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Reviewing the History of the Colossian Hymn Hypothesis:
The Hymn’s Shifting Boundaries and Contexts from 1913 to the Present
Today, I will be reviewing the history of the hypothesis that Colossians 1 contains an
early Christian hymn, focusing on the shift in scholarship on the extent of the hymn. In the
current state of scholarship, you will typically see Colossians 1:15–20 discussed as a hymn.
However, the relation of 1:12–14 to the hymn is up for debate. Revisiting this history may open
up avenues for better understanding how this passage functions in the letter, its relation to the
rest of the Pauline corpus, and early Christian hymnody.
As we proceed, we will see two movements that seem to have created the current state of
scholarly writing on the Colossian hymn, in which 1:15–20 is presumed to be the extent of the
hymn without sufficient attention to 1:12–14. First, Eduard Norden’s initial work on Colossians
1:12–20 was first assumed then eventually neglected. Second, by the mid-1980s, a few
conservative scholars began to misread previous scholarship because of a disproportionate focus
on concerns over some of the conclusions of the form critical and history-of-religions approaches
to the passage. Contemporary interpreters appear to have lost a clear and coherent place for
verses 12–14, orphaning these words in the larger context of the letter to the Colossians.
Before the Hymn Hypothesis
Prior to Norden’s work around the turn of the last century, interest in Colossians 1—
especially verses 15–17—already ran high. The early apologists frequently referred to this
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passage, as did later church fathers when addressing Christological debates.1 Whether or not the
passage contained an early Christian hymn, it served a role in disputes over the preexistence of
Christ as the Son of God, his role in creation, and his relation to God the Father. Thus, one
should expect commentators to linger over these verses.
At least as early as Calvin—but possibly as early as Chrysostom—several commentators
found a more natural break between 1:11 and 12, rather than 1:14 and 15. Chrysostom’s second
homily on Colossians addresses 1:9–15. It seems to indicate that a new thanksgiving section
begins at the end of 1:11, “with joy giving thanks,” which elaborates the content of the
knowledge of God mentioned in 1:10 and the means of endurance called for earlier in 1:11.2
Chrysostom also sees 1:15ff as integral to the thanksgiving beginning in 1:12. Calvin breaks the
passage into 1:12–17 and 1:18–20 and addresses 1:12 as the beginning of a new thanksgiving
section.3 In his Gnomon of the New Testament, Bengel takes 1:12–20 as a section, with a
subsequent section following in 1:21.4
Lightfoot starts a new “doctrinal” section at 1:12 or 13 and proceeding through 2:3.5 He
takes εὐχαριστοῦντες as paratactic to οὐ παυόμεθα in 1:9 and presumably treats ὅς in 1:13 as if it
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Cf. Benjamin Edsall and Jennifer Strawbridge, “The Songs we Used to Sing? Hymn ‘Traditions’ and Reception in
Pauline Letters” JSNT 37, no. 3 (2015): 290–311, esp. 301. Portions of Colossians 1:15–20 are referenced more than
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were a personal pronoun.6 He gives an extended introduction within his commentary to 1:15–20
as a passage in which “St. Paul defines the person of Christ.”7 However, he still seems to take
this as being directly connected to the passage he begins at 1:12 or 13.8 And he takes 1:21–2:3 as
applications of 1:13–20 to the Colossians. T.K. Abbott similarly takes 1:13 as a transition point
in the prayer starting in 1:9 and moving into a “doctrinal” portion of the letter.9
Beginnings of the Hymn Hypothesis
In 1913, Eduard Norden published an extensive study of early Christian hymns and
liturgical forms, in which he treated Colossians 1:12–20 as a prime example of an early Christian
hymn.10 Norden immediately qualifies his discussion by saying this passage shows no signs of
“Hellenistic style.”11 Instead, he argues for several features indicative of a hymn, including the
opening εὐχαριστοῦντες (v. 12), parallelism throughout, and lines of relative clauses and
substantival participles.12 He manages his analysis without appealing to excisions or additions as
later scholars will.13 He concludes that Colossians 1:12–20 is a doxology to God, distributed
(“verteilt”) between the Father and the Son, and influenced primarily by Hellenistic Judaism, yet
with a few properly Greek influences (e.g., the “stoic formula” in 1:16; “visible and invisible”).14
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Following Norden, several scholars undertook further analysis of the hymn. Ernst
Lohmeyer (1930) thought 1:13–20 presented an early Pauline liturgy related to Logos theology
and the Day of Atonement.15 Martin Dibelius (1913; 1947) initially thought the passage was a
Christological confession composed by Paul, but in a later edition accepted Norden’s formal
analysis.16 Ernst Käsemann (1949) saw 1:12–20 as a baptismal liturgy composed by the author of
Colossians (not Paul), which took over a previously composed, Gnostic hymn for the material in
1:15–20.17 Several other scholars followed up with various arrangements of the lines and
strophes.18 James Robinson (1957) provides a detailed formal analysis, using Norden’s
arrangement as a starting point. But he hones in on 1:15–20, resolved, based on Käsemann, that
“clearly vss. 15–20 form a unit for analysis prior to and at the basis of any discussion of a
broader liturgical context.”19 However, as many have recognized, Robinson’s scissors and paste
approach stretched the limits of form and redaction criticism.
