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[In chapter 3] Paul shows how identification with Christ leads to a new way of life. He proceeds 

in three basic steps. He begins, appropriately, with an overall summons to adopt a mindset that 

reflects our new identity in Christ (3:1–4). He then elaborates on this new way of thinking in 3:5 

–17 by means of a contrast between the old way of life that we must “put off” (vv. 5–11) and a 

new way of life we are to “put on” (vv. 12–17). Paul concludes with a reminder that the new life 

in Christ does not absolve Christians of the responsibilities to one another within earthbound 

institutions but provides, in fact, a new impetus and new motivation to live them out 

appropriately (3:18–4:1). (Moo, 243)  

Our identification with Christ, in theological terms, is called our union with Christ. This union is most 

commonly expressed in the Bible as us being “in Christ” and Christ being “in us.” The expression “in 

Christ” has many different meanings. Most frequently it means “through Christ’s agency.” But it also 

very often carries the idea of incorporation into Christ. Christ is the place where believers are. This is 

referred to as our union with Christ.  For example, 2 Corinthians 5:17 says, “Therefore if anyone is in 

Christ, he is a new creature; the old things passed away; behold, new things have come.” While 

Galatians 2:20 says,  “I have been crucified with Christ; and it is no longer I who live, but Christ lives in 

me; and the life which I now live in the flesh I live by faith in the Son of God, who loved me and gave 

Himself up for me.” Likewise, in Romans 12:5 the idea is incorporation: “we who are many, are one body 

in Christ.”  In Colossians 2:13,20; 3:3–4 this is expressed as “with Christ.” “The phrase ‘with Christ’ is not 

a formula like the expression ‘in Christ’, but is a motif used in a variety of ways to express the same 

intimate personal union of the believer with Christ . . . Both the phrase and the related verbs are 

employed in Colossians to describe the death and resurrection with Christ as a past event and the 

resulting new existence for the Christian: it is his life with Christ. Like Christ’s life, it is hidden in God 

[3:3]” (O’Brien 170, 171).   

The main emphasis of our union with Christ is representation; Christ is the believer’s representative 

head.  The concept is similar to “power of attorney.”  Power of attorney gives someone (known as an 

agent) the legal authority to represent or act on behalf of someone else. If, for example, the agent signs 

a document or a check, it is regarded as if the one whom he represents had signed it. In other words, 

the agent’s actions are seen as the actions of the person he represents to the degree that the person is 

legally bound by the things the agent does.  So it is with us and Christ. Although we are distinct 

individuals, Christ’s actions are legally binding upon us; His actions are seen by God as ours. “Our legal 

union with Christ entitles us to all that Christ did for us as He acted in our place, as our substitute” 

(Bridges, The Gospel for Real Life, 38).  

Our union with Christ is the basis (ground) for being accepted by God and gives us the right to receive 

His benefits. As Edwards says, “The union of the members of the body with the head is the ground of 

their partaking of the life of the head. It is the union of the branches to the stock that is the ground of 

their partaking of the sap and life of the stock. It is the relation of the wife to the husband that is the 

ground of her joint interest in his estate. They are looked upon in several respects as one in law. So 

there is a legal union between Christ and true Christians, so that…one, in some respects, is accepted for 

the other by the Supreme Judge” (Jonathan Edwards). 

Ephesians 1:4 says, “He chose us in Him before the foundation of the world.” God’s gracious decision 

that placed us in union with Christ was made before the creation of the world.  It was not based on our 

decision to choose God but on God’s choice of us. Before we ever existed or were conscious, in God’s 
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mind we were “in Christ.”  That is, in pre-creation history, God had a purpose formed in His mind that 

involved us and Christ. God put us together with Christ in His mind (Stott, Ephesians, 36). This means 

that we have a kind of existence in Him, although it is representative, not actual.  Thus, during Christ’s 

life on this earth God already thought of us as being in Him. Of course, we were not consciously present 

in Christ, but we were present in the mind of God. As Bridges says, this means, “When He [Christ] lived a 

life of perfect obedience, it was as if we had lived a life of perfect obedience. When He died on the cross 

to satisfy the just demands of God’s law, it is just as if we had died on the cross. Christ stood in our place 

as our representative, both in His sinless life and His sin-bearing death” (The Discipline of Grace, 53). 

Although we have been chosen in Christ before we were born, prior to faith we were under the wrath of 

God. It is not until we believe, that we are, according to God’s appointment, united to Him. 

As John Murray says,  

We do not become actual partakers of Christ until redemption is effectually applied. Paul in 

writing to the believers at Ephesus reminded them that they were chosen in Christ before the 

foundation of the world, but he also reminded them that there was a time when they were 

“without Christ, being aliens from the commonwealth of Israel, and strangers from the 

covenants of promise, having no hope, and without God in the world” (Eph 2:12) and that they 

were “by nature the children of wrath” (Eph 2:3). Although they had been chosen in Christ 

before times eternal, yet they were Christless until they were called effectually into the 

fellowship of God’s Son (1Co 1:9) . . . Only then do they know the fellowship of Christ. 

