
The Cross of Christ, Teacher’s Guide

Lesson 10: The Triumph of the Cross: Disarming the Powers

Colossians 2:13–15

Teaching Aim (Teacher Orientation)

The doctrine at stake in this lesson is the triumph of the cross, often called the victory dimension 
of the atonement. Where earlier lessons emphasized the cross as sacrifice, substitution, and 
propitiation, Colossians 2:13–15 reveals the cross as victory: in it God cancelled the record of 
our debt and disarmed the spiritual powers that held us captive. Help the class see the great 
reversal at the heart of the passage. What looked like the defeat of Christ was in fact the defeat 
of the powers of darkness. The cross was Christ’s triumph, his victory parade, in which he led 
the disarmed powers as captives. This is not a different gospel from the one we have studied; it 
is another facet of the same cross. The blood that paid our debt also conquered our enemies.

Teach the two movements of the passage and bind them together. First, the cancelling of the 
debt: the record that stood against us, with all its legal demands, was set aside and nailed to the 
cross, so that we are forgiven all our trespasses. Stress the completeness, all our trespasses, and 
the decisiveness, nailed to the cross, not merely overlooked. Second, the disarming of the 
powers: the rulers and authorities, the spiritual forces of evil that accuse and enslave, were 
stripped of their weapons and publicly defeated in the cross. These two belong together. Sin 
gave the powers their legal claim against us, the accusation of an unpaid debt. When the debt 
was cancelled, the accuser was disarmed. Our forgiveness and Christ’s cosmic victory are one 
triumph.

Aim the lesson at a confident, victorious faith, guarding against two opposite errors. On one side 
is a defeated, guilt-ridden faith that lives as though old sins are still on the books and the battle 
is still in doubt. On the other is a fearful, unhealthy preoccupation with dark powers, as though 
the believer were still at their mercy. The cross answers both. The debt is cancelled, so guilt has 
no claim; the powers are disarmed, so fear has no ground. Lead the class to live from a victory 
already won, free from the guilt of sin and the tyranny of the powers, marveling that the darkest 
moment in history was God’s decisive triumph, and that the triumph is theirs in Christ.

Question 1

Student Question:

Paul says God “made alive together with him” those who were “dead in trespasses,” having 
“forgiven us all our trespasses” (v. 13). What does it mean that we were spiritually dead and that 
God made us alive, and why does Paul stress that he forgave us “all” our trespasses?

Commentary and Teaching Notes



Begin with the condition the cross addresses: you were dead in your trespasses. Paul describes 
the pre-Christian state not as merely sick or weak but as dead, spiritually lifeless, unable to raise 
ourselves. This is the backdrop against which the triumph shines. Dead people do not contribute 
to their own resurrection; they can only be made alive by another. God made us alive together 
with Christ.

Draw out the link between being made alive and being forgiven. Paul ties them tightly: God 
made us alive, having forgiven us all our trespasses. The forgiveness is the ground of the new 
life. Our trespasses were what held us in death; with the trespasses forgiven, the death is 
overcome and life is given. New life and full forgiveness come together in Christ.

Press the word all. God forgave us all our trespasses. Not most, not the respectable ones, not 
the sins up to a certain point, but all. This completeness is essential to the triumph. A partial 
forgiveness would leave the accuser a foothold, some unpaid debt to hold against us. Paul says 
all our trespasses were forgiven, leaving no remainder for guilt or the powers to exploit.

Help the class feel the wonder of being made alive. The Christian life does not begin with our 
reaching up to God but with God reaching down to the spiritually dead and imparting life. This 
guards against any notion that we contributed to our salvation by our own spiritual vitality. We 
were dead; he made us alive. Everything that follows in the passage flows from this gift of 
resurrection life and complete forgiveness.

