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Unit 3. Shaped For Growth: 
Christologically-Driven 
Introduction 
In this unit we will outline a Christological foundation for church life and show that this is 
Paul’s method for growing churches.  In the next unit, we will take this Christological 
approach and propose three key elements, which should shape church plants and church 
life.  

Jesus and the life of the church 
The Christian life is lived in community. In the letter to the Colossians Paul calls the church 
to a counter-cultural life together. Communal life in the surrounding culture was marked by 
evil desire, greed, impurity and lust (Colossians 3:5-6). Social interaction in such 
communities was permeated with anger, wrath, malice, slander and bad language. Before 
they became Christians, the Colossians lived in community in that way (3:7-8). Paul now 
calls them to a new corporate lifestyle characterised by compassion, kindness, humility, 
gentleness and patience (3:12).  

The gospel itself was the blueprint for this new community and the only explanation for its 
emergence. Only the message of the Messiah could interrupt the social cycle of hate to 
create a community of forgiveness (3:13).  

Colossians 3:12-23 gives us a glimpse of the corporate Christian life formed and sustained 
by the gospel. Sadly this picture of community may not always reflect our own experience 
or even expectations of life in church. In practice, doing the same things on a Sunday 
morning at the same time and place is all that holds us together. Church is experienced as 
a time and place event as opposed to the life and love community described in Colossians. 

In recent years there has been a move to recover the life and love approach of the New 
Testament. Wherever we encounter these efforts we need to ask on what basis is the 
recovery founded? Sometimes old methods for the corporate life are simply swapped with 
new ones. Out goes the big meeting in favour of smaller groups. Traditional service 
patterns are swapped for postmodern services. None of these things are wrong in 
themselves but the recovery of the corporate life – both in experience and expectation – 
must come from the gospel itself. Paul’s method for encouraging the life of the community 
is to apply the message of the person and work of Jesus to the identity of Christians so 
that new behaviours and attitudes emerge. Communal life must be rooted in a solid 
Christology. Paul does not give instruction of liturgies, services, structures or processes. 
He teaches Christ. 

In this unit we will see how the corporate Christian life is formed and sustained by the 
person and work of Jesus. The letter to the Colossians will function as our test case. T. F. 
Torrance argues that Christology must approach Jesus as the fulfilment of the story of 



 

 

Israel before then discover Jesus in relationship to the Father.1 In the book of Colossians 
these two aspects of Christology form the basis of the communal life of the Christian. We 
will consider the Christological basis for community under these two themes before 
bringing them together to see Paul’s method for encouraging the communal life of the 
church.  

Jesus and Israel  
The Christian life is described in Colossians in communal terms. Paul addresses the 
Colossians as God’s chosen ones, holy and loved (3:12). These are terms used of Israel in 
the Old Testament. Israel was rescued to be a nation who would represent God to the 
world. 

Israel was formed as a nation through the exodus events. Through the escape from Egypt 
they were reintroduced to the God of their forefathers. They rediscovered him as God of 
the universe and God of the covenant. He was holy and through the sacrificial system he 
made a way for them to be consecrated to him. They were to represent God to the world 
through their life together. The story of the exodus was to dwell richly among them. It was 
to shape everyday life so that they retold the exodus story through where they lived, what 
they ate, how they related to one another and so on. Feasts re-enacted key aspects of the 
story of the exodus and wilderness wanderings. The arrangement of the camp with the 
tabernacle at its centre displayed a God who wanted to live with a people through sacrifice 
for sin. It retold the events at Mount Sinai where they had met God through the blood of 
the covenant and camped around his presence. In the Promised Land, their social and 
sacrificial practices embodied life under the rescuing God of the covenant.  

To be described as chosen, made holy and loved by God in Colossians 3:12, as Israel had 
been, brings a radical redefinition of who we are and what we are for. Individual Christians 
in Paul’s theology have been taken up into God’s plan to have a people for himself whose 
daily lives tell the story of salvation to the world. Just like Israel, Christians need to 
understand themselves as having been saved through an exodus event that binds them 
together for this purpose. 

Paul has already described this new exodus in Colossians 1. In Colossians 1:13-14 he 
says Christians have been rescued from a domain of darkness into the kingdom of the Son 
he loves. This new exodus was achieved through the death of a first-born representative 
just as the first exodus had been. Only this time it is the death of the firstborn over all 
creation. Tom Holland argues that the term ‘firstborn’ is best understood against the 
background of the Passover.2 The firstborn children died, or were substituted by lambs, as 
the representative heads of the families. Jesus as the new Adam, signified by his 
description as the image of God, stands as the representative or firstborn of humanity. The 
astonishing claim of 1:15-20 is that Jesus, as the first born over all creation, represents 
and therefore reconciles all of creation to God through his Passover death. Moreover, in 

                                            
1 Torrance, T. F., The Mediation of Christ (Paternoster, 1983) 

2 Holland, T., Contours of Pauline Theology (Mentor, 2004), 277-285 



 

 

this way the new exodus achieved through Jesus’ death and resurrection is the beginning 
of the new creation. Through his resurrection he is the firstborn of a new people (1:18). 

