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Colossians 1:15–20 gives the church not merely an exalted view of Jesus, and hence of humanity, but of 

God and His world. God, man and the world are each now to be understood in relation to Jesus Christ. 

He makes the invisible God visible; He fulfills the Father’s reconciling purpose on the cross; He is the 

Father’s agent in creation and redemption (Wright, 84, 85). The consequences of these truths are 

applied in verses 21–23 which Moo summarizes as follows: 

 

The focus on reconciliation in verses 21 to 22 shows that it is the universal reconciling work of 

God in Christ (v.20) that is being especially applied here. Because God in all “His fullness” is 

present in Christ (v.19), His death (v.20) and resurrection (v.18) have the power to initiate 

(“beginning,” “firstborn” in v. 18) a new creation (“the body, the church,” v.18). This new 

creation work rests on the universal reconciling, or “peacemaking” power of the cross of Christ. 

It is God’s intention to bring “peace” to His fallen and fractured universe, to bring all things 

again into subjection to His sovereignty, to bring all His enemies into subjection. This intention 

will be finally accomplished only when Christ returns in glory to establish the kingdom in its final 

form (cf. 1:22b; 3:4). But God invites human beings in the present time both to participate in 

this reconciliation and to become agents through whom God’s work of reconciliation can begin 

to be carried out. Because they have responded to this invitation, the Colossians have turned 

from God’s enemies into God’s “friends” and anticipate the day when they will stand before God 

fully transformed into His image—if, that is, they continue to maintain their commitment to the 

gospel (v. 23; Moo, 138). 

1:21 And you, who once were alienated and hostile in mind, doing evil deeds, 

1:22 yet He has now reconciled you in His fleshly body through death, in order to present you 

before Him holy and blameless and beyond reproach-- 

1:23 if indeed you continue in the faith, stable and steadfast, not shifting from the hope of the 

gospel that you heard, which has been proclaimed in all creation under heaven, and of which 

I, Paul, became a minister. 

Verses 21–23 are a single sentence. The main verb is “reconcile” in verse 22. Those who are reconciled 

were once alienated and hostile in mind, doing evil deeds (1:21). The purpose of their reconciliation is in 

order to present them before God, “holy and blameless and beyond reproach” (1:22b). The condition for 

experiencing this reconciliation is in verse 23; namely, it is only if they “continue in the faith, stable and 

steadfast, not shifting from the hope of the gospel” that they will be presented holy and blameless 

before God. The bare bones sentence is “He reconciled you . . .  to present you . . . if you continue.”  

The diagnosis of our former condition in light of the gospel is given in verse 21. Before we came to 

Christ, we were not aware of our true condition. However, the gospel exposes the truth of who we are. 

Three elements highlight our previous condition: (1) we were alienated, (2) we were hostile in mind, (3) 

we were doing evil deeds. 

First, we were alienated. Ephesians 4:18 is closely parallel. It says that the gentiles were “darkened in 

their understanding, excluded from the life of God because of the ignorance that is in them, because of 

the hardness of their heart.” 

As Colossians 1:18–20 stated, the totality of creation has been alienated from the one in whom, through 

whom, and to whom all things have been created. And yet, we did not know who created us or what we 

were created for. We, like the rest of creation, were alienated from Christ, upon whom our very 
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existence depends, and in whom is the meaning and purpose of our life. There could be no deeper 

alienation than this. Within the nation of Israel there were at least God’s promises, God’s word, and a 

history of God’s grace expressed to them. In principle, there was a knowledge of God. The gentiles had 

none of these things.  

Secondly, verse 21 says we were hostile in mind. The word in Greek used here for “mind” (dianoi,a |-
dianoia) has to do with the way that the mind works—the processes of understanding and intellect. It 

refers to one’s mindset and includes our disposition, attitudes, and intentions. Our alienation was not 

just external; it was also internal. This hostility should be seen in its true light; it is hostility toward the 

Firstborn of creation. 

