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The Cross in Colossians: 
Cosmic Reconciliation 
through Penal Substitution 
and Christus Victor
David Schrock

Since Gustaf Aulén published his work Christus 
Victor, the view that Christ died to defeat the 

powers and principalities has enjoyed a rise in the-
ology and popular thought.1  Among evangelicals 
(broadly defined), advocates of the view known as 
Christus Victor (henceforth CV) might be classified 
in three ways: (1) those who reject penal substitu-
tionary atonement (henceforth PSA) outright, and 
argue instead for CV (e.g., Steve Chalke, Joel Green, 

Darrin W. Snyder Belousek), (2) 
those who advocate CV but retain 
a secondary place for PSA (e.g., 
Gregory Boyd, Hans Boersma, 
Ron Sider),2 (3) and those who 
stress the centrality of PSA while 
recognizing CV as a complemen-
tary feature of the atonement 
(e.g., Sinclair Ferguson, Henri 
Blocher, Thomas Schreiner, Gra-
ham Cole).3 Together, a large cor-
pus of work on the atonement has 
been published in recent decades.

In this article, it is not possible 

to explain all the ways that PSA and CV intersect, 
but neither is it necessary since there are several fine 
works written on the subject.4 Instead, I will con-
sider the cross of Christ in the letter to the Colos-
sians. I will argue that in this epistle Paul describes 
the cosmic reach of the cross with its twin designs 
of saving God’s people and defeating the enemies of 
God. More precisely, I will argue that in agreement 
with PSA, Christ died to atone for the sins of his 
“chosen ones” (3:9), that is, his people, and in keep-
ing with CV, his death defeated his enemies and 
put them to open shame. In other words, through 
a theological reading of Colossians 1:15-2:15, I will 
argue that together PSA and CV are the twin means 
by which Christ’s death brings peace to the cosmos 
(Col 1:20).  To put this graphically, see Fig. 1.
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My argument will move in three steps: First, 
to understand how Christ’s death reconciles all 
things in 1:20, it is vital to consider the f low of 
Paul’s argument—how 1:15-20 relates to 1:21-
2:23. Only as we relate the first use of apokatallaxai 
to the explanation that follows can we understand 
how Christ’s death reconciles the Colossians 
to God (Col 1:22) and defeats those rulers and 
authorities who seek to deceive them (2:15). Sec-
ond, I will show from a close reading of 1:21-23, 
2:11-14, and 2:15 how Paul understands the out-
working of Christ’s cosmic reconciliation (1:20). I 
will argue that Paul’s explication of Christ’s death 
in Colossians makes PSA the decisive factor in the 
church’s purification and his enemies’ pacification. 
Third, I will close with a brief theological explana-
tion of how PSA and CV relate.  

The Argument in Colossians 
1:15-2:23

    Four key texts outline the theology of the 
cross in Colossians. First, in 1:20, Paul con-
cludes his Christological hymn (1:15-20) stating 
that Christ has “reconciled to himself all things, 
whether on earth or in heaven, making peace by 
the blood of the cross.” Second, in 1:21-23, Paul 
addresses the previous condition of the Colossians 
“who once were alienated and hostile in mind,” but 
who Christ “has now reconciled by his death, in 
order to present you holy and blameless and above 
reproach before him.” Third, in 2:11-15, Paul pres-
ents a view of the cross that describes how Christ 
effects salvation for the recipients of his letter and 
triumphs over “the rulers and authorities” who 
stand in opposition to Christ. Finally, in 2:20, Paul 
reminds the Colossians that when they died with 
Christ, they died to the “elemental spirits,” spirits 
who they were tempted to serve again by means of 
stringent asceticism (2:21-23).5

Typically, these passages are read indepen-
dently. For instance, theologians point to 1:20 to 
explain the cosmic scope of the cross and 2:15 to 
support CV. Similarly, 1:21-23, along with other 
passages on reconciliation (Rom 5:9-10; 2 Cor 

5:14-21; Eph 2:16), is cited in support of God’s 
personal reconciliation. These proof-texts (and 
the doctrines that they support) are not wrong per 
se, but they simply do not allow Paul’s holistic view 
of the cross to surface. By turning our attention 
to the cross in Colossians, we will better under-
stand how Christ’s death brings peace (shalom) 
to the cosmos. In what follows I will argue that a 
unified reading of 1:15-2:23 makes best sense of 
Paul’s argument and is necessary for understand-
ing Paul’s theology of the cross. There are at least 
four points of continuity.

First, the local problem of false teaching in 
Colossae is especially prevalent in the first two 
chapters. As Moo observes, Paul presents the glories 
of Christ in order to guard the Colossians against 
false teaching that was causing them to his suffi-
ciency in all things.6 In 1:15-20 Paul extols Christ 
as creator, sustainer, and reconciler of the cosmos, 
so that the Colossians would not be deceived and 
follow false philosophies (2:8) or submit themselves 
to the ascetic practices promoted in their region 
(2:20-23). While the specifics of the false teaching 
are difficult to define,7 most agree that the “prin-
ciple themes of Colossians are announced in this 
hymn” (1:15-20) and applied to situation in Colos-
sae (1:21-2:23).8 As the one in whom the fullness of 
God dwells bodily (1:19; 2:9), Christ is the source 
of all that the Colossians will need for wisdom and 
growth (2:3, 6-7).