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

 The pre-Christian state as spiritual death, not mere weakness (Colossians 2:13; Ephesians 
2:1–5)

 Being made alive together with Christ as God’s sovereign gift to the dead
 Complete forgiveness of all trespasses as the ground of new life
 The completeness of forgiveness leaving no foothold for the accuser
 Salvation beginning with God reaching down, not us reaching up

Discussion Prompts

 What does it mean that we were spiritually dead and God made us alive?
 Why does Paul stress that God forgave us all our trespasses?
 How does complete forgiveness leave the accuser no foothold?

Question 2

Student Question:

Is there a particular sin from your past that you struggle to believe is truly forgiven, one you keep 
returning to with guilt? How does the word “all” in “forgiven us all our trespasses” speak directly 
to that struggle?



Commentary and Teaching Notes

This self-examining question takes the word all and applies it to the sin a believer cannot quite 
believe is forgiven. Many Christians have one, a particular failure from the past they keep 
returning to with guilt, a sin that feels too great, too shameful, or too repeated to be fully 
covered. Paul’s all our trespasses speaks directly to that wound.

Help students see how this works. The accuser specializes in exceptions, in convincing us that 
while God forgives sins in general, this one sin is different. The completeness of Paul’s language 
refuses the exception. If God forgave all our trespasses, then this one is included; there is no sin 
so great that it falls outside the all that Christ’s blood covers.

Be gentle and pastoral, because guilt over a specific past sin can be deep and tender. The point 
is not to dismiss the seriousness of the sin but to magnify the sufficiency of the forgiveness. The 
greater the sin feels, the greater the grace that covers it must be, and Paul says that grace 
covered all. Lingering guilt over a forgiven sin is not humility; it is, in effect, doubting the 
completeness of the cross.

Aim at one concrete release. Invite each student to bring the sin they most struggle to believe is 
forgiven, and to lay it under the word all this week, choosing to believe God’s verdict over the 
accuser’s whisper. The completeness of the cross is meant to silence the exception we keep 
making against ourselves.

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

 The completeness of forgiveness covering even the sin we cannot forgive ourselves 
(Colossians 2:13; 1 John 1:9)

 The accuser specializing in convincing us of exceptions
 Lingering guilt over a forgiven sin as doubting the sufficiency of the cross
 Believing God’s verdict over the accuser’s whisper

Discussion Prompts

 Is there a past sin you struggle to believe is truly forgiven?
 How does the word all in this verse speak to that struggle?
 What would it mean to believe God’s verdict over the accuser this week?

Question 3

Student Question:

Paul describes “the record of debt that stood against us with its legal demands,” which God “set 
aside, nailing it to the cross” (v. 14). What is this record of debt, and what does it mean that God 
cancelled it and nailed it to the cross rather than merely overlooking it?

Commentary and Teaching Notes



Paul introduces a vivid image: the record of debt that stood against us with its legal demands. 
The word pictures a handwritten certificate of indebtedness, an itemized list of what we owed, 
with the legal demands that condemned us. Behind it stands every command we broke and 
every sin we committed, recorded and held against us. It stood against us, a standing 
accusation.

Explain what God did with this record. He set it aside, cancelled it, nailing it to the cross. The 
language is deliberate and physical. God did not merely ignore the debt or quietly drop the 
charges; he took the certificate of our indebtedness and nailed it up with Christ on the cross, 
where it was cancelled in his death. The debt was not waved away but paid and publicly 
discharged.

Stress why it matters that God cancelled the debt rather than merely overlooking it. A debt 
overlooked could be reinstated; a charge dropped might be refiled. But a debt nailed to the 
cross and paid in the death of Christ is settled forever. The accusation that stood against us has 
been removed, not by pretense, but by payment. This is forgiveness with a foundation in justice, 
the same justice satisfied in the propitiation we studied earlier.

Connect the picture to the believer’s assurance. Because the record was nailed to the cross, it 
can never again be produced against us. The accuser cannot reach back and pull out a charge 
that has been cancelled in Christ’s blood. Our forgiveness rests not on God forgetting our sins 
but on God dealing with them decisively at the cross. The handwriting that condemned us is 
gone, nailed up where its cancellation is on display.

