The Book of Colossians, Teacher’s Guide
Lesson 4: Reconciled to Be Presented Holy
Colossians 1:21-23

Teaching Aim (Teacher Orientation)

These three verses hold together a glorious gift and a sober condition, and a faithful lesson must
do justice to both. Doctrinally, Paul teaches the doctrine of reconciliation: humanity was
genuinely alienated from God, hostile and guilty, and God reconciled us through the death of
Christ in His physical body, with the goal of presenting us holy, blameless, and above reproach.
Then he attaches a condition that the church must not edit out: if indeed you continue in the
faith, stable and steadfast, not shifting from the hope of the gospel. The teacher’s doctrinal task
is to present reconciliation as a free and costly gift, and final salvation as something preserved
through continuing faith, directly answering the popular notion that one who is once saved can
never be lost regardless of how he lives.

Handle the conditional clause with both clarity and pastoral care. The point is not to make
Christians anxious about their standing, as if every stumble erased their reconciliation, but to
take seriously the consistent New Testament call to endure to the end. Reconciliation is real and
accomplished; the gospel is a hope we are to hold fast and not shift away from. Both truths
protect the student: assurance for the one walking faithfully with Christ, and a sober warning
against drifting for the one tempted to presume.

The formational aim is rich. Paul wants reconciled people to live like reconciled people: humbled
by the memory of their alienation, amazed at the cost of their peace, hungry for the holiness
God intends, and steadfast in holding the gospel hope. Aim the lesson there. Send students
home stunned that God came so far to reach them, eager to be made holy and not merely
forgiven, and resolved to hold fast the hand that took hold of them.

Question 1
Student Question:

Paul says the Colossians were once alienated and hostile in mind, doing evil deeds (v. 21). What
does this teach about the human condition apart from Christ, and why does reconciliation
assume there was a real estrangement that needed to be healed?

Commentary and Teaching Notes

Paul’s description of the Colossians’ former state is deliberately strong: alienated, hostile in
mind, doing evil deeds. Help students see all three dimensions. There was a relational breach
(alienated), an inner posture of hostility toward God (hostile in mind), and an outward life that



expressed it (evil deeds). Sin was not merely a series of mistakes; it was estrangement from God
that ran through thought and action.

This sober picture is essential, because reconciliation only makes sense against the backdrop of
real alienation. You do not reconcile parties who were never at odds. The greatness of the
gospel is proportional to the seriousness of the breach it healed. Soften the diagnosis and you
shrink the cure.

Be careful, while teaching human sinfulness honestly, not to drift into the Calvinistic notion of
total depravity that denies any human ability to respond. Paul says we were hostile and guilty,
genuinely estranged, but the gospel call is real and people are able to respond to it. The
Colossians heard the gospel and responded; their alienation was their own doing, not an
inability God Himself imposed.

Land the point on gratitude and realism. A clear view of our former condition keeps us from
both pride and presumption, and it makes the rescue all the more astonishing.

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

¢ The threefold reality of sin: alienation, hostile mind, and evil deeds

® Reconciliation as presupposing a real estrangement that needed healing

e The greatness of the cure measured against the seriousness of the breach

e Genuine human guilt and estrangement without the Calvinistic denial of any ability to
respond

Discussion Prompts

e  Why does the gospel lose its power when we soften the diagnosis of sin?
¢ What are the three dimensions of our former condition Paul names?
* How does an honest view of our past guard us from both pride and presumption?

Question 2
Student Question:

Paul does not let his readers forget what they were before Christ. When you remember your own
life before Christ, or apart from Him, are you honest about the alienation, or have you quietly
minimized it? Why does a clear memory of where we started deepen our gratitude and guard
our humility?

Commentary and Teaching Notes

This self question invites honest memory. Paul refuses to let his readers forget what they were,
and there is wisdom in that. A believer who loses the memory of their alienation tends to grow
proud, impatient with sinners, and dull to grace.



Many in the room came to Christ young or grew up in the church and may feel they have no
dramatic before to remember. Help them see that alienation is not measured by the visibility of
one’'s sins; even a moral, religious person apart from Christ is estranged from God. The point is
not to manufacture a lurid testimony but to recognize honestly that we needed reconciling.

Then connect memory to gratitude and humility. The clearer we are about where we started,
the deeper our thankfulness and the gentler our hearts toward others still far off. Encourage
students to take time this week to remember, specifically, what God rescued them from, and to
let that memory fuel worship rather than shame.

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

e The danger of forgetting our former alienation

e Estrangement as real even for the moral and religious apart from Christ
¢ Honest memory as fuel for gratitude and humility

e Remembering without sinking into shame

Discussion Prompts

¢ How do you tend to remember your life before or apart from Christ?
*  Why does forgetting where we started make us proud and impatient?
e How can remembering our rescue lead to worship rather than shame?

