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Colossians 1:15-20 

 

Read Colossians 1:15-23 

 

I trust that everyone has had a good afternoon and has been able to enjoy the facilities 

here at Fair Havens. 

 

As Sunny introduced to us this morning, we’re reflecting this weekend on the theme of 

holiness, through the lens of the book of Colossians. Now, the verses we just read, from 

Colossians 1:15-23, are packed with such rich theological truths about Jesus Christ that we could 

no doubt spend our entire retreat camped out on these verses alone. But this afternoon, I want to 

spend a few moments reflectingfrom this passage on the holiness of the Lord Jesus Christ. 

 

Holiness is a central concept running through the Scriptures. When we think of holiness, 

probably most often we tend to think about it primarily in terms of moral purity. So when God 

commands “You shall be holy, for I the Lord your God am holy”, typically we would understand 

this to mean that He wants us to turn away from sin and to live lives that are morally upright and 

pure, because the Lord our God is Himself is absolutely without sin, and absolutely pure. And 

that would be right. When we are commanded over and over again in Scripture to be holy 

because God is holy, that does indeed mean that we should be living lives that are constantly and 

consistently turning away from sin and should instead be seeking to walk in complete obedience 

to God and His laws. We should be walking in purity. And the Lord willing, we’ll be thinking a 

lot more about this over the rest of this weekend. 

 

But if you were paying attention during the Scripture reading, you might be scratching 

your head and thinking, “I thought David said he was going to be talking about the holiness of 

Jesus Christ.” There doesn’t seem to be much in these verses that talk about the holiness of Jesus 

Christ. And probably you’d be right if holiness was only about moral purity. 

 

But while moral purity is an important aspect of holiness, it’s only one side of the 

coin.Holiness is a challenging concept to define precisely, but the other side of the coin, theother 
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major aspect of holiness in Scripturehas to do with separation. To be holy means to be separate – 

to be distinct, or set apart.So for example, we have holidays.  The word holiday comes from 

‘holy day’ – that is, a day that’s separated from, or set apart from other days as a special day.  

For God’s people in the Old Testament, that is, the people of Israel, holiness meant being set 

apart from the nations that surrounded them. As the old King James Version put it, they were to 

be a peculiar people – not peculiar in the sense that we understand the word peculiar today (that 

they were to be odd or strange), but peculiar in the sense that they were to be special to God, and 

different from others who were around them. For sure, part of that separation was that that they 

were to be morally upright and pure, in accordance with God’s Law.  But for the Jewishpeople 

then as now, many of the laws and customs they were to adhere to weren’t so much about being 

morally pure, as they were about being set apart and different from the nations around them. So, 

for example, laws about not eating foods that were unclean, like pork. Or laws against clipping 

their sideburns or the edges of their beards. These were laws that weren’t so much about moral 

purity as they were about setting them apart from the nations around them, as God’s special 

people. They were holy, they were set apart by God as His special people.   

 

The New Testament picks up on this concept when describing Christians as God’s 

people.1 Peter 2:9, the apostle Peter writes, “But you are a chosen race, a royal priesthood, a holy 

nation, a people for his own possession.” As followers of Jesus Christ, we are a holy nation, that 

is, we are a people who have been chosen and set apart by God to be His special possession. 

 

So holiness refers to being separate, or set apart. But what does this mean when we think 

about Jesus Christ, as being holy? And what does it mean when the Bible says that God is holy? 

As I’ve mentioned, certainly it speaks of his absolute purity and the fact that He is entirely 

without sin or taint of evil or impurity – His purity certainly sets Him apart. But more than this, 

God’s holiness also speaks to the fact that He is set apart from all everything else, not just by 

virtue of His purity, but that He is set apart from us and everything else in all Creation because 

He is so much greater, so much more majestic, so much more glorious, so much superior in 

every respect. He is high and exalted. As 1 Timothy 6 tells us that He is the blessed and only 

Sovereign, the King of Kings and Lord of Lords, who alone has immortality, and who dwells in 

unapproachable light. 
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Perhaps the clearest picture of the holiness of God is in the book of Isaiah, chapter 6, 

where the prophet Isaiah has a vision of God. Isaiah 6, starting to read at verse 1: 

 

In the year that King Uzziah died I saw the Lord sitting upon a throne, high and lifted up; 

and the train of his robe filled the temple. Above him stood the seraphim. Each had six 

wings: with two he covered his face, and with two he covered his feet, and with two he 

flew. And one called to another and said:“Holy, holy, holy is the Lord of hosts;the whole 

earth is full of his glory!”  

