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Colossians 1:15–20 is the second half of a sentence begun in verse 9. It forms a poem (a confessional 

liturgy) about Christ which some believe was already in circulation as Paul wrote. This is possible, but 

not certain (see Wright, 68; Moo, 109–115; O’Brien 32–42).   

This passage is one of the Christological highpoints of the New Testament, making a parallel between 

creation (the creation of all things; 1:15–17) and the new creation (the reconciliation of all things; 1:18–

20), thereby showing that they are both accomplished by Christ. Paul’s intent is that the Colossian 

church, composed of new believers, grasp the full significance of what they have believed and not be 

deceived by anything that would undermine their faith. Thus, he tells them what Christ has done and 

where His purposes are headed. These verses express the heart of the gospel, the supremacy of Christ in 

creation and redemption. 

1:15 He is the image of the invisible God, the firstborn of all creation. 

1:16 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. 

1:17 And he is before all things, and in him all things hold together. 

The Son of God, in whom we have redemption (1:13,14), is the image of the invisible God, the firstborn 

of all creation (1:15). 

The “image of God” is an expression first found in Genesis in relation to the creation of man. 1 

Genesis 1:26–27: “Then God said, ‘Let Us make man in Our image, according to Our likeness;’ . . . 

God created man in His own image, in the image of God He created him; male and female He 

created them.” 

Although the word “image” normally refers to something that looks like, or represents something else, 

in Colossians 1 the main focus is on the revelation of God in Christ. No one has ever seen God (Jn. 1:18), 

but the Son has revealed Him. Hebrews 1:3 states that Christ is the radiance of the glory of God and the 

exact imprint of His nature, and He upholds the universe by the word of his power (ESV).  John 1:1, 14 

and 18 say that the Son is God who became flesh, and dwelt among us, and has made God known.  

When Philip said to Jesus, “Lord show us the Father,” Jesus replied, “Don't you know me, Philip, even 

after I have been among you such a long time? Anyone who has seen me has seen the Father. How can 

you say, ‘Show us the Father’?” (John 14:8–9). “Jesus’ words come down to this: if you look carefully at 

Me, you will have seen the Father, since I am the Father’s perfect image” (Hoekema, Created in God’s 

Image, 21). In other words, Christ didn’t simply teach about God; He is the image of God. “The very 

nature and character of God have been perfectly revealed in Him; the invisible has become visible in 

Christ” (O’Brien, 43).  

As Wright says,  

Humanity was made as the climax of the first creation (Gen. 1:26–27): the true humanity of 

Jesus is the climax of the history of creation, and at the same time the starting-point of the new 

creation. From all eternity Jesus had, in His very nature, been the ‘image of God’, reflecting 

perfectly the character and life of the Father. It was thus appropriate for Him to be the ‘image of 

God’ as man  . . .  
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The doctrine of incarnation which flows from this cannot, by definition, squeeze either ‘divinity’ 

or ‘humanity’ out of shape. Indeed, it is only in Jesus Christ that we understand what ‘divinity’ 

and ‘humanity’ really mean  .  .  .  (74)  

He is the firstborn of all creation.2 

The title ‘first-born’ is given to Israel in the Old Testament (Exo. 4:22; Jer. 31:9; Sol. 18:4) and 

also once, to the coming to the Davidic Messiah (Psa. 89:27) . . .  [it] conveys the idea of priority 

in both time and rank, and we should not foreclose on either of these options: to opt for 

temporal priority does not imply that the pre-existent Son of God is merely the first created 

being  . .  .  It is in virtue of His eternal pre-existence that the Son of God holds supreme rank 

(Wright, 74, 75). 

The appropriateness in saying that Christ is the firstborn of all creation is explained in verses 16 and 17. 

Jesus is preeminent over creation because (“for”—NASB, v. 16):  

• All things were created in Him (“by Him”—NASB)—He is the sphere in which creation took place. 

• All things were created through Him—He was the agent through whom God created (He acted 

on the Father’s behalf). 

