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SUMMARY
We connect to Jesus through our eyes, our hours and our engagement.

AT A GLANCE
YouTube, Facebook, Twitter and HBO want us to be stuck to them so that they can gain our data, our information, and our money. Jesus desires the same type of engagement, but for much better reasons. 

ALTERNATE READINGS
For material based on today’s gospel text, see “Kings Never Die,” November 24, 2019. 

Jesus Christ “is before all things,” says the apostle Paul to the Colossians, “and in him all things hold together” (1:17).
When it comes to holding things together, Jesus is stickier than Super Glue. Stronger than Gorilla Glue. More lasting than Loctite Ultra Gel.
Without him, everything falls apart.
Although it sounds odd, Jesus is the glue. “He is the image of the invisible God, the firstborn of all creation,” says Paul, and “all things have been created through him and for him” (vv. 15-16). Jesus was part of the creation of the world, long before his birth in Bethlehem. As the eternal Son of God, he continues to live and hold everything together with a powerful bond. 
Jesus is all about adhesion. 
Speaking of adhesion, did you hear about the guy who had to quit his job at the Super Glue factory?
He was getting too attached to his coworkers.
He couldn’t separate himself from his work.
But seriously, Jesus is the glue. For his followers in Colossae, Jesus was much more than a Jewish rabbi. He was the invisible God in visible flesh and blood. Pastor Rob Bell says that for first-century disciples, he “was the ultimate exposing of what God has been up to all along.” And exactly what was it that God was trying to accomplish through Jesus? “Unity,” says Bell. “Unity. To all things. God is putting the world back together, and God is doing this through Jesus.”

Stuck on Jesus
Jesus is sticky, working to put a shattered world back together. Paul says that it is through Jesus that God is “pleased to reconcile to himself all things” (v. 20). Through Jesus, God is restoring broken relationships — between people and God, as well as between estranged individuals. God is working for unity through Jesus, holding everything together.
Paul also says that Jesus “is the head of the body, the church” (v. 18). He is stuck to us in the same way that a head is attached to a body, and he wants us to be his hands and feet in the world. As people who are the body of Christ in the world today, our challenge is to take our cues from the one who is our head. To be responsive to Christ’s leading. To follow Jesus with great devotion. To give him “first place in everything” (v. 18).
In other words, to have adhesive faith.
“Adhesiveness” is a huge issue in the world of technology today, and it has nothing to do with Gorilla Glue or Loctite Ultra Gel. No, adhesiveness is the way that digital platforms keep us glued to their content.
For example, if you watch a video on YouTube, or if you “like” a post on Facebook, you will be offered another and another. These companies make their money from keeping you engaged, so they are always working to increase their adhesiveness.
“The longer we stick around,” says a writer named Ayad Akhtar — on YouTube, Facebook, Amazon, or The New York Times app — “the deeper we scroll, the greater the yield of information, the more effective the influence.” Adhesiveness is everything. “In fact,” he says, “the platforms have been built, and are still being optimized, to keep us glued, to keep us engaged.”
This is kind of scary, isn’t it?
When HBO was acquired by AT&T, the CEO said to his employees, “We need hours a day.” He was talking about the hours a day that he wants their customers to be glued to HBO. “I want more hours of engagement,” he said to them. And then he admitted that hours are important for one reason: “Because you get more data and information about a customer.” HBO, YouTube, Facebook and Twitter are in a race to increase their adhesiveness. They want us to be stuck to them so that they can gain our data, our information and our money.
Adhesiveness is central to business today — something we all need to keep in mind, every time we look at our smartphone, computer or television. But what about adhesive faith?
That’s not scary at all. In fact, it can be life-changing. Jesus desires the same type of engagement from us, but for much better reasons.

