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Reconciliation	in	Christ	

DISCUSSION:	

1. In	this	week’s	section	Paul	continues	his	theme	of	our	reconciliation	in	Christ.	
a. In	what	ways	is	Colossians	1	very	similar	to	Ephesians	2?	

There	are	a	number	of	common	themes,	especially	about	reconciliation	
and	our	position	in	Christ,	Eph	2	may	fill	it	out	a	little	more,	although	
most	of	the	points	are	in	Colossians	at	some	point.			

b. What	is	the	difference	between	reconciliation	and	forgiveness?	
Forgiveness	might	be	viewed	as	judicial,	removing	the	need	for	
punishment.		Reconciliation	emphasizes	a	restored	relationship.		
Reconciliation	involves	both	parties	actively	pursuing	a	goal	of	that	
relationship.		Forgiveness	may	be	one	sided.			

c. In	2	Cor	5:18	Paul	tells	us	that	God	has	reconciled	us	to	Himself	through	
Christ	and	given	us	the	“ministry	of	reconciliation.”		What	does	that	mean?			
What	does	that	ministry	look	like?		
See	above	regarding	emphasis	on	relationship.		That	means	that	as	his	
ambassadors	in	the	world	we	should	seek	to	facilitate	the	reconciliation	
of	mankind	to	God	and	with	each	other.		This	should	be	especially	true	in	
our	own	lives	when	we	should	seek	reconciliation	with	other	people	
whenever	possible	(i.e.	it	is	wrong	for	a	Christian	to	live	for	years	with	
an	unresolved	grudge	or	estranged	relationship	when	it	is	in	their	
power	to	fix	it).	

2. Christ’s	work	makes	us	“holy	and	blameless”	in	God’s	sight	(Col	1:22).		Warren	
Wiersbe	once	said:	“The	most	important	thing	in	our	Christian	lives	is	not	how	we	
look	in	our	own	sight,	or	in	the	sight	of	others,	but	how	we	look	in	God’s	sight.”	

a. Would	you	agree?		Yes!	
b. What	are	the	outcomes	when	people	forget	this?		They	can	persistently	

focus	on	their	own	sinful	past	and	unworthiness	and	be	made	ineffective	
by	persistent	guilt	and	shame	despite	God’s	forgiveness.		Or,	they	can	
become	overly	and	unreasonably	sensitive	to	criticism.		They	sometimes	
avoid	relationships	with	people	because	of	these	concerns.		When	they	
know	it?		They	can	operate	with	a	calm	confidence,	serving	as	a	source	fo	
strength	and	reassurance	to	others.	

3. Col	1:23	points	out	that	we	can	reject	God.		God’s	love	for	us	means	that	He	doesn’t	
make	us	robots,	rather	He	allows	us	to	reject	Him.		This	truth	is	seen	throughout	
Scripture,	and	is	especially	prominent	in	the	“warning	passages”	in	the	book	of	
Hebrews.		Love	is	not	just	a	promise	on	a	Wedding	Day,	it	is	a	life	of	faithful	
living	with	a	spouse.			In	the	same	way,	Perseverance	of	the	Saints	isn’t	just	
making	a	decision	once	for	Christ	and	a	quick	trip	to	the	baptistery.		For	a	good	
discussion	on	the	warning	passages	in	Hebrews	check	out	the	short	Kindle	e-
book	by	Scot	McKnight,	“A	Long	Faithfulness,”	$3.99.	

a. How	is	this	warning	also	coupled	with	reasons	for	confidence	throughout	
Colossians	1	and	2?			We	have	a	privileged	position	in	Christ.		He	hasn’t	
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just	washed	our	sins	away,	he	has	made	us	his	Children.		We	are	hidden	
in	the	one	who	holds	the	cosmos	together.		Christ	the	Son	has	so	thrown	
his	lot	in	with	the	humans	that	even	know	he	sits	at	the	right	hand	of	
god	in	bodily	form	(Col	2:9).	

b. Think	of	someone	you	knew	who	was	faithful	in	their	youth:		What	caused	
them	to	turn	away?		Answers	will	vary.		Scot	Mcknight	in	his	short	essay	
makes	a	point	that	usually	those	who	reject	God	have	done	so	
consciously,	and	proudly.		In	general	if	one	wonders	“have	I	fallen	
away?”	then	they	haven’t.	

4. The	exact	meaning	of	Paul’s	statement	in	Col	1:24	is	unclear.		Some	have	taken	it	to	
mean	that	Christ’s	work	is	incomplete	and	we	have	to	add	something	to	it—
although	this	is	explicitly	contradicted	by	the	rest	of	the	New	Testament	and	by	
Paul	himself!		More	likely,	this	verse	coincides	with	an	ongoing	theme	in	Paul’s	
letters:	that	suffering	in	Christ	is	a	privilege.	

a. Do	we	routinely	view	the	idea	of	suffering	as	a	privilege?		Not	generally.		
The	false	teachers	at	Colossae	were	probably	encouraging	ascetism	
(excessive	fasting	and	other	tortures	of	the	body)	as	a	means	of	
spiritual	enlightenment.		Paul	would	make	the	counter	point	that	his	
suffering	was	meaningful	only	because	it	was	in	Christ.	

b. How	can	suffering	be	useful?	
Cf.	book	of	James.		When	it	disciplines	us	and	grows	us	into	the	person	
Christ	would	have	us	to	be.		When	we	allow	it	to	shape	us.		When	it	
brings	us	into	sympathy	with	the	work	of	Christ	and	His	suffering.		(of	
course,	all	of	the	opposite	can	happen—you	can	suffer	and	become	
bitter,	angry	and	estranged	from	God).	

5. Paul	takes	time	to	encourage	the	individuals	at	this	small	church,	which	he	has	
never	visited.		When	you	take	time	to	encourage	just	a	few	does	it	affect	the	whole	
church?		How?		Yes.		The	work	you	do	in	Christ	is	never	in	vain	(1	Cor	15:58).		
Movements	of	thousands	or	millions	often	involved	just	an	individual	or	two	
a	generation	or	two	before.			
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THE FRUIT OF 
CHRIST’S 

SUPREMACY
Colossians 1:19–23

The apostle Paul completes his vigor-

ous affirmation of the supremacy of Jesus 
Christ by explaining that in Christ believ-
ers can find all they need. "ere is no 
need of relating to other mediators 
between ourselves and God. "ere is no 
need of experiencing something deep and 
mysterious to gain full salvation. "is 
Pauline stance was nothing other than 
what originally had been proclaimed to 
the Colossians. Any recent changes in 
their thought and practice had come from 
an alien source and needed to be checked 
against the original apostolic message.

