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THE SUPREMACY OF JESUS  

 

Colossians 1:15-20 
 

Do you remember in the Gospel of John where we read that, after Jesus made His grand entry 

into Jerusalem to the “Hosannas” and applause of the crowd on Palm Sunday, some Greeks 
who had come to town for the Passover – they were called “God-fearers” – approached Philip, 

one of Jesus’ disciples, and said:  “Sir, we want to see Jesus.  Can you help us?” (John 12:20-

21). 

 

I want you to see Jesus today.  I want to talk with you about Jesus today.  In one way or 

another, we talk about Jesus every Sunday.  He, after all, is the reason the church exists.  As 

Peter said of Him, He alone has the words and the power of eternal life (John 6:68).  No one 

else does.  He is the reason we call ourselves “Christians.” 

 

In his brand new book, Christianity for People Who Aren’t Christians, James Emery White 

introduces Jesus this way:  “He was born in a small, obscure village of somewhat 

questionable repute, the child of a peasant woman.  He didn’t go to high school or college.  In 
fact, He never traveled more than 200 miles from the place where He was born.  He never 

wrote a book.  He never held public office.  And He was only 33 years old when the tide of 

public opinion turned against Him, prompting even His closest friends to abandon Him.  He 

was then turned over to His enemies and was nailed to a wooden cross between two criminals.  

While He was dying, His executioners gambled for his clothing, the only property He had on 

earth.  After He died, He was laid in a borrowed grave through the pity of an acquaintance. 

 

“Yet today, He is arguably the central figure of the entire human race.  His life even marks 

our concept of time.  We call this AD 2019, Latin for anno Domini, ‘the year of our Lord.’  
Anything before that is referenced by BC, meaning, ‘before Christ’” (White, Christianity for 

People Who Aren’t Christians, 66). 

 

One famous preacher (George Buttrick) said of Jesus: “He is the one Man who split history 
into before and after” (Buttrick, Christ in History, quoted in James Earl Massey, “Christ the 
Center”). 

 

Writing about the impact of Jesus’ life, Philip Yancey said:  “You can gauge the size of a ship 
that has passed out of sight by the huge wake it leaves behind” (Yancey, The Jesus I Never 

Knew, 17).  Can you imagine the ship of any person’s life leaving behind a wake that could 
compare with Jesus?  What He has done for us and for our salvation, to redeem us from our 

sins and reconcile us to God, to make us new creations in Him, no one else could ever do. 

 

Bruce Thielemann, who died in 1993, was one of the most powerful preachers I have heard in 

my life.  He was the Dean of the Chapel at Grove City College in the 1970s when Mary Sue 

and I were students there.  One of the highlights of my college years was serving as one of his 

chapel assistants.  When cassette tapes were the big thing – before CDs and the internet and 
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podcasts – Bruce Thielemann had the largest cassette tape ministry of any pastor in America.  

In one of his sermons, he told about how a major publishing company – this may have been as 

long ago as the 1950s or early 60s – brought together a panel of educators and historians and 

asked them to select the 100 most significant events in history, and then to list them in the 

order of their importance.  When they were finished, the panel announced that they 

considered the most significant event in history to be – are you ready? – the discovery of 

America.  In second place was the invention of the movable-type printing press by Johannes 

Gutenberg.  Eleven different events tied for third place, and five events tied for fourth.  In the 

group tied for fourth were the writing of the U. S. Constitution, the development of ether (this 

gives you an idea of how long ago it was), the development of the X-ray, the invention of the 

airplane, and the life of Jesus of Nazareth.  (Thielemann, “Christus Imperator,” Preaching 
Today, Tape No. 55) 

 

Jesus tied for fourth.  But since there were 11 events in a tie for third place, it means that the 

life of Jesus actually tied not for fourth place but for 14th place. 

 

Another ranking I have seen of the most significant persons who ever lived has Jesus at 

number three, behind Mohammed, the founder of Islam; and Isaac Newton, the 17th-18th 

century English physicist, mathematician, astronomer, philosopher, and theologian (Michael 

Hart, The 100:  A Ranking of the Most Influential Persons in History). 

 

Friends, Jesus is not tied for fourth place or 14th place.  He is not number three on the all-time 

list.  He is number one.  He is in a league of His own.  He has no equals.  He has no rivals.  

He is the central figure of the entire human race.  Jesus stands at the center of all of human 

history.  He stands at the center of the entire created universe.  He stands at the center of 

redemption, for it was by His sacrifice on the cross for us that our sins have been forgiven, 

our guilt taken away, and our relationship to God transformed.  He stands at the center of the 

church, which draws its life and power and mission and message from Him.  Jesus stands at 

the center of everything. 