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

 The record of debt as the standing accusation of our sins against us (Colossians 2:14)
 God cancelling the debt by nailing it to the cross, not merely overlooking it
 Forgiveness grounded in payment, so the charge can never be refiled
 The legal demands of the law met in the death of Christ
 Assurance grounded in the decisive cancellation of the record

Discussion Prompts

 What is the record of debt Paul describes?
 Why does it matter that God cancelled it rather than merely overlooking it?
 How does a debt nailed to the cross differ from a charge merely dropped?

Question 4

Student Question:

Imagine the full record of everything you have ever done wrong, itemized and held against you. 
How does the picture of God nailing that record to the cross, marked paid in full, change the way 
you carry your past?



Commentary and Teaching Notes

This self-focused question turns the image of the cancelled record toward the way we carry our 
past. Many believers drag their history behind them like a ledger, replaying old failures, defining 
themselves by what they have done wrong, living under the weight of a record they believe still 
stands. Paul’s picture is meant to lift that weight.

Help students imagine the scene Paul paints. The full record of their wrongs, every item, held 
against them, and then God taking that record and nailing it to the cross, stamped paid in full in 
the blood of Christ. The question invites them to let this picture do its work on the way they 
carry their past, replacing the heavy ledger with the cancelled certificate.

Distinguish remembering from carrying. The Christian may remember past sins, sometimes with 
grief, but is not meant to carry them as a present accusation. There is a difference between 
learning from a past God has forgiven and being weighed down by a record he has cancelled. 
The cross frees us from the latter without denying the former.

Aim at a concrete change in posture. Invite each student to name the way their past most 
weighs on them, and to carry it differently this week in light of the cancelled record. The goal is 
not to forget that we sinned but to stop living as though the debt were still on the books, when 
God has nailed it to the cross.

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

 Freedom from carrying a past God has cancelled (Colossians 2:14; Psalm 103:12)
 The difference between remembering forgiven sin and carrying it as accusation
 Identity defined by the cancelled record, not the old ledger
 Living unburdened by a debt nailed to the cross

Discussion Prompts

 How does the picture of your record nailed to the cross change how you carry your past?
 What is the difference between remembering a forgiven sin and carrying it as accusation?
 How will you carry your past differently this week in light of the cancelled record?

Question 5

Student Question:

Paul says that in the cross God “disarmed the rulers and authorities and put them to open 
shame, by triumphing over them” (v. 15). What are these rulers and authorities, and how did the 
cross, which looked like defeat, actually defeat the powers of darkness?

Commentary and Teaching Notes



Paul now turns from the cancelled debt to the defeated powers: God disarmed the rulers and 
authorities and put them to open shame, by triumphing over them in the cross. The rulers and 
authorities are the spiritual forces of evil, the powers of darkness that accuse, deceive, and 
enslave humanity. The class should understand that Scripture treats these as real, though it 
never invites unhealthy fascination with them.

Explain the great reversal. The cross looked like the powers defeating Christ; Paul says it was 
Christ defeating the powers. The word disarmed pictures stripping a defeated enemy of his 
weapons. The chief weapon of the powers was the accusation of our sin, the unpaid debt that 
gave them a legal claim against us. When God cancelled that debt at the cross, he stripped the 
powers of their weapon. They have nothing left to accuse us with, because the charge has been 
paid.

Unfold the image of triumph. Paul uses the picture of a Roman triumphal procession, in which a 
victorious general led his conquered enemies through the streets as defeated captives, 
displayed in open shame. God did this to the powers in the cross. What appeared to be Christ’s 
humiliation was actually the powers being led in chains behind his victory chariot, exposed and 
defeated before the watching universe.

Help the class grasp how the cross defeated the powers. It was not by overwhelming force in the 
way the world expects victory, but by paying the debt that gave the powers their hold. The 
powers enslave through sin and accuse through guilt and terrify through death. The cross dealt 
with sin, cancelled guilt, and broke the power of death, leaving the rulers and authorities 
disarmed. Their defeat is not future but accomplished; the decisive blow has already fallen.

