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Paul’s Theology of Peace and Worship: 
“Let the Peace of Christ Rule in Your Hearts, Be 

Thankful” (Colossians 3:15) 
Samuel Deressa 

 
Introduction 

For the apostle Paul, there is one major challenge to the mission of Christ to the world, 
and that is the penetration of the normative values of the Roman Empire (e.g., self-
advancement and self-promotion) into the life of the congregations. These values of the 
Empire produced strife, dissension, and quarrels among the early Christians.1 Against such 
challenges, Paul urges Christians to follow Christ and to worship Him with gentleness, by 
living in peace and harmony with each other, and by looking “to the interest of others” 
(Phil 2:4). This article focuses on the connection between Paul’s theology of peace and its 
implication for worship life based on Colossians 3:15, “Let the peace of Christ rule in your 
hearts . . .. And be thankful.” 

Paul’s view of peace and its implication for our worship lives are not always discussed 
with the attention they deserve. Interestingly, there are a few works related to the 
connection between Paul’s theology of peace and worship. G. Ladd, for example, in his A 
Theology of the New Testament, discusses the concept of peace as a blessing that flows 
from reconciliation, and he describes it as a “very rich, many-sided concept.”2 Yet he 
makes no connection between peace and worship. On the other hand, James Dunn, in his 
Theology of Paul the Apostle, makes a clear connection between the ministry in the church 
(worship) and its practical implication (how believers should live in peace and harmony).3 
M. Desjardins does the same in his discussion of peace in the New Testament. Desjardins 
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used the motif of equality to illustrate Paul’s understanding of peace, and he discusses the 
notion of koinonia as pointing towards the connection between peace and worship.4 

Why is it important to talk about the connection between peace and worship? For many 
people today, worship is understood inwardly, having no connection to how we live our 
faith in public (i.e., outside the church). In other words, as Darrell Guder emphasized, “Our 
postmodern society has come to regard worship as the private, internal, and often arcane 
activity of religionists who retreat from the world to practice their mystic rites.”5 For Paul, 
however, the churches’ fellowship and worship life and their public witness or mission of 
sharing Christ’s peace with the world are inseparably joined together.  
Sharing the Peace of Christ 

For many Christians, Sunday worship is understood as what happens between us and 
God. It is probably when we share greetings or the “sign of peace” with each other that we 
are made fully aware of the presence of our brothers and sisters in Christ. During our 
Lutheran worship, we move to shake hands with those around us, sharing the Lord’s peace 
when the pastor says, “Let’s take a moment to greet those around you.”6 What is the 
significance of sharing Christ’s peace together? Why do we do it during our time of 
worship? As Richard Giles rightly points out, “The sharing of the Peace as a sign of 
reconciliation and mutual love within the community of faith is one of the most potent 
symbols of the rediscovery of worship as an interactive event rather than a lecture or 
spectacle.”7 

The practice of sharing the peace of Christ 
during our liturgy might have originated with the 
disciples of Jesus. In the African Christian 
communities, people share greetings with a kiss. 
Among African Christians, the so-called “holy kiss” 
(φιλήμα ἁγίον) has greater implications for sharing 
communal life. For African Christians, the practice 
of a “holy kiss” is a sign of affirmation of each 
member of the community. With the kiss on the 
shoulders, hands, and cheek, Africans show their 
love for each other. This practice might have been 
derived from Paul’s letters where he urges 
Christians to “greet one another with a holy kiss” 
(Rom 16:16; 1 Cor 16:20; 2 Cor 13:12; 1 Thes 5:26). 
First Peter similarly closes with the exhortation to 
“greet one another with a kiss of love” (1 Pt 5:14). 