Jesus has fulfilled Israel’s history in an extraordinary way in himself. He is the exodus, the 
sacrifice for sin, the first of the new community from the dead and the foundation of the 
new creation. A new creation for a new humanity is analogous to Israel’s gift of a restored 
land. Through his death and resurrection he has brought the church into the same story.  

The identity change that forms a community of Christians is grounded upon Christology. 
But this is Christology seen through the story of Israel. It is as Jesus fulfils Israel’s story in 
himself that the Christian finds their identity in Christ among the people of God. Just as 
Israel were sustained and formed by their exodus story as it shaped their life together, so 
the church is called to be shaped by the better exodus story as they let the word of the 
Messiah dwell among them richly (3:16). They are forgiving because they are forgiven.  

Jesus and the Father 
God’s dealings with Israel give us the categories to see Jesus as the fulfilment of God’s 
plan for humanity. The story leads us to see how Jesus himself is our reconciliation to the 
Father. The basis of the communal life of the church rests on the nature of that 
reconciliation and how it admits a people into the relationship between the Father and Son.  

The poem of Colossians 1:15-20 show us that Jesus embodies the reconciliation of all 
things to the Father. In other words, the gospel is not a project Jesus simply does. Jesus is 
the gospel. For some the gospel is a bit like a fireman rescuing us from a burning building. 
Once we are rescued our on-going status of being saved is not dependent on the on-going 
work of the fireman. He has done his job and just goes back to his ordinary life. Jesus is 
not like a fireman. The rescue he achieves is bound up with who he is and continues to be 
for us. His death is our death. His resurrection is our resurrection. His presence before the 
Father is our presence before the Father.  

If the gospel were simply a task Jesus completed and walked away from (like a fireman), 
we would benefit from his past work and try to imitate some of the principles he laid down. 
The communal Christian life would then be based on our efforts to follow an example 
Jesus laid down. But if Jesus embodies the gospel in himself, then our life – including its 
communal dimensions – flows from who he is and who he continues to be for us and all of 
creation. Reviving the communal life of the Christian means looking at Jesus as the 
crucified, risen and ascended Christ for us.  

The gospel is about the Son of God taking on humanity in his incarnation, dying, rising and 
ascending to present a cleansed, renewed, redeemed humanity to the Father. Those four 
Christ-events – the incarnation, death, resurrection and ascension of the Son of God – 
constitute the basis of the corporate Christian life. They happened to and through Jesus 
first so that they could change the very nature of our humanity. Israel as the “son of God” 
(Hosea 11:1) was constituted by God to establish the categories for the incarnation of the 
Son of God.3 Israel was to be the priesthood of God: representing God to the world and 
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being humanity’s representative before God. We will consider each of these four Christ-
events in turn before applying them to the corporate nature of Christian life. 

Incarnation 
In his incarnation the Son of God steps into human categories of existence and Israelite 
culture to reveal the Father to the world. He is God ‘tabernacling’ with us (John 1:14). To 
know the Father is to know the person and work of Jesus of Nazareth, the carpenter and 
Rabbi. No one has ever seen the Father but the Son has made him known. It takes the 
entire gospel story to reveal the Father to us through the Son. The Father that Jesus 
reveals to us is the gospel-God. Jesus does not come simply to tell us about the Father, 
but to show him in his life, death and resurrection. In this way Jesus is the truth. 

The incarnation is God’s communication to us. But the incarnate Son of God in his 
humanity is also man’s communication back to God. In taking on human flesh he came as 
the true man, the faithful Israelite, the true image-bearer, the new Adam. Colossians 1:15-
20 presents Jesus as the image-bearer in the context of a celebration of new creation. 
Through his incarnation Jesus was sent to be the man who would bring creation to its 
fulfilment through its redemption in himself. In this way Jesus fulfils Adam’s role of filling 
and subduing creation, but he does it through his role as the one who fulfils Israel’s story.  

Cross and Resurrection 
The incarnation does not stand alone as a doctrine. The Son of God reveals God the 
Father and establishes the new humanity through his death and resurrection. When Jesus 
died on the cross he died as the representative of sinful humanity. To cleanse humanity, 
humanity had to die for sin. Yet death alone would establish nothing but a punished 
humanity, crushed under the weight of sin, darkness and death. The resurrection is the 
moment where in Jesus humanity is raised new and cleansed from the dead. As a 
consequence his resurrection signals the restoration of all things.  

Ascension 
The raised Jesus is a human fit for the presence of the Father. In his ascension Jesus is 
the new humanity, raised and immortal, entering the presence of the Father again. Like the 
priest in Israel entering the holy of holies having made atonement for sin by blood, Jesus 
enters the very presence of God for us. He brings us into relationship with the Father in 
himself. When he comes into the presence of the Father he sits at the Father’s right hand, 
restoring the kingship of humanity over creation (1 Corinthians 15:24-28). In this way 
Jesus is the gospel. His continued existence as a man cleansed and raised in the 
presence of God constitutes the restoration of humanity in relationship with the Father and 
the beginning of the restoration of creation.  