Second, the centrality of Christ is not only 
evident in a mirrored reading of Colossians; it 
is also plain from the repetition of the phrase “in 
him” that pervades the first two chapters. Twelve 
times in these two chapters (1:14, 16, 19, 22; 2:3, 
6, 7, 9, 10, 11, 12, 15; cf. 3:20; 4:7; 4:17), Paul 
explains what it means to be in Christ. The focus 
on Christ makes it clear that Paul wants his read-
ers to see this section as one unified whole. What 
he introduces in the hymn becomes the focus of 
the rest of Colossians.9 

Third, there are numerous verbal connections 
between Paul ’s hymn (1:15-20) and the ensu-
ing verses. (1) In 1:20, Paul uses apokatallaxai to 
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describe how the cross brings peace to all creation. 
Two verses later, he uses the same word to describe 
how the same event (his death on the cross) 
effected reconciliation for the Colossians. While 
the meaning of reconciliation is debated, the best 
contextual evidence suggests that Paul has in mind 
a “cosmic renewal” in 1:20.10 Clearly, Paul’s delib-
erate repetition of this word with divergent objects 
of reconciliation marks a clear linguistic connec-
tion between these verses (1:20, 22), but also a 
theological distinction that careful readers must 
reckon. (2) The fullness language of 1:19 (“For in 
him all the fullness of God was pleased to dwell”) 
is repeated in 2:9 (“For in him the whole fullness 
of deity dwells bodily”). Affirming Christ’s supe-
riority to the elemental spirits (2:8, 20) and the 
angels (2:18), Paul reiterates the deity of Christ 
to esteem his all-sufficiency. (3) On the other 
side of this coin, Paul twice speaks of “rulers and 
authorities.” In 1:16, he uses three pairs of terms 
to describe the invisible spirits whom he created 
and rules over. The last of these pairs is mentioned 
again in 2:15, when Paul says that Christ put these 
fallen angels to open shame on the cross. (4) Paul 
twice uses the word stauros (1:20; 2:14) to under-
line the “cosmic significance of the cross.”11 This 
reference to the cross is echoed by multiple refer-
ences to the death of Christ (1:21-23; 2:11-14, 20), 
not to mention the cruciform ministry of Paul (“I 
fill up what is lacking in Christ’s afflictions,” 1:24).

Fourth, Paul’s emphasis on the cross in 1:21-
2:23 suggests a theological unity in these verses. 
As many have observed, Colossians “advances a 
case for the superiority of Christ over the universe, 
particularly over its inimical powers.”12 In 1:15-20 
this is clear from the high Christology, and in 1:21-
2:23 the emphasis on Christ and his cross con-
tinue to be the main focus. However, in addition to 
the theological unity, there may also be a literary 
structure uniting Colossians 1:15-2:15—one that 
intends to highlight the gospel ministry of Paul 
(over against that of the false teachers) and the 
death of Christ. In a First Things blog post, Peter 
Leithart has offered a reading of Colossians 1-2 

that organizes Paul’s argument around two over-
lapping chiasmuses.13  

The first chiasmus extends from Colossians 
1:16 to 2:15 and centers on Paul’s ministry to the 
Colossians.14  The second envelops 2:9-15 and 
focuses on the death of Christ.15 In the first chi-
asmus, some of the strongest connections include 
the mention of Christ’s deity in 1:19 and 2:9, the 
repetition of “rejoice” and “flesh” in 1:24 and 2:5, 
and the mystery theme in 1:26-27 and 2:2-3. At 
the same time, there are weaknesses: The out-
side bracket (1:15-20 and 2:10-15) is too vague. 
With Paul’s elevated language in 1:15-20 and the 
multiple metaphors overlapping in 2:10-15, it is 
insufficient to say that these verses broadly mirror 
one another. Likewise, Christ’s hypostatic union 
is immediately followed by a description of his 
death—first in Colossians 1:19-20 and again in 
2:10-15. Leithart’s chiasmus does not account for 
these. Exegetically, his observations call for fur-
ther inquiry, but theologically his observations 
add plausibility to the way 1:21-2:23 explicates the 
themes of 1:15-20. 

To summarize, we can have great confidence 
that what Paul w rites in 1:15-20, 1:21-2:23 
expounds. The former section introduces Paul’s 
cosmic Christology; the latter articulates how 
Christ’s death purifies the Colossians’ sins, raises 
them to new life, and liberates them from bondage 
to the elemental spirits. Therefore, on the basis of 
the historical setting, Christological focus, lin-
guistic connections, and thematic unity, there is 
good reason for reading 1:21-2:23 as the theologi-
cal outworking of 1:15-20, with special attention 
to the cross of Christ.

Still, before considering 1:21-2:23, one more 
point must be made. In God at War: The Bible and 
Spiritual Conflict, Gregory Boyd argues that the 
cross first accomplishes a cosmic defeat of the 
powers and principalities and then elicits a per-
sonal application for believers.16 He states, “While 
Christ’s death for sinful humans is central for 
understanding what Christ did for us, therefore, 
this dimension of Christ’s work is possible only 
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because of the broader cosmic victory Christ won 
on the cross.”17 Exegetically, Boyd supports his 
claim by appealing to a number of texts, includ-
ing Colossians 1:15-22. Of these verses, he writes, 
“Only after this cosmic dimension of the cross is 
stressed does Paul then turn to talk about what 
this means for believers … The cosmic conquest, 
one might say, logically precedes the anthropolog-
ical application.”18 One might say that the cosmic 
conquest is logically prior, but is that what Paul 
intends to say? I think not.

