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Abstract 
This dissertation examines the role that music-making plays in the mature, 

Christian life according to the letter to the Colossians. Paul writes this letter to instruct 

the Colossian congregation in how to “walk worthily of the Lord” (Col 1:9, 2:6), and the 

practice of singing plays a crucial part (Col 3:16). This dissertation draws from studies in 

ethnomusicology, anthropology of the voice, and music psychology to gain frameworks 

for conceptualizing how a social practice like music-making shapes participants into a 

community and forms how they know themselves, their community, and the world. We 

will find that, as a corporate, vocal practice of music-making, the singing in Col 3:16 

enables the members of the church community to inhabit the story of reconciliation to 

God and others in Christ—a story which is captured in the Christ Hymn (Col 1:15-20). In 

the end, taking part in corporate singing aids the Colossians as they grow into maturity in 

Christ. 
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1. Introduction 

1.1 The Question 

In the letter to the Colossians, we find a brief exhortation to sing: “Let the Word 

of Christ dwell in you richly, with all wisdom teaching and instructing one another with 

psalms, hymns, and spiritual songs, with gratitude singing in your hearts to God (Col 

3:16).1 This mention of singing occurs in a larger series of moral admonitions (Col 2:6-

4:6, especially 3:12-4:6) with which the author enjoins his audience to follow a particular 

way of life after their baptism into the death and resurrection life of Jesus Christ (Col 

2:12-13). By including singing in this section, the author names it as significant to their 

moral formation on the way to the maturity which the author desires the Colossian 

congregation to attain (Col 1:9-10, Col 1:28-29, and Col 2:6-7).  

That the author includes singing among such moral injunctions may surprise the 

letter’s contemporary reader. While many have observed that music-making is a 

ubiquitous human action,2 for those of us who dwell in a North American Protestant 

 

1 Unless otherwise noted, all translations of biblical texts are my own.  
2 See, for example, Ian Cross, “Music and Meaning, Ambiguity and Evolution,” in 
Musical Communication, ed. Dorothy Miell, Raymond MacDonald, David J. Hargreaves 
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2005), 27–44; Ian Cross, “The Nature and Evolution 
of Music,” in The Oxford Handbook of Music Psychology, ed. Susan Hallam, Ian Cross, 
and Michael Thaut (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2009), 3–13; Ian Cross and Ghofur 
E.Woodruff, “Music as a Communicative Medium,” in Prehistory of Language, ed. 
Ruldolf Botha and Chris Knight (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2009), 77–98; Joseph 
Jordania, Why Do People Sing? Music in Human Evolution, (Tbilisi: Logos, 2011), 
http://www.josephjordania.com/files/46-Why-Do-People-Sing_pmlscyx1.pdf; Steven 
Mithen, Singing Neanderthals: The Origins of Music, Language, Mind and Body, 
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context, musical practice tends to be a matter of individual, affective expression3 rather 

than of moral formation. By contrast, the author of Colossians juxtaposes singing with 

the two participles, “teaching and instructing,” and includes singing in his instructions for 

life after baptism. It is a challenge for us to understand singing not only as integral to the 

practice of a Christian way of life but also as crucial to formation for Christian maturity.4  

This dissertation considers the role musical practice plays in the Christian life 

according to the letter to the Colossians.5 In order to gather more resources for 

 

London: Weidenfeld & Nicolson, 2005. See also Don Saliers and Emily Saliers, A Song 
to Sing, a Life to Live (San Francisco: Jossey-Bass, 2005). 
3 For more on this point, see the Chapter 5 (Conclusion) which examines the focus on the 
individual, affective dimensions of music in contemporary Christian communities. 
Jeremy S. Begbie also documents the turn in musicological thought from a cosmological 
framework—in which writers conceptualize music in relation to the cosmos—to an 
anthropological framework—in which writers conceptualize music in relation to the 
human—in the modern world (Resounding Truth: Christian Wisdom in the World of 
Music [Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2007], 77–95), especially 94–95. In his analysis, 
Begbie draws on Daniel Chua, Absolute Music and the Construction of Meaning 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1999) and Julian Johnson, Who Needs 
Classical Music? (New York: Oxford University Press, 2002).  
4 In this project, the term “moral” describes actions, habits, and practices—and the 
injunctions to follow them—which allow for persons and communities, in the terms of 
Col 1:9–10, Phil 1:27, and 1 Thess 2:12, to live a “worthy” life which embodies certain 
standards of goodness, righteousness, and rightness. A central point in my project is that 
such practices and their standards are bound up with theology and Christology. 
Moreover, I follow Wayne Meeks here in distinguishing between “ethics” as a second 
order reflection on “morality” and working with a definition of “morality” such that it 
“names a dimension of life, a pervasive and, often, only partly conscious set of value-
laden dispositions, inclinations, attitudes, and habits.” Wayne Meeks, The Origins of 
Christian Morality: the First Two Centuries (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1993), 
5. 
5 “Practice” in this project refers to a social activity which involves a set of actions, is 
learned through and carried out by social relationships, and is accompanied by a 
discourse. “Music-making” may be considered a “practice.” While “music” is a 
notoriously difficult word to define, some common accompanying actions include 
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understanding how singing shapes its participants, we will turn to studies in 