Thirdly, we expressed this alienation and hostility of mind in evil works (1:21). Evil works are the result 

of a hostile mind.  As Wright says, “Thought and act are both tainted, each pushing the other into 

further corruption, in a mirror image of 1:9–10.  The best comment on 1:21 is perhaps the sequence of 

thought in Romans 1:21–32. Wrong thinking leads to vice, vice to further mental corruption, so that the 

mind, still not totally ignorant of God’s standards, finds itself applauding evil” (85).  

The gravity of our lost condition helps us see that apart from Christ we are utterly lost. But knowing 

what we are truly like also sets a bolder contrast to God’s gracious work. In verses 21 and 22 there is a 

dramatic contrast between what we once were and who we are now. God has acted mightily on our 

behalf. Christ has now reconciled us to God in His body of flesh by His death (1:22). 

The death of Jesus was a sacrifice that has cosmic consequences. Verse 20 said that through Christ, God 

reconciled all things to Him, having made peace through the cross. He has acted through Christ to bring 

the universe that has been in disharmony and hostility toward God back together again under Christ. 

But it also has personal consequences. He also accomplished reconciliation for us. Our past has passed. 

We “were” (1:21); now we “are”; that is, we “were” once alienated and hostile in mind, BUT NOW we 

“are” reconciled through (by means of) His death.  

The expression “in His fleshly body” has raised some questions.  “Fleshly” probably simply refers to 

Jesus’ mortal body, His human body that He possessed on the earth. The question is why then did Paul 

add “body”?  One plausible explanation is so that there would be no confusion between the previous 

reference of Christ’s body as the church (1:18), but Wright’s explanation (below) is also helpful. 

Two parallel passages, both in Romans, will help us here. In 7:4 Paul writes ‘you died to the law 

through the body of Christ’, and in 8:3 he says that God, ‘sending His own Son in the likeness of 

sinful flesh and as a sin-offering, condemned sin in the flesh’ (RSV). The context of both passages 

within Romans 5–8 as a whole, coupled with the reference in Colossians 1:18 to Christ as ‘the 

head of the body’, suggests the following train of thought: 

(a) Jesus, as Messiah, represents, and is fully identified with, His people. He shares their ‘fleshly’ 

existence, so that, though Himself without sin, He takes sin’s consequences on Himself, 

becoming subject to death. 

(b) Jesus is also fully identified with God (1:19; this identification is further described in 2:9 as 

somatikos [swmatikw/j], bodily). 
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(c) In Jesus, therefore, God identified himself with the sins of humanity. The cross is simply the 

outworking of this explosive meeting between the holy God and human sin. 

(d) Those who are members of Jesus’ ‘body’ thus find their sin already condemned in Him, and 

themselves reconciled to God. Jesus has risen from the dead, as the first of a large family whose 

sins, having done their worst in producing His death, are left behind in His life beyond death 

(1:18; see Romans 6:7–11; 8:29). It is this line of thought, I suggest, that Paul has expressed 

compactly in the first half of verse 22 (Wright, 86). 

The purpose of our reconciliation is in order to present us holy and blameless and above reproach 

before Him. In other words, our reconciliation has a relationship to our future judgment when each of 

us will be presented before God and give account for our life. Our reconciliation determines what will 

happen then. Because we have been reconciled, we will be presented holy and blameless and above 

reproach. That is, as men and women forgiven and reconciled, we will be free from accusation, innocent 

and justified.   

This is also stated in Ephesians 5:25b–27: “Christ also loved the church and gave Himself up for her, so 

that He might sanctify her, having cleansed her by the washing of water with the word, that He might 

present to Himself the church in all her glory, having no spot or wrinkle or any such thing; but that she 

would be holy and blameless.” 

We were once alienated; we are now reconciled; we will be blameless. That is what God was pleased to 

do in Christ in the body of Christ through His death.  

However, there is also a personal responsibility attached to reconciliation; we will only be presented 

holy and blameless before Him if we continue in the faith, stable and steadfast.  

Paul knows that true Christian faith is the beginning of a life which, given by God, will be 

brought to completion by Him (Phil. 1:6). He also knows that genuine faith is seen in patient and 

steadfast day-to-day Christian living, while counterfeit faith, so hard in its early stages to 

distinguish from the real thing, withers and dies. From God’s point of view, genuine faith is 

assured of continuing to the end. From the human point of view, Christians discover whether 

their faith is of the genuine sort only by patient perseverance, encouraged by the Christian 

hope. There is here almost certainly a deliberate echo of 1:4–5 (Wright, 87, 88). 