Jesus Wants Eyeballs 
In the world of digital marketing, success comes from getting people to look at your website. An “eyeball” is a visit to a site, so to get a lot of eyeballs is to get a lot of visits.
Jesus wants your eyes on him, especially as he is revealed through Scripture. In Colossians, the apostle Paul says that Jesus “is the image of the invisible God” (v. 15). This means that if you want to see the face of God, look to Jesus. If you want to understand the will of God, listen to the words of Jesus. If you want to receive the guidance of God, follow Jesus. If you want to feel the love of God, move closer to Jesus. 
Doug Britton, a marriage and family therapist, admits that it is hard to grasp the character of Almighty God when you look at the Bible. “And when you first read about some of the things God did in the Old Testament, it’s easy to be confused or critical of Him.”
For this reason, Britton is glad that Jesus walked the earth, fully human and fully divine. “We can learn a lot about God’s character,” he writes, “by looking at Jesus’ words and life.” Jesus came as a servant. He loved everyone, both rich and poor. He even loved those who were going to kill him. And he loves each and every one of us.
Jesus has “first place in everything,” according to Paul. In everything. “For in him all the fullness of God was pleased to dwell” (vv. 18-19). This means that all our understandings of the Bible should be passed through the filter of the life, death and resurrection of Jesus. We should try to see the world through his eyes, understand the will of God as he did, walk the path that he walked, and love the people that he loved. 
Keep your eyes on Jesus. He is the image of the invisible God.

Jesus Wants Hours
Jesus would probably agree with that HBO executive who said, “We need hours a day” — but not because he wants to obtain our data and information. Jesus desires hours of work done with honesty and integrity. Hours of attentiveness to family members and friends. Hours for worship and study and prayer and service.
David Miller is a theologian and businessman who has studied the ways that people practice their faith at work. He has found that workers of all types, “whether data entry clerks or senior executives, are no longer content to leave their souls in the parking lot. Businesspeople today want to find moral meaning and purpose in their work.” 
The desire of such workers is “to live an integrated life, where faith teachings and workplace practices are aligned.” And the key, he finds, is to live according to a word found in the Old Testament, the Hebrew word avodah. The root of the word means “work and worship,” as well as “service.” It holds together our desire to do well and to do good. When we put hours into avodah, our work can earn us a living, while also honoring God and serving our neighbors. 