Because of his penchant to support his victory-
centered understanding of the cross, Boyd fails to 
recognize the literary and thematic structures of 
Paul’s letter. He connects Colossians 1:15-20 to 
the subsequent text which serves as an explanation 
for 1:15-20. He does not appreciate that a new sec-
tion begins at Colossians 1:21. In fact, a rhetorical 
analysis of Colossians provided by Michael Bird 
suggests that “the whole section of 1:21-2:7 con-
stitutes a rhetorical probatio or logical argument 
that enumerates the main proposition.”19 In other 
words, the Christological hymn is the main point, 
or propositio, in Paul’s letter, and that 1:21-2:7 is 
written to support this main point.20 Boyd fails to 
consider the literary arrangement of Colossians 
and assumes without warrant that the first men-
tion of reconciliation is the most important one.21

By contrast, the relationship between 1:15-20 
and 1:21-2:23 should be seen as epexegetical, not 
sequential.22 Paul uses apokatallaxai in the broad-
est sense possible in 1:20 as a precursor to his 
detailed explanation that immediately follows.23 
Colossians 1:22 shows that the personal focus of 
Christ’s cosmic reconciliation are the believing 
elect. Yet, this is not because personal reconcili-
ation is logically subsequent to cosmic reconcili-
ation, but because personal reconciliation is the 
first way in which God reconciles the cosmos.24  

Christ’s Death Effects 
Personal R econciliation 

As we return to the theological question con-
cerning the relationship between PSA and CV, 

let me reassert my main argument: The cross in 
Colossians accomplishes PSA for the believing 
elect as exhibited in 1:21-23 and 2:11-14. By the 
same event, Christ subdues all created things 
(angelic and human) who stand against the Lord 
as Paul explains in 2:15, 20. The result of this two-
fold intention is cosmic shalom between God, 
man, and the rest of creation. We will first look at 
Christ’s work of personal reconciliation (Col 1:21-
23; 2:11-14) and then personal subjugation (2:15). 

Colossians 1:21-23: Personal 
Reconciliation (Part 1)

Colossians 1:21-23 provides the first explication 
of Christ’s reconciling death. Shifting from the 
glories of Christ in verses 15-20 to work of Christ 
on the behalf of the Colossians, Paul addresses 
the Colossians personally (“and you”) to “indicate 
that reconciliation is personal as well as cosmic in 
its effects.”25 In verse 21, he reminds them of their 
previous condition (“alienated,” “hostile in mind,” 
“doing evil deeds”) and says, “[God]26 has now rec-
onciled [you] in his body of flesh by his death.”  

Paul uses the same word in verse 22 that he does 
in verse 20. This has led some scholars to argue 
that the word means the same thing. For instance,  
I. Howard Marshall says of the angelic powers 
threatening the church that “Paul’s stress is not so 
much on the fact of their reconciliation as on their 
own need for reconciliation which renders them 
unfit to mediate between man and God; only Christ 
can act as reconciler.”27 Marshall concludes that this 
reading saves us from any “desperate attempts to 
give ‘reconcile’ [in v. 20] a sense other than it usually 
bears.”28 We can agree with Marshall that Christ is 
the only mediator between God and man (1 Tim 
2:5), but what stands out as odd is the way Marshall 
ascribes a salvific “need” to angels—a problem 
that Scripture never offers to solve. Fallen angels 
are beyond salvation, and thus the language of 1:20 
presses the reader to think more deeply about how 
Christ reconciles all things. 

It is more likely that these twin uses of apokatal-
laxai have different objects in mind. In 1:20, “all 
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things” is explicitly defined by the clause, “whether 
on earth or in heaven.” Functioning as a merism,29 
earth and heaven includes all sentient beings 
(human and angelic) as well as every inanimate 
object created by God.30 This reading is supported 
by the earlier use of “heaven” and “earth” in 1:16, 
where the appositive description is even broader: 
things “visible and invisible, whether thrones or 
dominions or rulers or authorities.” Add to this 
the fact that Paul’s hymn moves from creation (vv. 
15-17) to new creation (vv. 18-20), and it becomes 
clear that Paul understands Christ’s death to rec-
oncile every created thing.

Therefore, it can be said with confidence that 
the first use of “reconciliation” in Paul’s letter to 
the Colossians entails the whole cosmos. As Peter-
son states: “All things” in Colossians 1:20 “refers 
to saved human beings, subjugated demons, and 
the renewed heavens and earth.”31 The second use 
is clearly restricted to the saints at Colossae, who 
experience the saving benefits of Christ’s death by 
means of persevering faith. For them, the death of 
Christ is not simply a cosmic reality, but a personal 
one: “The purpose of [God’s] reconciling action 
wrought in the body of Christ’s flesh through death 
is stated to be the presentation of the beneficiaries as 
holy and without blemish and [beyond reproach].”32

In sum, Jesus died first and foremost for his 
own, for those who were in solidarity with him.33 
In Colossians, this personal aspect of the cross 
with its unifying effects is repeated often. In the 
broader context of the New Testament, a variety of 
personal metaphors stand out to describe Christ’s 
death: Christ died for his body, bride, church, 
sheep, etc. In 1:21-23, God’s personal reconcilia-
tion is at the forefront, but it is not alone. Colos-
sians 2:11-14 is even more detailed in the way that 
Christ’s death effects personal reconciliation.  

