
Realized Eschatology

Colossians is one of a handful of New Testament documents to emphasize 
what theologians call “realized eschatology,” the belief that blessings and bene-
fits associated with the end times are available already in this present life. In 
this regard, the letter may be compared with the Gospel of John (see “Salvation 
as Abundant Life” in chap. 9) and especially with the Letter to the Ephesians 
(see “Idealized Status of Believers” in chap. 17).

Colossians presents what God has done as a completed action, with im-
mediate consequences for those who believe in Christ. The emphasis is on 
what has already transpired rather than on what is still to come: believers have 
already been rescued from the power of darkness (1:13); they have already been 
transferred to the kingdom of God’s beloved Son (1:13); they have already been 
raised with Christ (2:12; 3:1). The spiritual powers that might oppose them 
have already been disarmed, and Christ has already made a public display of 
his triumph over them (2:15). This last reference draws on the image of Roman 
conquerors parading their vanquished foes through the streets after winning 
a decisive victory. We might have guessed that a biblical author would use this 
image to describe something scheduled to occur on judgment day or in the 
interim following Christ’s return (see 1 Cor. 15:23–26), but Colossians says 
that it has already occurred. When? Colossians is not primarily concerned with 
temporal chronology (cf. 1 Cor. 15:23–24; 2 Thess. 2:2–3); the point could be 
that this public triumph is something that has already occurred—in the future! 
Realized eschatology typically adopts an eternal perspective rather than a his-
torical one, and from the perspective of eternity, what is still future to us may 
be regarded as accomplished. The point, at any rate, is to stress the absolute 

Box 19.6

Worldwide Evangelism: Is Paul Exaggerating?
In the Gospel of Matthew, Jesus tells his disciples that the gospel “will be proclaimed through-

out the world, as a testimony to all nations; and then the end will come” (24:14). The Letter to 

the Colossians seems to indicate that this mission has been fulfilled. The gospel “has been pro-

claimed to every creature under heaven” (1:23) and “is bearing fruit and growing in the whole 

world” (1:6).

There were people in the world at the time who had not heard of Jesus Christ, as well as entire 

nations (including ones known to Paul) to which no Christian missionary had traveled. So what 

do we make of this extraordinary claim?

Most scholars take the words as an example of hyperbole—that is, an obvious exaggeration 

used for rhetorical effect (e.g., when someone in our modern society says, “I’ve told you a million 

times . . .”). In 1 Thessalonians Paul likewise tells the readers that the news of their faith has become 

known not just in their own country, or in the neighboring province, but “in every place” (1:8).
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