"e burden of Paul’s message to 
Colosse is clear. Jesus Christ is central for 
faith; the fruit of Christ’s redemptive 
work on the cross is fully adequate for all 
human need. All spiritual resources are 
found in Christ (2:3). Alternatives are 
dangerous intrusions into the church’s 

life. Foundational for church life as it 
should be is the prime proclamation that 
it is through Christ that we experience 
forgiveness and redemption; it is by way 
of Christ that we are set free from the 
bondages of darkness and despair; and it 
is in Christ that we become heirs of God 
and share in a rich spiritual inheritance 
with eternal consequences.
1. "e Gospel: God Reconciling in Jesus 
Christ 1:19–22

What is the original and authentic 
good news, the message first proclaimed 
to the Colossians? It is the word about 
God in Jesus. God was pleased to dwell in 
Christ with the divine fullness (1:19) and 
through Christ to reconcile all things to 
himself (1:20). Paul says boldly to the 
Colossians that they were the ones who 
once were alienated from God and now 
are the ones who had been reconciled 
(1:21–22). "e Christian good news is 
personal; its life-changing effects are 
assured if one will continue in the authen-
tic faith (1:23). "at to which the Colos-
sians should cling (the cosmic Christ iden-
tified so expansively in 1:15–18) is the 
heart of the apostolic gospel.

Excursions into theological abstraction 
reach beyond the ability of the human 
mind to comprehend fully. "ey outrun 
the ability of human language to express 
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adequately. !us, believers in Christ’s 
supremacy must remain humble and 
grounded in concrete reality. With his 
references to “blood” and “cross,” Paul 
identifies this reality by rooting his theol-
ogy firmly in a particular history. !e 
gospel of Christ is all about the crucified 
and risen Jesus of Nazareth. !e famous 
Apostles’ Creed that first evolved early in 
the church’s life is structured around 
Father, Son, and Spirit. It affirms the 
heart of the faith by narrating the earthly 
story of the life, death, and resurrection 
of the man Jesus. God has acted in Christ 
for the reconciliation of all creation. 
Christianity is founded firmly on the 
story of the incarnation—God in flesh for 
our salvation.

One fact is clear. God stands behind 
the whole work of Jesus Christ. Chris-
tians sometimes think of Christ’s work in 
contrast to God, as though Jesus acted to 
pacify an angry God who wanted to pun-
ish sinners. !at is wrong. !ere is to be 
no contrast between Jesus the Son who 
loves, sacrifices, and forgives and God the 
Father, o#en falsely pictured as the stern 
judge poised to punish disobedience if 
not satisfied. For Paul, the whole plan of 
redemption originated in the heart of 
God, proceeded by the direct action of 
God sending Christ, and was based in the 

great desire of God that all be saved (1 
Tim. 2:4).

Based on the known facts, an event as 
stunning as the physical resurrection of 
Jesus and recognized as an actual histori-
cal happening must be affirmed. Jesus 
had been executed at the angry instiga-
tion of some of His own people. Some-
thing quite dramatic must have happened 
next to transform this horrible death into 
what could be avowed joyously and with-
out reserve as Jesus being the one before 
all things and over all things, nothing 
short of God with us humans for our 
redemption! Paul is saying that, in none 
other than this crucified Jesus, God has 
brought forgiveness and new life for all of 
the lost creation. Affirming the absolute 
supremacy of Jesus Christ is meant to be 
more than a masterpiece of metaphysics 
or an exercise in theological finesse. It is 
the foundational truth that grounds the 
fruit of God’s saving work, the sharing of 
redeeming love now available for the sav-
ing of all lost sinners.

!e centerpiece of Paul’s counterargu-
ment to the Colossian heresy is the affir-
mation that in Jesus Christ (and not in 
any other cosmic power) the fullness of 
Deity dwells bodily. !us, the classic 
Christian creeds insist that the incarna-
tion of God in Jesus is neither adoptionism
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(a good man chosen and taken up into 

deity) nor charade (the earthly Jesus being 

God only playing the role of a man with-

out really being one). Insists Paul, Jesus 

was the fullness of God living an actual 

human life.

WHAT OTHERS SAY

!e classic Christian creeds insist 

that the incarnation of God in 

Jesus is neither adoptionism nor 

charade. !e church over the cen-

turies has been very clear here. 

!e Nicene-Constantinopolitan 

Creed (A.D. 381) reads, “We believe 

in one Lord, Jesus Christ, the only 

Son of God, eternally bego"en of 

the Father, Light from Light, true 

God from true God.… For us all 

and for our salvation he came 

down from heaven: by [the power 

of] the Holy Spirit he became 

incarnate from the Virgin Mary, 

and was made man.” !us, Jesus 

was both truly divine and truly 
human. !is is an amazing para-

dox, the heart of the glorious 

gospel of Jesus Christ.

With this divine-human paradox 

assumed, three claims are made by Paul 

that together form the foundation of 

Christ’s supremacy in human salvation. 

First, the divine “fullness” is said to have 

been resident in Jesus. Second, through 

Jesus, God reconciled all things to him-

self. Finally, the peace resulting from this 

reconciliation has come through the 

death of Jesus on the cross. !e medium 

of the reconciliation was through his 
blood, shed on the cross (1:20). It was 

the death of Jesus that resulted in Paul’s 

teaching that God had not spared His own 

Son, but had given Him up for us all.

Central to the difference between 

Judaism and Christianity is their contrast-

ing interpretations of the meaning of the 

death of Jesus. For the Jews, the death of 

the coming Messiah was an almost 

unthinkable thought; accordingly, Jesus 

could hardly have been the true Messiah. 

Jesus had suffered the natural end of any 

captured anarchist against Rome’s rule. 

!e fact that Rome had successfully exe-

cuted Him was proof enough that He was 

not the powerful and conquering Christ 

expected from God.

By contrast, Paul taught that God had 

saved humanity from sin through the 

death of Jesus, so that what humans saw 

as tragic for Jesus was actually glorious 

for all who would believe and thereby be 

reconciled. It might have been an ugly old 

cross, but look at what God has made of 

it—the carpenter’s Son fashioned it into 
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an instrument of salvation! A brutal exe-
cution has become the means of a loving 
reconciliation. Christ’s shed blood was a 
sin-atoning death that renewed the 
church’s covenant with God (Heb. 9–10).

!e reconciling God had salvation in 
view, at least potentially, for every crea-
ture under heaven (1:23). If Christ is 
Lord of all creation, then surely the salva-
tion made available by Christ is available 
to every creature. All lost people live in 
the context of Christ’s cosmic lordship 
and by faith can be beneficiaries of God’s 
saving grace. Christianity was cradled in 
Judaism, to be sure; it also was destined 
to be a world religion, informed but not 
captured by Judaism. Since the saving 
grace of God is freely offered to all peo-
ple, no one has to suffer from unforgiven 
sin, no one has to walk alone, no one has 
to be a prisoner of fear, and no one has to 
stay as she or he was. In fact, “all could be 
redeemed and all could, by God’s grace, 
travel the road to perfection.”1

Jesus told His disciples to go and make 
other disciples in all nations (Ma#. 
28:19). Here is the good news: “God has 
not le$ himself without witness any-
where, though he has revealed himself 
definitively in one particular human 

life.… Jesus is the incarnation of God, but 
the Spirit also sustains human relation-
ships with God broadly. On this basis, we 
expect the Spirit to be drawing humanity 
into the range of Christ’s saving work 
everywhere.”2 None will be saved except 
through the redemptive work of Jesus 
Christ, but many may be saved who have 
never had direct contact with the Chris-
tian witness to Christ.3

2. Faithfulness Makes the Gospel 
Permanent 1:23a

Paul also places emphasis on the 
responsibility of his readers to continue 
in the faith initially proclaimed to them. 
Reconciliation with God has ongoing 
meaning only in the context of moral 
relationships that are intentionally main-
tained. Paul’s understanding of salvation 

1 Rueben P. Job, A Wesleyan Spiritual Reader 

(Nashville, Tenn.: Abingdon Press, 1998), p. 91.