Question 3
Student Question:

Paul says God reconciled us in Christ’s body of flesh by His death (v. 22). Why does reconciliation
with God require the death of Christ? What does this tell us about the seriousness of sin and the
costliness of the peace we now enjoy?

Commentary and Teaching Notes

Paul is precise: God reconciled us in Christ’s body of flesh by His death (v. 22). Two things stand
out. First, the reconciliation came through a real, physical death, the body of flesh. This guards
against any teaching that Jesus only seemed human or that His death was symbolic. Real flesh,
real death, real blood.

Second, reconciliation required that death. Help students sit with why. Sin is not a trivial offense
that God can wave away. His holiness and justice are real, and the breach our sin created could
only be healed at the cost of the cross. The peace we enjoy was not cheap; it was purchased.

This protects against a sentimental view of forgiveness in which God simply overlooks sin
because He is nice. The cross says otherwise. God took our sin so seriously that He gave His Son,
and He loved us so deeply that He was willing to. Justice and mercy meet at the cross.



Encourage students that the costliness of reconciliation is also its security. Peace this expensive
is not fragile. The God who paid so dearly to bring us near did not do so lightly or to abandon the
project halfway.

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

e Reconciliation accomplished through Christ’s real, physical death (body of flesh)
* The seriousness of sin: it could be answered only at the cost of the cross

e A guard against sentimental forgiveness that ignores God'’s holiness and justice
* The costliness of our peace as a ground of its security

Discussion Prompts

¢ Why could reconciliation not happen by God simply overlooking our sin?
e What does the death of Christ tell us about how serious sin is?
¢ How does the high cost of our peace give us confidence rather than worry?

Question 4
Student Question:

Reconciled people are called to be agents of reconciliation. Is there a relationship in your life
right now marked by distance or hostility that the gospel is pressing you to move toward? What
would taking the first step look like, and what is holding you back?

Commentary and Teaching Notes

This self question moves from being reconciled to God to becoming an agent of reconciliation, a
theme Paul develops in 2 Corinthians 5. People who have received peace with God at great cost
are called to pursue peace with others.

Help students name one specific strained relationship rather than discussing reconciliation in
general. Most of us are carrying at least one cold or hostile relationship, and the gospel presses
gently on it. The question is not whether reconciliation is always fully possible (it takes two), but
whether we have done our part to move toward peace.

Talk about the first step and the things that hold us back: pride, fear of rejection, the comfort of
being right, old wounds. Christ moved toward us while we were still hostile; that pattern shapes
how we move toward others. Encourage one concrete, prayerful step this week, even a small
one, while being honest that some situations require wisdom, boundaries, and patience.

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

e Reconciled people called to be agents of reconciliation (2 Corinthians 5:18-20)
e Christ moving toward us while we were hostile as the pattern for moving toward others
¢ Naming a specific strained relationship rather than speaking in generalities



¢ Wisdom and boundaries alongside the call to pursue peace
Discussion Prompts

¢ What relationship is the gospel pressing you to move toward right now?
e What is the first step, and what is holding you back from taking it?
¢ How does the way Christ reconciled us shape the way we pursue peace with others?

Question 5
Student Question:

Paul says the goal of reconciliation is to present you holy and blameless and above reproach
before Him (v. 22). What does it tell us about God'’s purpose in salvation that He aims not merely
to forgive us but to make us holy? How is being made holy different from simply being let off the
hook?

Commentary and Teaching Notes

Paul names the purpose of reconciliation: to present you holy and blameless and above
reproach before Him. This is one of the most clarifying statements about salvation in the New
Testament. God'’s goal was never merely to acquit us of guilt and leave us as we were. His goal is
our holiness, to present us radiant and without stain in His presence.

Distinguish being made holy from merely being let off the hook. A pardoned criminal walks free
but is not necessarily changed. God intends far more. He means to transform us, to make us
actually holy, blameless, and above reproach, fit to stand in His presence. Forgiveness is the
beginning; holiness is the goal.

This reframes the whole Christian life. Sanctification is not an optional extra for the especially
devout; it is the very purpose for which we were reconciled. To resist becoming holy is to resist
the entire point of our salvation.

Hold together the already and the not yet. In Christ we are already counted holy and blameless,
and God is also actively making us holy over time, and will one day present us perfect in His
presence. The future certainty fuels the present pursuit.