Colossians 2:11-14: Personal 
Reconciliation (Part 2)

After describing his ministry and exhorting the 
believers to grow in Christ (1:24-2:7), Paul starts 
to oppose the false teachings present in Colossae 

(2:8-23).  In this section, Paul bolsters the Colos-
sians trust in Jesus by presenting a picture of the 
exalted Christ, one that highlights the deficiencies 
of mystical Judaism.  Mirroring the conclusion 
of his hymn (1:19-20), Paul mentions “the full-
ness of deity dwell[ing] bodily” in Christ (2:9) 
and then describes the death of Christ in terms of 
circumcision and baptism, death and resurrection 
(2:11-14).  The Colossians (v. 10) stand between 
Christ’s hypostatic union (v. 9) and his atoning 
sacrifice (v. 11-15).  United to the head, this body 
of believers has been “filled in him,” the one “who 
is the head of all rule and authority.”  Polemically, 
Paul speaks of this unbreakable union to show that 
the Colossians need not adopt the ascetic prac-
tices promoted by the false teachers.  Theologi-
cally, these verses provide a rich tapestry of all that 
Christ’s death, burial, and resurrection accom-
plish for his body.  Going farther than 1:21-23, 
these verses show how God’s work of reconcilia-
tion in Christ brings about regeneration, union 
in Christ, a new covenant relationship, and the 
forgiveness of sins.34  

W hile Paul begins with a focus on union in 
Christ before addressing the penal nature of the 
cross, I will approach Colossians 2:11-14 in reverse 
order.  Since Paul grounds the benefits of Christ’s 
death (vv. 11-14a) in the cross itself (v. 14b), I will 
show how the punitive nature of his substitution-
ary death procured forgiveness, a new covenant 
relationship, union with Christ, and regeneration 
for the believing elect.  In other words, by means 
of Christ’s PSA, God effectively reconciled the 
body of Christ to himself.35  There are four things 
to observe in these dense verses.

First, penal substitution is the heart of the cross.  
According to the logic of Colossians 2:14, PSA 
triggers forgiveness as the first domino in a string 
of (new covenant) benefits.  As opposed to other 
passages where forgiveness is the immediate effect 
of Christ’s blood (see Matt 26:28; Eph 1:7; cf. Col 
1:14; Heb 9:22; 10:18), Colossians 2:14 makes for-
giveness dependent on an antecedent legal trans-
action.36  Paul relates how Jesus’ death terminated 



39

the requirements of the law, which in turn brought 
forgiveness.  While it is biblical and true to say that 
Jesus died for our sins (1 Cor 15:3) or to reconcile us 
to God (Eph 2:16), what makes forgiveness of sins 
and reconciliation possible is the termination of the 
old covenant law and the beginning of the new cov-
enant sealed in Jesus’ blood.  Regardless of how one 
interprets cheirographon,37 a penal substitution is 
necessary for reconciliation.38  What George Smea-
ton observed of Colossians 2 still stands: 

Forgiveness presupposes the objective fact of 
blotting out the handwriting of ordinances and 
nailing it to the cross … Christ’s body was no 
bond; but as he was made sin, or bore our sins on 
His own body to the tree, all was embodied in 
Him.  The handwriting, the curse, the sin of His 
people are identified with Him; and the language 
of exchange can be competently applied to Him 
in the performance of that great work of procur-
ing our discharge.39 

Though, Smeaton does not use the phrase 
“penal substitution,” he gets at the heart of what 
Christ’s death accomplished—a vicarious punish-
ment that satisfied the law of God.  Though such 
justice might seem foreign today, under the bibli-
cal system of covenantal representation, such a 
substitution was perfectly acceptable.  The whole 
sacrificial system was intended to teach this point: 
“Sin could be forgiven only on the one condition 
that its guilt was expiated, and that not by the sin-
ner, but by a surety in his stead.”40  Therefore, in 
one climactic moment, Christ’s death satisfied 
God’s legal requirements, so that something new 
might be put created—namely, the forgiveness of 
sins stipulated by the new covenant, “signed into 
law” by Christ’s death (cf. Matt 26:28).  

In its brief description Colossians 2:14 makes a 
strong case for penal substitution. The collocation 
of Christ and the law argues for PSA, because it 
does not say that “Christ was nailed to the tree” 
or that “by Christ’s crucifixion the law was satis-
fied.”  Rather, in the very same act, the Christ who 

perfectly embodied the law was executed as a law-
breaker.  When this seemingly unjust execution 
is coupled with the fact the believing elect are in 
solidarity with Christ, it becomes apparent that 
Christ is not a third party representing someone 
else.41  By its covenantal nature, Christ’s death 
is for those in him.  This covenantal understand-
ing of penal substitution stands against the idea 
that Christ’s death is a legal fiction or a grotesque 
execution of an innocent man.  In context, Jesus’ 
(il)legal execution serves as the basis for all the 
covenantal blessings—blessings which are delin-
eated in 2:11-14. 

Second, penal substitutionary atonement estab-
lishes a new covenant.  Verse 13 ends saying that 
the trespasses were forgiven by canceling the 
records of debt that stood against us with its legal 
demands.  In other words, the instrumental cause 
of forgiveness comes from the penal nature of the 
cross. While Paul is restrained in speaking about 
the new covenant, as compared to Hebrews, his 
understanding of forgiveness cannot be separated 
off from the terminating and most basic promise of 
the new covenant—namely, the forgiveness of sins 
and God’s promise to no longer hold sins against 
his covenant people.42  If a covenantal reading of 
Colossians 2:13-14 may be entertained, then there 
are at least two things to posit.43  

First, PSA stands as the legal basis for the for-
giveness of sins.  Clearly, the legal execution of 
Jesus (2:14) procures the forgiveness of sins (2:13), 
which stands as the ground clause for Jeremiah’s 
new covenant.44  Speaking generally of the new 
covenant, Peterson notes that “various … New 
Testament writers point to the fulfillment of such 
expectations in the death of Jesus and link this 
to the promise of Jeremiah 31:34.”45  In 2:13-14, 
we see how Christ’s cross bears new covenant 
fruit—first the forgiveness of sins, then union with 
Christ, and the gift of spiritual circumcision.46  

