcoming evil.

The term “firstborn” may be confusing. This does not mean that there was “a time when the Son was not,” as Arius, the fourth-century heretic, declared when he asserted that Jesus was not equal to the Father. Nor does it mean that Christ was the first work of creation. The Greek word we translate as “firstborn” is used over 130 times in the Old Testament, mostly in genealogies and historical narratives. It denotes temporal priority and rank. “Firstborn” is also used to show that one has a special place in the Father’s heart. For example in Exodus 4:22 God tells Pharaoh, “Israel is my firstborn son.” In this sense Jesus is supreme and unique Lord—before all creation, over all creation, the especially beloved Son of the Father.

The Christ hymn then speaks of how Jesus’ lordship sustains all things. Jesus not only participated in the creation of the world, but also sustains and maintains the world by his continual care and governance. The world was not set into motion and then forgotten by our Creator. Instead, Christ reigns and rules over all creation caring for all things. In the Sermon on the Mount, Jesus himself expressed it this way: “Look at the birds of the air; they neither sow nor reap nor gather into barns, and yet your heavenly Father feeds them. Are you not of more value than they?” (Mt 6:26) Every breath we take is a gift from God and evidence of the sustaining lordship of Christ over all creation.

Finally, the Christ hymn asserts Jesus’ lordship as head of the church and testifies to his resurrection from the dead. Although the hymn does not state it specifically, the Scriptures tell us that God’s good creation has been marred by human sin. The first verse of the hymn reminds us that Jesus is “the image of the invisible God.” These words echo the words in Genesis where humanity is created in the image of God. Humanity chooses to inject sin, decay, and death into God’s good creation. The image of God in humanity is no longer clearly seen. After Adam’s fall, humanity sinks deeper and deeper into sin, unable to respond completely to God’s redemptive acts through the Law and the Prophets.

Thus, despite our rebellion and sin, God reconciles himself to us through the death of his son on the cross. Jesus becomes the second Adam. The word translated here as “image” (He is the image of the invisible God …, verse 15) is icon. God’s reconciling work can be seen in icon, a word also used to describe people being transformed into the image of Christ by the indwelling of the Holy Spirit. Jesus led a sinless life, died a horrific death, and then rose from the dead. His resurrection holds within it the promise that we, his followers, will be resurrected too. The resurrection of the Son testifies once again to his special place in the Father’s heart and his sovereignty over all things, even death. Jesus has secured eternal life for us and there is no need to fear any other power, for he ultimately conquered sin and death on the cross. The final battle has not yet been waged, but victory is certain. Evil continues to exist but has no ultimate power over those who are in Christ Jesus. One day all will bow to Christ’s sovereign majesty. 

This majestic hymn focuses on Jesus’ role in the creating, sustaining, and redeeming work of God. Through Jesus Christ all of creation came to be. Through his death and resurrection, creation was restored to what it was meant to be. He sustains creation as well. Nothing is outside Jesus’ lordship. Although the Spirit and the Father are not mentioned specifically in this text, the passage shows Jesus participating in actions traditionally ascribed to the Father and the Spirit. These Scripture verses helped lead to the development of the doctrine of the Trinity. Our God is one God in three persons: Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. Each person of the Trinity is distinct, yet each is active in the work of the others. Sometimes we hear people refer to God as “Creator, Redeemer, and Sustainer” rather than as Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. As we see from our discussion above, “Creator, Redeemer, and Sustainer” cannot truly describe our Trinitarian God, because these titles describe what God does, but not who God is, nor do they describe the relationship of the three persons of the Trinity. All three persons of the Trinity are active in the actions of the other two.
In Greek times Colossae was a very prosperous city in Asia Minor, known for “colossium,” the red wool cloth it produced. However, by the time this letter was written, Colossae was in decline, reduced to a small town that had been eclipsed by her more prosperous neighbor, Laodocia. In 60 or 61 a.d. an earthquake hit the region, further eroding Colossae’s prosperity. In such uncertain times, when the residents of this city had reason to feel insignificant and unimportant, there was a temptation to trust in other things besides Jesus. In our own day we can see how easy it is for people to seek out other gods—money, alcohol, drugs, etc.—to help them cope with an uncertain future. The Christ hymn reminds us that Jesus is Lord of our lives and our futures and that we can indeed “do all things through Christ who strengthens us.” (Phil 4:13)

Colossians 1: 15–20 shows us that the best way to combat false teachings and resist the lure of false gods is to lift up Jesus Christ, the Lord of creation and Savior of humankind. To praise Jesus Christ and honor and worship him with all that we have and are is to truly live as his church. To confess that Jesus is Lord leads us to pray that God may fill us with “the knowledge of God’s will in all spiritual wisdom and understanding, so that you may lead lives worthy of the Lord, fully pleasing to him, as you bear fruit in every good work and as you grow in the knowledge of God.” (Col 1:9–10)
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PRAYER to begin the study: Sovereign God, help me surrender to the lordship of your Son Jesus Christ.

