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Context
	What are the problems in the world?  There’s poverty and corruption. There are evil political regimes and greedy corporations.  There is conflict and war on national levels, racial levels and interpersonal levels.	We live in a relatively free and peaceful nation, but around the world that is not the case.  How do these problems relate to faith?
	On another level, we know there is sin in the world.  There are also evil powers at work in the world such as but not limited to Satan.  How do these powers relate to the political and social problems in the world?
	Lastly, how does Jesus relate to these problems?  Many people ask why a good God would allow such evil in the world. If Jesus is Lord of all, how do these forces and problems fit into that picture?
	What about our personal experiences?  We struggle with the sin that dwells within our hearts, but we also face the tempter.  There is sin within us but also attack from outside of us.  How do we fit into the picture of Jesus’ lordship?
	These are some of the questions that we will be examining today as we study more about Jesus, God incarnate.
	I was recently made aware of a survey done by the Centre for Research on Canadian Evangelicalism.  In 2013 they did a survey, the Canadian Bible Engagement Study. [www.evangelicalfellowship.ca/bibleengagementstudy]  In that survey, they discovered that only 14% of Canadians read the Bible at least once a month, down from 28% in 1996.  64% of Canadians think the scriptures of all major world religions teach essentially the same things and 69% of Canadians think the Bible has irreconcilable contradictions.  That’s pretty sobering news!
	Yet, the 18% of Canadians that strongly agree that the Bible is the Word of God are 6 times more likely to attend religious services weekly than those who only moderately agree that the Bible is the Word of God.  Furthermore, there is a strong correlation between those who regularly talk with others about the meaning of the Bible and church attendance, actually reading the Bible at least a few times a week and reflecting on the meaning of the Bible.  Those who don’t think the Bible has irreconcilable contradictions are three times more likely to attend religious services weekly than those who do.
	What does this mean?  It means that knowing your Bible, believing your Bible and reflecting on its meaning is strongly tied to attending church regularly. It also means that we are living in a society that not only doesn’t read the Bible, but they don’t know what’s in there and think it’s essentially the same as other religions’ holy books.  This means that there is a deep gulf between those who regularly attend church and those who do not when it comes to reading, believing and understanding the Bible.
	Why am I sharing this with you?  Because this is why we take so much time each Sunday going through the Scripture passage. This is why we look at the context of the passage, why we consider cultural issues at the time of writing, and why we go so deep theologically when it comes to interpreting the passage.  It’s because we live in a society that is not in touch with the Bible at all and that means that in order to reach them with the good news about Jesus, we need to know the Bible ourselves and be able to help them learn how to read it too.
	Bearing this in mind, let’s consider some of the cultural context of our passage in Colossians.  Paul refers to Jesus as the “firstborn over all creation.”  The Jehovah’s Witnesses take this to mean that Jesus is a created being, but that’s not what this verse means at all!  The term “firstborn” refers to rank, not just time.  For example, in Exodus 4:22, God refers to Israel as his “firstborn” son or nation to Pharoah.  Israel was not the first nation to exist.  In fact, Jacob, later renamed Israel, wasn’t even the chronological firstborn son in his family. Esau was the older twin!  But Israel was God’s chosen nation, his first nation in rank.  This means that Jesus is of highest rank, he is supreme over all creation.  It does not mean he is part of creation.
	Second, in verse 18, Paul says Jesus is the new “beginning,” the firstborn from among the dead.  This time firstborn refers both to rank and time- he was the first one raised and is supreme over all who will be raised.  But he is the “beginning” as well.  The word for beginning means literally “the first principle,” or “the source,” “the creative initiative.” [NT Wright, Colossians and Philemon, p.74]  This is a reference back to Genesis. Remember, Genesis means beginning.  Humanity was the climax of creation in Genesis 1:26-27.  This would be firmly entrenched in a Jewish audience, including Jewish Christians and Paul himself.  In the new creation, the new heaven and new earth, the Age to Come, “the true humanity of Jesus is the climax of the history of creation… and the starting point of the new creation.” [Wright, p. 70] So there is a background of Genesis 1 and creation floating behind the terms and images Paul is using here.  Jesus was the source of the first creation and the creative initiative behind the new creation begun at the resurrection.