2 Clark H. Pinnock, Flame of Love: A 

!eology of the Holy Spirit (Downers Grove, 

Ill.: InterVarsity Press, 1996), p. 207.
3 For elaborations of this view as found in the 

Wesleyan tradition, see Randy L. Maddox, 

“Wesley and the Question of Truth or Salva-

tion through Other Religions,” in Wesleyan 

!eological Journal (Spring/Fall 1992), pp. 

7–29, and Philip R. Meadows, “Candidates for 

Heaven: Wesleyan Resources for a !eology of 

Religions,” Wesleyan !eological Journal

(Spring 2000), pp. 99–129.
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is Jewish; it is covenantal. !e fulfillment 

of God’s promises is conditioned by the 

proper response of the human partners in 

the covenant. Reconciliation to God is not 

an automatic process, not a “once for all” 

decision for Christ. It must be worked out 

in the midst of a believer’s faith journey.

No doubt this emphasis of faithful 

responsibility was occasioned by the cir-

cumstances in Colosse. Christians must 

continue to determine to hold closely to 

the content of the faith itself, especially 

belief in the full supremacy of the person 

and work of Jesus Christ. !ere is a defi-

nite article before the word faith in verse 

23, suggesting that proper Christian 

believing is more than an a"itude of trust-

ing; it also and necessarily includes the 

teaching of the apostolic gospel as 

expounded by Paul throughout this let-

ter. Apostasy (breaking away from the 

faith) always remains an option. In fact, 

this is exactly what worried Paul about 

the church in Colosse.

!ere is a teaching popular among 

many Christians today that deserves ques-

tioning. Sometimes called the “persever-

ance of the saints” and known commonly 

as “once in grace, always in grace,” it is 

taught as a means of reassuring believers 

of the mercy and dependability of God. 

While few would question the mercy and 

dependability of God, there is a signifi-

cant problem with this teaching. !e 

interrelatedness of two sharply contrast-

ing concepts requires careful a"ention. 

!e two concepts are (1) the both/and 

synergism of divine grace and (2) the 

claim of “once in grace, always in grace.”

!e first of these concepts focuses on 

the mutuality of giving and receiving. 

!e primacy of divine grace is necessary 

for salvation, but there also is to be a 

mutuality of both partners in a covenant 

relationship. Grace is not cheap—it cost 

Christ His life and it costs ours as we yield 

to the will and ways of Christ. !ere is, 

therefore, a significant flaw in the com-

monly heard Christian claim that intends 

to honor God by insisting that what God 

does cannot be undone by mere humans. 

Without diminishing the effectiveness of 

divine grace and the dependability of 

divine choices, the synergism of grace
rejects the idea that God ever enters into 

unconditional covenants with anyone.

!ere is no such thing as an experience 

of salvation that is guaranteed as a once-

for-all transaction regardless of the con-

duct of the believer. Covenants are 

between two parties and failure on the 

part of the human partner invalidates the 

relationship. !is potential of failure 

includes the salvation covenant made 
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possible by Jesus Christ. !e plain mean-

ing of at least four discourses of Jesus 

argues directly for the reality of this 

potential (Luke 8, parable of the sower; 

Luke 12, parable of the lord and his stew-

ard; Ma". 18, parable of the law of for-

giveness; and John 15, the vine and 

branches imagery).

Why does this ma"er so much? It is 

because those who have responded to the 

saving grace of God now have a responsi-

bility to be transformed by it. Believers 

are responsible to do God’s will, nurture 

the new life given in Christ, grow up into 

the full stature of Christ, and reflect the 

fruit of the Spirit to the world. !ere are 

real choices to be made, and human 

choices ma"er to God. If we choose 

wrongly, violating the covenant of grace, 

God responds accordingly, invalidating 

the salvation relationship. God’s grace is 

fully dependable, and so is God’s a"itude 

toward sin. If we abide in God, God will 

dependably abide in us (John 15:4). If we 

do not, God does not. God’s power should 

be thought of as a sovereignty that 

chooses to empower rather than 

overpower. John Wesley was fond of say-

ing that God works “strongly and 

sweetly,” meaning that God’s will for 

human salvation can be resisted since the 

response-ability we have by God’s grace 

renders us responsible to respond appro-

priately to the gracious and redeeming 

overtures of God.
4

!e Colossians needed to hear this 

sobering reality. !e potential loss of 

salvation roots in the continuing freedom 

of the human will to sin against God and 

thus to reject God’s dependable grace. 

Believers must be faithful and fruitful. 

We deal with

a divine self-sufficiency which over-

flows its banks and gives the crea-

ture room to be. God not only sus-

tains himself and creates, but has 

willed a world which would not be a 

mere mechanical expression of his 

purposes. Creation is the womb in 

which God would make free spirits, 

beings who, as pale images of him-

self, could exist with a degree of 

creaturely autonomy, decide things 

with a measure of authentic free-

dom, and act with real indepen-

dence of him, themselves being 

laborers together with God (1 Cor. 

3:9).5

4 Randy L. Maddox, Responsible Grace: John 

Wesley’s Practical !eology (Nashville, Tenn.: 

Kingswood Books, Abingdon Press, 1994), pp. 

54–55.

5 
Clark H. Pinnock, “!e Beauty of God: John 
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Reconciliation is enabled by the faith-
fulness of Jesus unto death; faithfulness is 
required for the working out of salvation, 
although not for its provision in the first 
place. !en comes peace (1:20). Our 
peace with God depends on God’s grace 
and the faithfulness of Jesus; but it also 
depends on us in the sense that we must 
respond and follow Christ’s way—being 
downwardly mobile in an upwardly 
mobile world (Mark 10:43–45). We are to 
have the mind of Christ (Phil. 2:5), recon-
ciling even as we have been reconciled.
3. !e Gospel as Servanthood 1:23b

Once Paul has set forth his dramatic, 
apostolic perspectives on the foundation 
and scope of Christ’s supremacy over all 
things, including the potentials of salva-
tion of all people and salvation’s loss 
when there is faithlessness, he becomes 
autobiographical. Paul was personally 
involved with this good news in Christ. 
He had become its humble and faithful 
servant, less a systematic theologian and 
much more a grateful believer who 
speaks from the treasures of his own spiri-
tual experience. In effect, he is saying, “I 
have experienced the Christ myself. Jesus 
has acted on my behalf, transformed me, 

and now I am confident of the truth about 
who Jesus is. I have commi#ed myself to 
Him and what has followed confirms 
what I and others have faithfully taught.”