• All things were created for Him—all that exists has its meaning in relationship to Him.  

• He is before all things (both in time and supremacy). 

• All of creation is held together by Him.  

Notice that what was previously said of God alone is now said of Christ.  The basic confession of Jewish 

monotheism is that God created everything that exists.  

• Genesis 1:1 says, “In the beginning God created the heavens and the earth.” 

• Psalm 96:5: “the LORD made the heavens.” 

• Psalm 146:6 speaks of the LORD, “Who made heaven and earth, the sea and all that is in them.” 

• Isaiah 40:25–26: “‘To whom then will you liken Me That I would be his equal?’ says the Holy 

One.  Lift up your eyes on high and see who has created these stars, the One who leads forth 

their host by number, He calls them all by name; because of the greatness of His might and the 

strength of His power, not one of them is missing.” 

However, in Colossians 1 it tells us that all things were created in the Son (NAS—“by” the Son). “In” 

indicates that Christ is the sphere in which the work of creation takes place (O’Brien, 45).  The same 

force is in Ephesians 1:4 (God chose us “in” Him; O’Brien, 45). The writer of Hebrews says of Christ, “You, 

Lord, in the beginning laid the foundation of the earth, and the heavens are the work of your hands” 

(Heb. 1:10; Psa. 102:26). John 1:3 also says, “All things came into being through Him, and apart from 

Him nothing came into being that has come into being.”  

“All things” in Colossians 1:16 is specifically said to be things “in heaven and on earth, visible and 

invisible, whether thrones or dominions or rulers or authorities.”  

“In heaven and on earth” is a figure of speech called merism, where the two words “heaven” and 

“earth” form a unit of thought to express completeness; that is, together the words speak of the whole 

created order, the universe. “Visible and invisible” may be parallel to “heaven and earth”—things on 

earth are visible, things in heaven are not.  



3 
Ted Kirnbauer Colossians 1:15–20 6/21/2020 

Although it is debated what ‘thrones or dominions or rulers or authorities’ specifically refers to, most 

believe that demonic powers are included (and may even be at the forefront of Paul’s thinking). Such 

powers are the unseen forces behind pagan religion, astrology, magic, etc.  Though these powers are in 

rebellion, Christ remains their true Lord. Wherever we look, or whatever realities we think of, all owe 

their existence to Christ.  

All things were created through Him and for Him. “Through Him” indicates intermediate agency; God 

created through Christ. “For Him” means that all things have their true meaning in their relationship to 

Christ; they were created to give Christ glory.  

The verb “created” appears twice in verse 16. In the first instance it is an aorist tense verb; in the 

second, it is a perfect tense. The difference is that the aorist is a reference to the initial act of creation, 

while the perfect tense refers to the result of the initial act. Robertson translates the perfect tense as 

“stand created,” or “remain created.” The permanence of the universe rests on Christ. It is a Christo-

centric universe (RWP). “Verse 16 thus moves the poem from the past (Christ as the agent of creation) 

to the present (Christ as the one to whom the world owes allegiance) and to the future (Christ whose 

sovereignty will become universal)” (Wright, 77).   

He is before all things. “Before” is ambiguous. It could mean before time, but probably, like “firstborn,” 

it refers to both primacy in time and in rank.  

In Him all things hold together. The verb “hold together” is a perfect tense verb. Everything continues 

to be held together by Christ. In Genesis 1:2 it says that “the earth was formless and void, and darkness 

was over the surface of the deep.” When God spoke, formlessness took shape; order drove out chaos. 

All that exists would revert back to chaos were it not for the fact that everything is being sustained by 

Christ.  Christ is the controlling and unifying force in nature (RWP). 

1:18 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. 

1:19 For in him all the fullness of God was pleased to dwell, 

1:20 and through him to reconcile to himself all things, whether on earth or in heaven, making 

peace by the blood of his cross. 

In verse 18 the poem moves from creation to new creation. The parallelism in this poem is intended and 

obvious.  

1:15:  Christ is the firstborn of all creation.  