Jesus Wants Engagement
Christian faith is not a spectator sport, but rather a life of active worship and service. Jesus wants our faith to be stronger than epoxy glue. He wants us to make him “first place in everything” (v. 18).
In his letter to the Colossians, Paul encourages us to give thanks with joy to God the Father, who has enabled us “to share in the inheritance of the saints in the light” (v. 12). Our thanksgiving is expressed first in worship, because God “has rescued us from the power of darkness and transferred us into the kingdom of his beloved Son, in whom we have redemption, the forgiveness of sins” (vv. 13-14).
Inheritance. Rescue. Redemption. Forgiveness. Clearly, God has engaged us by bringing us into the kingdom of his Son. We return this engagement through active thanksgiving.
We then strengthen our connection through consistent Christian service, acting as the hands and feet of Jesus in the world. This can include feeding the hungry and housing the homeless, as well as teaching children and mentoring teenagers. As we do this, Paul predicts that we will be “made strong with all the strength that comes from [God’s] glorious power, [and] prepared to endure everything with patience” (v. 11). The good news is that our engagement in service does not have to lead to burnout, because we are promised strength and patience in the face of every challenge.  
Eyeballs, hours, engagement. These are not just words from the world of online business. Instead, they are keys to the practice of adhesive faith. When we stick to Jesus in this way, we are given strength, endurance, and forgiveness. We remain connected to the one who shows us the face of God and holds all things together.
—Henry Brinton and Carl Wilton contributed to this material.
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THE OTHER TEXTS 
Jeremiah 23:1-6
What Is One Possible Approach to the Text?
Christ the Adviser Sunday. It is, of course, Christ the King Sunday, not Christ the Adviser Sunday. If this text is problematic, it may be so for no other reason than the metaphor. To be a career shepherd isn’t an occupation many people aspire to these days. Shepherds provide protection and guidance and assure food and shelter for their charges. A more applicable modern-day example is the financial adviser, whose role in this grim time of wandering a fiscal wilderness, is to provide protection and sound advice so clients will have food and shelter. The text tells us that a Good Adviser will be provided for those of us in exile — there because of bad advisers — and that we will also be given “under-advisers” who will give us “knowledge and understanding.”
Now, that all sounds nice, perhaps a bit weird, but it still doesn’t have the pastoral or edifying force of Christ either as the Good Shepherd or the Good King. We may take or leave the advice of a financial planner or an investment banker. It’s a risky business, but a quick glance at the history of financial markets offers demonstrable proof that there are plenty of wolves in sheep’s clothing out there. But Christ is more than someone from whom we may take or not take advice. Totally trustworthy, Jesus Christ is the Good Shepherd who lays down his very life for the sheep. To be led out of the desert, out of exile, out of darkness, we must do more than listen to advice; we must follow; we must deny ourselves; we must take up our cross. In short, we must totally commit.
What Does the Text Say?
In 586 B.C., Babylon sent Jews into exile from Judah. Biblical prophets decry the bad shepherding of kings and religious leaders. Here, the Lord denounces irresponsible shepherds, those who have scattered his flock. Sheep need a good shepherd; Isaiah 53:6a (and 1 Peter 2:25): “All we like sheep have gone astray; we have all turned to our own way.” Shepherds provide protection from human and animal predators, guidance to adequate grazing and water, rescue from precarious circumstances and healing from wounds. Even mighty David knew that he needed the Lord to be his own shepherd (Psalm 23). The Lord condemns those “shepherds who destroy and scatter the sheep of my [the Lord’s] pasture!” (v. 1). He says in verse 2, essentially, “Since you shepherds did not take care of my sheep, I’ll take care of you (in a punishing sense).”
In contrast to the despicable bad shepherds, the Lord would become the Good Shepherd of the people (see Genesis 48:15; 49:24; Jeremiah 23:1-3; 31:10; Ezekiel 34:11-16; Micah 2:12-13; Isaiah 40:11; Psalm 23 (all); 28:9; 78:52; 80:1; 95:7; 100:3). God promises personally to lead the people out of exile, back to their land. God would also raise up good/godly under-shepherds for his people. Then he will raise up the best shepherd of all from David’s kingly line, namely the “righteous Branch” (v. 5; see similarly Isaiah 11:1; Micah 5:2-5a; Ezekiel 37:24; 34:23 ff. — Ezekiel 34 as a whole parallels Jeremiah 23:1-6). The New Testament considers Jesus Christ to be this ultimate Good Shepherd. See Matthew 2:6; Luke 15:1-7 (contextually); 19:10; John 10, especially 11-18 and 27-30; Hebrews 13:20-21; 1 Peter 2:24-25; Revelation 7:17. And God calls pastors (from the Latin word meaning “shepherds”!). Jeremiah 3:15: “I will give you shepherds after my own heart, who will feed you with knowledge and understanding.”

Luke 1:68-79
What Is One Possible Approach to the Text?
“Benedictus.” Listen to Karl Jenkins’ “Benedictus,” the 14th track of his album, Adiemus, or find it on YouTube. It’s haunting and beautiful. You could play the whole thing as part of a prayer time. You could offer a meditation on the meaning of “Blessed is he who comes in the name of the Lord.” Benediction literally means “good word.” What is the good word?
What Does the Text Say?
One thing that distinguishes the “song of Zechariah” (traditionally referred to by the first word of its Latin translation, the Benedictus) from the several early psalms or hymns woven into the Lukan birth narrative is that it’s prompted by John’s birth rather than Jesus’ and it extols the role John will play in preparing for the proclamation of God’s salvation. The song’s power is emphasized within the narrative context by the fact that these are among the first words Zechariah speaks after having been mute for perhaps as much as a year since expressing his doubts that he and his wife Elizabeth could yet have a son (see vv. 8-23).
Nothing within the first two-thirds of the song (vv. 68-75) indicates a particularly Christian association. Both its imagery and arrangement are consistent with any number of hymns within psalms praising God for blessings brought to Israel through the Davidic dynasty’s rulers. Indeed, were it not for this song’s narrative setting, there’s nothing in the final third of it about the “child [who] will be called the prophet of the Most High” (v. 76) that couldn’t apply equally well to any of the court prophets in Judah.
Like so much of the Lukan birth narrative, then, the song of Zechariah establishes continuity between what God had done for Israel and what he was doing now for all the world in Christ (cf. 2:14). If there’s any break with the past, it’s the breaking of “the dawn from on high … to give light to those who sit in darkness” (vv. 78-79) and not a rejection of a formerly blessed people in favor of a new people.

