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It was already nearly sunset when we reached the place. There were no signs to say 

we were there, but the spot was just as we’d been told. To the south, mountains 

going steeply up to eight and a half thousand feet, with ice-cold water cascading 

down. Just along from us, the river which those torrents joined. And here, in front 

of us, a mound of earth maybe fifty feet high, stretching back over several acres. 

We scrambled up, and stood on the top. And there, with the sun going down, and 

the music of the river in our ears, we read aloud words that were first heard on that 

spot, words that declare that the great battle has been won: 

He is the image of the invisible God, 

The firstborn of all creation; 

For in him all things were created 

In heaven and on earth: 

Things visible and things invisible, 

Whether thrones or dominions, 

Whether rulers or powers- 

All things were created through him and for him. 

He is before all things, 

And in him all things hold together; 

And he himself is the head 

Of the body, which is the church. 

He is the beginning 

The firstborn from the dead, 

So that in everything he might be pre-eminent. 

For in him all God’s fullness was pleased to dwell, 

And through him to reconcile all things to himself, 

Whether things on earth or things in heaven, 

Making peace through his blood, shed on the cross. 

(Colossians 1:15–20) 

Colosse is inland from Ephesus; put crudely, it’s about half-way down Turkey 

on the left, and in a bit. It was destroyed by an earthquake in about 64 AD; it silted 

up, and it’s never been either rebuilt or excavated, unlike its neighbours Laodicea, 

about eleven miles away, and Hierapolis, four miles further again. (Hierapolis is 

the modern Pammukele, where the hot springs are, which you see on the TV 

advertisements done by the Turkish tourist board. By the time the cold water of 

Colosse and the hot water of Hierapolis reach Laodicea, they are both lukewarm, 

which explains Revelation 3:14–20; but that’s another story for another day.) For 

that little town Colosse, and the tiny group of Christians within it, Paul wrote from 
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prison a stunning short letter, in which the victory of Christ over the powers 

becomes a central and vital theme. 

But what are these ‘powers’? And in what does the victory consist? And how 

does knowing about it help us in following Jesus today? 

Paul’s readers—or rather hearers, since his letters were designed to be read out 

aloud in the little church—would have had no difficulty in answering the first of 

these questions. They lived in a world of ‘powers’. The great historian Robin Lane 

Fox, writing about pagan beliefs of this time (and using evidence from Hierapolis 

among other places), points out that when things went wrong, people didn’t blame 

each other: 

They named supernatural culprits, and traced their actions to enmities in 

heaven. Artemis was hostile to Pan, Earth to Apollo, virgin Athena to loving 

Aphrodite … Because the gods were ‘present’ and manifest, it was necessary to 

ask them about [things] which might concern them. Otherwise, they might be 

‘unpropitious’ … The old compound of awe and intimacy was still alive. 

(Pagans and Christians, Penguin, 1988, pp. 236–7) 

Ancient pagans, like some animists to this day, thought of the world as peopled 

with hostile, or potentially hostile, forces. If you were going on a sea voyage, you 

had better propitiate the sea-god first. If you were fighting a war, you needed Mars 

on your side. If you were in love, you had better make sure you’d got the help of 

Aphrodite. And so on. And so on. In fact there were so many ‘and so on’s that life 

became extremely complicated, and not a little threatening. And a lot of ordinary 

folk went about their daily business in a climate of fear and uncertainty. They did 

their best to stay out of trouble; but often the best wasn’t good enough, and the 

demons that lurked behind every bush would get you anyway. 

As often as not, the gods and demons would act through human agency. If 

Rome won a victory over Britain, that was because the goddess Roma was stronger 

than the goddess Britannia. The earthly battlefield and the heavenly battlefield 

were not separated by a great gulf; the heavenly was the hidden dimension of the 

earthly, the extra feature of ordinary reality that explained what was ‘really’ going 

on. The principalities and powers were not far away. They were the inner 

dimension of exterior events. 

Do we smile at this stuff? If we do, we are smiling at our own face in a mirror. 