What is peace? And why is it so important to share this peace during our worship? 
Sometimes we think of peace as the absence of conflict and violence. So, when we share 
peace with our brothers and sisters in Christ, we may feel that we are trying to avoid conflict 
with other church members. We give a “cease-fire” kind of definition to peace, but this is 
only one of several meanings of peace.  
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According to Paul, when we speak of peace “with,” “in,” and/or “through” Christ, we 
mean something far more positive than merely the absence of conflict. The peace of Christ 
for Paul designates a realm established by the work of Christ, by His defeating and 
conquering of evil forces and establishing a relationship between Himself and the believing 
community—and this is the gospel. The Gospel that we preach is the Gospel of peace.  

This peace of Christ is different than the peace that this world can offer: “Peace I leave 
with you; my peace I give to you. I do not give to you as the world gives. Do not let your 
hearts be troubled, and do not let them be afraid” (Jn 14:27). Paul reminds Christians in 
Colossae that, as believers in Christ, they are transferred into this state of peace with God 
(Col 3:15). This implies that because they reside in this peace, they must strive for it in 
their communities.  

According to Paul, the challenge to having peace in Christ and experiencing its 
implications in our worship lives and ministries is the strife that happens among Christians 
and others. According to Paul, strife is the result of “the desires of flesh” (Gal 5:17-21), 
and it is practiced among those whom “God gave up” (Rom 1:24, 26, 28) to disgrace: “They 
were filled with all manner of unrighteousness, evil, covetousness, malice. They are full of 
envy, murder, strife, deceit, maliciousness. They are gossips, slanderers, haters of God, 
insolent, haughty, boastful, inventors of evil, disobedient to parents, foolish, faithless, 
heartless, ruthless” (Rom 1:29-31). 

Paul also argues that the other cause for conflict or strife in the church is departing 
from the apostolic teaching as described in Colossians. According to Paul, what resulted in 
strife among Christians in Colossae is an early form of Gnosticism, in which God is 
described as pure spirit (πνεῦμα). Spirit is separate and distinct from matter (the flesh), 
which according to them is inherently evil. They further argued that redemption involves 
separation of the spiritual (πνευματικός) from the material (σάρξ) in order to unite with 
God and ultimately to gain salvation.8 According to this teaching, one can accomplish this 
only though acquiring hidden knowledge (γνῶσις, from which the name “Gnosticism” was 
derived) by devoting oneself to studying philosophy.9 

Paul uses the same rhetoric in his Pastoral Epistles, where he argues that,  
 If anyone teaches a different doctrine and does not agree with the sound 

words of our Lord Jesus Christ and the teaching that accords with 
godliness, he is puffed up with conceit and understands nothing. He has 
an unhealthy craving for controversy and for quarrels about words, 
which produce envy, dissension, slander, evil suspicions, and constant 
friction among people who are depraved in mind and deprived of the 
truth, imagining that godliness is a means of gain. (1 Tim 6:3-5) 

Peace in Colossians 3:15: “Let the peace of Christ rule in your hearts” 
As Paul states, all Christians are invited to experience the peace of Christ (Col 3:15), 

which is drawn from the sovereignty (Lordship) of Christ. Christ made peace by 
overcoming the powers that are opposed to God’s will (Col 1:13, 20; 2:15). Paul’s main 
argument here is that believers have been taken into a new realm of Christ’s peace—a 
realm in which His Lordship is fully manifested—and thus they experience its blessings. 
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In other words, as citizens of Christ’s kingdom, they are invited to enjoy the blessings that 
Christ gives. Being brought into the realm ruled by Christ gives the believers an inner peace 
that comes through their relationship with God.  

The phrase “peace of Christ” refers to the peace that Christ both embodies and brings 
(see John 14:27). This shows that Christ is the only provider of true peace. The Greek 
words in Colossians 3:15 “τού χριστού” (“of Christ”) understood as a subjective genitive, 
provides us with such meaning—translated in some versions as “peace that Christ gives” 
(GNB). So He gives peace to believers (2 Thes 3:16). Paul elsewhere refers to God as “the 
God [or] Lord of peace” (Rom 15:13; 16:20; 1 Cor 14:33; 2 Cor 13:11; Phil 4:9; 1 Thes 
5:23, Heb 13:20), and He Himself is that peace (Eph 2:14). 