“This warning, along with many similar ones, presents the ‘human responsibility’ side in the biblical 

portrayal of final salvation. God does, indeed, by His grace and through His Spirit, work to preserve His 

people so that they will be vindicated in the judgment; but, at the same time, God’s people are 

responsible to persevere in their faith if they expect to see that vindication” (Moo, 144).  “Continuance 

is the test of reality. If it is true that the saints will persevere to the end, then it is equally true that the 

saints must persevere to the end” (O’Brien, 69). One of the ways that God uses to ensure that we do not 

fall into a state of false security is with warnings such as this. 

The way that we persevere is by being stable and steadfast, not shifting from the hope of the gospel 

that we heard. We must not move from the foundation that had been laid. We must not leave the 

gospel in which we have placed our hope. The person who abandons the faith will not be found 

blameless. Thus, we are told to persist in our dependence on Christ. 
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Lastly, the nature of the gospel is repeated for it is the gospel that will establish you in the faith.  

The gospel we have received has come to us by ordinary means, communicated by fellow human beings 

in words that we can understand (1:3–8); it is the gospel that you heard. But it is also the gospel that is 

extraordinary; it has been proclaimed in all creation under heaven. It is not just the gospel that gives 

meaning to our lives; it gives meaning to the universe.  

What does Paul mean by “the gospel has been proclaimed in all creation under heaven”?  

The NIV translates this as “the gospel . . . has been proclaimed to every creature under heaven.” This is a 

poor translation. The idea of proclaiming the gospel to non-human creation is not found in Scripture, 

and eight of the ten times Paul uses the word kti,sij (ktisis) it means “creation” (Ro. 1:20; 8:19, 20, 21, 

22; 2 Cor. 5:17; Gal. 6:15; Col. 1:15) not “creature” (Ro. 1:25; 8:39; Moo, 146 note 256). In addition, the 

word “in” (evn; en) in the prepositional phrase “in all creation” (evn pa,sh| kti,sei) when used with the word 

“preach” refers to a location where the preaching takes place (O’Brien, 70; Moo, 146), not the ones to 

whom it is preached (see Matt. 3:1; 11:1; 24:14; 26:13; Mk. 1:39; 5:20; 14:9; Acts 9:20; 2 Cor. 1:19; Gal. 

2:2; 1 Tim. 3:16). 

When Paul says, “the gospel has been proclaimed in all creation under heaven,” he is simply saying that 

the gospel has been proclaimed throughout the earth. But why did he say this? He knew that not every 

individual had heard the gospel. In fact, part of his stated mission was to go where Christ had not yet 

been named (Ro. 15:20).   

A number of suggestions have been made; however, the easiest solutions seem to be that he was either 

speaking hyperbolically, or his comment is anticipatory.  

People often speak in hyperbole (in exaggerated statements not meant to be taken literally) to add color 

to speech. For example, in Mark 1:5 it says, “And all the country of Judea was going out to him, and all 

the people of Jerusalem; and they were being baptized by him in the Jordan River, confessing their sins.” 

We understand this to mean “large numbers,” not every single person without exception.  

But he could be speaking in anticipation. God had announced that Jesus’ death had (in principle) 

reconciled all of creation.  Now the process is underway where God’s heralds (including Paul and 

Epaphras—1:7) have been sent off throughout the world to proclaim the good news. However, in 

actuality the process of reconciliation is still under way. It will have full sway over all creation in the 

future.   

The gospel that you heard is God’s word to the whole world, indeed the whole creation. The one in 

whom you have come to believe when you heard this gospel is the one in whom, through whom, and for 

whom all things have been created and have their existence. The one in whose death you have been 

reconciled is the one who has reconciled all things to Himself through the blood of His cross. The gospel 

message of what He has done is the message that does not just give meaning and purpose to our little 

lives. It is the meaning of the universe! (Woodhouse, 74) 