 

Isaiah sees a grand vision of the holiness of God. In it, God is seated on the throne in heaven, 

high and lifted up over all things, and clothed as a mighty king. When you see kings or queens 

dressed in their formal royal garments, their robes have a long train that trails behind them, and 

the longer, the more dignified, the more majestic. Here, God is depicted with a train to his robe 

that fills the entire temple, so great, so majestic is He.  And there are angels flying around Him, 

praising Him and saying, “Holy, holy, holy is the Lord of hosts;the whole earth is full of his 

glory!”These angels, we’re told have two wings with which they cover their faces and two to 

cover their feet. Though they themselves are without sin, still they need to cover themselves in 

the presence of the radiant glory of God, so great is that glory.  

 

God is holy, high and lifted up, and the whole earth is filled with His glory. But in these 

verses, we see that not only is He holy – rather, He is worshipped as Holy, holy, holy. Why this 

repetition?  Why is God not just holy, but holy, holy, holy?  Well, some people might see in this 

a reference to the Trinity - God is the blessed Trinity, and Father, Son and Holy Spirit are all 

holy.  Possibly, but more likely, the word is repeated to emphasize just how holy God is.  The 

Hebrew language is apparently a simple language. There are apparently no modifiers like we 

have in English to compare one thing as being better than the other – like great, greater, or 

greatest. Instead, to emphasize something, they would just repeat it.  Like Jesus saying, ‘Truly, 

truly I say to you’. Not to say that everything else Jesus said wasn’t true, but this was a specific 

truth that He wanted to draw attention to, and so He prefaced it with “Truly, truly”.  So God is 

not just holy, and not just holy, holy – but holy, holy, holy.There is no other attribute of God in 
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the Bible that is raised to the third degree. The Bible doesn’t say that God is love, love, love, or 

that He is merciful, merciful, merciful, or that He is just, just, just.  But God is Holy, Holy, Holy. 

Holiness is the supreme attribute of God. He is perfectly holy in every way - as the old hymn 

says, He is holy and perfect in power; He is holy and perfect in love; He is holy and perfect in 

purity. He is altogether Holy, Holy, Holy. No wonder, then, that the first petition in the Lord’s 

prayer is “Hallowed be Thy Name” – may your Name be honored as holy. 

 

There’s much more that could be said about this, but let’s turn our attention back now to 

our text for this afternoon, Colossians 1:15-20, and here, we catch a glimpse of the supremacy of 

Jesus Christ over all things.And we see here that Jesus Christ is none other than God Himself, 

and that as God, He is holy - set apart, high above all else. Starting to read at verse 15, Paul 

writes“He is the image of the invisible God, the firstborn of all creation. For by Him all things 

were created, in heaven and on earth, visible and invisible, whether thrones or dominions or 

rulers or authorities – all things were created through Him and for Him. And He is before all 

things, and in Him all things hold together. And He is the head of the body, the church. He is the 

beginning, the firstborn from the dead, that in everything He might be preeminent. For in Him all 

the fullness of God was pleased to dwell, and through Him to reconcile to Himself all things, 

whether on earth or in heaven, making peace by the blood of His Cross.” 