The connection between PSA and the new 
covenant conjoins the legal requirements of the 
law with the Trinitarian love of God.47  It was the 
love of the Father that moved him to save sinners 
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through the sacrifice of his son (John 3:16), and 
it was the voluntary love of the Son that moved 
him to lay down his life for his own (10:17-18).  
Therefore, the relationship between covenant-law 
and Trinitarian love—both of which indivisibly 
exist in the new covenant—defends PSA from the 
frequent caricature of divine child abuse or pagan 
notion of blood lust.  On the cross the mercy and 
justice of God meet.48 

Second, Christ’s penal substitution is set in the 
context of personal relations.49  PSA is not super-
imposed on the Bible from some foreign system of 
justice; rather it arises from the covenantal (and 
hence personal) accountability sinful men have 
before a holy God.  Often PSA is charged with 
assigning to God a kind of distasteful legality (e.g., 
retributive justice) devoid of personal love.50  Per-
haps some presentations of PSA have made this 
error, but the Bible does not.  Aside from the fact 
that Scripture demands a covenantal version of 
retributive justice (see Lev 26-27; Deut 27-28) 
and that most complaints against retributive jus-
tice come from scholars who want to conform the 
Bible to contemporary culture,51 Paul’s articula-
tion of PSA and the forgiveness of sins clarifies 
that there is no divide between legal justice and 
personal love.52  Just the reverse: PSA arises from 
and culminates in the Father’s love for his chil-
dren.  As Paul develops his theology of the cross, 
he asserts that Christ died for those people whom 
the Father gave him before the foundation of the 
world (Eph 1:4-6), so that at God’s appointed time 
(2 Tim 1:9-10), the enthroned Son could baptize 
them by means of the Spirit and bring them into 
covenantal union with the Father and the Son.  
This is not a mechanical transaction offered to 
appease a vengeful deity; it is God’s triune love at 
work to save sinners without impugning his holy 
character.   

Third, baptism symbolizes the believers’ identi-
fication with Christ.  Admittedly, this assertion is 
debated.  Paedobaptists argue from 2:12 that bap-
tism functions in the new covenant in the same 
way that circumcision functioned in the old.53  This 

point has been well-refuted by a number of Baptists.  
For instance, Fred Malone says, “Paul defined the 
circumcision of Christians … as primarily heart 
union with Christ by faith … symbolized in their 
water baptism as a confession of faith which they 
received in regeneration (as in Rom 6:3-4; 1 Cor 
12:13; and Gal 3:29).”54  Likewise, Stephen Wellum 
shows that the typology of circumcision is not car-
ried over into baptism but into spiritual circumci-
sion.55  Water baptism stands as the new covenant 
symbol of the believer’s new birth.

Taking this new covenant fulfillment as my 
starting place, I am arguing that Paul asserted that 
believers who abide in faith (see Col 1:23) are the 
ones who have died and risen with Christ (cf. Rom 
6:4-6).  In other words, baptism, which portrays 
burial (descent) and resurrection (ascension), pro-
vides a bridge between regeneration (circumcision 
without hands) and faith (the necessary response 
of the believer).  In 2:12-13, those who are circum-
cised without hands (i.e., by the Spirit) are made 
alive by God.  This new life is evidenced by their 
faith in Christ, making them fit recipients for bap-
tism.  Still, Colossians 2 is only secondarily about 
the ordinance of baptism.  Its primary significance 
concerns the theological reality of the believers’ 
union in Christ.

In context, Paul reminds the Colossians that 
because of Christ’s death and resurrection, they 
have an unbreakable bond with the creator of the 
universe, the one who is also the reconciler of all 
things.  Since Paul is writing to overthrow a false 
cosmology threatening the church, he does not 
start with a legal argument as he does in Gala-
tians.  Rather, Paul aims to unseat the veneration 
of angels and the appeal of self-flagellation to over-
come the f lesh.  Therefore, he argues that those 
who are in Christ have put off “the body of flesh” 
in Christ’s death and been made new by a “circum-
cision without hands.”  This brings us to the last 
aspect of personal reconciliation.

Fourth, the cross effects regeneration.  As an out-
working of their union with Christ (2:10), Paul 
says that the Colossians “were circumcised with 
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a circumcision made without hands.”   Though 
Paul speaks of circumcision often, this is the only 
place where he speaks of a circumcision “without 
hands.”  The point he seems to be making is that 
true circumcision does not come from the impure 
hands of men but from God himself.56  The Old 
Testament speaks of circumcision of the heart 
(Deut 30:6) and later of the removal of the whole, 
impure heart (Ezek 36:26-27).  Both of these texts 
are regarded as anticipations of the new covenant 
when God will give the circumcision he demands.  
Indeed, the hope of the new covenant is not only 
“forgiveness of sins” but genuine purity (the thing 
that circumcision was meant to symbolize) and 
the newfound desire to do the will of God (the law 
of God written on the heart).  

In Colossians, Paul uses circumcision language 
to explicate this new covenant reality.57  Speaking 
of the complexity of Paul’s use of the law, Schreiner 
writes of 2:11-12, “Circumcision [in the f lesh] 
points to the circumcision of the heart accom-
plished by the cross of Christ.”58  The complexity 
is most obvious in the way that Paul speaks of the 
circumcision objectively and subjectively in the 
same verse.  He describes Christ’s objective death 
in terms of “a circumcision made without hands.”59  
Yet, at the same time, he applies Christ’s circum-
cision subjectively to the Colossian believers, “in 
him you also were circumcised.”60  Exegetically, 
opinions vary and there is no settled consensus.  
The point I want to introduce concerns the cov-
enantal nature of circumcision, and how a cov-
enantal reading of this passage may help bridge the 
objective-subjective impasse.