 

In the words of John Stott:  “Jesus Christ is the center of Christianity, and … therefore both 
the Christian faith and the Christian life, if they are to be authentic, must be focused on 

Christ” (Stott, Understanding Christ, 11). 

 

As you may know, Christology is the name we give to the study of the person and work of 

Christ.  There are other fancy words theologians like to use: 

• The word Theology itself refers to the study of God. 

• Soteriology means the study of the doctrine of salvation. 

• Pneumatology refers to the study of the doctrine of the Holy Spirit. 

• Ecclesiology has to do with the doctrine of the church. 

• Eschatology is the doctrine of the last things, such as the second coming of Christ and 

the end of time. 

 

Our newly-elected Elders and Deacons are becoming familiar with these words – and the 

biblical doctrines to which they refer – as they read the EPC Leadership Training Guide as 

part of their preparation to serve as Elders and Deacons. 
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What we declare without hesitation or reservation in our Christology is that Jesus is the pre-

existent, eternally-existing Son of God, the second Person of the Trinity.  We affirm that Jesus 

is fully God and fully man, fully human and fully divine, true God and true man united in one 

Person forever.  He is God in human form.  In flesh and blood. 

 

The verses we read from Colossians 1 constitute one of the premier Christological passages in 

the New Testament.  I want you to hear Eugene Peterson’s paraphrase of what Paul wrote: 
 

“We look at this Son and see the God who cannot be seen.  We look at this Son and see God’s 
original purpose in everything created.  For everything, absolutely everything, above and 

below, visible and invisible, rank after rank after rank of angels – everything got started in 

Him and finds its purpose in Him.  He was there before any of it came into existence and 

holds it all together right up to this moment.  And when it comes to the church, He organizes 

and holds it together, like a head does a body. 

 

“He was supreme in the beginning and – leading the resurrection parade – He is supreme in 

the end.  From beginning to end He’s there, towering far above everything, everyone. So 

spacious is He, so roomy, that everything of God finds its proper place in Him without 

crowding.  Not only that, but all the broken and dislocated pieces of the universe – people and 

things, animals and atoms” (and relationships, too) – “get properly fixed and fit together in  
vibrant harmonies, all because of His death, His blood that poured down from the cross” 
(Colossians 1:15-20, MSG). 

 

The truth is that there is more to Jesus than the most brilliant mind will ever be able to 

conceive, or the most expansive mind will ever be able to contain. 

 

But let’s look at what Paul says about Jesus here in Colossians 1.  Many biblical scholars see 
in these verses a poetic hymn of praise to Christ.  F. F. Bruce divides it into two main stanzas 

with a transitional bridge between them. Stanza 1 is verses 15 and 16; stanza 2 includes verses 

18b-20; with verse 17 and the first part of verse 18 as the bridge.  However one chooses to 

divide it, the bottom line is that it is all about Jesus.  It is all about the pre-eminence, 

exaltation, unparalleled supremacy, and absolute sufficiency of Jesus Christ as the Son of 

God, Savior of sinners, and Sovereign Lord of all things.  Including His church.  Including 

our lives. 

 

Paul begins in verse 15 by saying that He (Jesus) “is the image of the invisible God.”  The 
Greek word for “image” is eikon, from which we get the English word “icon.”  Paul is not 
saying that Jesus is merely a copy or reproduction of God.  He is not a facsimile of God.  He 

is the invisible God made visible, the manifestation of the essence of God.  The nature and 

being of God are perfectly revealed in Jesus because Jesus. Is.  God.  In the incarnation, when 

“the Word became flesh and made His dwelling among us” (John 1:14), the invisible God 
became visible.  When you see Jesus, you are seeing God.  When you hear the words of Jesus, 

you hear the words of God.  In the person and work of Jesus, we see God.  Not a reflection 

but for real.  In Jesus we see who God is, what God is like, what God thinks of us, and what 

God has done to save a world full of sinners. 
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That Jesus is “the firstborn over all creation” (15b) does not mean that Jesus is a created 
being, or even the first of all beings to be created.  The heresy being promulgated by some in 

Colosse was the idea that Jesus was just one among many spirit beings populating the 

spiritual realm and not the eternal Son of God to whom all authority in heaven and on earth 

has been given.  Their problem, at least in part, was a deficient Christology.  They did not 

have a high enough view of Jesus. 

