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At the risk of being heard to be a little unbalanced – an intolerable thing in a preacher! 

– I want to begin with a remark I made in passing last week: all Scripture is 

polemical. 

This is worth saying here – even worth over-stating – because it makes a difference 

for how we read the Scriptures, whether for ourselves personally or in public worship. 

For a public reading of the Scriptures there are many technical things to get right: 

whether the speaker can actually be heard, how fast or slow she goes, when and where 

she pauses. A bit of training in these kinds of things is very important to enhance the 

experience of hearing in worship. 

But there is also the matter of what we might call the theology of the reading – not 

here the theology which is in the text, but the theology which informs the reading 

itself. Put most simply, we must read the Scriptures as if we had written them. That is, 

we must read them knowing where the emphasis should fall. For it is entirely possible 

to do an eloquent – even beautiful – reading of a text, and simply to get the whole 

thing wrong by allowing the emphasis to fall in the wrong place. 

Getting the emphasis right is natural to us when we are reading our own texts or 

trying to make a point in a conversation. Our emphasis will fall on particular words 

and not on others according the distinctions we are drawing, what we are saying Yes 

and No to. Emphasis is an unwritten contributor to the meaning of a text, so that the 

same simple sentence can communicate quite different things, depending on where 

the emphasis falls, depending on how we accent what we are saying.  

Consider a simple statement like, “I went to church.” Shifting the emphasis changes 

what is being said: “I went to church” could imply that some other person I’m talking 

to or about didn’t but should have. “I went to church” implies that I no longer do, 

perhaps for loss of faith. And I might say “I went to church” to say that I didn’t go 

somewhere else, defending myself against a charge that I was somewhere else. 

Emphasis turns a simple statement into a history. To hear even a snippet of a 

conversation spoken with natural emphasis is to overhear a history, some kind of 

human exchange.  This happens so naturally that we don’t even notice it and, so, we 

may well not notice that the same thing is happening in the writing of the Scriptures.  

I want to focus particularly this morning on that part of our reading sometimes called 

the Colossian “hymn” (1.15-20). It is a text of rich prose – perhaps even poetry – 

expounding what we would call a very high Christology. Listen again to the things 

said of Jesus: he is the image of the invisible God, the firstborn of all creation; before 

all things; the beginning, the firstborn from the dead; the head of the body, the 

church, and so on…
 



  

One of the temptations we might feel with this passage is to pluck it out of its context 

in the letter and to recite it by itself, like one our creeds – and Uniting in Worship 

actually offers it as an alternative affirmation of faith (People’s Book, p.126). But this 

reduces the passage to the status of mere doctrine – a list of things which must be 

attributed to Jesus. And that brings us back into the realm of last week’s reflection: as 

if Christian belief were about knowing a set of “mysteries” of the Gnostic variety – 

eternal truths about the divine to which we just have to be able to say “Yes”. What do 

we say about Jesus? That he is “the image of the invisible God, the firstborn of all 

creation; the firstborn from the dead; the head of the church”, etc., etc., etc. This is 

doctrine in its least interesting sense – and something we risk every time we recite a 

creed (even the good ones!).  

Listen to the Colossian hymn, with the emphasis on what I’ve rather narrowly defined 

as the “doctrinal” bits: 

…he is the image of the invisible God, the firstborn of all creation; for in him 

all things in heaven and on earth were created…He himself is before all 

things, and in him all things hold together. 
 
He is the head of the body, the 

church; he is the beginning, the firstborn from the dead, so that he might come 

to have first place in everything. 

The emphasis here falls on the attributes: “image”, “firstborn”, “head”, and so on – 

the “doctrinal” bits. Listen now to a different pattern of emphasis: 

…he is the image of the invisible God…; for in him all things in heaven and on 

earth were created…He … is before all things… He is the head of the body, 

the church; he is the beginning…so that he might come to have first place in 

everything. 