I n h is objec t ive deat h, Ch r ist g ives h is 
church—and only his church—the thing that he 
accomplishes on the cross—namely the removal 
of dead flesh.  “At his death, … God cut off Christ’s 
bodily life, just as the foreskin is removed in cir-
cumcision,” but now in the new covenant, “the 
only circumcision believers need … is the circum-
cision they receive by virtue of their incorpora-
tion into Christ’s death on the cross.”61  Therefore, 
by means of (a covenantal) union in Christ—a 

predominate theme in Colossians, especially in 
2:9-12—the objective work of the cross becomes 
the subjective experience of the believer when that 
individual puts their faith in Christ, which in turn 
happens because Christ baptizes that individual 
with the Spirit.62

Admittedly, the complex of metaphors and his-
torical events combined with the personal impact 
that the gospel has had on the Colossians is dif-
ficult to decipher.  However, from what has been 
observed in these verses, the following synthesis 
may be provided: When Christ died on Calvary, 
he solved the legal problem by dying in the place of 
guilty sinners.  With this legal problem solved, the 
rest of the blessings follow: The relational problem 
is solved by the gift of forgiveness and inaugura-
tion of a new covenant; the alienation problem is 
overcome by Christ uniting himself to his body 
by means of spirit baptism; and the twin problems 
of purity and death—which were not unrelated 
in the law (see Lev 21:1-3, 11)—are resolved by 
Christ circumcising the hearts of the Colossians.  
In one decisive act, Christ accomplished every-
thing necessary for the new creation, with especial 
attention to the church he would create by means 
of PSA.  Subsequently in redemptive history, new 
covenant circumcision and baptism by Christ have 
been carried out as the Spirit of Christ comes to 
apply all that Christ accomplished for his elect 
on the cross. In this way, we get a glimpse of how 
Christ’s death was “finished” (John 19:30) and yet 
is still being finished.

This “already-but-not-yet” approach to personal 
reconciliation is confirmed by the nature and 
scope of the gospel.  The gospel message proclaim-
ing the death and resurrection of Jesus Christ is 
essential for applying the benefits of the cross to 
the elect.  Significantly, it is Christ who died on 
the cross and it is Christ still—through his media-
tion from the throne—who is raising sinners to 
life by means of his Spirit and his gospel.  In other 
words, Jesus, in his humility, died on the cross per-
sonally to reconcile his church to his Father, and 
now in his glory, he builds his church, by means 
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of Spirit-filled ministers of reconciliation (cf. Col 
1:24-2:7).  The scope of Christ’s cross is universal, 
but its accomplishments are gradual as the gospel 
goes into all the earth (1:23).

Still, cosmic reconciliation is not completed 
by Christ’s work of personal reconciliation.  With 
all that the cross accomplished for the believing 
elect, it will not restore shalom between heaven 
and earth until Christ’s enemies are subdued.  To 
say it differently, PSA is only one part of the equa-
tion.  Aware of this, Paul goes on in 2:15 to explain 
how Christ’s death also effects CV.  In conjunction 
with PSA and even because of PSA, CV puts to 
shame all those enemies of God who will not be 
reconciled to God by faith in the Son.  To this cen-
tral but ancillary effect of the cross, we now turn.

Christ’s Death Effects 
Personal Subjugation

I have argued that Christ’s personal reconcili-
ation is accomplished on the basis of his personal 
(and covenantal) relationship with his church.  On 
the basis of this genuinely personal relationship, 
the nature of Christ’s atonement is truly substitu-
tionary—person for persons, not person for pre-
dicament (sin, justice, evil).  This is the primary 
aspect of Christ’s cosmic reconciliation, but it is 
not the only effect of the cross.  Christ’s death also 
reconciled the remainder of creation by subjugat-
ing all rebel angels and humans.  In theology, this 
aspect of the atonement has been labeled Chris-
tus Victor, and Colossians 2:15 has been one of 
its chief proof-texts.  In what follows, I will argue 
that a central but ancillary work of the cross was 
Christ’s cosmic but personal subjugation of rebel 
angels and humans. 

Colossians 2:15: Personal Subjugation
Colossians 2:15 comes after Paul has explained 

how Christ’s death personally reconciles the 
church (2:11-14) and in the middle of a section 
contesting the philosophies threatening the 
Colossians’ faith (2:8-23).  Therefore, when Paul 
declares that Christ has “disarmed the rulers and 

authorities and put them to open shame, by tri-
umphing over them,” he is (1) making a polemi-
cal statement against other competing deities and 
(2) stating that this victory is accomplished by 
Christ’s penal substitution on the cross.  To under-
stand how Paul develops CV, we need to develop 
these twin ideas.

First, Christ’s death on the cross is the fulfill-
ment of God’s promise to destroy the devil.  In 
Genesis 3:15, the protoeuangelion consisted of a 
declaration to crush the head of the serpent’s seed 
through the bruising of the woman’s seed.  God 
imbedded in this gospel promise a plan to restore 
the world through the means of destroying the evil 
one.63   Henceforth, the story of the Bible is one of 
cosmic warfare.64  Advocates of CV have done a 
good job recovering this important biblical theme.