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

¢ Holiness, not merely forgiveness, as the goal of reconciliation

e The difference between being pardoned and being transformed

e Sanctification as the purpose of salvation, not an optional extra

¢ The already and not yet of holiness: counted holy, being made holy, to be presented holy

Discussion Prompts



e  Why is it not enough to say God simply lets us off the hook?
¢ How does seeing holiness as the goal change the way you view the Christian life?
e What is the relationship between being counted holy now and being made holy over time?

Question 6
Student Question:

God is at work making you holy, not just forgiven. Name one specific area where He is currently
doing that work in you. Where are you cooperating with Him, and where are you dragging your
feet?

Commentary and Teaching Notes

This self question presses the previous truth into a specific corner of life. Many believers are
content to be forgiven but quietly resist being changed, especially in one favored area they
would rather keep. The aim is to name that area honestly.

Help students see the difference between cooperating with God’s sanctifying work and dragging
their feet. Cooperation looks like confession, repentance, putting away what is wrong, and
pursuing what is right, even when it is hard. Dragging our feet looks like excusing the sin,
managing it rather than killing it, or simply hoping forgiveness will cover what we have no
intention of surrendering.

Be encouraging as well as challenging. God is committed to finishing what He started; the
believer is not pursuing holiness alone or by sheer willpower. Invite students to name one area,
ask for God'’s help, and take one concrete step of cooperation this week.

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

e Contentment with forgiveness while resisting transformation

¢ |dentifying the specific area we would rather keep

e Cooperating with God'’s work versus managing and excusing sin

e God’'s commitment to finish the work He began as encouragement

Discussion Prompts

¢ Where are you content to be forgiven but reluctant to be changed?
e What is the difference between killing a sin and merely managing it?
¢ What is one step of cooperation with God’s work you could take this week?

Question 7

Student Question:



Paul grounds everything in the hope of the gospel that you heard, which has been proclaimed in
all creation, and of which he became a minister (v. 23). What does it mean that our hope rests on
a gospel we heard, a definite message proclaimed to the world, rather than on a private
experience or a feeling?

Commentary and Teaching Notes

Paul anchors the believer’s hope in the gospel that you heard, which has been proclaimed in all
creation under heaven (v. 23). Note the emphasis: a definite message, heard by these believers,
proclaimed publicly to the world. Christian hope is not built on a private mystical experience but
on news that was announced and can be examined, believed, and held.

This connects back to Lesson 1 and the gospel as the word of truth. It also rebukes the Colossian
error, which prized secret, insider knowledge. The true gospel is public and proclaimed, not
hidden and elite. Anyone may hear it; all are invited.

Help students see the stability this gives. Feelings rise and fall, but the gospel they heard is fixed.
When assurance wavers, the remedy is to return to the objective message: Christ died, was
buried, and rose again, and reconciles all who come to Him on His terms. Hope rests there, not
on the temperature of our emotions.

Note also that Paul became a minister of this gospel. The message spread through appointed,
faithful messengers, the same pattern we saw with Epaphras. God’s truth comes to the world
through proclamation.

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

¢ Hope grounded in a definite, proclaimed gospel rather than a private experience
¢ The public, universal gospel against the false teachers’ secret knowledge

e Returning to the objective message when assurance wavers

e The gospel spreading through appointed, faithful proclamation

Discussion Prompts

e  Why is it important that our hope rests on a gospel we heard, not on a private feeling?
¢ How does the public nature of the gospel rebuke any claim to secret, insider knowledge?
¢ Where do you go when your assurance starts to waver?

Question 8
Student Question:

Paul calls these believers to keep from shifting from the hope of the gospel. What things in your
life tend to pull you off that hope, slowly shifting your confidence onto something else? How can
you tell when your anchor is starting to drag?



Commentary and Teaching Notes

This self question takes up Paul’s warning against shifting from the hope of the gospel. The word
pictures a ship dragging its anchor, drifting slowly from its mooring without the crew noticing
until it is far off course. Most believers do not abandon the faith in a dramatic moment; they
drift.

Help students identify the things that tug at their anchor: prosperity that makes God seem
unnecessary, busyness that crowds out the word and prayer, a relationship pulling them toward
compromise, slow disillusionment, unaddressed sin. Naming the specific pull is the first step to
resisting it.

Then talk about the warning signs of a dragging anchor: prayer fading, Scripture feeling dull,
worship attended out of habit, sin excused more easily, hope quietly relocating onto career or
comfort. Encourage students to install honest checkpoints, trusted relationships, regular self-
examination, that catch the drift early, while it is still small.

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

e Drifting, not dramatic apostasy, as the usual danger

¢ |dentifying the specific forces that pull at our anchor

e Recognizing the early warning signs of a dragging faith

¢ Honest relationships and self-examination as safeguards against drift

Discussion Prompts

e What things tend to pull your confidence slowly off the gospel?
e How can you tell when your spiritual anchor is starting to drag?
e What checkpoint or relationship could help you catch the drift early?