1:16: In Him all things were created, in heaven and on earth 

1:17: He is before all things 

  1:18: He is the beginning 

1:18: Christ is the firstborn from the dead 

1:20: In Him all things were reconciled, whether on earth or in heaven 

Parallelism is also seen in that the three prepositions that appeared in the first half of the poem (in Him, 

through Him, to Him) appear in the second half.  In the death of Jesus, God was doing something 
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comparable to the creation of all things; Jesus’ resurrection is an event as important and as purposeful 

as the creation itself. 

The shift between 1:15–17 and verse 18 is shocking. From Christ’s eternal priority, His unique role in the 

origin of all things, His supreme position in the integration of all things and their final destiny, we turn to 

the fact that He is the head of a group of people (the church). We may have expected Paul to say He is 

head of the universe, or the head of all things. The only way we can grasp this change is by reading who 

Jesus is.  

In verse 18 Paul says He is the beginning, the firstborn from the dead. By the resurrection from the 

dead He is a new beginning. 

Paul had gone to great lengths to show that Christ is preeminent over all creation in 1:15–17. But now in 

verse 18 he states that the resurrection of Christ was so that He might be preeminent in everything. 

This presupposes a disruption in creation. Even though Christ is Lord over creation, not all acknowledge 

His lordship.  The purpose of God inaugurating a new creation through the death of Christ is to create a 

people who recognize the worth and supremacy of Christ.   

Just as verses 16 and 17 explained the appropriateness of what was said in verse 15, so verses 19 and 20 

explain the appropriateness of what is said in verse 18. That is, how Jesus’ resurrection from the dead 

makes Him the new beginning (1:18) is explained in terms of the purpose of His death (1:19–20). We see 

that God’s purposes for creation converge in the death of Jesus.  

Paul begins by saying, “in Him all the fullness of God was pleased to dwell” (1:19). The word “God” 

does not appear in the original text but the grammatical subject must be God (see 2:9; this is an example 

of circumlocution; Wright, 80); that is, “all the fulness” is a roundabout way of saying “God.”  

O’Brien gives the best explanation of the expression (the following has been slightly edited): 

First, the word “fullness” is employed in the Old Testament in expressions with an active 

meaning: “the sea and its fullness” (1 Chron. 16:32; Psa.96:11; 98:7), “the earth and everything 

in it” (Psa. 24:1; Jer. 8:16; 47:2; Ezek. 12:19; 19:7; 30:12), “the world and all it contains” (Psa. 

50:12; 89:11).  

Second, the language akin to “fullness” in the Old Testament recognizes that God Himself or His 

glory fills the whole universe: so Jeremiah 23:24, “Do I not fill heaven and earth? says the Lord”, 

and Psalm 79:19, “May His glory fill the whole earth” . . .     

Third, the verb “be pleased” which often appears in the Old Testament to denote the good 

pleasure of God (Psa. 44:3; 147:11; 149:4), but it is particularly used to designate divine election. 

Of special significance is the connection between God’s choosing and His dwelling place.  . . . 

[God chose Israel to be the place where His name would dwell.] 

These three ideas unite in the person of Christ. Christ is the place in whom God in all His fullness was 

pleased to take up His residence. Christ replaces the temple as the dwelling place of God (Jn. 1:14; 2:19, 

21). As Bruce says, “All the attributes and activities of God—His Spirit, word, wisdom and glory—are 

perfectly displayed in Christ” (Bruce, 207).  
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“It is appropriate that Christ should hold preeminence, because God in all His fullness was pleased to 

take up permanent residence in Him” (Wright, 80). 