Luke 23:33-43
What Is One Possible Approach to the Text?
Christ Our Savior. The Sunday before we turn our gaze toward the cradle, we pause for one more glance at the cross to consider its meaning. We are about to go to the beginning of the story. But Christians know the end of the story, as well. Of course, the cross is only the apparent end. Still, when we adore the Christ child, the tapestry on the wall beyond is dark with the shadows of the cross. We know this child’s destiny, and we know that our own destiny is wrapped up in his. The preacher, therefore, is able to juxtapose these events, i.e., to discuss the meaning of Christ hanging helplessly from a cross of wood, and Christ lying helplessly in a cradle of wood. The latter was constructed to feed life (i.e., a manger = to eat), and the former was constructed to drain life.
What Does the Text Say?
Like the other canonical gospels, Luke’s account of Jesus’ crucifixion places more emphasis on the event’s meaning rather than on Jesus’ suffering. In particular, this excerpt looks back to an earlier Lukan theme: “Do you think that I have come to bring peace to the earth? No, I tell you, but rather division!” (Luke 12:51, emphasis added). Although the subject of division isn’t apparent at first, it quickly becomes a prominent motif of this passage.
Back up one verse so as not to miss Luke’s nuanced introduction of this theme. He states, “Two others also, who were criminals, were led away to be put to death with him … one on his right and one on his left” (vv. 32-33). The NRSV’s inclusion of verse 34a, based on later manuscripts, briefly interrupts the pericope’s natural flow. Despite that unfortunate intrusion, the motif of division is unmistakable throughout the remainder of the passage: “[T]hey cast lots to divide his clothing” and while the people watched, “the leaders scoffed at him” and “[t]he soldiers … mocked him” (vv. 34b-38).
The division motif is especially conspicuous in verses 39-43 as the two criminals exhibited divergent mind-sets. One criminal “kept deriding” Jesus, and, like the Roman soldiers, taunted him with, “Are you not the Messiah? Save yourself and us!” (v. 39). When the other criminal heard him mocking Jesus, he “rebuked” him, defended Jesus’ innocence and then made a request of Jesus: “[R]emember me when you come into your kingdom” (vv. 40-42). In response, and depending on where the comma is placed, Jesus said either, “Truly I tell you, today you will be with me in Paradise” — a common Protestant viewpoint — or, “Truly I tell you today, you will be with me in Paradise” — a traditional Catholic perspective (v. 43).

ANIMATING ILLUSTRATIONS
##

The platforms that churn through content with the greatest velocity shape the emotional responses of customers almost in real time. Watch a video on YouTube, or like a post on Facebook or Twitter, and you will be offered another, and another, and another. Behind the suggested offerings is a logic of emotional response. The technology is seeking your trigger, whatever drives you deeper and keeps you clicking. Nothing quite does it like outrage. Moral outrage. … This is the logic behind the viral campaigns leading to the slaughter of Rohingya in Myanmar. And the logic of the increasingly truculent divide between right and left in America today.
—Ayad Akhtar, “The Singularity Is Here,” The Atlantic, December 2021, 18-19.

##

The other day my wife asked me to pass her the lipstick, but I passed a tube of Super Glue by mistake.
She still isn’t talking to me.

##

Stanford University is the site of a linear accelerator, a mighty two-mile long atom smasher. It is a great lever with which scientists try to pry the lid off the secrets of matter and discover what is in the miniature world of the atom, the neutron, and the proton. Linear accelerator scientists have discovered a complexity they never dreamed of, and they have found particles that they cannot even invent enough names for. But one thing they are consistently discovering is that there is some strange force that holds everything together. They do not know what to call it, and they do not know how to identify it. They talk about a kind of cosmic glue that holds things together. Isn't it fascinating that here in the Word of God you have that exact kind of terminology used of Jesus! If you want a name for the force that holds the universe together it is very simple: His name is Jesus.  
—Ray Stedman, “He Holds All Things Together,” Ray Stedman Authentic Christianity, December 2, 2014, www.raystedman.org.