 

Heresies can be stubborn things.  The first ecumenical (or world) Christian council was held 

in Nicea in 325 AD to deal with a heretical teaching associated with the name of a church 

leader – Arius – who believed, with respect to Jesus, that “there was a time when He was 
not.”  Which is to say, Arius and his followers denied the deity of Christ, teaching instead that 
He was created by God. The Council of Nicea produced the Nicene Creed, which is still used 

by churches around the world.  It rejected the teachings of Arius and affirmed both the full 

deity and the full humanity of the Lord Jesus Christ. 

 

As F. F. Bruce put it:  “No matter how far back our imagination may press, we can never 
reach a point of which we may say, with Arius, ‘there was once when He (Christ) was not.’” 

 

In his commentary on Colossians as part of The Bible Speaks Today series, Anglican R. C. 

Lucas includes the following in a footnote:  “The persistent visitors from the Jehovah’s 
Witnesses resemble the Arians of the 4th century … by denying the eternal nature of the Son 
of God, and therefore the doctrine of the Trinity.  For them Jesus had a beginning of 

existence, even if He is the highest of created beings.  Obviously the phrase ‘first-born of all 

creation’ is a superficially convincing proof-text for their position, taken out of its context.  

The context, however, asserts that Christ is ‘the creator of the creatures’ to use Athanasius’s 
phrase.”  (Athanasius was the leader of the group opposing Arius and arguing in favor of the 

deity of Christ at the Council of Nicea.) 

 

“It would be extraordinary,” Lucas continues, “if Paul were guilty of such inconsistence as to 
make or allow mutually contradictory statements about Christ in the same paragraph.  The 

peril of proof-texts, however, should not deter the Christian” – that’s you and me – “from 
knowing in detail the numerous New Testament passages on which Christian faith in Christ as 

the eternal Son of God is based” (R. C. Lucas, Fullness & Freedom:  The Message of 

Colossians & Philemon, 51, footnote 5). 

 

Among the numerous New Testament passages that proclaim and celebrate Jesus as the 

eternal Son of God and Savior of humankind are John 1:1-18 and Philippians 2:6-11.  I 

encourage you to read them often. 

 

Whether you choose to engage in conversation with Jehovah’s Witnesses or not, do not ever 
even remotely consider buying what they are selling.  They are false witnesses trying to 

persuade you to believe a false gospel. 

 

The term “firstborn” as used by Paul does not mean that Jesus was a created being.  It refers 

to His status as the Son of God.  While we usually use the word “firstborn” to refer to birth 
order, that is not how Paul uses it here.  In Jewish culture, “firstborn” had a particular 
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reference to an individual’s status or rank or pre-eminence.  That is what Paul has in mind.  

The term “firstborn” points to the status of Jesus as God the Son.  He is the Father’s chosen 
“heir of all things,” as it says in Hebrews 1:2. 
 

Jesus is supreme over all creation, Paul says, because He made it all.  “All things were created 
by Him and for Him” (16b).  Nothing has been created that Jesus did not create.  God the Son 
was present and active in the work of creation itself, and He is the true Lord over it all. 

 

In verse 17, Paul reaffirms the pre-existence and pre-eminence of Jesus:  “He is before all 

things.”  What does this mean?  He is before all things in time.  He is before all things in 
honor and glory.  He is before all things in rank.  He is before all things in authority.  He is 

before all things in superiority.  He is before all things and sovereign over all things. 

 

Not only is He before all things.  “In Him all things hold together.”  Do you hear what Paul is 
saying?  Jesus is the glue that holds everything together.  When Paul says “everything,” he 
means everything.  Without Jesus, the world and everything in it, including our sense of who 

we are, our relationships, our institutions (including the church), and our social and political 

order, would come completely apart at the seams.  Whether you believe it or not, Jesus is the 

glue that holds your life and this world together.  He is “the still point of the turning universe” 
(T. S. Eliot) who “keeps the cosmos from becoming a chaos” (H. G. C. Moule).  If you think 

the world is in bad shape, just think of what it would be like if the message and influence, the 

grace and love and power of Jesus were to be completely withdrawn.  It is not because of any 

fault or flaw in Jesus that the world is the mess it is.  We sinful humans are the ones 

responsible. 

 

And yet, isn’t it amazing?  Jesus has not given up on us.  In verse 18, Paul says that Jesus is 
“the head of the body, the church.”  He is supreme and sovereign in the church (which is the 
new creation), just as He is supreme and sovereign over all creation.  We are His people, the 

sheep of His pasture (Psalm 100:3).  We are the members of His body. 