Following his Jewish traditions, Paul associates peace with God’s very being and 
character. This probably is in relation to Judges 6:24, where Gideon built an altar that he 
called, “The Lord is peace.” In Isaiah 9:6, the Messiah is also called the Prince of peace. 
Similarly, in 2 Thessalonians 3:16, Christ is characterized as the Lord of peace who gives 
peace “at all times in every way.” In Ephesians 2:14, Christ is described as “our peace.” It 
is God who is peace and who is also the giver of peace. He transforms humanity from its 
hostile, violent existence to be like God and to live in peace. “For God is not a God of 
disorder but of peace” (1 Cor 14:33).  

Paul writes to the Colossians, “Let the peace of Christ rule in your heart” (Col 3:15). 
What is important to note here is that this statement of Paul implies that peace is more like 
a grace to be received than a value to be promoted. In other words, peace is not something 
we as Christians can accomplish by ourselves, but it is something we receive as a gift. Yet, 
it is still an exhortation. Peace is to “rule” (βραβεύω) in our hearts, meaning that it should 
be in charge of how we live our lives. As believers, we are called to appropriate the gift 
and allow the peace of Christ to reign fully in our hearts. As followers of Christ, we are not 
called to live in violence or in squabbles among each other, but in peace.  

The word βραβεύω occurs only here in the New Testament, and generally it refers to 
the more general sense of “judge,” “decide,” “control,” or “rule.”10 Paul emphasizes the 
point about Christ’s peace totally “controlling” or “ruling” our heart. “Heart” in its 
customary Old Testament sense denotes the center of one’s personality “as a source of will, 
emotion, thoughts, and functions.”11As in Colossians 2:2, the heart stands for the whole 
person. Greek writers also use kardia to describe the seat of one’s moral, emotional, and 
intellectual life. For them, it is the place where one thinks and feels, and makes important 
decisions.12 Paul is implying here that the peace of Christ is meant to “control” or “rule 
over” the whole of the readers’ lives as they relate to one another. The peace that Christ 
brings should be the peace that determines Christians’ attitudes and directs their lives. 
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How is peace practiced in our communities? 
Peace according to Paul is practiced in our 
communities when we offer ourselves in fidelity for 
the sake of others. As Paul contends, peace is 
practiced in the life of a congregation when we live 
in harmony and mutual respect, looking “to the 
interest of others” (Phil 2:4). In earlier verses, Paul 
discussed the need for Christians to tolerate, love, 
and support each other. In this verse, after mentioning peace, Paul again speaks of the unity 
Christians have. A similar message is found in Jesus’ Sermon on the Mount, where He says 
that peacemakers would be known as the sons of God, and that His followers ought to be 
compassionate like their heavenly Father (Mt 5:9; Lk 6:36). Just as in the teaching of Jesus, 
Paul counsels the Colossians to “clothe themselves” with (or put on) compassion, kindness, 
humility, gentleness, and patience, which then results in peace and unity among believers.  

How is peace made? According to Paul, peace is a divine act of reconciliation 
accomplished through the death of Jesus Christ. From Paul’s writings, we understand that 
peace comes from reconciliation, and it is only through Jesus’ atoning death that sinful 
human beings can be reconciled with God, with each other, and with the whole creation 
(Rom 5:9–13; 2 Cor 5:14–21). God acted through a death on the cross to defeat the powers 
of evil and to bring reconciliation and everlasting peace to our world.  

Peace that is accomplished by God through the blood of Christ is foundational for the 
peace in our community. “Peace with God,” achieved through God’s justifying act (Rom 
5:1) is the basis for believers to “live peaceably with all” (Rom 12:18). In other words, 
peace is realized through “the blood of his Cross” (Col 1:20), which reconciles God with 
His creation. The cosmic effect of this is the demonstration of peace in one’s community. 
For Paul, “peace” is not merely a subjective experience like kindness; rather, it points to 
the powerful saving work of God through Christ (Rom 3:24; 5:17) and the reconciliation 
that is already promised for the eschatological era (see Rom 5:1; Eph 2:14–18; Is 52:7; 
57:2).  