The most widely accepted understanding of verses 19 and 20 is that God reconciled all things to Himself 

through Christ (this is reflected in the above translation). But as Moo points out, the word “himself” is 

really just the simple personal pronoun in Greek (“him”).  Therefore, instead of God reconciling all things 

to Himself, it could very well mean that Christ is both the agent of reconciliation (through Him) and the 

recipient of the reconciliation (all things are reconciled to Him -- kai. diV auvtou/ avpokatalla,xai ta. 
pa,nta eivj auvto,n().  This makes excellent sense in the context. Verse 16 said all things were created for 

Him [Christ]. If all things are created for Christ, yet sin has disrupted creation’s relationship to Him, then 

they need to be reconciled to Him.  As Moo says, “In speaking of the reconciliation of all things to Christ, 

the hymn presupposes that the Lordship of Christ over all things has somehow been disrupted. Though 

created through Him and for Him, all things no longer bear the relationship to their Creator that they 

were intended to have. They are therefore in need of reconciliation” (Moo, 134). 

All things are reconciled to Christ. In the context, “all things” refers to the entire universe. “God’s work 

in Christ has in view a reclamation of the entire universe, tainted as it is by human sin. That fallen human 

beings are the prime objects of this reconciliation is clear from the New Testament generally and from 

the sequel to this text (vv. 22–23). But it would be a serious mistake to limit this reconciling work to 

human beings. The peace that God seeks is a peace that not only applies to humans in a relationship to 

God, but also to humans in their relationship to other humans and with the natural world” (Moo, 137).  

“God plans for an eventual complete harmony, new heavens and new earth. All evil is to be destroyed 

through the cosmic outworking of the crucifixion: all creation is to be transformed in the cosmic results 

of the resurrection” (Wright, 81, 82). 

Closing thoughts:  

• Verse 15 is clearly a reference to the man, Jesus, who is now exalted. Paul uses the present 

tense (“He is the image of the invisible God”) to refer to Him as having taken the place of world 

sovereignty. 

• The logic of the hymn (creation—new creation) also indicates that the one through whom the 

world was made has now become, as a human being, the one through whom the world is 

reconciled and ruled.  The God who created the world has come to take back His rightful 

possession of that which has been spoiled by sin.  

• The redemption achieved in Christ is indeed a new Genesis: the church really is a new humanity 

(3:10–11). The Jews learnt more fully who their God was when He redeemed them from Egypt 

(Exo. 3:1–17; 6:1–8); the world may now learn through the gospel the full truth about the God 

who made it (Wright, 74).  

• What Paul says in verses 15–20 should have the effect upon us that he was praying for in verses 

9–12. Namely, that we may be filled with the knowledge of His will, but in particular that we will 

joyously be giving thanks to the Father for what He has revealed to us about Christ.  

• The task of evangelism is best understood as the proclamation that Jesus is already Lord, that in 

Him God’s new creation has broken into history, and that all people are to submit to Him in love, 

worship, and obedience.  
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• The logic of this message requires that those who announce it should be seeking to bring 

Christ’s lordship to bear on every area of human and worldly existence. Christians must work to 

help create conditions in which human beings, and the whole created world, can live as God 

always intended (Wright, 83, 84). 

NOTE 1: Christ the Image of God 

Hoekema in his book entitled Created in God’s Image (20–22) says,  

God made man in His image—this is clear from both Old and New Testaments. But the Bible also 

teaches us that Jesus Christ is the perfect man—the unsurpassed example of what God wants us 

to be like. It is therefore exciting to see that in the New Testament Christ is called the perfect 

image of God. In 2 Corinthians 4:4 Paul writes about those who “cannot see the light of the 

gospel of the glory of Christ, who is the image of God” . . .  What is meant by the identification of 

Christ as the image of God is further elaborated in verse 6: “For God, who said, ‘Let light shine 

out of darkness’, made His light shine in our hearts to give us the light of the knowledge of the 

glory of God in the face of Christ.” God’s glory, in other words, is revealed in the face of Christ; 

when we see Christ, we see the glory of God. 

To the same effect are Paul’s words in Colossians 1:15: “He [Christ] is the image of the invisible 

God, the firstborn over all creation.” So, though God is invisible, in Christ the invisible God 

becomes visible; one who looks at Christ is actually looking at God. 

According to John’s Gospel, Christ Himself made the same point when he walked on this earth. 