For Käsemann, 1:12–20 was a pre-Colossians Christian hymn that added an introduction
(1:12–14) and emendations (esp. in 1:18a, 19–20) to a pre-Christian hymn with some kind of
Jewish-Gnostic origin.20 Käsemann makes some constructive formal and exegetical observations
in the first part of his article, including a defense of the unity of the passage and the reasons for
starting at 1:12. However, he takes up most of his article discussing potential parallels between
Colossians 1:15–20, ancient Judaism, and a Gnostic redeemer myth that supposedly predated
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Christianity. Although now known to be anachronistic, this pre-Christian Gnostic redeemer myth
theory was initially influential.21
Emerging Consensus
Käsemann’s 1949 article seems to mark a turning point in the literature. While the preChristian, Gnostic hymn thesis eventually fell away, Colossians 1:15–20 began to be seen more
strictly as a unit of its own. For Käsemann, this was a matter of the terms, themes, and theology
present in the passage more than specific structural features. Most significantly, this portion of
the hymn appears to focus exclusively, in cosmic proportion, on Jesus Christ (who of course is
not mentioned within 1:15–20, but is introduced as τοῦ υἱοῦ τῆς ἀγάπης αὐτοῦ, “the Son of his
love,” in 1:13). Exegetes discussed the Christology of these verses long before Norden’s hymn
hypothesis, but now the Christological discussion had come into parley with a new set of texts,
contexts, and questions.
Following Käsemann, Reinhard Deichgräber’s Gotteshymnus und Christushymnus (1967)
treats 1:12–14 and 1:15–20 as two hymns, the first to God and the second to Christ, which were
subsequently brought together by the writer of the letter to the Colossians.22 Jack Sander’s
monograph on the New Testament hymns (1971) essentially attempted to put Käsemann’s
Gnostic Redeemer myth theory on better footing by comparing it with other New Testament
hymns, the Odes of Solomon, the Nag Hamadi texts, and early Jewish wisdom literature. As
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such, Sanders and Deichgräber focused on 1:15–20, but still considered 1:12–14 as part of the
hymn as it stands in the text of the letter to the Colossians.23
A consensus seems to have been developing based on Käsemann’s development of
Norden’s thesis. Eduard Lohse (1968) gives a helpful treatment of the whole passage 1:12–20, in
line with Käsemann but giving detailed attention to how 1:12 may function as an introductory
formula along the lines of thanksgiving Psalms and the Qumran Hodayot.24 Yet he gives special
attention to 1:15–20 as an earlier, preformed hymn. Ralph Martin (1973) and Eduard Schweizer
(1976) treat the hymn very similarly. All three take εὐχαριστοῦντες in 1:12 as an imperatival
infinitive.25 Schweizer argues it serves as both a subordinate adverbial participle flowing out of
Paul’s prayer for the Colossians (1:9–11) and an imperatival participle “summoning” the
Colossians to praise.26
As with the period following Norden, several schemes for the exact lineation of the
passage arise with varying degrees of commentary following Käsemann. The difference is
almost all only attempt to delineate 1:15–20 into stanzas following Robinson’s treatment. That
is, although most of the commentators tend to agree that 1:12–20 is a hymn or at least a poetic
“liturgical piece,” poetic analysis is being done only on 1:15–20. Furthermore, much of the
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discussion relies heavily on Norden without much explanation. Käsemann, Lohse, and Schweizer
all give detailed explanations for the hymn’s boundaries, terminology, and conceptual parallels.
But, outside of a footnote to Norden, these treatments tend not to validate their methodology or
explain their terminology.27 These two points conjoin to create confusion and difficulty.
Criticisms of the Consensus
Little criticism of this approach to the hymn shows up in scholarship until the mid-1980s,
but as early Moule’s commentary on Colossians, doubts surface about the hymn hypothesis.
Although Moule does not actually question whether Colossians 1 contains a hymn, he does
question whether it was a pre-Pauline composition with interpolations. He is the first I could find
to be concerned about the apparent lack of a consistent meter in the passage.28 Yet, ever since
Norden’s analysis, the factor of meter had been ruled out as significant since his research led him
to see New Testament and other early Christian hymns as primarily following the models of near
eastern poetry rather than using Greek quantitative meter. In their commentary, Barth and Blanke
mount a significant but sober critique against redactional theories that see various interpolations
into the passage by the letter writer.29 They do not question that the passage is hymnic, but they
do focus more exclusively on 1:15–20 since this is where others view redaction to be most in
play.