READ Colossians 1:15–20

First place is such a coveted position, isn’t it? Nobody remembers the other competitors, only the person who finishes first. Whether it’s a track and field event, one’s rank in a family, or the latest winner of the National Spelling Bee, it’s the person who’s in first place who receives all the attention. 

But we certainly don’t have to be part of a formal competition to want to be first. Who doesn’t want to be the first person to leave the theater after the movie’s finished, just to beat the crowd to the parking lot? When we see signs that the left lane of the highway is going to merge into the right lane in 1500 feet, don’t we speed up, just to be sure we’re ahead of the slower drivers? And, of course, who is the first person we usually think of as soon as we wake up in the morning?

In this passage there are numerous descriptions and titles given about Jesus Christ, linking him to creation, to the church, and to our redemption.

Make a note of how many times Jesus is described as being “first.”

We learn from this passage that Jesus is in first place when it comes to creation, be it visible or invisible, first place in the church, as its Head, first place in the resurrection from the dead, and first place in God’s work of our redemption. Jesus holds first place in everything. (Col 1:18) 

If God meant for Jesus to have first place in everything, where does that leave us?

What do you think about, or how do you respond when you hear the confession “Jesus is Lord”? What does the statement mean to you?

In reciting The Apostles’ Creed, worshippers state what they believe about Jesus: [I believe] in Jesus Christ, [God’s] only Son, our Lord. In these words, we make a strong statement about who Jesus is to us. By calling him our Lord, we are declaring that Jesus has first place in our lives and that no other god (i.e. money, work, self, etc.) will ever capture our allegiance. 

When we become Christians we declare that Jesus Christ is our Lord, that he has first place in our lives. When parents present a child for baptism, or a teenager is confirmed, or someone becomes a member of a Presbyterian church, they make what is known as a “profession of faith” in Jesus Christ as their Lord and Savior. At that time they promise to seek to place Jesus first in their lives. As the apostle Paul said in Romans 10:9, “if you confess with your lips that Jesus is Lord and believe in your heart that God raised him from the dead, you will be saved.” 

Take some time to consider what your declaration of Jesus Christ as your Lord means to you. When was the first time you declared Jesus Christ your Lord? 

When was the last time you called Jesus Christ your Lord? (For example, when your child was baptized? when you became a church member? when you were confirmed? when you professed the Apostles’ Creed during worship?)

What did it mean to you then? 

After reading Colossians 1:15–20, has your understanding of calling Jesus your Lord changed? If so, how? 

Announcing that Jesus Christ is our Lord brings a radical change in our lives. Our worldview can no longer center on ourselves. Instead, everything shifts as Jesus is placed in his rightful position in our lives, in first place: our relationships, our money, our time, our ethics. As a Christian, Jesus becomes the one around whom we center our attention and our choices. 

Trusting in what he accomplished through his death and resurrection—forgiveness for our sins and new life lived for God—we are changed forever, and we continually look to his words and his life for direction in our lives.

There are many beautiful and inspiring portions in our Colossians passage. For many Christians, memorizing words of Scripture is a worthy endeavor. God’s word put to memory can be a comfort in times of need as well as a challenge during times of complacency. 

Write out Colossians 1:18. Take a moment to memorize this verse. 

PRAYER to end the study: Thank God for sending his Son to have first place in everything and for the privilege of calling Jesus your Lord. 
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Taking It Home

Pray that God will show you the areas of your life you have not surrendered to Jesus' Lordship.

Reread Colossians 1:15–20.

Write in your journal the new insights the Holy Spirit has revealed to you in this study.

Share the insights of this passage with a friend, neighbor, spouse, coworker or child.

Examine your life.

In the Book of Confessions, the Theological Declaration of Barmen states:

As Jesus Christ is God’s assurance of the forgiveness of all our sins, so in the same way and with the same seriousness is he also God’s mighty claim upon our whole life. Through him befalls us a joyful deliverance from the godless fetters of this world for a free, grateful service to his creatures. (8.14)

We reject the false doctrine, as though there were areas of our life in which we would not belong to Jesus Christ, but to other lords—areas in which we would not need justification and sanctification through him. (8.15)

Reflect on the different dimensions of your life: family, work, money, time, sexuality.

Each day focus on one area. Does Jesus have first place in this dimension of your life? 

What makes it easy/hard to surrender this aspect of your life to the Lordship of Jesus Christ?

Practice letting Jesus have first place in all dimensions of your life.

1. When you get up in the morning, spend some quiet time reflecting on the day ahead. Which activities/relationships do you feel the need to control? Entrust your day to God, asking God to help you surrender each part of your day to the Lordship of Christ.

2. Throughout the day, evaluate how you are doing. Have you reassumed control of the activities/relationships you surrendered at the beginning of the day? Why?

3. Before you go to bed, review the events of your day. How well did you do in surrendering all dimensions of your life to the Lordship of Jesus Christ? In which areas does it continue to be a struggle to let Christ have first place? Pray that God will help you to relinquish control of these areas. 