When Philip said to Jesus, “Lord show us the Father,” Jesus replied, “Don’t you know Me, Philip, 

even after I have been among you such a long time? Anyone who has seen Me has seen the 

Father” (John 14:8-9). Jesus’ words come down to this: if you look carefully at Me, you will have 

seen the Father, since I am the Father’s perfect image. 

A remarkable passage containing a similar thought is found in Hebrews 1:3, “The Son is the 

radiance of God’s glory in the exact representation of his being.” The glory that Christ the Son 

radiates, according to the author of Hebrews, is not His own but is the glory of God the Father. 

The word translated here as “exact representation” is a very interesting one. According to W. E. 

Vine, it denotes “a stamp or impress, as on a coin or a seal, in which case the seal or die which 

makes an impression bears the image produced by it, and, vice versa, all the features of the 

image correspond respectively with those of the instrument producing it.” As one can tell by 

looking at a coin exactly what the original die that stamped out the coin looked like, so one can 

tell by looking at the Son exactly what the Father is like. It is hard to imagine a stronger figure to 

convey the thought that Christ is a perfect reproduction of the Father. Every trait, every 

characteristic, every quality found in the Father is also found in the Son, who is the Father’s 

exact representation. 

 When we reflect on the fact that Christ is the perfect image of God, we see an important 

relationship between the image of God and the incarnation. 
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NOTE 2: Christ the Firstborn 

As is true of many words in Scripture, there is no adequate equivalent in English that carries the same 

nuances of meaning that “firstborn” did in biblical times, so we must examine the word in its biblical and 

cultural context. 

The Meaning of Firstborn in the Bible 

“Firstborn” (prwto,tokoj prototokos) is often used to simply mean “to be born first,” and can refer to 

both animals or men (Gen. 4:4; Exo. 34:19 f.; 11:5; 12:12; Num. 18:15 etc.). However, in the OT 

prwto,tokoj (prototokos) not only refers to a priority in time, but also carries with it a certain superiority 

in privilege and authority.  

The advantage of the firstborn is everywhere presupposed. In the family, the firstborn son had the 

greatest position, dignity, and honor (Esau—Gen. 25:29 ff; 49:3; II Chron. 21:3).   

• The firstborn possessed definite privileges which were denied to other members of the family.  

• The Law forbade the disinheriting of the firstborn (Deut . 21:15–17).   

• The oldest son's share of the inheritance was twice as large as that of any other son.  

A peculiar sanctity was attached to both the firstborn of man and of cattle. Firstborn males of man and 

of animals were to be consecrated to God.  The first fruits of the ground were offered to God just as the 

firstborn of man and animals were (Exo. 22:28–30; 34:19–20; Num. 18:15 ff. [cf. Lk. 2:23 f.]; etc.). 

Israel was also called Yahweh's firstborn (Ex 4:22; compare Jer. 31:9) and compared to other nations, 

was entitled to special privileges. She occupied a unique position by virtue of the special relationship she 

had to Yahweh. 

“Firstborn” then became synonymous to that which was privileged, or to be honored, without any 

necessary association to time or physical birth at all. For example, in Psalm 89:27 it is used of King David. 

God says, “I will make him the firstborn, the highest of the kings of the earth.” David was clearly not the 

first king to be born physically, nor was he the firstborn in his family (in fact, he was the youngest); 

rather, the expression “firstborn” was a title bestowed upon him indicating that he was the highest of 

the kings of the earth. Ultimately, this points to David’s greater Son, the great Messianic King, who is 

given the same title. 

In a similar vein, Israel is Yahweh's firstborn among the nations (Exo. 4:22; Jer. 31:9). It is obvious that 

firstborn does not suggest that all the nations are God’s sons and Israel is a brother to them; rather, it 

demonstrates that Israel is the sole object of God’s special love. 

We also find the figurative phrase, “the firstborn of death,” meaning the deadliest disease (Job 18:13), 

and “the firstborn of the helpless,” referring to the most helpless (Isa. 14:30).  