!eology is important to the church, 
as the le#er to Colosse seeks to make 
clear; but theology should never function 
in isolation from real life and never for its 
own sake. At the center of the Christian 
gospel, according to Paul, is not an 
abstract and speculative theory, but a 
concrete historical reality, the Christ 
event, that should yield practical life 
results. New life for us humans comes 
from a loving God by way of an atoning 
death. !e physical death of Jesus some-
how saves lost people from the penalty of 
their sins. !e heart of Christian theol-
ogy is a faithful recounting of the acts of 
God as directed by the biblical narrative. 
!e Bible is inspired by God’s Spirit and 
now is available to us as one of the gra-
cious acts of God for the guidance of 
believers in all times.

!e supremacy and full lordship of 
Jesus Christ is central to Christian life 
and provides the distinguishing character-
istics of Christian service. Jesus is 
supreme for understanding Christian 
ministry because He is its pa!ern
(1:24–25), the one being proclaimed
(1:26–28), and the enabling power of min-Wesley’s Reform and its A$ermath,” 

Wesleyan "eological Journal (Fall 2003), p. 59.
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istry itself (1:29). !e Christian way is to 

renounce privilege and commit to a life of 

service.

Paul identifies himself as a constant 

companion of Christ’s afflictions (1:24; 

compare 2 Cor. 11:23–28). He makes the 

point that he has suffered, not because he 

is a foolhardy man who chooses to live 

dangerously, but because, especially as an 

apostle to the Gentiles (Eph. 3:1, 13), his 

servanthood is for the sake of his
[Christ’s] body, which is the church
(1:24b). !e afflictions, however, have not 

dimmed hope. Christian believers can 

remain established and firm, not moved 
from the hope held out in the gospel
(1:23). !e hope is that we all will be rec-

onciled with God through union with the 

Lord Jesus and then be effective agents of 

that reconciliation. Heaven is sure for the 

faithful, but, for Paul’s readers whose reli-

gion was too much a retreat from the 

world, he stresses the present possibilities 

of life in Christ. Following Christ may 

lead to suffering, but it also should lead to 

present relevance and future hope, never 

to self-pity.

In the physical absence of the now-

exalted Christ, Paul and Epaphras are 

appointed agents of God’s saving grace 

among these Colossian readers. !e 

responsibility of such divine agency is 

heavy to carry. !e public’s perception of 

the church and the gospel of Christ 

always depends largely on the integrity of 

the messengers who bring it. !e highly 

publicized corruption of prominent 

Christian ministers is tragic for the Chris-

tian cause. !us, Paul shi$s the theologi-

cal focus from God’s provision of salva-

tion (1:13–23) to the resulting church and 

to himself as an apostle of the good news 

to the Gentiles. Gospel content is founda-

tional; also critical is the character of the 

gospel’s messengers.

In our time there is considerable hesita-

tion by the public about affirming any 

one creed, world perspective, or faith tra-

dition as appropriate and necessarily true 

for all people, times, and places. !ere is 

thought to be no common “meta-narra-

tive,” no creed, tradition, or person with a 

legitimate claim to universal truth. !is 

assumption is held at a time of increased 

awareness of the diversity of religions in 

the world and the violence against unbe-

lievers that too o$en has seriously soiled 

religious history—including Christian 

church history. What we find in Colos-

sians, nonetheless, is an ultimate faith 

claim, that of the absolute supremacy of 

Jesus Christ stretching from the creation 

to the consummation of all human his-

tory. !is claim is put forward in an 
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unusual way, however, namely in excep-
tionally peaceful terms. What holds the 
world together is the reconciliation 
brought by the Prince of Peace. Unbeliev-
ers are to be loved, not persecuted.

!e only violence associated with 
Christ’s reconciliation, through his 

blood, shed on the cross (1:20b), is not 
perpetrated by but on Christ. How unlike 
human ways this is. At the heart of Chris-
tian faith is the cosmic ruler, Jesus Christ, 
who was willing to be the victim of 
human violence! !e rule of God is 
achieved through suffering; “peacemak-
ing is accomplished through the absorp-
tion of violence.”6 !e proper fruit of the 
gospel of Christ is reconciliation and 
peace, not dominance over and violence 
against those who do not believe.

!ere should be no separation between 
the work of Christ in resolving past 
human alienation from God and His work 
of enabling the present discipleship of 
believers. John Wesley was concerned 
that Christian ministers instill the pat-
tern of Christ’s work in Methodist peo-
ple. He wanted to insure “that God’s grace 
known in Christ as Priest was never sepa-

rated from the response of discipleship 
that Christ modeled as Prophet and calls 
for from his followers as King.”7 !e 
Christ who died for us will also reign in us 
and carry on His present mission in large 
part through us—and in ways consistent 
with love, peace, and self-sacrifice.

Part !ree

Faithfully Following Jesus 
Christ

COLOSSIANS 1:24–2:23

5

DISCIPLES WHO 
SUFFER AND SERVE

Colossians 1:24–2:7

Paul identifies himself to the Colos-

sians as a servant of the church. He is a 
pastor-teacher who is determined to 

6 Andrew T. Lincoln, !e Le"er to the 

Colossians, !e New Interpreter’s Bible, vol. 11 

(Nashville, Tenn.: Abingdon Press, 2000), p. 

609. 7 Maddox, Responsible Grace, p. 113.
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apply the message of the gospel of Jesus 

Christ to the actual lives of his readers. 

He understands himself to be a servant of 

Jesus Christ, functioning on behalf of the 

church, serving for Christ and like Christ, 

all made possible because he is privileged 

by God’s grace to be living in Christ. He is 

anxious that all believers be and do the 

same.

1. Servant Stewards in Christ 1:24–29

!e servant leadership of the Christian 

life is the suffering-servant kind (Isaiah 

53). It sets aside self-interest and political 

manipulation of people in favor of sub-

mi#ing to others and sharing their bur-

dens (Gal. 6:1–10; Phil. 2:1–11). Submis-

sion and burden bearing, however, come 

at a price. Note this about the life of Jesus:

When we look for the conquering 

hero to make his move, to enter into 

the royal city on his white charger to 

signal to the people that the time 

has come to establish his kingdom, 

we find instead a Jesus who enters 

into Jerusalem astride a humble 

donkey.… When we look for a deliv-

erer who will crush the opposition 

by superior force, we find instead a 

servant-messiah who allows himself 

to be crushed and bruised for us. 

What kind of God is this?1

How easily human self-perception 

leads to selfish and distorted God-percep-

tion. Dominant social groups o$en create 

God in their own image and then make a 

convenient idol of that image at the 

expense of others. How different it is 

supposed to be for Christians! For the 

servants of Christ, suffering o$en accom-

panies faithful discipleship. God freely 

gave His only Son; disciples of the Son are 

to give themselves freely in loving ser-

vice, regardless of consequences.