This peace that Paul describes is radically different from the peace that the Roman 
Empire promised to offer. In the Roman Empire, the term “peacemaker” was applied to 
Roman emperors and generals, who established peace by military act.13 In response to 
peoples’ opinion that the Roman Empire ensures peace and security, Paul responded in  
1 Thessalonians 5:3: “While people are saying, ‘Peace and safety,’ destruction will come 
on them suddenly, as labor pains on a pregnant woman, and they will not escape.” 

As Joel White rightly noted,  
the political ideology of the Pax Romana played a prominent role in 
Roman imperial propaganda, beginning at the latest with the 
commissioning of the Ara Pacis Augustae in 13 BCE. As the epigraphic 
record of countless proclamations, inscriptions, temple dedications, etc. 
from the early Principate bears witness, Rome constantly made both 
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implicit and explicit promises to those who willingly accepted her aegis 
that they would enjoy the lasting benefit of the Augustan Peace.14 

 
According to Paul, Jesus’ death on the cross provides a critique to the norm of the 

Roman Empire—death rather than military might establishes true and lasting peace. In 
other words, what appears to be a defeat is a victory that brings true peace to our world. 
This way, Paul calls believers to live in peace: “ Let the peace of Christ rule in your hearts, 
since as members of one body you were called to peace” (Col 3:15 NIV). It is to the peace 
of Christ that we are summoned “as members of one body.” In other words, the call to let 
the peace of Christ reign in our hearts includes an exhortation to manifest Christ’s peace in 
our relationships with each other. Paul here also implies that as Christ’s body, the church 
is meant to be a place of peace. Christ is the head of the body, the church, and He is the 
origin of peace and reconciliation. In this way, the gift and the command are inseparable.    

 
 
 
Paul on the Relationship between Peace and Worship 

After calling believers to live in and exercise the peace “of,” “in,” and/or “through” 
Christ, Paul adds, “And be thankful” (εὐχάριστος).This word only appears here in the New 
Testament, and it prepares the readers for Paul’s discussion of worship in the following 
verses (Col 3:16–17). This thankfulness is an appropriate response expected of the 
Christians who have experienced the benefit of the peace of Christ and the divine gift of 
forgiveness that makes it possible (Col 2:13). This is also consistent with Paul’s call to all 
Christians to “give thanks in all circumstances” (1 Thes 5:18), where the act of 
thanksgiving means acknowledging our dependence on God’s grace through Christ.  

According to Paul, being at peace with each other is our response of gratitude to the 
grace of God which is reflected in our worship, and this is how Paul’s theology of peace 
and worship are related. Unlike the modern context where thanksgiving is often associated 
with the practice of interpersonal relationships or to the holiday season of Thanksgiving, 
thanksgiving in Paul’s theology is connected to our act of worship. Believers are called to 
a life of worship by acknowledging the Lordship of God in everything that they do.  

The life of thankfulness (worship) is an identity mark for a believer as “the new self” 
(Col 3:10). Worship is to be performed by the entire Christian community in response to 
the divine acts of grace through God’s Son. This reminds us of Paul’s critique of the 
practices in the pagan world—“although they knew God, they didn’t honor him as God or 
give thanks to him” (Rom 1:21). For Paul, pagans are known for being ungrateful to God, 
and their ingratitude is defined by their failure to glorify God. Colossians, on the other 
hand, are called to “be thankful” by being willing to “let the peace of Christ rule in [their] 
hearts” (3:15).  
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In connection with Colossians 3:16–17, Paul’s 
call to Christians to be thankful also reminds us of 
the central role of the Lordship of Jesus Christ in our 
worship life. Believers are called to be thankful to 
God and to Him alone. In Paul’s letters, the call to 
thanksgiving often accompanies the confession of 
the Lordship of Christ. This way, the text in 
Colossians 3:15 concerning thankfulness is a link 
between the section that discusses the behaviors of 
those who claim Jesus as their Lord (Col 3:5–14) 
and the theme of worship both in public formal 
settings (Col 3:16) and in everyday living (Col 
3:17). Just as the life of thanksgiving is meant to 
affirm the covenantal relationship between God and His people in the Old Testament, for 
Paul an act of thanksgiving defines our lives as people who belong to Jesus. The 
relationship between a sacrificial life that submits to the Lordship of Jesus Christ and a life 
of thanksgiving (worship) is best noted in 1 Thessalonians 5:18: “Give thanks in all 
circumstances; for this is the will of God in Christ Jesus for you.”  