Even outside the Bible, birth order is a less prominent idea than privilege (TDNT, VI, 872). 

In other words, to always take “firstborn” as meaning “first to be born,” or the “first in time” reflects an 

incredibly poor understanding of how the word was used in the Bible.   

“Firstborn” (prwto,tokoj prototokos) in Relation to Christ 
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When used of Christ we find a wide range of meaning.  

• Luke 2:7—“firstborn” refers to the physical birth of Christ—but this is the only place in the NT 

where it unequivocally refers to the process of physical birth.  

• Romans 8:29—Christ is the firstborn among the brethren—  

Christ is “firstborn among many brethren” in the consummation of the age when all the elect are 

gathered home. That is, Jesus is head over the countless multitudes that have been made sons of God 

through Him.  We are not just predestined for our happiness, but through our glorification, the 

preeminence of Christ will be acknowledged for all eternity. 

• Col. 1:15—Christ is the firstborn of all creation—  

“Firstborn” clearly denotes Christ’s status and character, not His origin. The context itself does not admit 

the idea that He is a part of the created universe. He is not the first created (prwto,ktistoj protoktistos) 

but the first born (prwto,tokoj prototokos) (the one who is in a supreme position of honor) who has 

been brought into the world and who God summons all His angels to worship (Heb. 1:6).  

Verse 16 unambiguously defines the term “firstborn.” Notice that it begins with o[ti—hoti (“for” or 

“because”). Christ “is the first-born of all creation,” FOR (1) by Him all things were created, (2) all things 

have been created for Him, (3) He is before all things, and (4) in Him all things hold together.  If Paul 

were trying to say that Christ was part of creation, he would not have supported it by saying that Christ 

created all things. There are only two categories of existence—uncreated existence and created 

existence. Only God is uncreated. If Christ created all that is created, He must be uncreated. This, of 

course, is the very point that Paul is making.   

Thus, in Colossians 1:15, the term is not primarily intended to tell us that Christ existed prior to creation 

in time, but that He is OVER creation in power and authority.  

As Hodge points out, “the relation of Christ to the universe is expressed in this passage by saying, (1.) 

That He is the Creator of all things. This is amplified, as the all things are declared to include all that are 

in heaven and earth, visible and invisible, rational and irrational, however exalted, even thrones, 

dominions, principalities, and powers; that is, the whole hierarchy of the spiritual world. (2.) He is not 

only the author but the end of the creation, for all things were not only created by Him, but for Him. (3.) 

He upholds all things; by Him all things consist, i.e., are preserved in being, life, and order” (Systematic 

Theology I, 516). “Firstborn,” therefore, is the appropriate term to describe Him.  

• Colossians 1:18 & Rev. 1:5—Christ is the firstborn from the dead 

 In addition to the idea of preeminence, Schreiner is correct when he says that when Christ is called the 

“firstborn” it can also refer to His temporal priority (Schreiner, New Testament Theology, 328). This 

seems to be the case in Colossians 1:18 and Revelation 1:5 where He is called the firstborn from the 

dead. Being firstborn makes Him preeminent; as Colossians 1:18 says, “He is the beginning, the firstborn 

from the dead, SO THAT He Himself will come to have first place in everything.” But also in a temporal 

sense, Jesus rules over death because He was the first in time to conquer death.  

• Heb. 1:6—God again brings the firstborn into the world—  
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The context (Heb. 1:3) supports the view that this is the enthronement of Christ at His second coming. It 

corresponds to the word “son” in 1:2 and stresses His position of authority and dignity.  

• Heb. 12:23—to the general assembly and church of the firstborn who are enrolled in heaven,—  

Some see “firstborn” as a reference to Christ. However, the word “firstborn” is actually plural in Greek 

and not a reference to Christ at all. Here the church is called “the assembly of the firstborns” (the first-

born ones) for those in it enjoy the rights and privileges of the heavenly inheritance as a firstborn son 

would on earth (contrast Esau in the earlier verses). 


