THE POWER OF THE CROSS
When you were dead in your sins and in the uncircumcision of your sinful nature, God made you alive with Christ. He forgave us all our sins, 14 having canceled the written code, with its regulations, that was against us and stood opposed to us; he took it away, nailing it to the cross. 15 And having disarmed the powers and authorities, he made a public spectacle of them, triumphing over them by the cross
                                                                                                                                         Colossians 2:13-15

Paul is drawing out the significance of the fact that the new Christians have been united in baptism with the death and the resurrection of Christ, and so have exchanged their previous status (Gentiles who are outside the people of God) for that of forgiven sinners, welcomed into a family circle beyond the reach of legal accusation or previous national loyalties.
‘When you were dead in your sins and in the uncircumcision of your sinful nature’ (2:13). This closely parallels Ephesians 2:12 ‘remember that at that time you were separate from Christ, excluded from citizenship in Israel and foreigners to the covenants of the promise, without hope and without God in the world.’ Paul is adamant that the pagan nations are utterly lost. This was the state of the Colossians before conversion. Just as the prodigal son in Luke 15:24,32 ‘was dead and is alive again,’ so ‘God made you alive with Christ’ (2:13). When God looks on those who are ‘in’ Christ, He ‘sees’ that what is true of Christ (particularly His death and resurrection) is also true of them. They died with Christ and they have been raised with Christ. The Jews expected resurrection at the end of time but it has begun already. Those who belong to Christ find themselves living simultaneously in the old and the new age. This overlap of the two ages brings about paradoxes and tensions in Paul’s view of the Christian life. He can emphasise, as here, that believers already partake in the life and power of Christ’s resurrection, and equally emphasise, as in 3:5-11 or Romans 8:12-15, the obligation to ‘put to death’ all that remains of the sinful life.
Because of the close biblical link between sin and death, the obvious precondition for the resurrection life is that sins must be dealt with. The claim that ‘God made you alive’ is immediately followed by ‘He forgave us all our sins’ (2:13). Paul has gone from ‘you’ to ‘us.’ The Colossians have joined Paul in the people of God. Paul joins them in the category of forgiven sinners.
How did the cross solve the problem of sin? Paul doesn’t explain everything Calvary gained for his readers but he does show how those things that might have excluded the Colossians from God’s people were dealt with on the cross. 

In 2:14 and 15 Paul notes the two barriers which stand between humanity and membership in God’s family: ‘the written code, with its regulations, that was against us and stood opposed to us’ and ‘the powers and authorities.’ God has cancelled the first and disarmed the second. What is ‘the written code’ and how does ‘with its regulations’ relate to the rest of the verse? There are two main options for understanding the comparatively rare word Paul uses for ‘written code.’ The first, and the one taken by the NIV, is to equate the term with the Law of Moses. The more traditional interpretation understands the word to mean a certificate of debt, an IOU, signed by the debtor where the debt in this context is the debt of sin. This second option has the most difficulties. In what sense have those outside of Christ signed their name to their debt? While Christ’s sacrificial death was payment for a penalty, the stronger weight from the context is that the reference is to the Mosaic Law.

Why does Paul add that the written code ‘stood opposed to us’ to what he has just said, that it ‘was against us?’ Is this just saying the same thing twice? ‘Was against us’ indicates active opposition but ‘stood opposed to us’ describes more a barrier which stands in the way. Paul’s literal word order is: ‘having blotted out the against us handwriting with its regulations, which was opposed to us.’ This might mean Paul added the last clause to emphasise the effect of the detailed regulations, because the handwriting, (the Law), kept both Jews and Gentiles locked up in sin. To define this more closely, the Law shut up the Jews under sin and shut out the Gentiles from the hope and promise of membership in God’s people.
God not only ‘cancelled the written code,’ He ‘took it away’ by ‘nailing it to the cross.’ This is probably a reference to the titulus, ‘The King of the Jews,’ which Pilate had nailed to the cross as the ‘reason’ for Jesus’ execution (John 19:19). But Paul, looking at the cross in his imagination, saw there instead, the titulus that expressed the charge against all Jesus’ people, the written code that stood against them, disqualifying them from the life of the new age. And it was God and not Pilate who put it there. This is the same truth expressed in Galatians 3:13 and 2 Corinthians 5:21. As the representative of His people, Jesus dies their death on the cross, so that, dying with Him, they need never die again. This is how God has dealt with sin so that His people may have new life.
Understood in this way, 2:14 does two things. It explains how God has made forgiveness of sins, and therefore new life, available to us. Second, it re-emphasises the uselessness of looking to Judaism for a richer or more complete membership in the people of God. The Torah was not a help but a hindrance. God has erased its accusing demands altogether. No longer need Jews be under its curse. No longer can it keep Gentiles out of God’s family. No longer can it bar the way to the life of the age to come. This emphasis will be taken again later in 2:16-19, 20-23.

‘And having disarmed the powers and authorities, he made a public spectacle of them, triumphing over them by the cross’ (2:15). Paul is here saying that because of what Jesus did on the cross, ‘the powers and authorities’ are defeated, so that, by implication, neither the Colossians nor anyone else who belongs to Jesus need be overawed by them again. The phrase ‘triumphing over them’ is a metaphor for the practice of Roman generals following a conquest. Far away military victories were celebrated in Rome by a march through the streets, displaying the booty taken from conquered peoples and leading a host of bedraggled prisoners as ‘a public spectacle.’
Looking deeper, what has been done to ‘the powers’, by whom (God or Christ), and where has it been done (in Christ or on the cross)? Grammatically the subject of the sentence continues to be God, and the final phrase, which could mean either ‘in Him’ or ‘in it’ (the cross), would read more naturally as a reference to God’s actions ‘in Christ.’ But the verb translated ‘disarmed’ is in a form which elsewhere (e.g. 3:9) refers to stripping something off from oneself. Understood this way, was Paul saying Jesus’ death denied powers of darkness their avenue of access? In divesting Himself of his physical flesh when He died, was Jesus effectively stripping the powers of their point of entry and attack? While possible, this is not Paul’s likely meaning. Jesus’ victory over powers of darkness would not directly benefit His people and Paul has been at pains to present the cross as the pinnacle of Christ’s work for us. Christ stripped, not Himself but the rulers and authorities.
These rulers and authorities conspired to place Jesus on the cross. Angry at His challenge to their authority, these powers stripped Him naked, held Him up to public contempt and celebrated a triumph over Him. But in the paradox of the cross, Paul declares that to the contrary, on the cross God was stripping them naked, was holding them up top public contempt and leading them in His own triumphal procession – in Christ, the crucified Messiah. When the powers had done their worst, crucifying the Lord of glory incognito on the charge of blasphemy and rebellion, they had over-reached themselves. He was neither a rebel nor a blasphemer, but was in fact the rightful sovereign. They had exposed themselves for what they were – usurpers of the authority that was properly His. At the cross Christ broke the last hold the powers had over His people – by dying on their behalf. He now welcomes them into a new family in which the ways of the old world – its behaviour, its distinctions of race and class and gender, its blind obedience to the ‘forces’ of politics, economics, prejudice and superstition – have become a ragged and defeated rabble.
The mission of the church in the world (Ephesians 3:10) includes the task of proclaiming to the present ‘power structures’ that God is God and Jesus is Lord and summoning them to step down from their thrones and take up their proper responsibilities in looking after the world. They do not own the world. They belong to ‘this age’ and do not hold final authority over those who belong already to the ‘age to come.’
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