In Paul’s case, the issue of suffering was 

not theoretical or limited only to threat-

ened bodily harm or imprisonment. He 

admits he was in the midst of a struggle 

on behalf of the faith at the time of his 

writing to the Colossians (2:1). !e Colos-

sians’ neighbors, the Laodicaeans, also 

were unknown to Paul face-to-face, but 

he reports nonetheless that he was deeply 

engaged with them at the heart level. !is 

engagement was said to be agon (2:1), 

from which developed the English word 

agony. !ese believers were threatened by 

false teachings, and Paul was unable phys-

ically to go to them and confront the cir-

cumstance.

1 
Philip D. Kenneson, Life on the Vine  

(Downers Grove, Ill.: InterVarsity Press, 

1999), p. 206.
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LIFE CHANGE

For the loyal servants of Jesus 
Christ, suffering o"en accompa-
nies faithful discipleship. God 
freely gave His only Son for the sin 
of us humans; disciples of the Son 
are to give themselves freely in 
loving service, regardless of conse-
quences. Has any discomfort come 
into your life because of faithful-
ness to Jesus Christ? If not, why 
not? If you were more faithful, 
what consequences might follow? 
Are you prepared to give yourself 
more freely to the Christ—what-
ever the cost?

For a man like Paul, the limitations of 
imprisonment would have been frustrat-
ing. Of course, and less admirably, Paul 
also may have been struggling internally 
with the threat of a possible death sen-
tence and the temptation to back away 
from the truth himself, thus saving his 
life at the expense of his integrity. Such a 
defection would have been a disastrous 
scandal for the young Christian move-
ment. Many were watching Paul, and any 
temptation to take the easy way out of his 
circumstance would have been agony for 
him indeed. His choice was clear. #e 
easy way was unthinkable. #e broad 

road of personal comfort usually leads to 
destruction (Ma$. 7:13).

To be in Christ is necessarily to live like
Christ. Paul’s typical definition of a Chris-
tian is Christ in you, the hope of glory
(1:27). #ese words or their equivalent are 
used o"en in Paul’s writings. Here lies 
the mystery (1:26), the hope of glory
(1:27), the good news now disclosed to 
the saints (1:26). His own testimony was 
that he had been crucified with Christ 
and now was living because Christ was 
alive in him (Gal. 2:20). #e very Christ 
who has the primacy over all things and 
who will stand at time’s end as the final 
judge now lives in the believer by the Holy 
Spirit.
2. Completing the Suffering of Christ 
1:24–25

#e combination of rejoice and suf-
fered (1:24) is a strange one, but these are 
the twin realities to which Paul testifies. 
In the faithful service of the church, the 
apostle to the Gentiles informs the Colos-
sians that he is rejoicing even in the midst 
of necessary suffering. It is clear that Paul 
had faced considerable opposition in his 
ministry. Persecution is not too strong a 
word. In fact, at the time he was writing 
to the Colossians, he was languishing in a 
Roman prison. Paul was a pioneer evange-
list, a frontline apostle with a dramatic 
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message to be delivered to people o!en 

unprepared to hear it. Some of his Jewish-

convert friends were reluctant to share it. 

"ey had great concerns about the gospel 

of Christ being offered to new (non-

Jewish) people without including tradi-

tion-conserving controls. Crossing new 

frontiers risks new dangers and opens 

new doors of opportunity.

Whenever one serves the church 

boldly by trying to establish its faith, save 

it from errors, and widen its borders, at 

least there will be friction and usually 

some sacrifice that will involve suffering 

of one kind or another. "e pain can 

come from inside or outside the believing 

community. Even so, to suffer in the ser-

vice of Christ should be seen as a personal 

privilege. For Paul, to be persecuted while 

pouring himself out on behalf of the 

believers was thought of as sharing in and 

even to fill up in my flesh what is still 
lacking in regard to Christ’s afflictions
 (1:24). Hearing this thought from Paul is 

strange indeed in light of Colossians 

1:15–20. "ere Paul stresses the all-suffi-

ciency of Christ’s reconciling work on the 

cross. "is present statement appears to 

imply that something is lacking in 

Christ’s afflictions, something that 

believers can supply. Clarity is critical 

here.

"e term hysterema (deficiency, need) 

is found nine times in the New Testa-

ment, but only here in Colossians in rela-

tion to Christ. Paul speaks elsewhere of 

sharing the sufferings of Christ (Phil. 

3:10), but not for other believers and not 

as though he were filling what is “lack-

ing” in Christ’s suffering. What could 

Paul mean by saying that his own sacri-

fice and suffering on behalf of the church 

somehow complete or fill up the suffer-

ings and sacrifice of Jesus Christ? What is 

yet empty, incomplete, le! to be done by 

those of us who now serve?

Paul was not adding in any way to the 

redemptive suffering of Jesus Christ as 

completed on the cross. "at sacrifice 

was full, complete, once for all. Paul’s 

afflictions, subsequent to Christ on the 

cross, were on behalf of the church and in 
the pa!ern of the suffering Christ. Paul 

was continuing the suffering-servant role 

of Jesus Christ as he functioned as mis-

sionary to the Gentiles. He was rejoicing 

in the suffering that was accompanying 

his fulfillment of God’s plan of carrying 

the good news of Jesus to the wider non-

Jewish world—and he was willingly bear-

ing the burden that was coming with that 

controversial, dangerous, and wonderful 

task.

"e theme of joy in the face of suffer-
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ing o!en appears in the New Testament. 

Believers may be persecuted, as were the 

biblical prophets earlier, but there is a 

sure reward ahead (Ma". 5:12). As the 

gospel of Christ is faithfully proclaimed, 

the church will grow and more of the sick 

will come for healing (Acts 5:14). Faithful 

members of the church are to stand firm 

in the face of suffering, even when losing 

their property, enduring with joy because 

there are more lasting possessions not 

subject to human confiscation (Heb. 

10:34). G. K. Chesterton said, “$e golden 

age only comes to men when they have, if 

only for a moment, forgo"en gold.”2

Like Paul, and in every time and place, 

the church always is to be a living demon-

stration of the reconciling grace of God, 

the contemporary embodiment of what it 

means to live under the reigning lordship 

of Christ, whatever the cost involved. $e 

church is to be the fellowship of servants 

who pour themselves out, like the Christ, 

on behalf of God’s saving mission in the 

world. Paul was living this way and call-

ing the Colossians to do the same. $e 

basic point is this: “We do not suffer as a 

repetition of Calvary but as an extension 

of it—as an expression of Christ-life 

which, like our Master, is a cross-life.”3

$is cross-life is to become a cross-

shaped people in today’s secular world. 

$e intended result is this: “Healing 

begins in identification with the pain [of 

others].… With the vision of Christ ever 

before us, we take our stance beside, not 

above, those who sin and who suffer.… 

Pride give[s] way to compassion. And 

only as pride gives way to compassion 

will we become a cruciform church.”4 To 

be “cruciform” is to be shaped by a cross-

like, sacrificial servanthood.