##

A riddle:
What has a dark side, a light side and holds the universe together?
The Force?
No, duct tape!

##

When your children are taught what it means to live as a Christian, typically they receive a list of what to do and what not to do.
Do go to church and youth group as often as possible, read your Bible, pray, give money, share your faith, get good grades, respect your elders, spend spring break on a mission trip, and be a good kid. Do not watch the wrong movies, drink, do drugs, have sex, talk back, swear, hang out with the “wrong crowd,” go to Cancun for spring break, or go to parties. Philosopher Dallas Willard coined a phrase that sums up the way too many of us think of faith, calling it the “gospel of sin management”: “History has brought us to the point where the Christian message is thought to be essentially concerned with only how to deal with sin: with wrongdoing or wrong-being and its effects. Life, our actual existence, is not included in what is now presented as the heart of the Christian message, or it is included only marginally. … The current gospel then becomes a ‘gospel of sin management.’” Kids are not picking up this gospel of sin management in a vacuum. They are learning this gospel from us. …
In contrast with assuming it’s our “doing Christianity” that makes faith work, the Sticky Faith process described by Paul shows that the way we deepen our trust is to put ourselves in a position to draw close to God even while the Holy Spirit is pursuing and surrounding us. Paul’s point in Galatians 5:6 that “in Christ Jesus neither circumcision nor uncircumcision has any value” is not limited to circumcision or any of the other ancient Hebrew rituals. It also applies to our contemporary attempts to climb the ladder of righteousness on our own through our self-imposed gospel of sin management. … If we or our kids are reading Scripture (or doing any devotional duty) because we think we will somehow in the course of our studying become more righteous, we are in effect saying that we don’t need God to change us. In contrast, the Sticky Gospel reminds us that our focus is to trust, and God promises to work within us at every stage of the process — by strengthening our trust, by giving us peace and patience as we wait for our lives to be transformed, and by actually changing us from the inside out.
—Kara E. Powell, Chap Clark, et al., Sticky Faith: Everyday Ideas to Build Lasting Faith in Your Kids (Zondervan, 2011), Kindle positions 354-355; 375-383.

##

If you were to travel to any city in the ancient Roman world, you would notice a certain uniformity. The very road you walked would be of uniform dimensions, and perfectly straight. On the outskirts of the city, you would pass aqueducts, supplying water to the urban center, and a hippodrome or stadium for horse and chariot races. As you passed through the city gates, you would notice that the streets were arranged in a familiar grid-like pattern, with blocks the same size as any other city in the Empire. At the center of the city, you would find a grand marketplace, surrounded by porticoes, temples, a records office, a council hall and a basilica for judicial proceedings. Not far away you would see public baths with separate halls for cold or hot bathing and exercise. There would be a covered or open-air theater, fountains and monumental arches. Everywhere there would be statues of local notables and of the emperor.
One of the reasons the Romans were so successful at empire-building was that they followed a standard template of urban design. It’s said that a Roman soldier who transferred from one city to another could very well move into a barracks located at exactly the same address as in his former city. 
If you were to ask a random sample of the citizenry what held all this together, you’d likely get the same answer from everyone: “Why, the Emperor, of course!”
The letter to the Colossians offers a very different answer to that question of who holds it all together. That answer was a provocation to Roman sensibilities: for the one holding it together is not the emperor, but Jesus Christ.