	So these are some of the ideas floating around behind this text.  The idea of firstborn and beginning or genesis are important contextual elements for understanding this passage.
Observations
	What, then, can we see from the text itself?  Let’s make a few observations.  First, verse 16 tells us that by Jesus all things were created: things in heaven and on earth, visible and invisible, etc.  All things were created by him and for him. This is very similar to the opening chapter of the Gospel of John! “Through him all things were made; without him nothing was made that has been made.” [Jon 1:3] Clearly, then, this was an important part of early Christian understanding.  
	Paul also says in that verse that Jesus created the “thrones, powers, rulers and authorities.”  What does that mean?  In Paul’s Jewish worldview, political and spiritual forces were connected.  It is hard to specifically break down what he meant by each of these terms, but we can be sure he means both political powers and spiritual powers. [Wright, p. 72]  His point is that even these powers were created by Jesus for Jesus.  Today we tend to separate spiritual powers from political, earthly powers.  Many in the West don’t even believe in spiritual forces or powers. But we must try to always take the Bible on its own terms and remember who wrote it and when.  In Paul’s mind, there was no division between spiritual and political forces.  We’re going to delve into this further when it comes time to do interpretation. For now, understand that when you read Paul, there is a real link between earthly and spiritual powers.
	In verses 19, Paul says “God was pleased to have his fullness dwell in him [Jesus].” This is an important statement about Jesus’ divine nature. “The full divinity of the man Jesus is stated without any implication that there are two Gods. It is the one God, in all his fullness, who dwells in him.” [Wright, p. 75] Many non-believers, including Muslims, struggle with the divinity of Christ because it seems to them that Christians worship 3 gods.  However, verses like these help us clarify that it is not three gods we’re talking about, but one God distinguished in three persons, the Father, Son and Spirit.  Verse 20 goes on to elaborate that through Jesus God reconciled to himself all things by making peace through his blood shed on the cross. The fullness of God dwelling in Jesus and it being Jesus’ blood shed for sin means God is the blood-shedding God, but it is his own blood that is shed!
	This passage is some very lofty, deep theology.  It is a triumphal statement about Jesus’ lordship and supremacy as well as his divinity.  Then Paul makes it practical.  After establishing Jesus’ role in creation and redemption, he brings it home to his readers that at one time they, themselves, were alienated from God in need of reconciliation. Because of the new creation begun in Jesus, he is able to present the Colossian Christians as holy and pure without accusation.  But that is dependent upon their sustained faith founded on the hope they have in the gospel.  That is, the hope they have in this message of good news about Jesus- that he is supreme over creation, that the fullness of God was in him and that through his blood he was reconciling all things to himself.  The important ideas of verses 15-20 have practical application for the Colossians because they are the core of their faith and the reason they have been reconciled to God out of their sin.
Interpretation

	What, then, does all this mean?  Let’s do some interpretation of this very deep passage.  I want to begin with what it means that the fullness of God dwells in Christ and that he is the image of the invisible God.  First and foremost, this means that in Jesus we see God.  In Jesus we see God’s character and nature.  We talked about this last week, but the winsome, attractiveness we see in Jesus, his care for the outcast, his tenderness with the broken, his anger over puffed up religion all reflect God’s character.  God is not an angry God looking for ways to make us miserable and punish us. He is not a distant, uncaring, unmoved first mover God.  He is a loving, lovable, approachable God who sees the problem of sin in all its power and destructiveness and chooses to sacrifice personally in order to bridge that gulf between us and him so that we can be with him.  Think of the son, “Ain’t no mountain high enough, ain’t no valley low enough, ain’t no river wide enough, to keep me from coming to you.”  That describes God’s pursuit of us!
	But let’s dig a little deeper than that. What does Jesus’ divinity look like?  In the OT and especially between the OT and NT, the idea of God’s divine Wisdom developed.  This Wisdom, capital W, is a personified Wisdom and it is this idea that John is tapping into when he calls Jesus the Word, or Logos, in John 1.  Jesus fulfilled the role and expectations that were attached to this divine Wisdom. [Wright, p. 67] Those roles were as follows:  First, Jesus was Israel’s representative.  That is why he was baptized by John the Baptist. It was not because he had sin to repent of, but because he was Israel’s perfect representative and Israel had sin to repent of.