 

Now, to find out who ‘He’ is in this passage, we need to go back to verse 13, where Paul 

writes that God has delivered us from the domain of darkness and transferred us to the kingdom 

of His beloved Son, in whom we have redemption, the forgiveness of sins.So ‘He’ v.15 refers to 

God’s beloved Son, Jesus Christ. Paul asserts here that He, Jesus Christ, is the image of the 

invisible God. That is an amazing statement that is so full of meaning. Jesus Christ is the image 

of the invisible God. God is spirit, and John 1:18 and 1 John 4:12 tell us that no one has ever 

seen God – our eyes cannot see that which is invisible. But Jesus is the image of the invisible 

God, or as Hebrews 1:3 puts it, He the exact imprint of God’s nature, the exact representation of 

His being. Now, some people over the centuries have used this verse to argue that Jesus isn’t 

really God, but that He’s like a photocopy; an image, a representation yes, but not God – just as 

we as human beings are created in the image of God, but we’re not God. They go on to argue 

that Jesus can’t be God because Paul says here that He is the firstborn of creation. So probably 
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Jesus was the first created being and is exalted for that reason but, they would argue, He is not 

God. 

 

But that’s completely missing the point.Paul was writing to the Colossians most likely in 

response to a heresy that was teaching that Jesus was not God, but was Himself a created being 

that was lower than God, so why would Paul shoot himself in the foot right here in the first 

chapter? The point Paul is making here in Colossians is that Jesus is 100%, fully and completely 

God. Yes, Jesus was also fully human, but He is at the same time fully God. SoJesus Christ is the 

image of God in that every attribute of God is also perfectly seen, is perfectly manifested in Jesus 

Christ.  As Jesus Himself said to the apostle Philip in John 14:9, “Whoever has seen me has seen 

the Father.”So Paul goes on to write in Colossians 1:19 that “in Him all the fullness of God was 

pleased to dwell.” And again in 2:9 – “In Him [that is, in Jesus Christ] the whole fullness of deity 

dwells bodily.” Jesus embodies the fullness of God. 

 

And just as God is holyin that He is set apart, high and exalted over all things,Paul goes 

on in these verses to show that Jesus Christ likewise is set apart; that He is in every way high and 

exalted over all things. First, in v. 15, we see that He is the firstborn of all Creation, or as the 

NIV translates it, firstborn over all Creation.  That doesn’t mean, as some have tried to argue, 

that Christ was the first created being. Rather, in the culture of the day, the firstborn son held a 

position of pre-eminence and had the right of inheritance. In Psalm 89:27, God says of King 

David, “And I will make him the firstborn, the highest of the kings of the earth” – not meaning 

that David somehow was literally birthed by God, but speaking of the exalted position that God 

would give to David, as the highest – the “firstborn” – of the kings of the earth. Similarly, here in 

Colossians 1:15, that Christ is the firstborn of Creation speaks to His supremacy over all of 

Creation. 

 

Why is He the firstborn of all creation? Why this exalted status? Because as Paul goes on 

to write in verses 16-17, He is the Creator of all things – v. 16 - Forby Him, all things were 

created. And lest you misunderstand what all things includes, it’s things in heaven and on earth, 

visible and invisible, whether thrones or dominions or rulers or authorities. There is not a single 

thing in all Creation – not a single atom or subatomic particle, not a force, not an angel, not a 
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power or authority whether in the earthly or spiritual realm – that wasn’t created by Him. No, all 

things, Paul says, were created through Him, and for Him. We don’t have time today to unpack 

all the details or implications of these truths, but suffice it to say for now that Christ is the 

firstborn of all creation first because He is the Creator of all things; by Him all things were 

created; all things were created through Him and for Him. 

 

But not only that. Verse 17 says that He was before all things – that is, that He is the 

eternal God who was before anything was created; and as eternal God, not only did He create all 

things, but as v.17 goes on to say, He also continues to sustain all things – in Him all things hold 

together.Not only does He sustain us each day with life and breath and sunshine and rain and 

food; but He is the one who holds together all that He created. Hebrews 1:3 says that He upholds 

the universe by the word of His power. He is the one holds even the subatomic particles together. 

Were He to stop doing so, everything would fall apart and disintegrate in an instant… makes you 

wonder if this is what 2 Peter 3:10 is about, when Peter talks about the day of the Lord, that the 

heavens will pass away with a roar, and the heavenly bodies will be burned up and dissolved.So 

Jesus is the firstborn of all creation; from the beginning to the end, He is the eternal God, the 

Creator and sustainer of all things. 