Paul mentions thanksgiving multiple times in Colossians, showing the importance of 
gratitude in the Christian life (1:3; 2:7; 3:16–17; 4:2). Christians should adopt an attitude 
of thanksgiving. In Colossians 3:15, Paul does not provide us with reasons for being 
thankful. But in the previous text, Paul encourages Colossians to praise God for delivering 
them from a tyranny of darkness and for including them in His eternal kingdom, which is 
a kingdom of peace (Col 1:12–14). This shows that Paul’s theology of peace and worship 
are tied together.  

In the same way, the majority of Paul’s references to peace (his theology of peace) are 
founded on his call to Christians to live a life of thanksgiving (1 Cor 1:4; 2 Cor 9:15; Rom 
1:8; 2 Cor 1:11; Eph 1:16; Phil 1:3, etc.), which according to Paul should be done in relation 
to the context of God’s grace given in Christ. As Paul stated in Romans 12:1, we worship 
God by offering our “bodies as a living sacrifice, holy and acceptable to God.” As Herman 
Strathmann rightly notes, these words of Paul refer to an “interiorization” and 
“exteriorization” of Christian worship.15 “The service which Christians are to offer consists 
in the fashioning of their inner lives and their outward physical conduct in a way that 
plainly distinguishes them from the world, and which corresponds to the will of God. This 
is a living sacrifice which they have to offer.”16 It is possible for Christians to offer 
themselves as a “living sacrifice” precisely because they are alive in Christ Jesus, who 
Himself “died to sin, once for all, but the life he lives he lives to God” (Rom 6:10)—this 
is God’s grace shared with humanity.  

Contrary to our common modern understanding of worship that is limited to rituals or 
ceremonies performed by believers when assembled together, Paul’s argument in Romans 
12:1 ties worship to the believer’s daily life, which is practiced openly in the world. 
According to Lutheran scholar Ernst Käsemann, for Paul, “Christian worship does not 
consist of what is practiced at sacred sites, at sacred times, and with sacred acts. . . . It is 
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the offering of bodily existence in the otherwise profane sphere. As something constantly 
demanded this takes place in daily life, whereby every Christian is simultaneously sacrifice 
and priest.”17 

Similarly, Paul calls the Colossians to adopt a lifestyle characterized by thankfulness, 
which is reflected in the way they lead their worship lives and interact with each other and 
their neighbors. To practice God’s peace means to worship God recognizing His Lordship 
over our lives and sharing Christ’s peace with each other and the world. In other words, 
thanksgiving (worship) and sharing the peace of Christ should be the kinds of 
characteristics that are reflected in our lives.   
Conclusion 

In Paul’s theology, there is no doubt that the themes of peace in Christ and worship 
are intertwined and interdependent. Colossians 3:15 describes how the two are related, on 
the basis of which we can understand Paul’s theology of peace and worship. As Paul 
contends, with Christ as the head, we are all parts of a spiritual “body,” which is the church. 
Peace within the body requires peace among its parts.  

At this challenging time, when conflict has become a common experience for many 
congregations, it is very important to remind each other about Paul’s idea of peace and 
worship, and how the two are interrelated. Like the Christians in Colossae, every group of 
believers will experience internal conflict at times, but seeking peace will help us resolve 
issues in the context of Christian love. When we share Christ’s peace with each other, we 
can engage in a true worship, one that adopts the life of thankfulness.  
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