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

 The rulers and authorities as real spiritual powers of evil (Colossians 2:15; Ephesians 6:12)
 The cross as the disarming of the powers, stripping their weapon of accusation
 The great reversal: apparent defeat as decisive victory
 The triumphal procession imagery: the powers led as defeated captives
 Victory won not by force but by cancelling the debt that gave the powers their hold

Discussion Prompts

 Who are the rulers and authorities Paul speaks of?
 How did the cross, which looked like defeat, actually defeat the powers of darkness?
 What was the chief weapon of the powers, and how was it taken from them?

Question 6

Student Question:



Where in your life does the enemy still seem to have power over you, through fear, accusation, 
addiction, or the dread of death? How does knowing that Christ has already disarmed the 
powers change the way you face that struggle?

Commentary and Teaching Notes

This self-focused question applies the disarming of the powers to the places the enemy still 
seems to hold sway. Paul names the powers as disarmed, yet believers often live as though they 
were still fully armed, ruled by fear, dogged by accusation, bound by addiction, terrified of 
death. The question invites students to bring those specific struggles under the truth of the 
cross.

Help students locate where the enemy seems to have power over them. For one it is chronic 
fear or anxiety; for another, relentless accusation and self-condemnation; for another, an 
addiction that feels unbreakable; for another, the dread of death. These are the very weapons 
the cross has stripped from the powers, and naming them lets the victory be applied.

Teach the difference the disarming makes. The powers may still threaten, but they have been 
disarmed; their threats are the bluster of a defeated enemy, not the commands of a rightful 
master. The believer resists not in order to win a battle still in doubt, but standing in a victory 
already secured. We do not give the powers more credit than the cross gives them, nor more 
fear than a disarmed enemy deserves.

Aim at one concrete struggle. Invite each student to name where the enemy still seems to have 
power, and to face it this week in light of Christ’s triumph, resisting from victory rather than 
cowering as though still enslaved. Hebrews says Christ died to free those held in slavery by the 
fear of death; that freedom extends to every weapon the cross has taken from the powers.

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

 Resisting the powers from a victory already won (Colossians 2:15; James 4:7)
 The threats of disarmed powers as bluster, not rightful command
 Freedom from the fear of death through Christ’s triumph (Hebrews 2:14–15)
 Refusing to give the powers more fear than a defeated enemy deserves

Discussion Prompts

 Where does the enemy still seem to have power over you?
 How does knowing Christ has disarmed the powers change how you face that struggle?
 What does it mean to resist from victory rather than fight as if it might be lost?

Question 7

Student Question:



Paul presents the cross as a great reversal, where apparent defeat was actually decisive victory. 
How does this pattern, victory through apparent defeat, reshape the way you understand 
suffering, weakness, and loss in your own walk with Christ?

Commentary and Teaching Notes

This question draws out the pattern at the heart of the passage: victory through apparent 
defeat. The cross is the supreme instance of God working in a way that looks, to human eyes, 
like loss and weakness, while accomplishing the greatest triumph in history. This pattern, once 
seen, illuminates much of the Christian life.

Help the class trace the pattern through Scripture. The same God who triumphed through the 
apparent defeat of the cross often works through weakness, smallness, and loss. Paul learned 
that God’s power is made perfect in weakness. The kingdom comes like a mustard seed. The 
way up is down; the way to life is through death. The cross is not an exception to God’s ways but 
their clearest revelation.

Apply this to the believer’s experience of suffering, weakness, and loss. Because of the cross, we 
can no longer assume that what looks like defeat is defeat. The very places where we feel 
weakest and most diminished may be where God is doing his deepest work. This does not 
romanticize suffering or pretend loss is not loss, but it refuses to read circumstances by 
appearances alone, since at the cross appearances lied completely.

Draw out the hope this gives. The pattern of the cross means that our apparent defeats are not 
the final word. The God who brought the world’s salvation out of a Roman execution can bring 
life out of our losses, strength out of our weakness, and good out of what looks like ruin. We 
interpret our lives in light of the cross, where the darkest defeat was the greatest victory.