 

But more than being the firstborn of Creation, we see further in verse 18 that Christ is 

also the head of the Body, the Church, and that and He’s the beginning, the firstborn from the 

dead. At first glance, this might seem redundant. If He created all things and all things hold 

together, doesn’t that include the Church, and life and death? I think a few things can be said to 

this.  First, this speaks of the special place the Church has in the mind and heart of God, that God 

places it alongside these great things over which Christ is preeminent, and it speaks also of the 

special privilege we have as the Church, to have the firstborn of all Creation as our Head. And 

yes, the Church here and now exists in the present Creation. But more than this, I think the point 

Paul is trying to make is just this – that while Christ is supreme over all the present Creation – as 

great as that is – that He is at the same time also supreme over the New Creation, the Church, of 

which He is the beginning and the Head. So when Paul writes that Christ is the beginning, the 

firstborn from the dead, he’s not saying that Jesus was the first person to rise from the dead – 

there certainly were others who rose from the dead before Him; but as the beginning, He is the 
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source of the resurrection from the dead, of new life after death, and that as the firstborn, He is 

the greatest to rise from the dead. He is the one who in rising from the dead, has set in motion the 

work of the New Creation that God will one day complete, as we see in v.20, reconciling to 

Himself all things, whether on earth or in heaven, making peace by the blood of His Cross. 

 

And so Paul writes in v. 18 that in everythingJesus Christ is preeminent” – in everything 

– in the present Creation that he created and that will one day pass away, as well as in the New 

Creation that He inaugurated with His resurrection as the firstborn from the dead, and that will 

last forever. He is supreme over everything. This all makes sense and is possible only if Jesus 

Christ is God Himself, so in verse 19, we’re reminded that this is in fact the case, because in 

Christ, all the fullness of God was pleased to dwell. Jesus is not a created being that is somehow 

less than God, as false teachers in the city of Colossae may have been teaching at the time that 

Paul wrote the letter to the Colossian church, and as some like the Jehovah’s Witnesses continue 

to teach today. No, Jesus Christ is none other than God Himself, and in Him the fulness of God 

dwells – not just part of God, but the fullness of God. 

 

If we lose sight of this reality, we completely lose the Gospel, because only if Jesus 

Christ is God Himself, could He perform the work of reconciliation that Paul speaks of in verses 

20-22. Paul writes in verse 20 that through Jesus Christ, God will “reconcile to himself all things, 

whether on earth or in heaven, making peace by the blood of his cross.” Sowhat is this 

reconciliation, and why is it necessary? The need for reconciliation implies that two parties are 

enemies, that they are estranged for some reason. And this is exactly our situation, when we 

consider our relationship with God. We are estranged from God - we are alienated from Him - 

because of our sin. Adam & Eve’s sin in the Garden of Eden tainted all generations of humanity 

after them with sin, so that we are all born with a sin nature that is hostile towards God. And in 

our sinful nature, as Paul goes on to say in v.21, we do evil deeds and we are alienated from God. 

And not only do we as humans need reconciliation, but Paul elsewhere in Romans chapter 8 tells 

us that all Creation was subjected to corruption, decay, and futility because of our sin; so all 

Creation needs to be reconciled to God. 
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The core problem is this: That which is not holy cannot come into the presence of holy 

God. God is holy; but as Isaiah 59:2 says, “your iniquities have made a separationbetween you 

and your God,and your sins have hidden his face from you”.Just as darkness cannot exist in the 

presence of light but rather is obliterated by the light, so that which is unholy cannot come into 

the direct presence of the holy without being destroyed. That’s why the Bible so often depicts 

God in His holiness as a consuming fire, and why God says in His Word that no one can see Him 

and live. 