Therefore, “the actual union established between Christ and His people in the course of history takes 

place initially when we are united with Christ in regeneration. By regeneration we mean the new birth, 

in which the Holy Spirit brings us into a living union with Christ so that we who were once spiritually 

dead are made spiritually alive” (Hoekema).  

In sum, God has always seen us “in Christ.” So when Christ was crucified, buried, rose from the dead, 

and ascended to the right hand of the Father, God also saw us in Him. We were crucified with Him, 

buried with Him, rose with Him (Col. 2:12–13), and were seated with Him in heavenly places. Once we 

come to faith in Christ our union with Christ is no longer simply in the mind of God, it is an accomplished 

fact. God does not unite us to Christ as a reward of faith, rather, faith is “the soul’s active uniting with 

Christ” (Edwards).1 

Paul wants to show how our identification (union) with Christ in His death and resurrection leads to a 

new way of life. In 3:1–4 he begins by calling us to adopt a mindset that reflects our new identity in 

Christ.  

If we are in Christ, how should we orient our thinking?  

3:1 Therefore if you have been raised up with Christ, keep seeking the things above, where 

Christ is, seated at the right hand of God. 

3:2 Set your mind on the things above, not on the things that are on earth. 

3:3 For you have died and your life is hidden with Christ in God. 

3:4 When Christ, who is our life, is revealed, then you also will be revealed with Him in glory. 
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Verses 1 and 2 move us from what we shouldn’t do (2:8–23) to what we should do. The focal point is still 

on the significance of Christ. We have died and have been raised with Him. This orients us to the way we 

should look at life. The rules of the false teachers in chapter 2 were tied to this world; we are linked to 

Christ in the heavens. Instead, of focusing on earthly things, believers need to focus on the things above, 

where Christ is. 

The command “keep seeking the things above” is parallel to “set your mind on the things above.” By 

repeating the thought and rewording it, Paul emphasizes and brings greater clarity to what he is saying.   

“Seeking” does not imply that we need to seek after something that we do not presently possess; 

rather, it means that we are to orient ourselves to heavenly realities. The parallel thought, “set your 

mind on,” is the word frone,w (phroneo) which means the same thing. In 23 of the 26 occurrences in the 

NT it used of the orientation of the will. It is the underlying attitude behind the seeking.   

Both “seek” and “set your mind on” are present tense verbs, meaning that both are to be done 

continually. We must not rest from orienting our thinking to heavenly realities. 

The reason we are to keep seeking and setting our mind on the things above is because Christ is in 

heaven.  

By reminding us that the heavenly realm is where Christ is, seated at the right hand of God, Paul 

not only defines that realm [heaven] but, more importantly, provides motivation for us to seek 

to orient ourselves to that heavenly realm. Spiritual growth, Paul has made clear, comes only 

from Christ, so it is naturally incumbent on us to focus on the place where He is. (Moo, 247). 

The Bible says very little about “the things above” but one thing is clear: this is where Christ is. He is 

seated at the right hand of God, an expression that goes back to the messianic interpretation of Psalm 

110:1: “The LORD says to my Lord: ‘Sit at my right hand, until I make your enemies your footstool.’” 

After Jesus’ ascension the apostles declared the enthronement of Jesus in this way. 1 Corinthians 15:25 

says, “He must reign until He has put all His enemies under His feet.” Being seated at God’s right hand is 

a way “to articulate the supreme glory, the divine transcendence, of Jesus through whom salvation was 

mediated” (O’Brien, 163). 

In light of this, we are to make the glory of Christ the object of and the guidepost for our thinking and 

behavior.  To reflect properly upon heavenly things is to focus upon Him. By setting our mind on 

heavenly things we avoid setting our mind on earthly things (like the false teachers were doing—2:19–

23).  The way one thinks is intimately related to the way one lives. 

We should orient our thinking to things above because that is where Christ is. However, in verse 3, Paul 

gives us another reason why we should do this: For you have died and your life is hidden with Christ in 

God. “. . .  our identification with Christ in His resurrection means, in effect, that, in some ultimate 

sense, heaven is where we truly are also. It is only natural that we seek to align our whole being with our 

true heavenly identity” (Moo, 247). 

Our life is hidden with Christ in God. Some think this emphasizes that, presently, our life is a hidden 

truth to unbelievers (and even to us). Our true identity is not fully seen. However, it will not always be 

hidden; someday we will be “revealed with Him” (3:4). 1 John 3:2 says, “Beloved, now we are children of 

God, and it has not appeared as yet what we will be. We know that when He appears, we will be like 
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Him, because we will see Him just as He is.”  Another view sees this as saying that our life is inseparable 

from Christ. Our life is in His life; that is, it is hidden with Him. I believe the second view is most likely 

intended.   