Throughout the Old Testament, salvation for 
God’s people is accompanied by the defeat of and 
deliverance from God’s enemies.  For instance, 
God’s covenant with Abraham included the prom-
ise of land to the patriarch’s offspring and the 
destruction of its inhabitants (Gen 15:13-20).  In 
the Passover, God saved Israel and judged Egypt. 
God manifested his covenantal love for Israel by 
destroying their enemies (Ps 136).  The Davidic 
covenant promised an eternal throne to the king’s 
offspring and the subjugation of the nations. This 
means that some of those nations will come to 
find salvation through David’s offspring, but oth-
ers will not.  The Psalmist regularly cries out for 
God’s righteous intervention and salvation against 
over the enemies.  In Esther, the people of God 
are delivered at the moment that God turns the 
sword on Haman, the descendent of Agag.  Across 
the canon and ultimately in the new creation, God 
manifests his glory by means of saving his people 
and judging his enemies.65

Colossians 2:15, along with Hebrews 2:14-15 
and 1 John 3:8, is the capstone of this biblical 
theological truth: God’s salvation defeats all other 
oppressive competitors.  On the cross, Jesus won 
the victory for his people.  He defeated Satan and 
every other false god.  In the context of Colossians, 
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the other philosophies lacked true wisdom and 
cosmic power.  Consequently, they were inferior to 
Jesus.  Paul writes in 2:8-23 that the spirits behind 
these philosophies—the invisible spirits Paul calls 
“rulers and authorities”—were defeated foes.

Paul’s point is this: Do not let any false spirit, 
philosophy, or religious persuasion lead you 
astray.  Christ has triumphed over them all.  More 
broadly, since the Father delivered the members 
of his covenant from the dominion of darkness 
(Col 1:13-14), there is no need to return to the 
“elemental spirits of this world,” for they have died 
to them and are alive in Christ.  Thus, the truth 
that Christ’s death defeated all other “rulers and 
authorities” is a strong pastoral argument for abid-
ing in Christ.  Yet, we still need to understand how 
Christ’s victory relates to his legal sacrifice.  This is 
the second point to be made from Colossians 2:15.

To understand Colossians 2:15, we must see 
how it depends on 2:14.  In Paul’s letter, it is neces-
sary to understand what “armed” the rulers and 
authorities and how Christ’s death rendered these 
rulers and authorities useless against the saints of 
God.  In order, we need to clarify who these rulers 
and authorities were, what armed them, and how 
Christ’s death caused their defeat.

First, “rulers and authorities” refer to the inimi-
cal spirits who opposed Christ and his church.66  
As Colossians 1:16 states, God in Christ created 
these invisible spirits and endowed them with 
authority on earth (cf. Deut 32:8-9; Dan 7:2-8).  
However, through rebellion against their maker, 
these demonic spirits have joined with Satan to 
deceive humanity and Christ’s church.67  There-
fore, Paul informs the Colossians that Christ’s 
death has brought cosmic shalom by pacifying 
these spiritual agents of wickedness.   

Second, “the devil,” Jesus said, “is a liar and 
the father of lies” (John 8:44).  Jesus’ testimony 
affirms the historicity of Genesis 3.  In the begin-
ning, the serpent took the word of God and 
twisted it to sow doubt in the mind of Adam and 
Eve.  Satan tried to do the same thing with Jesus 
in the wilderness (Matt 4).  Following Satan’s 

lead, the demonic spirits that Paul describes in 
Colossians 2:15 take God’s word and use it to 
deceive and kill.  This is part of the cosmic war-
fare threatening the Colossian church.

In Colossians, the elemental spirits are misus-
ing God’s word, especially its teaching on circum-
cision, to tempt the Colossians to believe false 
philosophies (2:8) and seemingly wise but worth-
less acts of religion (2:20-23).68  Therefore, it is 
apparent from a careful reading of Colossians that 
the weapon of choice is the law.69  The false teach-
ers were “inspired” by these spirits and tempted 
the Colossian believers to turn away from Christ 
with the very laws that God meant to draw people 
to Christ (see 1 Tim 1:8-11).  In response, Paul tells 
how the crucifixion canceled God’s legal demands 
(v. 14) resulting in the defeat of the powers (v. 15).  
More specifically, by showing that these Colos-
sians believers are dead to sin and alive in Christ, 
Paul shows that the rulers and authorities have no 
means of controlling them any longer.  The fear of 
death is dead, and the Colossians now are seated 
with Christ in heavenly places (Col 3:1-4).

In short, Jesus’ death rendered the law inoper-
able and no longer able condemn those who died 
with him.  While it would take us too long to con-
sider all the ways that Christ fulfilled, terminated, 
and reapplied the law, we can see from 2:11-14 
that what Paul has in mind is the annulment of 
the old covenant with its legal demands.  On the 
cross, Jesus received the curses of the law earned 
by the members of his body—the church that was 
at one time hostile towards the law and alienated 
from God (1:21).  At the same time, by means of 
his death and resurrection Jesus established a new 
covenant by his blood.  This covenant was not 
made with the world (i.e., rebellious spirits and 
unbelieving humans), but with those who would 
believe on Christ by means of the new birth.  This 
leads to the third point.

The overarching point to be made from 2:15 
is that Christ’s death disarms and defeats the rul-
ers and authorities.  Especially in the early church 
some thought that the “disarming” was actually 



44

Christ “stripping away” his flesh because the same 
word is used in 3:9.70  However, it seems better 
to follow Moo who argues that God stripped the 
rulers and authorities of any power.71  Through 
Christ’s death, God publicly exposed the weak-
ness of these “usurpers of authority.”72  As Bird 
and Wright acknowledge, this public defeat stands 
at the heart of CV and the cross itself.  However, 
as I argue above, “victory [must come] through 
vicarious punishment.”73  As Henri Blocher com-
ments, “Efforts to elude the thought that justice 
was satisfied, and thus the bond that was against us 
removed, look strangely artificial”—artificial, and 
in the case of Colossians, incomplete.74