 

We see in Scripture examples of what happens when the unholy comes into contact with 

the Holy God. In Leviticus 10, there’s the story of Nadab and Abihu, two of the sons of Aaron, 

the high priest of God’s people Israel. Together with their father and brothers, they are in the 

midst of a ceremony ordaining Aaron and his sons as priests of God, when Nadab and Abihu 

offer unauthorized fire to the Lord, that He had not commanded them to offer… and what 

happened? Leviticus 10:2 tells us that “fire came out from before the Lord and consumed them, 

and they died before the Lord.” Why? Leviticus 10:3 tells us that “Moses said to Aaron, “This is 

what the Lord has said: ‘Among those who are near me I will be sanctified, and before all the 

people I will be glorified.’” Or as the NIV translates it, “Among those who approach me I will 

show myself holy; in the sight of all the people I will be honored.” Nadab and Abihu were 

consumed by the display of the holiness of God. Two other examples involved the ark of the 

covenant, which represented God’s throne in the midst of His people Israel. In the first episode, 

in 1 Samuel 6, God put to death 70 men of the town of Beth Shemesh, because they opened and 

looked into the ark of the covenant.  In a second episode, in 2 Samuel 6, a man named Uzzah 

reached out and put his hand on the ark of covenant, and was likewise struck down and died. 

 

This is why throughout the Bible, men and women were terrified at the prospect of 

coming into the immediate presence of God, and it’s why we so desperately need reconciliation 

with God. Our sins have separated us from the holy God, yet the Bible tells us that we must all 

one day appear before Him to give account for our lives. But in our unholiness, there is no way 

that we could ever enter His holy presence without being consumed by the fire of His holiness 

and without suffering the everlasting destruction that the Bible calls hell.But the only way we 
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who are unholy can be reconciled with God so that we can enter into His presence and not suffer 

that everlasting destruction, is if somehow we are made holy; if somehow our sins are atoned for. 

 

But the good news is that God has made a way. Colossians 1:20 says that God was 

pleased to reconcile to himself all things through Jesus Christ, making peace by the blood of his 

cross, that is, by the death of Jesus Christ on the Cross. He died on the Cross to bear the penalty 

for your sin and mine, so that we might be have peace with God and be reconciled to Him, so 

that we might be holy and blameless before Him. And not just us, but as verse 20 says, this 

reconciliation is cosmic in its scope – God reconciling all things to Himself through the blood of 

Jesus Christ, shed on the Cross. 

 

Brothers and sisters, when we understand and see the greatness and the holiness of God 

as manifested in the person of Jesus Christ, it bring so much more depth and meaning, and I 

would hope, so much more appreciation to our understanding of the Gospel.In Colossians 1, 

we’ve seen the supremacy and pre-eminence of Jesus Christ over all things. And yet, as 2 

Corinthians 5:21 says, for our sake, God made Him – Jesus Christ, the firstborn of Creation, by 

whom and for whom all things were created and in whom all things hold together – for our sake, 

God made Him who knew no sin to become sin for us, so that in Him we might become the 

righteousness of God. Spend a moment just taking that in… Jesus Christ - who in all His majesty 

as Holy God knew no sin – was made sin for us. And on the Cross, He who was holy and 

enjoyed perfect fellowship with God bore the hostility and the wrath of God against our sin, and 

was Himself alienated from God, so that we who were alienated from God and hostile towards 

Him, might be reconciled to God by His death for us. As the simple song goes, ‘Holy God in 

love became / Perfect man to bear my blame / On the Cross He took my sin / By His death I live 

again’. What precious truths these simple words express, and even more amazing in light of what 

we see about Jesus Christ here in Colossians 1. 

 

How should we respond to these truths that we’ve considered this afternoon, of the 

holiness of Christ and of the reconciliation He’s secured through His death on the Cross? Let me 

briefly suggest 3 responses, and you can think of more in our discussion time this evening.  
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First, if you are here today and you have never accepted the offer of reconciliation that 

God has offered to you in Jesus Christ, I would urge you not to delay, but to receive this gift that 

God has given in Christ, and be reconciled to God. John 3:16 says that God so loved the world 

that He gave His one and only Son, that whoever believes in Him should not perish, but have 

everlasting life.  Sunny, or Pastor Tim, or I or your group leaders would be more than happy to 

talk with you to explain more about how to receive this gift, so please seek us out. 