3. Jesus Christ Is for All People 1:26–29

Embodying the good news in Jesus 

Christ involved a particular task for the 

apostle Paul in those first years a!er the 

earthly sojourn of Jesus. He was to pro-

claim a marvelous message far beyond 

the traditional borders of the Jewish 

community. $e glorious hope of the 

Christian gospel is for everyone! Paul was 

sha"ering the old idea that, since God 

had once chosen a particular people to be 

His special treasure (Exod. 19:5), that 

people somehow had a corner on divine 

2 
Quoted in C. Leonard Allen, !e Cruciform 

Church (Abilene, Tex.: Abilene Christian 

University Press, 1990), p. 1.

3 Maxie D. Dunnam, Galatians, Ephesians, 

Philippians, Colossians, Philemon, $e 

Preacher’s Commentary (Waco, Tex.: Word, 

1982), 358.

4 
Allen, !e Cruciform Church, p. 183.
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grace, an exclusive right to the privileges 
of being children of the divine Parent. 
No, says Paul. !e love and mercy of God 
are the property of no one; to the con-
trary, they are the privilege of all who 
will believe and receive. All ethnic and 
national barriers were demolished by 
Christ’s death (Eph. 2:11–22). Paul’s own 
calling was to warn every person, teach 
every person, and ideally present every 
person complete in Christ.

Many Jews struggled with Paul, fearing 
that his work with the Gentile world was a 
prostitution of a privileged covenant, a 
throwing of pearls to swine. Since Chris-
tianity began as a messianic movement 
within Judaism, they argued, should 
being Christian not also mean remaining 
Jewish? !e Gnostic-like thinking now 
infecting the Colossian congregation also 
resisted the message of Paul, but for other 
reasons. It restricted the grace of God by 
insisting that special knowledge and ele-
vated states of spirituality are necessary 
for salvation. Since such things were said 
to emerge from special opportunity and 
intense discipline, only a small number, 
the spiritually enlightened and elite, will 
ever a"ain the goal of the truly saved. In 
other words, the wisdom of God is not 
equally for everyone. But Paul actively 
argues otherwise. In Christ, he insists, 

the grace of God has been extended freely 
to all humanity. Levels of understanding 
and gi#ing vary among believers, of 
course, but the gi# of salvation and the 
hope of glory belong to all. !e good 
news of the gospel of Christ is both that it 
truly saves and that it truly is for all peo-
ple.
4. Marks of a Faithful Church 2:1–7

As Paul suffered and served, sharing 
both the good news of the Christ with the 
Colossians and his concern for the Laodi-
caeans, he described what might be called 
the marks of a faithful church. God will 
provide if the people will be receptive and 
responsible. Divine provision is adequate 
for all of the church’s needs if the provi-
sion is properly honored and nurtured. 
!e divine provision is elaborated in 
terms of eight marks of church maturity. 
!ey are descriptions of a church that is 
properly rooted in the truth of God’s reve-
lation and positioned to be effective in 
Christ’s mission.

MARK 1: COURAGE

For Christian believers pressured by 
false teachings and existing in cultures 
unfriendly to Christian faith, Paul prays 
that they be encouraged. He longs that 
they will be so se"led in the assurance of 
their faith that comfort and confidence 
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will grow and support them daily. !is 
way of living the faith brings all that is 
necessary to cope with any situation. It 
was time for such courage in the Colos-
sian congregation.

MARK 2: UNITY

A key aspect of the encouragement of 
believers is that their communities of 
faith be knit together by a special love. 
Pa"erns of church government and styles 
of worship will vary, of course; personal 
preferences on a range of ma"ers are to 
be expected in any human gathering, 
including the church. However, what 
should be basic, consistent, and so 
unusual about the church in the world’s 
eyes is how differently the people making 
up the bodies of Christian believers truly 
love each other (1 John 4:7). Love makes 
people one, even when there are differ-
ences. !is is beyond what the fractured 
world manages to experience. Jesus 
prayed that His disciples would be united 
so that the world may know (John 17).

MARK 3: WISDOM

!e mature church is marked by a 
multifaceted knowing. Paul uses three 
different words for knowing, suggesting 
that a full range of wisdom is to be 
present within healthy bodies of believ-

ers. In 2:2 he uses sunesis, “understand-
ing,” a critical kind of knowing that care-
fully assesses a situation and determines 
the best kind of action to take in it. Some 
believers are strategic visionaries and 
planners. !en Paul says that in Jesus are 
hidden the treasures of both knowledge
(gnosis) and wisdom (sophia) (2:3). Gnosis
is the ability, almost intuitive in nature, to 
grasp a truth merely on seeing or hearing 
it, while sophia goes on to the additional 
ability to probe, confirm, and convey a 
truth by the use of reasoned argument. 
!e mature church, then, is a body of 
believers that, functioning together in 
unity with their various gi$s, effectively 
represents Christ in the world because it 
properly discerns the truth in Christ, 
senses in the Spirit what is right, is able to 
determine the best ways to proceed on 
mission in given se"ings, and articulates 
thoughtfully and persuasively the truth 
for the understanding of others.

All of this knowing, says Paul, is 
hidden (apokruphos, 1:26) in Christ and is 
mystery (1:26) in the sense that it is not 
available to common view apart from 
divine revelation. !e really good news is 
that this hiddenness now has been openly 
revealed so that all who choose may enter 
in. !e obvious implied contrast is with 
the false teachers at Colosse who were 
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insisting that a range of hidden knowl-

edge is required for salvation and is acces-

sible only by a few. !is knowledge is 

what select teachers were saying they had 

captured and could be gained only by the 

spiritually elite. It required following 

rigid regulations controlling particular 

religious practices to be engaged in for 

the purpose of a high level of eventual 

spiritual insight. Paul says to such mis-

leading teachers, “You Gnostics have your 

wisdom hidden from ordinary people; we 

too have our knowledge, but it is not 

hidden in unintelligible books; it is hid-

den in Christ and therefore open to all 

men everywhere.”5

MARK 4: RESISTANCE

Being in possession of the wide range 

of knowledge hidden in Christ is crucial 

for the church, but such possession needs 

to be protected. !e needed safety comes 

when the church also has the ability to 

recognize and resist the intrusion of false 

but nonetheless seductive teaching. 

Believers must not be beguiled by fine-
sounding arguments (pithanologia, 2:4), 

those smooth arguments by which a 

clever lawyer sometimes gets a guilty 

client freed. Truth must be received, 

understood, and held tightly in the face 

of all self-serving and clever arguing to 

the contrary. !e world specializes in 

marketing designed to draw public a"en-

tion and serve the ends of the advertiser. 

But let the buyer beware! !e church 

must not allow itself to be beguiled by 

“truths” currently on sale by others, 

however a"ractive their spiritual packag-

ing.

MARK 5: DISCIPLINE

Paul speaks approvingly of orderly and 

firm faith (2:5). !ese two words are mili-

tary in origin. Order (taxis) means a rank 

or a carefully aligned group of soldiers. 

Similarly, the church is to be much more 

than a polite gathering of like-minded 

people seeking to get their perceived 

needs met. It is to be more like a trained 

army, with all members knowing their 

gi#s and assignments, each equipped 

with the spiritual weapons that the ba"le 

will require, and each in place and ready 

to function together as the Lord may 

command.