##

In the caverns of lower Manhattan there is a great bronze statue. Some would say it’s the symbol of our national ideals. It’s 11 feet high and 16 feet long. It weighs 7,100 pounds.
What does this civic monument depict? A victorious general? A wise president? A fierce and majestic bald eagle?
Neither. This bronze statue is of a charging bull.
Some call it the Bull of Wall Street. It was placed there in 1989 by its creator, a sculptor named Arturo Di Modica. One dark night, he clandestinely hauled it in on a truck and left it outside the New York Stock Exchange. The NYPD hauled the unauthorized gift away the next morning, but a few days later the city temporarily placed it in nearby Bowling Green Park. It became so popular among New Yorkers and tourists alike that it has been located there ever since.
On Wall Street, a bull market is of course a growth market, when stock values are soaring upwards. Some would say that a perpetual bull market — prosperity for all — is the American ideal.
There’s another monumental statue in New York, of vastly larger dimensions. It stands on a small island in the harbor. This statue, of a Roman goddess holding a stone tablet in one hand and an upraised torch in the other, faces outwards: where, in an earlier century, she would greet immigrants lining the decks of crowded ocean liners. She is, of course, the Statue of Liberty.
The full name of that statue, Liberty Enlightening the World, expresses the good will of the French people, commending us for our decision as a nation to abolish slavery. You can see this in one detail of the statue that most people miss: Lady Liberty is trampling on a chain and a set of broken shackles.
Much has been said in recent years of our disunity as a people. What holds us together, as a nation? Is it devotion to the Bull of Wall Street, or to Liberty Enlightening the World?
The letter to the Colossians has a different take on the question of what holds us together, or ought to. It’s a vision larger than any one nation. It’s Jesus Christ, in whom “all things hold together.”

##

In a famous sermon, colonial American preacher Jonathan Edwards struggles with a baffling text: Revelation 5.
“Who is worthy to open the scroll and break its seals?” asks an angel. No one can answer that question, because no one has been able to open the scroll and reveal its mysteries. John, who’s having the vision, is on the point of despair because no one can open the scroll, when one of the elders reassures him: “Do not weep. See, the Lion of the tribe of Judah, the Root of David, has conquered, so that he can open the scroll and its seven seals.”
But who is it who shows up to open the scroll? Not a lion at all: “Then I saw between the throne and the four living creatures and among the elders a Lamb standing as if it had been slaughtered. … He went and took the scroll from the right hand of the one who was seated on the throne.” And he opens it.
So, who’s it going to be, then, Edwards wonders? Is it the lion, or the lamb? Who is Jesus, really?
You could make a case for either one. In Edwards’ words: “The lion excels in strength, and in the majesty of his appearance and voice: the lamb excels in weakness and patience, besides the excellent nature of the creature is good for food, and healing that which is fit for our clothing, and being suitable to be offered in sacrifice to God.” Can Jesus somehow be both?
He can — as difficult as it is for us to comprehend. This is because “there is an admirable conjunction of diverse excellences in Christ.”
Edwards goes on to explain: “There do meet in Christ infinite highness and infinite condescension … infinite justice and infinite grace … infinite glory and lowest humility … infinite majesty and transcendent meekness.”
It’s another way of saying what Colossians 1:17 says: “in him all things hold together.”
—Jonathan Edwards, The Works of President Edwards, Volume 6 (London: James Black & Son, 1817), 401-404. 