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

 Victory through apparent defeat as the pattern of the cross (1 Corinthians 1:18–25)
 God’s power made perfect in weakness (2 Corinthians 12:9–10)
 Refusing to read circumstances by appearances alone
 Hope that apparent defeats are not the final word for those in Christ

Discussion Prompts

 How does the pattern of victory through apparent defeat reshape your view of suffering?
 Where might God be working through a weakness or loss that looks like defeat?
 How does the cross teach us not to trust appearances about our circumstances?

Question 8

Student Question:



We are tempted to live as though the outcome of the battle with sin and evil is still in doubt. 
What would change in your daily life this week if you truly lived from the victory of the cross 
rather than fighting as if it might still be lost?

Commentary and Teaching Notes

This self-focused question confronts the practical unbelief of living as though the battle’s 
outcome were still uncertain. Many Christians fight sin and face evil with a kind of anxious 
desperation, as if everything depended on their performance and the war could still be lost. 
Paul’s announcement of the cross as triumph calls us to a different posture entirely.

Help students see the difference between fighting for victory and fighting from it. To fight for 
victory is to battle as though the outcome hangs on us, gripped by fear of losing. To fight from 
victory is to battle as those for whom the decisive war has already been won by Christ, resisting 
sin and evil with confidence rather than dread. The skirmishes remain, but the war is settled.

Show how this changes daily life. Living from the victory of the cross brings a settled confidence 
to our struggles against sin, a freedom from the paralyzing fear of failure, and a refusal to be 
ruled by guilt or terror. We still fight, and we fight seriously, but we fight as conquerors through 
him who loved us, not as those whose fate is undecided.

Aim at one concrete shift. Invite each student to name where they have been living as though 
the battle might still be lost, and to face that area this week from the victory of the cross 
instead. The triumph of Christ is not a doctrine to admire from a distance but a reality to live in, 
day by day.

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

 Living from the victory of the cross rather than fighting as if it might be lost (Romans 8:37)
 The difference between anxious striving and confident resistance
 Freedom from the paralyzing fear of failure
 More than conquerors through him who loved us

Discussion Prompts

 Where do you live as though the battle with sin and evil might still be lost?
 What would change if you fought from the victory of the cross this week?
 What is the difference between fighting for victory and fighting from it?

Question 9

Student Question:

Bringing the passage together, Paul moves from our forgiveness (the debt cancelled) to Christ’s 
cosmic victory (the powers disarmed), all accomplished in the cross. Explain how the cancelling 
of our record of debt and the defeat of the spiritual powers are bound together in the single 



triumph of the cross, and why the believer can therefore live free from both the guilt of sin and 
the tyranny of the powers. How does this guard us from both a defeated, guilt-ridden faith and a 
fearful preoccupation with dark powers?

Commentary and Teaching Notes

This is the heaviest doctrinal block of the lesson, and it must bind together the two movements 
of the passage into the single triumph of the cross. Begin by showing the class that the 
cancelling of our debt and the defeat of the powers are not two separate events but two aspects 
of one victory. Paul presents them in a single flow: God forgave all our trespasses, cancelled the 
record of debt by nailing it to the cross, and in that same act disarmed the powers and 
triumphed over them. The forgiveness and the cosmic victory are one work of the cross.

Explain the inner connection, because it is profound. The powers held their claim over us 
through our sin. The accuser accuses on the basis of real guilt; the record of debt was the legal 
ground of his hold. When God cancelled that record at the cross, he simultaneously stripped the 
accuser of his weapon. You cannot prosecute a debt that has been paid. So the moment our 
trespasses were forgiven and the certificate nailed to the cross, the powers were disarmed. Our 
forgiveness is the very means of their defeat. The cross liberates us from guilt and from the 
powers in one stroke, because the guilt was what gave the powers their grip.

Draw out why this means the believer can live free from both the guilt of sin and the tyranny of 
the powers. Because the debt is cancelled, guilt has no rightful claim; the believer need not live 
condemned. Because the powers are disarmed, fear has no rightful ground; the believer need 
not live terrorized. The two freedoms come together. A Christian who truly grasps this passage 
walks neither under the cloud of unforgiven sin nor under the shadow of dark powers, because 
the cross has dealt decisively with both.