ethnomusicology, anthropology of the voice, and music psychology. These studies will 

provide frameworks to help us articulate how a social practice like music-making forms 

participants into a community and shapes how they know themselves, their community, 

and the world. We will find that the practice of music-making in Col 3:16—corporate 

singing—enables the members of the church community to inhabit the story of 

reconciliation to God and others in Christ, a story which is particularly articulated in the 

Christ Hymn (Col 1:15-20). As such, taking part in corporate singing aids the Colossians 

as they grow into maturity in Christ. 

The subsequent sections of the Introduction set the stage for this argument. In 

Section 1.2, I show that we read the letter to the Colossians best as a paraenetic letter in 

which the author is primarily concerned with the audience’s attainment of maturity. I then 

discuss my methodologies in Section 1.3.1 before explaining my decision to focus 

primarily on Colossians and bring in studies from ethnomusicology, anthropology of the 

voice, and music psychology in Section 1.3.2. In in the final sections, I situate my 

 

sounding pitches, vocalizing sound, following a beat, and creating rhythmic patterns. 
These actions bring with them an attendant discourse—a history of conversation about 
how to do it—and they involve social relationships. For, as argued in Chapter 2, music-
making is learned in community and involves performers, audiences, composers. See also 
Nicholas Wolterstorff for a definition of practices along these lines: “The Work of 
Making a Work of Music,” in What is Music? An Introduction to the Philosophy of 
Music, ed. Philip Alperson (University Park: The Pennsylvania State University Press, 
1987): 101–129, especially 109. 
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analysis and interpretation with respect to larger contemporary conversations about 

Pauline ethics.  

1.2 My Approach to the Letter: What Purpose Does this Letter Serve? 

This project begins from the premise that the author—henceforward called 

“Paul”6—writes the letter to the Colossian congregation primarily in order to urge them 

to become mature in Christ and to provide them with guidance to attain that end. Several 

features of the letter demonstrate Paul’s concern for their moral formation and his 

purpose in writing to promote their maturity in Christ. In terms of the letter’s form, it 

bears resemblance to other paraenetic literature in the contemporary Hellenistic world. In 

 

6 In my opinion, Douglas Campbell has argued convincingly for the Pauline authorship of 
Colossians; see Framing Paul: an Epistolary Biography (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 
2014), 283–309. Campbell shows that arguments against Pauline authorship may be 
categorized under two broad categories: stylistic arguments and theological ones. 
Through computer-based stylometric analysis, Campbell shows that stylistic arguments 
against Pauline authorship are inconclusive. He then addresses the theological arguments. 
He argues that while the ecclesiology and eschatology of Colossians does differ from the 
ecclesiology and eschatology of the undisputed letters, they ultimately differ in emphasis, 
and these emphases are not mutually exclusive. Should, however, the reader remain 
unconvinced by Campbell’s arguments, he or she must admit the author is at least bent on 
sincere imitation of Paul. For instance, while E.P. Sanders disputes Pauline authorship on 
the basis of the apparent patchwork citation of other Pauline letters, he still concludes that 
Colossians must have been written by a very sincere imitator. See E.P. Sanders, “Literary 
Dependence in Colossians,” JBL 85 (1966), 28–45. Of course, sincere imitation does not 
mean successful imitation. One could argue that the imitator tries to remain faithful to the 
traditions of faith he received (Col 2:6–7), but his writing still reflects his own concerns 
and developments in early Christian theology. At the same time, the so-called 
“developments” in Colossians fall within the range of theological belief that Paul himself 
could have held. For example, see Campbell on realized and imminent eschatology in 
Colossians (Framing Paul, 295–304). In any case, my larger argument in this project is 
largely unaffected by the identity of the author. Whether the writer was Paul or a sincere 
imitator, the letter serves to promote maturity in Christ in this community. My argument 
addresses the character of the maturity to which this community is called. 
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terms of its content, Paul makes clear that he writes to this community to foster their 

maturity.7 

1.2.1 The Letter’s Form: Resemblances to Contemporary Paraenetic 
Literature 

Various sections of the letter to the Colossians exhibit features common to other 

contemporary Greco-Roman and Hellenistic Jewish paraenetic literature which renders 

the letter intelligible as a letter of moral exhortation. While the use of categories such as 

“Greco-Roman” and “Hellenistic Jewish” perpetuates artificial divisions, it does provide 

a helpful heuristic for discovering the features which make it clear that Colossians is a 

paraenetic letter.8 First, as Walter Wilson has argued in his book The Hope of Glory, the 