 

This is not your church.   It is not my church.  It is not our church.  Whether you’ve been part 
of the Faith Church family for a long time or short, even if you’ve been around since the 
beginning back in 1987, this church doesn’t belong to you.  Nor does it belong to me, though I 
have always tried to take my role and responsibilities as the Pastor-Shepherd of this flock very 

seriously.  The church does not belong to you or to any of us.  You belong to it.  Even more, 

you belong to Him.  You belong to Jesus, the head of the body, which is the church.  You 

belong to Him.  As do I.  Sometimes I think we forget that. 

 

The church – this church – belongs to Jesus.  It does not exist for us.  It exists for Him.  For 

His purposes and glory. Dear friends, let’s fix our eyes on Jesus.  Let’s love one another like 
Jesus.  Let’s have the same attitude of humility toward one another that Jesus had.  Let’s bear 
with one another and forgive one another as Jesus has forgiven us.  Let’s stop “biting and 
devouring each other,” as Paul warned the Galatians, or we may “be destroyed by each other” 
(Galatians 5:15).  No one wants that to happen (except Satan).  Let’s never let it happen. 
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It is all about Jesus, who “is the beginning and the firstborn from among the dead” (18b).  
This, of course, is a reference to the resurrection of Jesus, never to die again.  All of this, says 

Paul, is “so that in everything He might have the supremacy” (18c) – because, in fact, He is 

supreme.  He is pre-eminent in everything in the entire cosmos, from one end of the universe 

to the other.  This position of pre-eminence, this status of sovereignty and supremacy, is His 

exclusive right.  It belongs to Him and Him alone. 

 

The climax of this Christological passage comes in verses 19 and 20, where it says that just as 

it pleased God “to have all His fullness dwell in (Jesus)” – a declaration restated in Colossians 

2:9 (“For in Christ all the fullness of the Deity lives in bodily form”), in case there was or is 
any doubt about what Paul means – it also pleased God “through (Jesus) to reconcile to 
Himself all things …  by making peace through His blood, shed on the cross.” 

 

The fullness of God was resident in Jesus.  He was both God and man.  Not either-or but both-

and.  It was necessary for Jesus to be both God and man to fulfill His mission to “give His life 
as a ransom for many” (Matthew 20:28; Mark 10:45). 
 

Before you leave church and get on with your day, think for a moment about what Jesus has 

done.  He has made peace between you and God through His blood shed on the cross.  He has 

made peace between you and God through His death in your place.  He has done it.  It is a 

done deal.  The work of salvation is telestai, as Jesus said on the cross.  “It is finished” (John 
19:30).  All you have to do is accept it, and this peace is yours as a gift.  All you have to do is 

accept Him, receive Him by faith, repent of your sins and believe in Him.  If you have never 

taken this step of faith, please don’t put it off.  You may never be this close to the kingdom of 
God again. 

 

But there is something else I need to say to you today.  Jesus has made peace for us with God.  

Having this peace with God, the Bible urges us to make every effort to maintain the unity of 

the Spirit through the bond of peace (Ephesians 4:3).  So let us, with hearts of love, make 

every effort to do what makes for peace (Romans 14:19).  As far as it depends on you, pursue 

peace with everyone (Romans 12:18). 

 

Every church experiences conflict.  Every church has disagreements.  Every church is far 

from perfect, because it is made up of people who are far from perfect.  Ours is no exception. 

Sometimes we say things or do things that hurt or upset others.  So we have conflicts.  The 

thing is, we cannot allow the conflicts we have to define us or divide us.  We just can’t. 
 

If you need to make peace with someone in our church family, please don’t put it off.  Do you 

remember what Jesus said in the Sermon on the Mount?  “If you’re at church and, just as 
you’re about to give your offering, you suddenly remember a grudge a friend has against you, 
leave your offering, go immediately to your friend and make things right.  Then come back 

and offer your gift to God” (Matthew 5:23-24, paraphrased).  Don’t put it off.  Don’t wait for 
some more advantageous time.  Seize the moment today. 

 

Remember, too, the price Jesus paid to make peace for you with God.  It comes to you, to us, 

as a free gift.  But it came at great personal cost to Jesus. 
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I hope you have seen Jesus today.  I hope you have heard the voice of Jesus speaking to you.  

I hope you – we, all of us – will see Jesus for who He is and will give Him the place of pre-

eminence in our lives and relationships. 

 

Soli Deo Gloria:  To God alone be the glory.  Lord, let it be so in us.  Amen. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 