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John Balchin (1985) seems to be the first to counter the Colossian hymn hypothesis.30 He
mounts a formidable assessment of previous arguments for a hymn in Colossians 1:15–20, and
his article illustrates several significant issues. However, in the end, Balchin misunderstands a
number of the elements at work in analyzing the passage as a hymn, and this confusion may have
contributed to later confusions. For example, Balchin confuses parallelism with repetition of
elements across the passage, which is closer to responsion (e.g., ὅς ἐστίν in 1:15, 18b).31 He, in
fact, grants that this passage exhibits parallelism akin to that found in the Psalms or the Hebrew
Prophets, but then he argues that this does not indicate poetic or hymnic material since Paul
utilizes parallelism elsewhere.32 Balchin also questions the use of the relative pronoun ὅς to mark
the beginning of a hymnic passage since it makes grammatical sense in the passage.33 But this
reveals a growing misunderstanding of what Norden originally proposed, that relative clauses
and substantival or adjectival participles, in general, characterize the opening and middle
sections of hymns.34 Balchin then quickly bypasses arguments for seeing εὐχαριστοῦντες in 1:12
as an introductory formula, mentioning no explanation for his view except that the subject has
changed from God to Christ in 1:15.35 But this contradicts his position elsewhere that 1:15–20
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thinking the specific form of the relative pronoun marks out hymnic material in some unique way.
35
Ibid, 70. He also misconstrues Lohse’s comments on the relationship between vv. 12–14 and 15–20. Cp. Lohse,
Colossians, 40 n. 63.
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are smoothly and integrally linked to the preceding verses in which the author introduces the
antecedent τοῦ υἱοῦ, “the son,” in 1:13.
Balchin’s criticisms echo into later scholarship, but few completely embrace his
perspective. Even Gordon Fee’s now infamous article questioning the hymnic character of
Philippians 2:5–11, although arguing along similar lines, makes arguments of comparison
dependent on the assumption that Colossians 1:15–20 is a hymn.36 More importantly, Balchin
shows how the center of gravity has shifted to an exclusive focus on 1:15–20 and concerns over
whether this “hymn” existed prior to the writing of the letter.
From here, a few differing responses and approaches emerge. Some attempt to show
1:15–20 embodies Jewish style, themes, and language, especially chiasm.37 These include
articles by Steven Baugh (1985) and N.T. Wright (1990) and the monographs of Christian
Stettler (2000) and Vincent Pizzuto (2006).38 Others assume the validity of some criticisms but
defend the hymnic character of 1:15–20 by expanding the definition of a hymn. For example,
Stephen Fowl (1990) focuses on broad hymnic features but equivocates on whether the passage
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is strictly poetic,39 while Gordley (2007) advances the idea that Colossians 1:15–20 might be a
Greek-style prose-hymn.40
It is commendable that most of these more recent studies attempt to analyze the passage
as it sits in the letter to the Colossians rather than trying to reconstruct a preformed hymn that
may have been redacted when incorporated into the letter. (Though some, like Gordley,
considers possible redactional elements.) However, all of these studies focus on 1:15–20
exclusively and neglect previous discussions about the place of verses 12–14. When, or if, they
discuss the “contextual dislocation” of 1:15–20, attention goes not to previous research by
Norden, Käsemann, and Lohse but the change in person from second and first-person in 1:3–14
to third-person in 1:15–20 back to second-person in 1:21ff.
On the surface, this argument appears significant, but it is suspect on several grounds.
Käsemann, who initially made this argument, still saw the two sections as integrally related
within the text as it stands. So this argument doesn’t necessarily stand against 1:12–20
functioning as a unified piece in the letter. Moreover, 1:15–20 are directly connected and
subordinate to 1:12–14 and thus include implied first and second-person referents, however
distant these may be. Finally, if there is a significant change in person, it is from the exclusive
first-person in 1:1–11 to the inclusive first-person in 1:12 or 13.41 Finally, as Käsemann has
pointed out, the somewhat unique way of employing the relative pronoun ὅς begins in 1:13, and
thus this feature in 1:15 cannot distinguish the two sections.
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To wrap up, the impulse to examine the passage as it stands in the letter to the Colossians
and to take Jewish influences more seriously should remain a priority in scholarship. However,
further research should not overlook the insights on the overall nature and scope of the passage
originally advanced by Norden and supported by several subsequent studies. Further study
should seek to confirm whether a solid argument can be made to bifurcate between 1:14 and 15,
and if so, what function 1:12–14 serves in relation to 1:15–20 and the argument of the letter. On
the other hand, if Norden remains, in the main, correct, further studies of 1:12–20 should analyze
this passage as a whole to confirm in what ways it may be called hymnic.
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