When we died with Christ, we died “to the elementary principles of the world” (2:20). Our new position 

in Christ has severed us from the powers in the world and placed us in Christ. We are where He is. Our 

life is “hidden with Christ in God.” We are seated with Christ in heavenly places (Eph. 2:6) and the 

blessings we have are in heavenly places. Ephesians 1:3 says that God “has blessed us with every 

spiritual blessing in the heavenly places in Christ.”  

Christ is our life. This is a second aspect of our union with Christ that has not yet been mentioned. Our 

union with Him is both a legal (representative) and a vital (living) union. Notice carefully that Paul 

doesn’t say Christ gives us life or Christ shares His life with us; he says Christ is our life (3:4). Our 

existence is found in Christ alone. As Paul said, “it is not I who live but Christ lives in me” (Gal. 2:20).  

Christ is now enthroned at the right hand of the Father. When He comes again, He will be manifested in 

all His glory and it will be plain who He is. However, the day the Son of God is revealed is the same day 

that the sons of God are revealed. On that day it will also be revealed that we are His. “What Christians 

await is the appearance of Christ, that is, His emergence from concealment and their own manifestation 

with Him in glory. [In Colossians 3:4 this] . . .  is not called the resurrection of the dead, but the 

manifestation of the hidden life” (O’Brien, 170, 171).  

IN CONCLUSION  

Our union with Christ was established before the foundation of the world. We were in Christ when He 

lived His life of perfect obedience. We died with Him when He died. We were raised with Christ when He 

rose. Since He is our life, we are located where He is—in heaven. In the future, we will be revealed when 

He is revealed. These truths should give us a different orientation to life. We should seek and set our 

mind on things above because that is where Christ is and in reality, this is where we are too.  

Bridges gives a few examples of what being united with Christ means to us in daily life.  

To live by the gospel, then, means that we firmly grasp the fact that Christ’s life and death are 

ours by virtue of our Union with Him. What He did, we did. This is the only sense in which we 

can understand Paul’s bold statements in Romans 8: “therefore, there is now no condemnation 

for those who are in Christ Jesus” (verse1); “if God is for us who can be against us” (verse 31); 

and “who will bring a charge against those whom God has chosen? It is God who justifies (verse 

33). 

These Statements by Paul are objective truths; that is, they are true whether we grasp them or 

not. So often, however, we find it difficult to believe them. Because of our frequent failures 

before God, we do feel under condemnation, we do not feel God is for us but rather must surely 

be against us, we do think He is bringing charges against us. At such times we must preach the 

gospel to ourselves. We must review what God has declared to be true about our justification in 

Christ (The Discipline of Grace, 53). 

. . . when our consciences condemn us for our sins or our failures to fulfill the disciplines of the 

Christian life, we must go back to the fact that Jesus is our legal representative and that in that 
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capacity He perfectly obeyed the will of His Father. He could rightfully say, “I always do what 

pleases Him” (John 8:29), and when He pleased the Father, we pleased the Father. Our entire 

confidence in our acceptance before God is based solely upon the fact that Jesus was our legal 

representative in His sinless life and obedient death (The Discipline of Grace, 68). 

 

NOTE 1. Union with Christ  

Hodge in His commentary on Ephesians (1:4) says:  

The purpose of election is very comprehensive. It is the purpose of God to bring his people to 

holiness, sonship, and eternal glory. He never intended to do this irrespective of Christ. On the 

contrary it was his purpose, as revealed in Scripture, to bring his people to these exalted 

privileges through a Redeemer. It was in Christ as their head and representative they were 

chosen to holiness and eternal life, and therefore in virtue of what he was to do in their behalf. 

There is a federal union [a representative union] with Christ which is antecedent to all actual 

union, and is the source of it. God gave a people to his Son in the covenant of redemption. 

Those included in that covenant, and because they are included in it—in other words, because 

they are in Christ as their head and representative—receive in time the gift of the Holy Spirit and 

all other benefits of redemption. Their voluntary union with Christ by faith, is not the ground of 

their federal union, but, on the contrary, their federal union is the ground of their voluntary 

union. It is, therefore, in Christ, i. e. as united to him in the covenant of redemption, that the 

people of God are elected to eternal life and to all the blessings therewith connected. Much in 

the same sense the Israelites are said to have been chosen in Abraham. Their relation to 

Abraham and God’s covenant with him, were the ground and reason of all the peculiar blessings 

they enjoyed. So our covenant union with Christ is the ground of all the benefits which we as the 

people of God possess or hope for. We were chosen in Christ, as the Jews were chosen in 

Abraham. The same truth is expressed in 3:11, where it is said that the carrying out or 

application of the plan of redemption is "according to the eternal purpose which He purposed in 

Christ Jesus our Lord." God purposed to save men in Christ, He elected them in Him to salvation. 


