
progression (Paul himself, one of his disciples, or later followers) is important 
to church historians and to biographers of Paul. We do not, however, need to 
answer this question with certainty to understand the basic message of the 
letter or the key points its author wanted to make.

Major Themes in Colossians

The Cosmic Christ

Colossians speaks of Jesus Christ in exalted terms: he is not only the Lord 
of the church but also the ruler of the universe (1:15–17); he is not just the 
Savior of humankind but also the one who reconciles all things in heaven and 
on earth (1:20). The person of Christ is described as one who is “the image 
of the invisible God” (1:15) in whom “all the fullness of God was pleased to 
dwell” (1:19; cf. 2:9). The work of Christ includes his traditional role as God’s 
agent of redemption (1:14) but is expanded to include serving also as God’s 
agent of creation: all things in heaven and on earth, visible and invisible, were 
created “through him and for him” (1:16).

Box 19.5

Development of Pauline Ideas in Colossians
The Letter to the Colossians seems to expand on many ideas found in other (undisputed) letters 

of Paul, taking the points a step further or to another level.

• Romans says that believers have died and been buried with Christ through baptism and will 

someday be united with him in resurrection (6:4–6); Colossians says that believers have al-

ready “been raised with Christ” through baptism (2:12; cf. 3:1; but see also Rom. 6:11).

• Romans says that believers have died to sin (6:2); Colossians says that they have “died to the 

elemental spirits of the universe” (2:20).

• Romans says that no spiritual being or power will “be able to separate us from the love of 

God in Christ” (8:39); Colossians says that Christ disarmed the spiritual rulers and authorities 

and “made a public example of them, triumphing over them” (2:15; cf. 1 Cor. 15:24).

• First Corinthians says that Jesus Christ is the one “through whom are all things and through 

whom we exist” (8:6); Colossians presents Christ as the one in whom “all things in heaven 

and on earth were created” (1:16) and in whom “all things hold together” (1:17).

• Second Corinthians says that Paul’s sufferings manifest the death of Jesus in Paul’s body 

(4:8–12); Colossians says that Paul’s sufferings serve the vicarious function of “completing 

what is lacking in Christ’s afflictions for the sake of his body, that is, the church” (1:24).

• Philippians refers to Christ as being “in the form of God” (2:6); Colossians refers to Christ as 

“the image of the invisible God” (1:15) and as the one in whom “the whole fullness of deity 

dwells bodily” (2:9).

Are these points on which Paul has further developed his own thinking? Or are they instances of 

a pseudonymous author building on Paul’s ideas?

redemption: a theo-
logical term derived 
from commerce 
(where it means 
“purchase” or “buying 
back”).
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