Now name the two errors this truth guards against, because the class needs both guarded. On 
one side is a defeated, guilt-ridden faith that lives as though old sins were still on the books and 
condemnation still loomed. The cancelled record answers this: there is no condemnation for 
those in Christ Jesus, for the debt is nailed to the cross. On the other side is a fearful, unhealthy 
preoccupation with dark powers, an outlook that sees the believer as still at the mercy of 
spiritual forces, forever embattled and afraid. The disarmed powers answer this: the rulers and 
authorities have been publicly defeated, and the believer in Christ stands on the victory side of 
the cross. Scripture acknowledges the reality of the powers without ever surrendering to fear of 
them, because they are conquered foes.

Hold the balance the New Testament holds. We take sin seriously, but we do not live 
condemned, because the debt is cancelled. We take the spiritual realm seriously, but we do not 
live in dread, because the powers are disarmed. The complete New Testament is our authority 
here, and it gives us no warrant for either morbid guilt or fearful fascination with the powers; it 
gives us instead the triumph of the cross, in which both our guilt and our enemies have been 
overcome. Let the class rest in that triumph.



Close on the wonder of it. In one act, on a Roman cross that looked like the death of hope, God 
forgave all our sins and conquered all our enemies. The believer stands today on the far side of 
that victory, debt cancelled and powers disarmed, free. This is not triumphalism that ignores 
ongoing struggle; the skirmishes remain. But the decisive battle is won, and it is won for us, and 
nothing can reverse it.

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

 The cancelled debt and the disarmed powers as two aspects of one triumph of the cross 
(Colossians 2:14–15)

 Our forgiveness as the very means of the powers’ defeat, stripping the accuser’s weapon
 Freedom from both the guilt of sin and the tyranny of the powers in Christ
 Guarding against a defeated, guilt-ridden faith (Romans 8:1)
 Guarding against a fearful preoccupation with dark powers, which are conquered foes
 The complete New Testament as our authority, giving neither morbid guilt nor fearful 

fascination

Discussion Prompts

 How are the cancelling of our debt and the defeat of the powers bound together in the 
cross?

 Why can the believer live free from both the guilt of sin and the fear of the powers?
 How does this guard us against both a guilt-ridden faith and a fearful focus on dark powers?

Question 10

Student Question:

Look back across Colossians 2:13–15 as a whole, where the cross is revealed as God’s decisive 
triumph. Name one specific way that seeing the cross as victory, not just sacrifice, is changing 
how you live, and one concrete way you will walk in that triumph this week.

Commentary and Teaching Notes

The capstone question gathers the lesson and calls for a personal response. Remind the class of 
the great reversal they have seen: the cross that looked like defeat was God’s decisive triumph, 
in which our debt was cancelled and nailed up paid in full, and the powers of darkness were 
disarmed and led as captives in Christ’s victory parade.

Invite each student to name one specific way that seeing the cross as victory, not only sacrifice, 
is changing how they live. For one it may be release from a sin they could not believe was 
forgiven; for another, freedom from fear of the powers or of death; for another, a new 
confidence to fight sin from victory rather than for it.



Then ask for one concrete way they will walk in that triumph this week, whether resting in the 
cancelled record, resisting a struggle from the victory of the cross, or refusing to live condemned 
or afraid. End by looking ahead: having celebrated the triumph of the cross, the next lesson 
brings us to the table where the church gathers each Lord’s Day to remember and proclaim that 
triumphant death until he comes.

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

 The cross as God’s decisive triumph over sin and the powers
 Living free from guilt and fear in the victory of the cross
 Resisting sin and evil from victory rather than for it
 Walking daily in the triumph Christ secured

Discussion Prompts

 How is seeing the cross as victory, not just sacrifice, changing how you live?
 Which truth from this lesson freed you most, and why?
 What is one concrete way you will walk in the triumph of the cross this week?