Question 9
Student Question:

Paul says God reconciled us to present us holy, if indeed you continue in the faith, stable and
steadfast, not shifting from the hope of the gospel (v. 23). What do these words teach about the
relationship between God’s saving work and our ongoing faithfulness? How do they answer the
idea that a saved person can never fall away, no matter how they live?

Commentary and Teaching Notes

This is the doctrinally weightiest question of the lesson, and it should be taught clearly and
confidently. Paul says God reconciled us to present us holy, if indeed you continue in the faith,
stable and steadfast, not shifting from the hope of the gospel (v. 23). The little phrase if indeed
is one Scripture uses often, and the church must not edit it out.



Establish first that reconciliation is a genuine, accomplished gift. Paul does not say we earn our
standing or hold it by our own strength. God reconciled us through the death of Christ; the work
is His. Assurance is real for those walking with Christ, and we do not serve God in anxious terror
of losing our salvation over every stumble.

But then take the condition seriously, because Scripture does. The verse plainly ties the
promised outcome (being presented holy) to continuing in the faith. This is the consistent
teaching of the New Testament. Hebrews warns that we are Christ’s house if we hold fast our
confidence to the end (Hebrews 3:6, 14), and gives sober warnings about falling away (Hebrews
6:4-6; 10:26-31). Peter speaks of those who, having escaped the corruption of the world
through the knowledge of Christ, become entangled again and are worse off than before (2
Peter 2:20-22). Paul warns the Galatians that those seeking to be justified by law have fallen
from grace (Galatians 5:4). A Christian can, by persistent unbelief and disobedience, abandon
the faith and be lost.

This directly answers the doctrine of once saved, always saved, which teaches that a truly saved
person can never finally be lost no matter how they live. Scripture knows no such guarantee.
The same God who saves us calls us to remain faithful, and the New Testament is full of
conditional language, of warnings and exhortations to endure, that make no sense if
perseverance were automatic and guaranteed.

Yet present this pastorally, not anxiously. The point is not that salvation hangs by a thread,
snatched away by every failing. The point is that the Christian life is a walk to be continued, a
hope to be held, a faith to be kept. God preserves us as we continue in Him; He keeps those who
keep holding His hand. For the faithful, this is assurance, not dread. For the careless, it is a
needed and loving warning. Help students land where Paul lands: secure in the finished work of
Christ, and resolved by His grace to continue, stable and steadfast, to the end.

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

e Reconciliation as a real, accomplished gift of grace, not earned

® The conditional if indeed: final salvation tied to continuing in the faith

e Aclear scriptural answer to once saved, always saved (Hebrews 3:6, 14; 6:4-6; 10:26-31; 2
Peter 2:20-22; Galatians 5:4)

¢ The genuine possibility of falling away through persistent unbelief and disobedience

e Salvation preserved through ongoing faith and obedience, not automatic perseverance

e Assurance for the faithful and warning for the careless, held together without anxiety

Discussion Prompts

¢ What does the phrase if indeed you continue add to our understanding of salvation?

e How would you lovingly answer someone who believes a Christian can never fall away?

¢ How can we hold the call to endure without falling into constant anxiety about our
standing?



Question 10
Student Question:

Look back across these three verses. Paul moves from our alienation, to the costly cross that
reconciled us, to the holy future God intends for us, to the call to hold fast. Name one specific
way you sense Jesus forming you through this passage. What is the single truth from Colossians
1:21-23 that you most need to carry into this coming week?

Commentary and Teaching Notes

This capstone gathers the whole arc of the passage: from our alienation, to the costly cross, to
the holy future God intends, to the call to hold fast. The student’s task is to name one specific
way Christ is forming them through it.

Walk back through the movement as a prompt. Some students most need to feel afresh how far
God came to reach them. Some need to want holiness rather than mere forgiveness. Some need
the sober, loving call to hold fast and stop drifting. Let each name the one that meets them
where they are.

Close by reminding students that the goal is formation, not information. Paul wrote so that
reconciled people would live like reconciled people, humbled, amazed, hungry for holiness, and
steadfast. Invite them to carry one truth into the week and to let it shape how they walk with
the God who reconciled them.

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

* The arc from alienation to cross to holiness to perseverance
¢ Formation, not mere information, as the goal

e Carrying one concrete truth into the week

¢ Living as reconciled people who hold fast

Discussion Prompts

e Which truth from this passage most needs to take root in you this week?
e How does remembering the cost of your reconciliation change the way you will live?
e How can this group help you continue, stable and steadfast, in the days ahead?