 

7 James Starr also argues that paraenesis in the first century C.E. served to aid converts at 
all stages after conversion in bringing to “mature expression” their “newly adopted 
theology or philosophy” in “Was Paraenesis for Beginners?” in Early Christian 
Paraenesis in Context, ed. James Starr and Troels Engberg-Pedersen, ZNW 125 (Berlin: 
Walter de Gruyter, 2004), 73–111, especially 73. 
8 Despite their artificiality, I also continue to use these categories because my 
conversation partners continue do so. Matthew E. Gordley employs them in his 
investigation of the didactic hymns of antiquity, James W. Thompson applies them in his 
analysis of ethical traditions, and Walter T. Wilson uses them in his discussion of 
paraenetic literature. Gordley works with the categories “Greco-Roman,” “Jewish,” and 
“Christian” in order to get a handle on the wide range of hymns surviving from antiquity 
and to examine the particularities and similarities of didactic hymnody in each of these 
traditions. In his work, the category “Greco-Roman” does not paint one picture of Greco-
Roman didactic hymns. Rather it encompasses hymns from the Homeric period, 
philosophical settings, and praises of human subjects as developed by Pindar, Pliny the 
Younger, and others. The category “Jewish” describes the hymns and psalms of the 
Second Temple period, which develop from earlier traditions identified in the Hebrew 
Bible. He also incorporates the hymns of the Qumran community into this category. The 
category “Christian” describes the writings from the first two centuries. Gordley 
recognizes the influence of Jewish traditions and the solidifying canon of the New 
Testament on the hymnic writings of this period. See his Teaching Through Song in 
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letter to the Colossians uses paraenetic strategies similar to those in the Greco-Roman 

world; thus he finds it fitting to talk about Colossians as paraenetic literature. He writes, 

“Typically, philosophic paraenesis consists of an instructional speech delivered by an 

authoritative figure within a particular school, who functions as a teacher and mentor, 

explaining and validating the particular way of life endorsed by the movement’s doctrinal 

system.”9 The letter to the Colossians maps well onto this description. The author 

presents himself as a mentor who provides instruction and direction to the Colossians 

 

Antiquity: Didactic Hymnody among Greeks, Romans, Jews, and Christians, WUNT 
2/302 (Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2011), 11–15.  

In his discussion of ethical traditions, James Thompson employs the category 
“Greco-Roman” to refer to ethical reflection from Socrates through Plato and Aristotle to 
the Stoics, while he uses “Jewish” to refer to ethical reflection which takes its starting 
point as submission to God’s commands as expressed in the Law, Prophets, and Writings 
(Scripture). See Moral Formation according to Paul: the Context and Coherence of 
Pauline Ethics (Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2011), 7–9.  

Finally, recognizing the diversity and complexity of religious and philosophic life 
in antiquity, Wilson examines Colossians in the context of “Greco-Roman philosophies” 
to show that Colossians is an example of early Christian moral exhortation and guidance. 
While he recognizes its diversity, he takes “Greco-Roman philosophy” to share several 
features—first, an understanding of the human condition as hampered by vice, ignorance, 
and weakness and, second, an effort to overcome these deficiencies. They attempt to 
overcome these deficiencies through exposition of doctrine but primarily through putting 
the doctrinal assumptions into practice in everyday life. See Walter T. Wilson, The Hope 
of Glory: Education and Exhortation in the Epistle to the Colossians, NovTSup 88 
(Leiden: New York: Brill, 1997), 7–14. For his comparative work, Wilson focuses on 
Pseudo-Socrates, Epistulae 1, Epictetus’ Diatribe, Plutarch’s De Profectibus in Virtute, 
the Orationes of Maximus of Tyre, and most frequently Porphyry’s Ad Marcellam as 
conversation partners.  

In this project, I follow Gordley’s and Thompson’s uses of these categories—by 
“Greco-Roman,” I mean the writings which draw primarily from the Socratic through 
Stoic traditions, and by “Jewish” I mean those writings of the Second Temple Period 
which draw on the traditions in the Hebrew Bible. 
9 Wilson, Hope of Glory, 255. 
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(see Col 1:24-2:5). Wilson identifies his hortatory strategies as: encouraging the 

audience’s remembrance of their conversion, reminding them of the teachings which they 

came to believe, and emphasizing their experiences since conversion. He finds examples 

of these strategies in the Christ Hymn of Col 1:15-20 and in the reminder of the 

Colossians’ baptism (see Col 2:12). Like authors of other Greco-Roman paraenetic 

literature, the author of this letter admonishes the Colossians by drawing on the symbolic 

universe that belongs to a worldview.10 Wilson also argues that the author employs 

paraenetic strategies in order to communicate the worldview Paul desires to shape the 

Colossians’ moral life, encouraging the Colossians to live the new life they received in 

baptism.  