Who runs our world? The politicians? Forget it. They profess themselves helpless; 

they are the victims of ‘forces’ beyond their control. They try to take the credit 

when things go well, but when things go badly the truth comes out. It’s all a matter 

of economic forces. Forces? I see no forces. But they must be pretty powerful. 

They’ve kept us in recession these last three or four years. They create floods of 

refugees, and the most powerful people in the world can’t sort them out. They have 
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thrown millions of people out of work. They have pushed thousands of businesses 

into bankruptcy. Walk through our big cities today, and in one shop doorway after 

another you’ll see young homeless people, begging. Who put them there? Ask any 

politician; ask any economist: it was economic forces, they’ll say. It was the 

political climate. It was the world economic situation. 

Look wider. Why have we not solved the problem of Bosnia, or of Rwanda, or 

of Northern Ireland? We have spy satellites that tell us everything we could 

possibly want to know about the world. We have departments of politics and 

economics in universities all over the place. We have computers that can tell you 

anything about anything. But we can’t stop people shelling each other to bits in the 

snow, or driving each other from their homelands with machetes. Why not? 

Political powers. The post-Cold War climate. Tribal allegiances. And if we ask 

why it is that this planet is perfectly capable of growing enough food and 

distributing it to every man, woman and child who breathes, and yet millions of 

them are starving, the answer is the same. There are forces which stop us doing it. 

That’s the language we ourselves use. We can’t touch and see these forces. 

Some of them may, for a while, come to be quite closely identified with certain 

human beings; but take that person away, and the force will still remain. As is 

often said, it isn’t the managing director who runs Ford Motor Company; it’s Ford 

Motor Company that runs the managing director. 

Force; power; climate; entities bigger than the sum total of the human beings 

involved. A set of situations that nobody wants but nobody can do anything about. 

The only significant difference between us and our pagan ancestors appears to be 

that they recognized the situation and gave the forces vivid names, while we hide 

them behind the grey obscurity of vague words, in order to go on flattering 

ourselves that, as the Mastercard advertisement says, ‘You’ve Got the Whole 

World in Your Hands.’ Which is, of course, what the serpent promised Eve: you 

will be like gods, knowing credit and debit. 

So maybe we need, and need rather badly, to go back to the foot of Mount 

Cadmus, and stand by the river Lycus, and hear what the Colossians heard. What 

did Paul want to get across to them above all? 

The letter to the Colossians is all about saying ‘thank you’. Paul begins by 

thanking God that there is a church in Colossae at all (1:3). His prayer for them 

focuses on their being able to give thanks to the Father (1:12). The central section 

of the letter begins with thanksgiving (2:7); and, when Paul sums up the whole 

long argument, this is how it concludes: ‘whatever you do, in word or deed, do 

everything in the name of the Lord Jesus, giving thanks to God the Father through 

him’ (3:17). Gratitude is the name of the game (4:2). 

And what are they to give thanks for, above all? That God has rescued them 

from the power of darkness, and has transferred them into the kingdom of his 
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beloved son, in whom we have redemption, the forgiveness of sins (1:13–14). That 

is Exodus language. Just as the children of Israel were brought out of slavery under 

Pharaoh and were established as God’s free people, so now, by the preaching of 

the gospel, people everywhere can be transferred from the grip of the powers into 

the kingdom of Jesus—because he is the image of the invisible God, the firstborn 

of all creation. Events in the socio-political world carry an interior meaning, and 

often a threatening or disturbing one; the events of Jesus of Nazareth, his life, his 

death and his resurrection, carry an interior meaning, a powerful and liberating 

one. He is the image of the invisible God. And this God made the world, loves the 

world, is in the business of rescuing the world, and calls us to follow his Son as 

rescued rescuers. 

So where do the ‘powers’ come in? Paul has three things to say about them in 

this letter. 

First, in the great poem which I quoted a moment ago (1:15–20), we find the 

vital starting-point. All things were made in Christ, through Christ and for Christ. 

All things—including the ‘powers’! The world is not ultimately divided into bits 

that are irreducibly good and bits that are irreducibly bad. Everything—the 

invisible things as well as the visible—was made by the creator, through the 

agency of his eternal Son, whom we know as the man Jesus. God intended his 

world to be ordered, not random; to be structured, not chaotic. He intended what 

came to be called the powers, the forces, to be part of the way his world worked. 