##

COMMENTARY 
Colossians 1:11-20
The letter to the church in Colossae begins with a great rhetorical flourish as the entire first chapter in Greek is composed of just four sentences. Unlike English, where long sentences are often classified as “run-on” sentences, carefully crafted long Greek sentences show finesse and a great skill with the language. While the authorship may be Pauline or a member of the Pauline school, the letter to the Colossians highlights both rhetorical elegance and concern for a congregation struggling to understand Christ, the mystery and wisdom of God, in the face of other teachings (2:2-4). The first of the Greek sentences of chapter 1 reports the reasons for the writer’s thankfulness to “God, the Father of our Lord Jesus Christ,” for this congregation and their faith, love and hope (1:1-8, particularly 1:4-5). The second sentence begins with exhortation and hope that the community would “be filled with the knowledge of God” because they are living pleasing lives and “bear[ing] fruit in every good work” (1:10). This fruit is the same fruit that the gospel has born in this community (1:6) and is a product of “spiritual wisdom and understanding” (1:9). The lectionary text begins here, in the middle of the second Greek sentence, describing the hopes of the writer for this congregation. The remainder of this sentence, 1:11-20, describes God’s work in strikingly cosmological language, encompassing the entire universe even as it focuses on the identity of Jesus, the beloved Son, as active both in creation and redemption. Finally, this important passage echoes and points to themes that occur throughout the letter to the Colossians, and thus is programmatic for the content of this epistle.
Beginning with verse 11, the writer has composed a section filled with words describing power and strength. It is God’s “glorious power” that will give the audience the “strength” they need “to endure everything with patience,” or “for all endurance and patience.” These are not just simple exhortations; the writer sees a definite need for the congregation to stand up for the gospel they first heard, probably preached by Epaphras (1:7-8; 2:1) in the face of other preaching. This “philosophy and empty deceit” were, according to the writer, grounded in “human tradition, according to the elemental spirits of the universe,” and not according to Christ (2:8). It is likely that the Colossians were wrestling with the effectiveness of God’s victory, through Christ, over the powers of the universe that had prevented them from having access to God. The author directly asserts that God “has rescued us from the power of darkness and transferred us into the kingdom of his beloved Son,” against those who were teaching that the liberation from “the power [or authority] of darkness” is wholly in the future (v. 13). The presence of the Son’s kingdom is not a kingdom among other kingdoms, but one that is superior to all things of earth and heaven and encompasses all of creation. This cosmological scheme reminds the Colossians of the nature of the God in whom they believe; this God is the one with the power and strength to have already overcome the authorities, and so reliance on this strength produces joyful endurance (v. 11).
The second section of this long sentence has traditionally been called a “Christ hymn” (Colossians 1:15-20; cf. Philippians, 2:6-11). This “hymn” is constructed through a series of relative clauses that all refer back to the “beloved Son” (v. 13). Before the Christ hymn begins in verse 15, however, the writer has already identified characteristics of the work of the Father and the Son. The Father has given the congregation a share in the “inheritance of the saints” and, as we saw above, has “rescued us” from the authority of darkness and “transferred us” to the Son’s kingdom (vv. 12-18). The Son is the one “in whom we have redemption,” which the author defines as “the forgiveness of sins” (v. 14). This present share of the inheritance of the saints is a result of the Son’s redemption and residence in the Son’s kingdom. The significance of redemption and reconciliation is stated again at the end of the Christ hymn (vv. 18-20), while praise of Christ’s role in creation fills the verses in between (vv. 15-17). The hymn affirms that there is no separation between the past, present and future; the same one, Christ, through whom all things were created (v. 16), is the same one to whom all things are reconciled (v. 20) and the one in whom the congregation hopes (vv. 5, 27). Christ is the one who has made the invisible God visible (v. 15), and “the firstborn of all creation” just as he is the “firstborn from the dead,” so he is the first of the redeemed (vv. 15, 18).
For a letter so concerned about the role of Christ and the authorities of this world, it is certainly significant that the Christ hymn seems to pause over Christ’s rule over all things, “whether thrones or dominions or rulers or powers” (v. 16) and emphasizes, repeatedly that Christ is sovereign over everything, in heaven and on earth. Using a myriad of prepositions (in, through, for and before), the hymn asserts Christ’s authority at creation and through creation. This authority culminates in his authority over the church as its head (v. 18; cf. 1 Corinthians 12:12-31 and Romans 12:3-8, where the image of the body is used slightly differently and Eph 1:22-23 and Colossians 2:19 for similarities), producing reconciliation in all things, “making peace through the blood of his cross” (v. 20). As he is the “image of the invisible God,” Christ is also the one in whom “all the fullness of God was pleased to dwell” (v. 19). While the Greek texts do not specify that this is the “fullness of God,” this interpretation is clear from 2:9 (“for in him the whole fullness of deity dwells bodily”). The result of Christ’s reign, as we have seen, is the peace that he makes for the whole cosmos through his crucifixion.
The active role of Christ in creation echoes traditions found in the Old Testament and the Apocrypha (see Proverbs 8:22-31), which describe Wisdom as God’s help in creation, even like a “master worker” (Proverbs 8:30). It is important to recognize the significance of the portrayal of Christ as Wisdom in a letter that attempts to argue against those who espouse wisdom elsewhere. The writer asserts that there are mysteries here that have been hidden since the beginning of the world (the assertion of some philosophical movements), but these mysteries are treasures, hidden in Christ himself (2:2-3). This Wisdom, in whom the fullness of the deity dwells, is more powerful than the philosophies of human tradition (2:8), and thus the believers, who share in Christ’s fullness (2:10; cf. 1:18, v. 24), have powers stronger than those that others can offer (v. 11). Christ’s role in redemption is also emphasized throughout the letter as the point at which the authorities are defeated (2:15). Therefore, the church, with Christ as its head, is to live as the people of Christ’s creation and Christ’s redemption, setting its mind on the “things that are above,” so that “When Christ … is revealed,” the church also “will be revealed with him in glory” (Colossians 3:3-4).