Firm is stereoma, a solid front, a 

mighty bulwark, an immovable phalanx. 

Enemies may charge the church with vol-

leys of false teaching, but God’s army can 

be enabled to stand firm so that the gates 

5 
William Barclay, !e Le"ers to the Philippians, 

Colossians, and !essalonians (Philadelphia: 

Westminster Press, rev. ed. 1975), pp. 130–131.
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of hell finally will not prevail against it 
(Ma!. 16:18). "ere should be warmth, 
joy, and flexibility among believers, of 
course; but there also should be a corpo-
rate strength and an ordered discipline 
that keeps the body from crumbling 
when under a!ack and allows the body to 
move out on divine mission in ways really 
useable by the Spirit who is in command.

Paul and Timothy rejoiced about the 
way many Colossian believers had gener-
ated “resistance to the specious argu-
ments and deceptive tactics of those who 
would entice them away from an exclu-
sive loyalty to Christ.… "ey had taken 
up ba!le stations to combat error.”6 Such 
courage and caution should always mark 
the Christian community. Says verse 3 of 
the Christian song titled “Lead On, O 
King Eternal,”

Lead on, O King eternal, we follow, not 
with fears,
For gladness breaks like morning, 
Where e’er "y face appears.
"y cross is li#ed o’er us, We journey 
in its light;
"e crown awaits the conquest, Lead 

on, O God of might.

MARK 6: IN CHRIST

"e Spirit of God is none other than 
the Spirit of the Christ, meaning that the 
true church is Christ’s body because it has 
its life in Christ through the Spirit. "e 
body of the church is to be like a great 
tree that is deeply rooted in the divine 
revelation about the supremacy of 
Christ’s being, life, and work. "e church 
regularly draws nourishment from this 
root. It is like a great house that keeps 
standing because it sits on a solid founda-
tion, successfully resisting storms 
because of the strength of its base. Believ-
ers should sing with deep conviction, 
“How firm a foundation, ye saints of the 
Lord, is laid for your faith in His excellent 
Word!”

MARK 7: APOSTOLIC

Paul obviously was anxious for the 
Colossians to hold firmly to the faith orig-
inally preached to them. "is holding is 
not to be an inflexible and mindless kind 
of orthodoxy. Faith always has an ele-
ment of mystery. God is always beyond 
the full comprehension of mere humans; 
no creed is the exact wording of truth that 
is good for all times, cultures, and lan-
guages. Even so, there are a few funda-

6 "omas L. Trevethan, Our Joyful 

Confidence: !e Lordship of Jesus in Colossians 

(Downers Grove, Ill.: InterVarsity Press, 1981), 

p. 61.
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mental beliefs that do not change and are 
so basic that they define what it means to 
be Christian. !ey are the “apostolic” 
teachings, the heart of the message pro-
claimed by those nearest to Jesus. Paul 
understood himself to be one such apos-
tle (1:1) and meant for his le"er to be fully 
in line with such teachings. In Colosse 
long ago and in all generations, the 
church is faced with claims to new revela-
tions o#en not consistent with the 
gospel’s apostolic foundation. !ey must 
be resisted.

GREAT THEME

In Colosse long ago and in all gen-
erations, the church is faced with 
claims to “new revelations” o#en 
not consistent with the Christian 
gospel’s apostolic foundation. 
!ese are temptations that must 
be resisted. God among us in Jesus 
Christ is the full and final revela-
tion of God to humankind. One 
problem area involves looking 
anxiously to the future. Is too 
much energy being spent by Chris-
tians today in fruitless speculation 
about “final things”—always an 
open door to claims of fresh revela-
tions that o#en sound so unlike 
the Jesus of the New Testament?

MARK 8: OVERFLOWING GRATITUDE

When rightly established in the apos-
tolic faith, the obvious result should be a 
community of faith that overflows with 
thankfulness (2:7). !e proper conclu-
sion is clear. !ose who have been incor-
porated into Jesus Christ are to be 
securely rooted in Him, progressively 
built up in Him, and live under His lord-
ship. Such anchored and enlivened walk-
ing by faith yields an abounding gratitude 
to God. A#er all, Christ Jesus is more 
than adequate to safeguard all of His own 
against the empty traditions of mere 
humans. Walking worthy of the Lord is 
defined by four participles—rooted, 
built up, established, and abounding. 
!e joy of the Lord, when properly 
founded and matured, brings an overflow 
of gratitude.
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TO COMPLETE THE AFFLICTIONS OF CHRIST

 (1:24)
1:24 !e first aspect of Paul’s ministry 

involved suffering. Perhaps Paul reflected 
here on the words of explanation at his 
conversion experience. God told Ananias 
that Paul would learn how many things 
he must suffer for Christ’s sake (Acts 
9:16). From the beginning of his ministry, 
Paul and others knew that unique suffer-
ing would be his lot. !at knowledge 
came through direct revelation from 
God. Perhaps, further, Paul reflected on 
the fulfillment of that prediction in the 
various experiences of suffering in his 
ministry. Even at the time of writing, 
Paul was suffering in house arrest for the 
sake of Gentile churches. In a unique way, 
the apostle was granted the privilege of 
suffering for the Messiah.

Suffering for the Colossians. Paul suf-
fered because of the specific ministry God 
called him to do. He planted churches in 
Gentile, pagan territory, and that brought 
reactions from Jews and Gentiles alike. 
!ree terms explain Paul’s suffering for 
them. In v. 24 he used the phrases “for 
you,” “for the sake of his body,” and 
“which is the church.” In what sense was 
Paul’s suffering for the church, particu-
larly the Colossian church which Paul 
had never seen? Colossians 1:25ff.

explains the unique theological insights 
God gave Paul. He preached a message of 
inclusion: Gentiles were included in the 
work of God. !is meant that the Christ 
could be—indeed was—resident among 
the Gentiles. !e message was broadly 
messianic and offended many Jews who 
did not want the blessings of the mes-
sianic kingdom to go to Gentiles. It also 
caused a reaction among Gentiles who 
saw a threat to their religious practices 
and economic livelihood.138 Paul suffered 
in two ways. He suffered the a#acks of 
those he sought to reach with the gospel, 
and he suffered at the hands of the Jews 
who sought to stop the advance of the 
gospel. His suffering related to the Colos-
sians in that his personal difficulties came 
because of his a#empts to convince the 
Jews to accept the Gentile believers. 
Details of that interpretation await the 
section on Paul fulfilling the word of God.

Suffering for the Christ. !is passage 
contains a unique teaching about suffer-
ing. Paul stated that his call involved “fill-
ing up … Christ’s afflictions” (NASB). !e 
statement has produced thousands of 
pages of discussion and many theological 

138 Frequently the temples were major sources 

of income for a community. E.g., in Acts 

19:17–41 the gospel produced a riot for these 

reasons.
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interpretations. Only an overview can be 
provided at this point.