That is where we must start. 

What went wrong, then? Why are the powers so threatening? What went wrong 

was that human beings gave up their responsibility for God’s world, and handed 

their power over to the powers. When humans refuse to use God’s gift of sexuality 

responsibly, they are handing over their power to Aphrodite, and she will take 

control. When humans refuse to use God’s gift of money responsibly, they are 

handing over their power to Mammon, and he will take control. And so on. And 

when the powers take over, human beings get crushed. (Conversely, when you see 

human beings getting crushed, it’s usually because there are powers at work that 

humans are powerless to stop.) 

So the second point that Paul makes in the logical sequence is the one which 

comes midway through the second chapter. For most of chapter 2 he is urging the 

Colossians that, since they are in Christ, they don’t need to submit any longer to 

the ‘powers’. He has in mind especially the ‘powers’ or forces that control the 

different nations and races of the world, and that will try to squeeze the members 

of the young Church into their own categories and philosophies. Now see what 

Paul does. He goes back to the event of the cross. Why was Jesus crucified? What 

was the ‘meaning’, the ‘inside’, of this event? To anyone in the ancient world, the 

question answers itself, as it might do today. Why did so many people die in 
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Sarajevo? Why did people die in Tiananmen Square? Why, why did so many die in 

Rwanda? Same answer: they got in the way of forces, of powers. 

Jesus took on the principalities and powers. He lived, and taught, a way of 

being Israel, a way of being human, which challenged the powers at every point. 

The powers said you should live for money. Jesus said you can’t serve God and 

Mammon. The powers said that Israel’s path to liberation would come through the 

sword. Jesus said that those who take the sword will perish by the sword. The 

powers said that Caesar was Lord of the world. Jesus proclaimed the kingdom of 

God. 

What happens to people who stand up to the powers? It looks fine for a while; 

and then the tanks roll in. Anyone looking at the crucified Jesus would draw the 

conclusion that that’s what had happened. The powers killed him; that’s what they 

do to people who challenge them. The powers nailed up above his head the charge 

of which he was guilty: he was a rebel. They stripped him naked and publicly 

humiliated him. They celebrated their triumph over him. Nobody stands up to us 

like that, they said, and gets away with it. You can’t beat the system. 

Now listen to Colossians 2:13–15, and see how Paul stands all this on its head: 

When you were dead in your sins, and in your physical uncircumcision, God 

made you alive together with Christ. He forgave us all our sins, because he 

blotted out the record of our legal offences: in fact, he nailed it to the cross. He 

stripped the powers and authorities naked; he made a public example of them; 

he celebrated his triumph over them! 

Here is the great irony that stands at the heart of Colossians. This is the reason why 

the Church has to learn gratitude. The cross was not the defeat of Christ at the 

hands of the powers; it was the defeat of the powers at the hands—yes, the 

bleeding hands—of Christ. This is the great theme of Passiontide: ‘the royal 

banners forward go’. 

Do you remember that scene in Jesus Christ Superstar, when Jesus and the 

disciples are approaching Jerusalem? Simon the Zealot urges Jesus to go ahead and 

become king in worldly terms. Jesus, he says, will get all the power and the glory. 

Jesus, in reply, quietly and sadly tells Simon that neither he, nor any of the other 

players in the game, have any idea what power and glory really are. And he goes 

on his way, the way of the cross, the way which totally subverts all the earthly 

powers. The power of the bleeding love of God is stronger than the power of 

Caesar, of the law, of Mars, Mammon, Aphrodite and the rest. That is the point 

that Paul grasped. And that is the reason for the Colossians’ gratitude. The battle 

has been won. 

And so the third point that Paul makes about the powers, astonishingly, is that 

they have been reconciled to Christ. Having been defeated, they are not 
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annihilated. God is in Christ making a new world; now, however, brought into new 

order under the authority of Christ. Colossians 1:20 (in parallel to 1:16) says that 

through him God reconciled to himself all things, things in earth and things in 

heaven, making peace through his blood shed on the cross. To say that you must 

not worship Aphrodite is not to say that you must become sexless beings. To say 

you can’t serve God and Mammon doesn’t mean we should give up using money. 