 

Second, for those of us who have believed in Jesus Christ, these truths about His holiness 

and the work of reconciliation He has done on the Cross should cause us to worship Him, and 

they should transform our worship. In Revelation 4, the apostle John saw into heaven and saw 

thousands and thousands of angels and other living creatures praising God continually for His 

holiness, and for His mighty acts in Creation and Redemption. And as we consider the holiness 

of God and of Christ, and as we consider here in Colossians 1 His mighty works in Creation and 

Redemption, it should compel us to join in that worship, giving glory, honor, and thanks to God 

for who He is, and for what He has done for us.  

 

Two implications for worship in particular that I’d like to touch briefly on here, and 

probably you can come up with more in the discussion time… First, understanding the holiness 

of God and of Jesus Christ should lead us to worship Him with reverence and awe… what is 

sometimes referred to as ‘holy fear’. As we sang, ‘Come bow before Him now, in reverence and 

fear’. Yes, we have been reconciled with God in Christ, and yes, we now enjoy an intimate 

relationship with him and call Him Abba, Father; so this is not a terror that stems from fear of 

punishment or destruction. Rather, it is a proper reverence that stems from knowledge of how 

great God is, and of who we are as fallen creatures, saved by His grace.It’s the proper respect 

and reverence that a child should have for his/her father. In view of the greatness of the majesty 

and glory of His holiness, we should never take Him lightly. Because He is holy, holy, holy, our 

worship of Him should never be flippant or careless, but as Hebrews 12:28-29 says, “let us offer 

to God acceptable worship, with reverence and awe, for our God is a consuming fire.” 

 

Second, and on a related note, meditating on the holiness of God and of Jesus Christ and 

the work of reconciliation He has done for us on the Cross should deepen our worship and make 
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it more meaningful. How often do we sing words of praise to God, while our hearts and our 

minds are disengaged? There are all kinds of reasons for this, but no doubt much of it is because 

we have a shallow understanding of the holiness of God, and of the greatness of who He is and 

what He has done for us in Christ. So we sing the words with out mouths, but our minds and 

hearts don’t grasp the vast riches of these truths, and so our worship lacks depth and power. But 

as we reflect and meditate more deeply on the holiness of God; on the holiness of Jesus Christ 

and what it meant for Him who knew no sin to be made sin for us; on the greatness of the 

reconciliation that Christ worked on the Cross, so that not only we but all things might be 

reconciled to holy God through the blood of His Cross –our worship will be so much more heart-

felt, so much deeper, so much more powerful.  

 

Finally,understanding the holiness of Christ and the reconciliation He’s secured through 

His death on the Crossshould impact the way we live.I won’t go into any further detail on how, 

because we’ll be spending most of the rest of the weekend thinking about this, but as we’ve 

already touched on briefly this afternoon and as we are reminded time and again in Scripture, we 

are to be holy because the Lord our God is holy. Towards the end of Colossians 1, in v.27, Paul 

says that for us who have received Christ into our lives, God has chosen to reveal to us the 

glorious riches of Jesus Christ in us, the hope of glory. What is this hope of glory of which Paul 

speaks? Other passages in the Bible explain this more fully. 1 John 3:2 says that this hope is that 

when Christ returns, we shall be like Him, for we shall see Him as He is. This hope of glory is to 

be perfectly like Christ, and to see Him as He is.  

 

Here and now, though we’ve been reconciled to God because of what Christ did for us on 

the Cross, we continue to struggle with our sinful nature that is hostile towards God, and this 

keeps us from seeing Him as clearly as we ought. 1 Corinthians 13 says that we see Him as 

through a dark glass. But when Christ returns, He will transform us so we shall see Him clearly, 

face to face, and we shall know Him fully, even as we are fully known. We shall see Jesus Christ 

as He is, in all His splendor and all His holiness – so 1 John 3:2 says that we will be like Him, 

for we shall see Him as He is.  
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But for us who have this hope of glory in us, the process of becoming like Christ starts 

here and now, even if the process won’t be complete until Christ returns. As 1 John 3:3 goes on 

to say, everyone who has this hope in him purifies himself, just as He is pure.  

 

Brothers and sisters, may this be the hope and desire of each one of our hearts, to be like 

Him, because we will see Him as He is. And if this is indeed our hope, let’s continue to purify 

ourselves, just as He is pure. Let’s be holy, for the Lord our God is holy. 

 

 