Paul used an unusual term for “fill up,” 
occurring only here in all of Scripture. 
!e basic root means “to fill,” as to fill in 
substance or content. !e preposition 
“again” (ana) is prefixed to the root, and 
another Greek preposition, “in place 
of ” (anti), is added to it. Together, the 
word literally conveys the idea of “com-
pleting in place of ” or “complete for 
someone else.”139 !e word seems to 
demand the ideas of exchange or vicari-
ousness and repetition.

Many suggestions have been made as 
to the meaning of Paul’s expression.140

!ey may be divided into three categories 
based on whether the interpreter under-
stood the sufferings as atoning, mystical, 
or eschatological. First, some may read 
the passage and assume that Paul meant 

that Christians must suffer to accomplish 
their own atonement.141 While not deny-
ing the atoning work of Christ, this view 
depreciates it by suggesting that the work 
of Christ was insufficient and that believ-
ers must contribute to their own salva-
tion. Paul specifically countered both of 
these in Col 2. As Lohse states: “Paul and 
all other witnesses in the New Testament 
unanimously agree that the reconcilia-
tion was truly and validly accomplished 
in the death of Christ, and that no need 
exists for any supplementation.”142

Two other commonly accepted inter-
pretations are mystical, building on the 
“in Christ” theme so prominent in Paul. 
!e first builds upon the identity between 
Paul and Christ. !e church and Christ 
exist in a closely personal relationship so 
that what one endures the other endures. 
Advocates say that the apostle, reflecting 
on his identification with Christ, spoke of 
participation in Christ’s sufferings.143

139 BAGD, 72–73.
140 !e most helpful history of interpretation 

is by J. Kremer, Was an den Leiden Christi noch 

mangelt, Eine interpretationsgeschichtliche und 

exegetische Untersuchung zu Kol, 1, 24b, BBB 12 

(Bonn: Hanstein, 1956), 5–154. Interestingly, 

Hendriksen provided a good survey of several 

current possibilities but omi$ed some of the 

more recent and likely interpretations (Colos-

sians, 91–98).

141 !is view was held by H. Windisch, Paulus 

und Christus: Ein biblisch-

religionsgeschichtlicher Vergleich, UNT 24 

(Leipzig: Heinrich, 1934), 236–50.
142 Lohse, 69
143 E.g., A. Deissman, Paul: A Study in Social 

and Religious History, trans. W. E. Wilson 

(London: Hodder & Stoughton, Ltd., 1926), 

162ff. in various places. Some support may 
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Two major problems occur between this 
interpretation and the context of Colos-
sians. First, Paul distinguished himself 
from Christ and Christ’s work. He called 
himself a servant rather than an equal. 
Second, the question of the lack of 
Christ’s sufferings remains. In what sense 
would there be any lack in what Christ 
did? !is mystical interpretation fails to 
satisfy the details of the text.

A second mystical interpretation 
builds on the relationship between Christ 
and the Christian in the Christian’s suffer-
ings. Support for this interpretation 
occurs in the statement of the risen Lord 
in Acts 9:4, “Saul, Saul, why do you perse-
cute me?” Obviously Saul thought he 
persecuted misguided people, particu-
larly Jews, but the Lord took it personally. 
Paul actually persecuted Christ.144 !is 
interpretation comes nearer to the point 
of the passage, but it also seems inade-
quate. It does have the advantage of 
moving from the idea of redemptive suf-
fering which the others contain incor-
rectly.

!e most fruitful route of interpreta-
tion considers the Jewish apocalyptic set-

ting of Paul’s ministry and is eschatologi-
cal. !is section of the epistle particularly 
reflects a Jewish eschatological orienta-
tion by using such terms as 
“mystery” (1:26, 27; 2:2), 
“kingdom” (1:13), and “tribulation” or 
“affliction” (1:24, NIV). !e Jews expected 
the Messiah’s coming to be preceded by a 
time of tribulation, but the time of tribu-
lation had fixed limits (Mark 13:19–20). 
!e kingdom could be entered only 
through tribulations (Acts 14:22), which 
would give way to the glory that would 
follow. Since in this passage Paul used the 
term “tribulations” of the Christ rather 
than “sufferings” (“afflictions,” NIV), he 
wrote in an eschatological framework. It 
is significant that the word “tribulations” 
is never used of Christ’s redemptive work. 
Instead the word regularly used is “suffer-
ing.”145 Further, in this interpretation the 
phrase “the Christ” has its full messianic 
significance. It is not simply an alternate 
designation for Jesus.146 !e eschatologi-
cal context, the choice of the word “tribu-
lations,” and the article with Christ all 

come from Ma$ 20:23: “You will drink my 

cup.”
144 !is must mean, of course, that Christ lives 

in

145 !e Greek word “sufferings” (πάθημα) gave 

rise to the English word “passion.”
146 !e article with the word “Christ” is signif-

icant here in this regard, especially in an 

eschatological and messianic context. Paul 

emphasized it was tribulations of the Christ.
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point to a time of tribulations associated 
with the Messiah.

!ese Messianic Age sufferings are 
both personal, for Paul, and corporate, 
for the entire church. !e word implies a 
vicarious element to these afflictions. 
Some become sidetracked in their think-
ing, focusing on the statement that these 
are “Christ’s afflictions.” !ey identify 
them with the cross. However, that inter-
pretation finds no support in this passage 
or elsewhere. !e substitutionary ele-
ment is explained in the remainder of v. 
24, where Paul stated that they are “for 
the sake of his body, which is the church.” 
!us the afflictions are neither for Jesus 
nor for Paul and his salvation. !ey are 
related to the church. Paul’s afflictions 
were endured for the sake of the gospel to 
the Gentiles. !ey were a part of the reac-
tion of unsympathetic hearers—Jews and 
Gentiles—to the message of the gospel.

!e context contains two other ideas. 
First, the afflictions of Christ had a lack. 
!e word “lack” suggests that Paul 
thought of a fixed number of tribula-
tions, some of which remained unful-
filled.147 Perhaps Paul meant that the 

inauguration of the age of salvation could 
not be completed until the universal 
implications of the gospel appeared. All 
those who contributed to that under-
standing suffered (e.g., Stephen), and 
Paul suffered uniquely because he was the 
apostle to the Gentiles. In a real sense, 
then, when his work was completed, the 
implications of the gospel as a message 
for all people would be clearly known.

Second, Jesus’ afflictions became Paul’s 
sufferings. Paul carefully distinguished 
between the two. He suffered in his body 
(“in my flesh”), and there was a real 
struggle. !e text reveals some parallels 
between Jesus and Paul. Both suffered in 
the flesh; both suffered vicariously; both 
suffered for the gospel; and both suffered 
for the church. Many differences between 
them occur, however. Paul did not suffer 
redemptively. Jesus completed the work 
of redemption for all people. Paul’s task 
was to open the door for a universal 
proclamation of the gospel. At the least, 
he hoped to convince all people of the 
validity of the gospel and its application 
to all persons, Jew or Gentile.

147 G. B. Caird, Paul’s Le!ers from Prison: Ephe-

sians, Philippians, Colossians, Philemon, NClarB

(London: Oxford University Press, 1976), says, 

“It is almost as if he is thinking of a fixed quota of suffering to be endured” (184).
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