In the second half of 2:15, Paul uses a Roman 
military custom to depict Christ parading his 
captured enemies as a victorious general.75  While 
some commentators take the final “in him” to 
refer exclusively to the cross, it fits better with 
2:11-14 to see Christ and his death and resurrec-
tion as the antecedent.76  Accordingly, verse 15 
espouses a “temporal progression” which par-
allels a previous point that the effect of Christ’s 
death has a ripple effect on the universe.77  In this 
case, Christ’s death first disarms the powers, then 
in his enthronement (i.e., his resurrection and 
ascension) he parades them as a defeated foe and 
now, after Pentecost, the strongholds of Satan 
are being overrun by the power of the gospel.  
Satan’s captives are being set free because Christ 
“removed any power that these evil spirits might 
have over us,” by once and for all nailing the law 
and its legal demands to the cross.78   

Through PSA Christ effects CV.  By means of 
personal reconciliation and personal subjugation, 
Christ brings about cosmic shalom.  In relation 
to 1:20, Christ personally reconciles the church 
to God by means of his atoning sacrifice.  Then, 
with the same event (the cross), Christ brings 
about the other half of cosmic shalom by means 
of personally subduing all creatures—angelic and 
human—who refuse to submit to God in Christ.  
In 2:15, Paul has angelic beings in view.  However, 
when the whole canon of Scripture is reviewed, it 

is clear that Christ’s death and resurrection gave 
him authority over all flesh, such that he has the 
authority to grant eternal life to the ones given 
him by the Father (John 17:2), and at the end of 
the age, Christ by means of his death has author-
ity to open the seals of judgment and personally 
subdue all men and women who refused to call 
him Lord (see Rev 5-6, 19-20).

In the realized eschatology of 2:15 this victori-
ous disarmament is presented in clear and certain 
terms.  Yet, this existential reality is still forth-
coming.  Even as Satan is a defeated foe and the 
inimical spirits have been stripped of all author-
ity, many in the world—including Christians—
still do not know that.  This is why Paul writes 
his letter and labors with unceasing anguish to 
proclaim the gospel to the world (1:23-29).  The 
rulers and authorities continue to deceive and 
misrepresent the truth, but the gospel announces 
liberty to captives and sheds light on the defeat 
of the powers and principalities.  Because of his 
death, Christ has been given authority over all 
creation (Matt 28:18), and through him God is 
reconciling the world to himself—by means of 
peace-making and pacification.

At present, creation continues to groan (cf. 
Rom 8:18-22), but as the Gospel gathers more of 
the elect, the number of days between today and 
the last day shrink.  Christ who reigns on high 
will return and complete what he has started.  In 
short, since Pentecost, the world has witnessed 
the effects of the cross—PSA personally recon-
ciling the church unto God and CV liberating 
Christians from the deceptive bondage of the 
elemental spirits.  This is the point of 2:20 with 
its reminder that the Colossians have died to the 
power of the elemental spirits.  All that remains 
is the number of the elect coming to completion, 
and the wickedness of the world reaching a boil-
ing point where Christ will return to save his 
own and remove once and for all his enemies—
angelic and human.  Colossians anticipates this 
final victory, but it does not discuss the matter as 
Revelation does.
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A Final Word: Cosmic 
Reconciliation Requires Penal 
Substitution and Christus Victor

When we consider all the biblical data about the 
cross in Colossians 1-2, the culminating point is 
that cosmic reconciliation consists of both personal 
reconciliation of Christ’s church and personal sub-
jugation of his enemies.  Both of these works come 
from the singular event of the cross, and both are 
being worked out in history.  In this regard, advo-
cates of CV are right to see 2:15 as defending the 
view that Christ died to defeat evil and bring justice 
to the world.  Truly, CV is a central aspect of the 
cross, but it is not the center of the cross.  Many con-
ceptions of CV go too far.  Instead of complement-
ing PSA, they replace it with CV, or reduce PSA so 
much that the justice of God is impugned.  These 
views are typically right in what they affirm but err 
in what they deny—namely PSA.

By contrast, advocates of PSA need to give 
attention to PSA and CV.  They need to come to 
passages like Colossians 1-2 and wrestle with all 
the data.  Instead of quickly fitting certain verses 
into preexisting systematic categories, they need 
to wrestle with the variegated metaphors that 
Scripture uses to speak of Christ and the cross.  
Defenders of orthodoxy and preachers of PSA 
need not fear a more nuanced view of the cross, 
so long as it attends to all the biblical data in all of 
its proper proportions.  In truth, Christ’s cross is 
the one thing that reconciles all things.  It is by his 
death that the cosmos is and is being reconciled—
first the church, then his enemies.  Finally when 
the sons of God are revealed, Christ will make all 
things new—in heaven and on earth.

In conclusion, when 1:15-2:23 is read as one lit-
erary unit, the latter section (1:21-2:23) provides 
a binary explanation of 1:20.  Exegetically, Paul’s 
presentation of the cross in Colossians unifies PSA 
and CV as the two central aspects of his cross.  At 
the same time, Paul distinguishes personal rec-
onciliation for the church from personal subjuga-
tion of the inimical powers opposing the church.  
While Colossians does not answer all the questions 

concerning PSA and CV, it clearly establishes the 
priority of PSA to CV and shows how cosmic recon-
ciliation is the net result of personal reconciliation 
(PSA) and personal subjugation (CV).  

   On a practical level, preachers should feel no 
hesitation to preach CV, so long as they remem-
ber that Satan’s deathblow comes from the penal 
substitution of Christ on the cross.     Only when 
God’s legal demands are satisfied by God’s legal 
substitute can the defeat of sin, death, and the 
devil be truly good news. This is how Paul presents 
the gospel in Colossians, and it is a stellar model 
for explaining how the various intentions of the 
cross work together.
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