Here the emphasis falls not on the attributes but on the person of Jesus. Which is the 

better way to read the text? There are clues in what Paul is apparently addressing the 

letter, rhythms to what he is saying which we will likely not hear simply because we 

are not attuned to them. The challenge for reading Scripture is that the scriptural 

arguments are not quite our arguments. When we read Paul’s letter to the Colossians, 

nearly 2000 years on, intervening time, culture and theological tradition get in the 

way. Remembering that the problem which Paul is trying to address is how 

“knowledge” and “wisdom” link us to the divine, we need to know that all the things 

which Paul says about Christ in this passage were also held to be true of “Wisdom” 

itself as a theological and philosophical category. “Wisdom” was almost personified 

as a divine identity, originating from and dwelling in heaven (Proverbs 8, Sirach 

24.1,4; Wisdom 7.25). Wisdom was held to mirror God’s power and image God’s 

goodness (Wisdom 7.25,26). It would be entirely possible to replace “Christ” in the 

Colossians hymn with “Wisdom”, and make perfect sense to a contemporary hearer. 

This is where the emphasis becomes important, for Paul’s intention is precisely not to 

make sense, not to tell his readers what they already know. Do you think that 

Wisdom, as you understand it, puts you in touch with the things of God? No. 

“Wisdom” is not the image, the firstborn, the head, the beginning. Christ Jesus is: 

he is the image of the invisible God…; for in him all things in heaven and on earth 

were created… He…is before all things… He is the head of the body, the church; he is 

the beginning…so that he might come to have first place in everything. 



  

For Paul’s context, the philosophical and religious ideas of the Wisdom of God have 

become so important that they have to be “tamed” for faith by being brought into 

dialogue with the person and history of Jesus. 

And it is the person and history which matters, because Paul displaces the received 

“idea” of Wisdom with the very historical and tangible crucified Jesus. And here we 

meet again Paul’s sense of the mystery of our faith: how can it be that a figure 

hanging from a cross could also be the image of the invisible God, the one in whom 

all things in heaven and on earth were created, the beginning of all things? What else 

would have to be true, if this were the case? How then would we have to live?  

We will come to some of these questions in a week or two. For now, it will be enough 

to understand what Paul is doing, and why. The “what” of Paul’s theological writing 

is this shifting of emphasis – shifting from an interest in “wisdom” or “knowledge” as 

such to considering the foolish- and weak-looking Jesus himself as the wisdom and 

strength of God (to recall 1 Corinthians 1.18-31). This is what I called the “polemical” 

nature of Scripture: its struggle with what we think we know. 

The “why” of this approach, however, has its lead from the work of God himself. Paul 

takes what the people think and say and re-works it by bringing to bear a different 

pattern of emphases. Our talk is filled with the things which matter to us, and properly 

so: love, economy, freedom, life. Yet we experience these things with particular 

emphases: love as a matter of feeling, economy as the science of exchange and 

scarcity, freedom as a matter of security, life as manifesting the fear of death.  

We need not wonder what language God speaks; God honours us by using our very 

own tongue, whatever it might be. But if there is any sense in which we might rightly 

speak of the Scripture as God’s Word to us, then we are dealing here with the 

emphases God uses in addressing us. To shift the metaphor slightly, the incarnation of 

God is his taking up of our being and language with his own distinctive accent. 

Because it is our language he uses, God too speaks of love, economy, freedom, and 

life. But on his tongue the accent falls on service rather than feelings, on the other 

rather than the self, on abundance rather than on scarcity, on gift rather than exchange, 

on what we are freed for rather than what we are freed from, on hope rather than on 

fear. What matters to us is all still there, just with a different emphasis. As with any 

foreign accent, we have to listen closely, attuning ourselves to the way in which the 

speaker consistently gets our language “wrong” by placing the emphasis on the wrong 

syllables, not quite getting the diphthongs right, turning the dentals in gutturals, or 

whatever. 

In the end, it is not merely our language but we ourselves who are being re-spoken, 

re-made by the God who creates with a Word. To be “chosen”, “holy” and “beloved”, 

as Paul later describes the Colossians (3.12,14), is for us ourselves to become 

accented in the speech of God in such a way that we are recreated.  

Discipleship is a matter of learning to hear these accents. And, as we always do if we 

stay long enough in a place where they “kind of” speak our language, we are learning 

to allow our own speech to be coloured by the accent of the citizens of a far country 

so that, when we finally get there, we will be perfectly at home, understanding and 

knowing as God already understands and knows us. 

*** 