The Christian life flows from the person and work of Jesus through our union with him. By 
faith we are woven into the events of the incarnation, death, resurrection and ascension of 
Jesus. What happened to him is understood to have happened for us and to us (e.g. 
Romans 6:1-11, Colossians 2:12-13, 20, 3: 1-4, Galatians 2:20). On the basis of the 
incarnation, by faith there is someone who can stand for us and carry us to the Father. In 



 

 

his death, by faith we died. In his resurrection, by faith we are raised. And in his ascension, 
by faith we are seated with him on high (e.g. Ephesians 2:4-6). 

Union with Christ brings us into the same relationship the Son has with the Father. 
Through the Son’s relationship with the Father Christians are brought by the Spirit into the 
love of the Father for the Son (e.g. John 17:23). Through the gospel we are brought into 
relationship with the Trinitarian God. 

Our union with Christ also brings us into relationship with each other. In Christ we are 
bound to others who are in Christ. In this way Jesus is the basis of the communal life of 
the church. The idea of union with Christ and its communal dimension is captured in the 
image of the church as the body of Christ.  

In the letter to the Ephesians Paul uses the term ‘body’ in the sense of a wife being united 
in marriage to her husband (Ephesians 5:23-33). This image of marriage captures the 
relational unity between Jesus and his church.  

Some theologies of the church argue that the church replaces the body of Christ. ‘We are 
now the body of Christ on earth,’ they claim. Or they say, ‘We are the hands and feet of 
Jesus.’ But the body of Christ is now in heaven. We believe in the physical ascension of 
Christ just as we believe in the physical resurrection of Christ. The church is the body of 
Christ in a relational sense rather than a replacement sense. We are the body of Christ 
because as bridegroom and bride we have become one flesh. These two different views 
lead to very different understandings of church practice. 

As one body the church is being presented as holy and fit for the presence of God by 
union with the one who has cleansed her as his own body through his death and 
resurrection. We are not saved as many ‘bodies’ of Christ, but saved into his body. Union 
with Christ creates union with his people as one body. He is our man in heaven, but he is 
so as the husband of the bride.  

The communal life of the church displays our union with Christ as his bride and our identity 
as children of the Father. As such the life of the church displays the Trinitarian nature of 
God. Our love for one another shows that we are children of the Father through the Son. In 
John 17 Jesus prays that through the unity of the church the world would see that the 
Father sent the Son and that the Father loves the church as he loves the Son: “The glory 
that you have given me I have given to them, that they may be one even as we are one, I 
in them and you in me, that they may become perfectly one, so that the world may know 
that you sent me and loved them even as you loved me.” (John 17:22-23) 

We have seen how Paul deploys the Old Testament history of Israel fulfilled in Jesus to 
reshape the identity of Christians. His goal is a community rooted in Christ (Colossians 
2:6-7).  

Colossians also shows us a detailed example of the second and related aspect of a 
Christological approach to the corporate life we have outlined above. Paul’s method is to 
point believers to Jesus as the gospel and our union with him to encourage the corporate 
life of the community.  

Seeking life in earthly things drove the lifestyle of the community around Colossae. The 
surrounding culture lived under the tyranny and delusion of religious practices to curb 



 

 

those same indulgent desires (2:20-23). The Christian community was to put off the anger, 
lust, malice, slander and lies, which inevitably arise when relationships are built on self-
interest. The imperatives to put off old habits and put on new are founded on having died 
with Christ, been raised with Christ and living with our lives hidden with the ascended 
Christ (Colossians 2:20; 3:1-3).  

Paul reminds the Colossians they had died to the old principles and practices, which had 
no power to change hearts (2:20-23). Through the resurrection they had come out from 
those practices into the new life that was secured for them in Christ seated on high (3:1). 
In other words, they were free from the darkness, delusion and need of seeking life in 
earthly things.  

They could now put off old practices because of this freedom and put on the new man 
being remade in the image of their Creator (3:10). The Creator’s image had been 
described to them in chapter 1:15-20. It is Christ himself. Through his death, resurrection 
and ascension there now stood a people being remade in his image on the basis of their 
union with him.  

The language throughout is communal. Together they put on the new man, which is being 
renewed in knowledge into the image of Christ (3:10). Together, as chosen and loved 
ones, they put on the characteristics of Christ (3:12-17).4 

It is Jesus himself who is the renewal of the people of God. His own person and work 
constitute the recreation of a people who are now being restored to image-bearing after his 
likeness. His gospel shapes the inner dynamics of the community as they let the word of 
the Messiah dwell among them richly. Paul’s method is to draw a believer’s attention to 
what is true about them in Christ. In that realisation of who he is and how their life is bound 
up with his life they find the freedom from slavery to religion and the desire to contribute to 
the life of the community. 

In the next unit we will explore how the corporate life of the church works out in practice as 
we follow through this Christological perspective show-cased in Colossians.  

 
 
 

                                            
4 Holland, T., Contours of Pauline Theology (Mentor, 2004), 96.  
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