CHILDREN’S SERMON Colossians 1:11-20
Ask the children if they have ever heard the expression, “A picture is worth a thousand words.” Find out what it means. Ask for a volunteer and find out if they have a family member present in the sanctuary. If so, have the volunteer describe this person. Invite the children to raise their hands if they can imagine the person based on that description. Some will; some will not. Have a volunteer take a picture of the family member. When the child returns, show the children the image of the person on the screen. Ask if an image is better than a description. Yes! Let them know that Jesus helps us to see God clearly, because he is “the image of the invisible God” (Colossians 1:15). Explain that before Jesus came, people had a hard time imagining what God was like, but then Jesus appeared and showed them the power and forgiveness and creativity of God. Ask the children to tell you what Jesus teaches them about God. Point out that we cannot take a picture of God, but Jesus shows us that our God is powerful and loving and always creating good things for us.

WORSHIP RESOURCES
Calls to Worship — General
Leader: God is invisible.
People: We worship God through Jesus Christ, his human image, the firstborn of all creation.
Leader: He is the head of the body, the church.
People: In him all things hold together.
Leader: Dizzy with the pace of life, enslaved by our fears and mundane hopes, we search for our invisible God.
People: Merciful God, who made yourself visible in Jesus of Nazareth, remind us during this hour where you can be found.
Leader: While the world seems to be falling apart, let us discover you again in him in whom all things hold together, under whose orders life makes sense.
People: So, let us truly be his church, his very own body for all the world to see — and to take heart. Amen.

Prayers — General
Intimate Friend, let us know a long season of prayer. Let it be more than just when we feel like it. Help us to pray beyond those times when we request tangible results.
Give us a devotion to prayer and a sensitivity to the Spirit praying within us. Let the bond between us and you grow strong. May stillness in your presence be like a warm embrace. Strengthen our commitment to praying as an ongoing part of life. In the name of the One who prays in us, through us and for us, Jesus, the risen Christ. Amen.

Benedictions — General
We ask God to fill you with the knowledge of his will through all spiritual wisdom and understanding. And we pray this in order that you may live a life worthy of the Lord and may please him in every way: bearing fruit in every good work, growing in the knowledge of God, being strengthened with all power according to his glorious might. May you have great endurance and patience, joyfully giving thanks to the Father, who has qualified you to share in the inheritance of the saints in the kingdom of light.
—Based on Colossians 1:9-12

MUSIC LINKS
Hymns
Spirit of Faith, Come Down
God of the Earth, the Sky, the Sea
The Church’s One Foundation
Worship and Praise* 
Yet Not I But Through Christ in Me (CityAlight) 
He Will Hold Me Fast (Getty)
Yes I Will (Vertical Worship)
*For licensing and permission to reprint or display these songs on screen, go to ccli.com. The worship and praise songs suggested by Homiletics can be found in most cases on Google by using the title as the search term.

LECTIONARY TEXTS
Reign of Christ, Twenty-Fourth Sunday After Pentecost, Cycle C
Jeremiah 23:1-6
Luke 1:68-79
Colossians 1:11-20
Luke 23:33-43