To say that racial prejudice is wrong doesn’t mean we can’t celebrate the 

differences between us. God intends the powers to serve him, and to serve and 

sustain his human creatures. 

Let’s sum up where we’ve got to. The powers were created good, but got too 

big for their boots because we humans allowed them to. On the cross, Christ has 

defeated these rebel powers, and stripped them of their ultimate power. Now he 

seeks to reconcile them, to create a new world, ordered by the power of the love of 

God. That is the context in which the Colossians have now been set free—free 

from the powers, free to follow Jesus. 

That is why Paul now urges them to thanksgiving, and to what we might call 

thanksliving. He wants them so to understand what the true God has achieved for 

them in Christ that they will praise him from the bottom of their hearts (1:12–23). 

He wants them so to understand that they are in Christ, and that therefore no other 

philosophy or system has any claim on them, that they will celebrate their having 

died to the old world and come alive to the new (2:6–3:4). He wants them so to 

grasp the truth of this new way of being human that they will live their lives on the 

basis of that gratitude, and so be able to put to death all the bits and pieces of the 

old way of life, and to discover the joy of the new way (3:5–17). In the third 

chapter of the letter Paul sets out a bracing ethical programme of living in Christ, 

of following Jesus: no sexual immorality; no anger and violence. But that 

programme does not stand by itself. If you try and live that way without 

recognizing the defeat of the powers, you will fail. The ethical programme stands 

foursquare on the victory of the cross. The powers of lust, that tell you you can’t 

resist them; the powers of fear, suspicion and greed, that tell you you must get 

angry and use violence—these powers were defeated on the cross. They have no 

rights over you. The battle has been won. 

Paul’s vision of the Christian life is thus (as has often been pointed out) of a life 

lived between D-Day and VE-Day. The decisive battle has been won; the battles 

we face today are part of the mopping-up operation to implement that victory. We 

are called to thanksgiving, where we stand at last in the truly human relationship to 

the creator and the world; and we are called to thanksliving, where we behave as 

the free subjects of the true king, and owe the powers nothing at all. There is now 

only one Power we are to follow, and that Power has a human face, a face once 

crowned with thorns. 
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How can we celebrate and put into practice this victory today? How can we 

follow this Jesus into genuine victory? It is surprisingly simple. Every time you 

kneel down to pray, especially when you pray the prayer of the kingdom (which 

we call the Lord’s Prayer), you are saying that Jesus is Lord and that the ‘powers’ 

aren’t. Every time you say grace at a meal you are saying that Jesus is Lord, and 

that the world and all it offers is his, and has no independent authority. And every 

time we celebrate the Eucharist, we celebrate the victory of Jesus Christ in a way 

which, by the power of its symbolic action, resonates out, into the city, into the 

country, into the world, into our homes, into our marriages, into our bank 

accounts—resonates out with the powerful message that God is God, that Jesus is 

his visible image, and that this God has defeated the powers of evil that still 

enslave and crush human beings today. ‘Eucharist’ means ‘thanksgiving’; 

thanksgiving for the work of Christ is the most powerful thing we can ever do. The 

task of the Church is to get on with implementing the victory of the cross; and if 

we grasped that vision and lived by it, we would be able at last to address some of 

the problems in the Church and the world that loom so large and seem so 

intractable. The battle has been won; let’s get on and implement it. Let us follow 

our victorious Lord wherever he goes. 

I brought away a few little stones as souvenirs from my visit to Colosse. I hope 

they will excavate the site soon, so that we can see if it tells us anything more 

about the early church who first heard this wonderful letter. But I hope even more 

that this chapter will stimulate people to excavate this letter and discover some of 

its hidden treasures for themselves. We have just scratched the surface here; but we 

have seen enough to help us continue on our way with gratitude. The battle has 

been won; let’s celebrate it, by following the Lord who won it.1 

 

                                                           
1 Wright, N. T. (1994). Following Jesus: Biblical Reflections on Discipleship (pp. 10–18). London: Society 

for Promoting Christian Knowledge. 