	Second, God’s creative and redemptive purposes were fulfilled in Jesus. That’s what Paul is saying here- that by and for Jesus all things were created and that through the blood of Jesus redemption was accomplished.
	Third, Jesus was not just a religious figure, but through Jesus the universe was made including all religious figures.  The Colossians, and by extension all Christians, had not put their faith in a religious guru, but in the maker of the universe!
	Fourth, creation is spoiled, not wholly evil.  This means God still has plans for it and it still belongs to him.  Redemption is not an invasion of the world but a reclamation.  In the OT, the Law was God’s agent in the world, bringing knowledge of him and serving as a shadowy precursor to redemption. But Jesus, not the Law, “is the Father’s agent in the world…. The one through whom the world was made has now become, as a human being, the one through whom the world is rules by the saving love of God.” [Wright, p. 68] From all eternity, Jesus has been the image of God, perfectly reflecting his character and nature.  “From all eternity he had the same relation to the Father that humanity, from its creation, had been intended to bear.” [Wright, p. 70] This is the one that believers trust and to whom they give their allegiance.
	That’s what it means for the fullness of God to dwell in Christ Jesus. That is what it means for Jesus to be the image of the invisible God.
	Now, with that heady stuff in mind, thinking about Jesus’ role in creation of the entire universe, let’s see what it means that he created all thrones, powers, rulers and authorities.  I mentioned earlier that Paul’s worldview was Jewish and in that worldview political and spiritual powers were linked. I want to explain that a little bit more to give us some insight into this passage and to begin to answer some of the questions I outlined at the beginning.
	When Israel came in contact with other nations, they came in contact with other religions and people who believed in other gods and spiritual powers. [The following explanation is taken from G B Caird, Principalities and Powers: a Study in Pauline Theology]  There were three potential responses to this contact for Israel.  First, and worst, was to syncretize their beliefs with these pagan gods, such as the Romans did with Jupiter and Zeus, Hades and Pluto, etc.  This would mean associating Yahweh with Baal, or some other local god.
	Second was suppression of the other gods and religions, which is what the prophets were always calling the people to do.  This would likely have been the best option, but it was most difficult.
	The third option was subordination.  What I mean by that is interpreting these other gods as subordinate to Yahweh.  There may be many gods, but Yahweh was the chief God.  This became the predominant way of thinking and as it developed, the other “gods” were reduced to spiritual powers or authorities.  [diagram]  (There is a diagram on the back of your outline.)  God was understood to be the chief, supreme authority.  However, in his relationship with the nations, he delegated his authority to spiritual powers, or beings.  These powers were thought of as members of God’s heavenly court, as depicted in Job.  Each of these powers was connected to an individual nation.  They served as the “body guard” of that nation, so to speak, and were responsible to see that justice was carried out in that nation, as God’s authorized agent.  Yet in Israel’s case, because they were God’s covenant people, he ruled them directly and they related back to him directly.
	So what happened? [diagram] As the nations began to worship these powers that were over them, the powers accepted that worship.  It was sinful on the part of the people to worship the powers and give them the praise that only the Creator, Yahweh, was due.  In accepting their worship, the powers were corrupted themselves and rebelled against God.  In this way, human sin even affected the heavenly realms!
When Israel interacted with these pagan nations, they were also contending with the spiritual powers in authority over those nations.  For instance, when Israel escaped from Egypt in the Exodus, it was because the spiritual powers over Egypt, Egypt’s “spiritual body guards,” failed in their role.  Yahweh, their boss and the one from whom their authority flowed, was able to overpower them and free his people from Egypt.  Later, when foreign empires such as Babylon, Assyria and Rome conquered Israel, Israel interpreted these events as God’s punishment carried out through his authorized agents, the powers over these nations.  In this way, the Jews were able to reconcile evil spiritual forces and enemy political powers defeating them and yet still see God as sovereign over the whole world.  Otherwise, the pagan powers would have been seen as more powerful than Yahweh.
	By the time of Paul, the understanding was that political forces were tied to spiritual forces.  The spiritual forces were not gods, but they were still powers and authorities.  Both the political and spiritual forces derived their power and authority from God. They were his authorized agents, even if they were in rebellion against God.  So here, in Colossians, Paul is asserting that even these powers were created by and for Jesus!  These foreign powers, including the Roman Empire, derived their authority from God. Perhaps they were in rebellion against God, perhaps they had been corrupted by human sin in the people they looked over, but ultimately their power came from Jesus and ultimately he will hold them accountable because he is the firstborn of creation and, as the firstborn from the dead, he will have supremacy.
	This also sheds light on how God, through Jesus, is reconciling “all things” to himself. Elsewhere Paul talks about all of creation groaning under the weight of sin. This is part of that problem.  Even the spiritual powers who had been delegated by God to oversee the nations have been corrupted.  All of creation is groaning because of our sin, even the spiritual powers and authorities have been thrown out of whack.  But God, through Jesus, is reconciling all things to himself. By defeating sin and death, Jesus is reconciling humanity to himself, but also all those things human sin has corrupted or tainted. Because the spiritual powers were spoiled by the sin of humans, the redemption of humanity means that these powers can also be reconciled to God.  They are not “saved” in the way people are saved, but they are part of creation and all of creation is being renewed.
	This leads us to three significant questions about the reconciliation that Christ brings. [Wright, p. 76ff.]  First, how does God bring about reconciliation between himself and creation?  Second, does “all things” include non-human creation? And third, does this imply automatic salvation for all humans?
	To answer the first question, God brings reconciliation through blood, but it is through his own blood that he does this!  It is through the atonement of Christ on the cross that he brings reconciliation.
	To answer the second question, humanity plays a lead role in creation.  It is not insignificant that prior to the Fall, Adam or “man” was put in charge of creation, he was made a steward of creation, its caretaker.  We tend to think of that as just meaning the plants and animals in the garden, but I believe we should also include the spiritual powers and authorities that Jesus created as well.  Human sin lead to creation’s fall, including the fall of those powers.  It makes sense, then, that human reconciliation can also lead to creation’s redemption. If our sin is the problem for all of creation, then the solution to our sin is not limited in scope to just us, but also to the creation our sin corrupted.
	Now, we need to keep in mind that the world is not fully aware “of the fact that God will eventually remake the world and its power structures so that they reflect his glory instead of human arrogance.” [Wright, p. 77]  Much of the world is still in rebellion and has not yet felt the redemption of Christ directly, which is why Christians are still persecuted in many places, why there is still greed and corruption in the world and why there is still war and violence.  Christ won the victory at the cross, but he has not consummated, or fulfilled that victory yet because he is leaving time for people to turn and be saved.
	To answer the third question, Is salvation automatic?, we need to say no, it is not.  This is ultimately a question about universalism- will all be saved, will everybody go to heaven? What does it mean “all things” are being reconciled to God if not all people?  The rest of the NT is clear that salvation is for some, and not for all. Even a few verses later Paul makes it clear that reconciliation with God is dependent upon persevering in the faith!
	So what does “all things” mean?  “All things” refers to the universal scope of God’s reconciling process.  Reconciliation is never automatic, even in human relationships.  Reconciliation with God is no different. It required the death of Christ on the cross to make it even possible. It requires our submission to Jesus as Lord, completely, including complete trust in him to reconcile us to God and make us holy for us to take part in the reconciliation the cross made possible.
	All things means that there is no corner of creation, physical or spiritual, that is exempt from Christ’s supremacy. There is no part of creation that can claim, “I did not have the option to be reconciled.”  Even the spiritual realms will be remade when Christ returns and establishes his complete Lordship, when every tongue will confess that Jesus Christ is Lord.
Now Apply It
	Wow, what a lot of deep theology!  But we’ve begun to make some sense of the problem of evil and corruption in the world.  There are spiritual forces at play as well as human forces working for greed, arrogance, and corruption.  We are called to both pray against these forces but also to work against them. Our prayers address the spiritual elements behind corruption in the world and our work addresses the human elements.  Our battle is not against flesh and blood, Paul says in Ephesians 6, but against rulers, authorities and powers of this dark world. [Eph 6:12]  We don’t want to overplay the spiritual side. We need to remember that their power is derived from God, but they are in rebellion against him. They will be brought to heel under Jesus. However, we also don’t want to dismiss the spiritual nature of the struggles we face in this world. The NT takes the spiritual aspects of the battle very seriously.
	But this passage teaches us that Jesus was not plan B.  Jesus was not God’s “last resort” when it came to salvation.  God created a world in which he could enter by making man and woman in his image. But he knew that by making man and woman in his image there was the potential for rebellion.  “Such rebellion could not baffle or perplex him, nor confound his purposes: it would evoke … [his] generous love expressed on the cross.” [Wright, p. 78]  We didn’t surprise God when we sinned.  He knew it would happen and made us anyway!  Jesus, the Son, through whom we were made, knew before we were made that he would have to redeem us with his own blood!  Jesus had foreknowledge of the cross, yet he chose to make us anyway. Why? Because that was the only way to make us in such a way that we could choose to love him as he first loved us!  That is a profound thought and tells us a lot about how valuable we are to Jesus.  We are loved that much!
	What does all this mean for us, the church?  It means that there is no area over which Christ is not sovereign.  Our calling is to proclaim to the world the truth that already exists- that Jesus is already Lord of all. In him God’s new creation has broken into history.  Therefore, all people are summoned to love, worship and obey him. [Wright, p. 79] No creature is autonomous. [Wright, p. 73]  We are either submitting ourselves to God to be reconciled to him, or we are in rebellion against him. There is no middle ground.  The danger for people is that they do not realize Jesus is sovereign, they do not know he is supreme. So they rebel against him without knowing the danger.  
	So how do we escape the danger? How to we submit to Jesus’ lordship?  As Paul puts it in verse 23, we must “continue in our faith, established and firm, not moved [away] from the hope held out in the gospel.”  This is more than just mental agreement with the news of Jesus.  This is more than just making a decision. This is genuine saving faith.  It is not historical faith-faith based on believing the Word is the authority of God.  Even the demons believe the Bible! Nor is it temporary faith, that is where when we make a decision for Christ, but like the seed falling on rocky or thorny soil is withers and dies or is choked out. It is not even miraculous faith! There are those who, through faith, will perform miracles, but are not saved. Judas was one of the disciples sent out by Jesus who performed miracles, healing the sick and casting out demons. But his faith was not saving faith. [Thomas Watson, A Body of Divinity, p. 215]
	The faith that saves is faith places wholly in Jesus to justify us with the Father.  It is sustained faith characterized by renouncing the self, renouncing our own merit or goodness and seeing we have no righteousness in and of our selves. It means relying fully on Christ to reconcile us to God, relying on the promise in him through the cross.  It means accepting Christ, applying his work to ourselves, reaching out to receive him, and sustaining our self-denial and dependence upon him. [Watson, p. 216]
	Do you face difficulty in this world?  Are you frustrated by greed, or corruption? Do you see human mechanisms at work that bring oppression or hardship to people? Maybe it’s at home. Maybe it’s at work. Maybe you see it on the news.  Maybe you see it in your own heart.  If so, then be encouraged by this passage. Be encouraged by the good news that Jesus is supreme, that he is the firstborn of all creation and the firstborn from among the dead- that is the firstborn of the new creation.  Why? Because the powers you see at work corrupting the world are ultimately powers created by Jesus that will one day be reconciled to him or judged and destroyed.
	We can take heart in the fact that our allegiance is given to the Lord of Lords.  Our allegiance is given not to a religious figure, but to the one in whom the fullness of God dwells.  We have found the one who was not surprised by sin, but instead anticipated sin and determined before creation that his love for us was so great that he would redeem us, even knowing we would rebel!  That is God! That which we see in Christ is true of God.
To do: Pray for sustained, saving faith.  Pray for Jesus’ supremacy over the earthly and spiritual powers at work in the world and in your life. Pray for the Spirit to work in you to give your whole allegiance to the One who created all that has been created and who is first in rank above all powers.