The letter to the Colossians does not only imitate Greco-Roman forms of 

paraenetic literature; it also shares similarities with Hellenistic Jewish ethical material. As 

James Thompson argues in his book Moral Formation According to Paul, even the 

purported “stereotypical” Greco-Roman formal features of the letter resonate with 

Hellenistic Jewish ethics and paraenesis. He writes, “Although some of the moral values 

 

10 Wilson, Hope of Glory, 257, 261. Wilson stresses that worldviews are “articulated and 
embodied” in stories (261). In paraenetic letters, though, the narrative substructure must 
be abstracted from the letter’s brief reminders of core teachings and its hortatory 
contents. Wilson finds three interrelated stories in the narrative substructure of 
Colossians: the story of the external characters (God, Christ, and cosmic powers), the 
story of the internal characters (Colossian community), and the story of Paul. Wilson 
claims that these three stories interweave in such a way that “God accomplishes 
reconciliation through the cross of Christ, Paul is commissioned by God to proclaim the 
gospel, the readers are called by God to be baptized and to live the gospel” (Wilson, 
Hope of Glory, 261–262, also 216). 
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correspond to Greco-Roman moral advice, all the instructions are consistent with Jewish 

interpretations of the law.”11 Thompson examines a plethora of Pauline exhortations. 

Perhaps most pointedly, he addresses the household codes in Col 3:18-4:1 (and the 

parallel passage in Eph 5:22-6:9). While some claim that the household code in Col 3:18-

4:1 is adopted from a Greco-Roman context,12 it remains consistent with the Jewish 

paraenetic tradition. For instance, the household code in Colossians expands on the 

typical Greco-Roman form to address many different relationships in the family, 

including parents and children (Col 3:20), which echoes the fifth commandment (Exod 

20:12).13 Similar hortatory guidance for children to obey their parents may also be found 

 

11 Thompson, Moral Formation according to Paul, 205. 
12 A full discussion of the household codes falls beyond the scope of this project. I bring 
them up here to provide a snapshot of Thompson’s arguments and to show how 
Dibelius’s bifurcation of Paul’s theology and paraenetic material continues to influence 
the study of Colossians. See Martin Dibelius, An die Kolosser, an die Epheser, an 
Philemon, 3rd ed., HNT 12 (Tübingen: J.C.B Mohr, 1927), 36–38; also Martin Dibelius, 
From Tradition to Gospel, trans. Bertram Lee Woolf, 2nd ed., (Cambridge and London: 
James Clarke, 1971), 233–265. David E. Balch offers a helpful history of this issue in Let 
Wives be Submissive: The Domestic Code in 1 Peter, SBLMS 26 (Atlanta, GA: Scholars 
Press, 1981), 1–10. See also James E. Crouch, Origin and Intention of the Colossian 
Haustafel, FRLANT 109 (Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1972), 9–36; Margaret 
Y. MacDonald, “Beyond Identification of the Topos of Household Management: Reading 
the Household Codes in Light of Recent Methodologies and Theoretical Perspectives in 
the Study of the New Testament,” NTS 57 (2010): 65–90; Elisabeth Schüssler Fiorenza, 
In Memory of Her: a Feminist Theological Reconstruction of Christian Origins (New 
York: Crossroad, 1994), 251–259.  
13 Thompson, Moral Formation according to Paul, 194. See also Andrew T. Lincoln, 
“The Household Code and Wisdom Mode of Colossians,” JSNT 74 (1999): 93–114, 
especially 104. Lincoln argues against those who claim that the household codes 
explicitly evoke the Decalogue. Lincoln points out that the author of Colossians nowhere 
claims that he reworks the Decalogue. Instead, he situates the household code against the 
backdrop of the broader Greco-Roman tradition for order and submission in the 
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in Josephus (Ag. Ap., 2.206), Philo (Hypothetica), Deut 21:18-21, and Sir 3:2-16. Hence, 

Thompson argues, the Colossian household code fits within the larger Jewish paraenetic 

tradition.14 He also point out that the other hortatory instructions in the Colossian 

household code have similar parallels.15 As such, the letter’s similarity to Hellenistic 

Jewish ethical material also supports reading the letter of Colossians as a letter of 

exhortation. 

1.2.2 The Letter’s Content:   Guidance for becoming Mature (τέλειος) in 
Christ 

Furthermore, Paul’s concerns and purposes for writing—which he expresses in 

the letter itself—support reading Colossians as a letter of exhortation and, more 

specifically, as a letter which provides instructions about becoming mature in Christ. In 

Col 1:28, he writes that his ministry is to “present every person mature (τέλειον) in 

Christ,” and he praises Epaphras’ mission to do the same in Col 4:12. In Col 1:9-10, he 

writes that he prays for them to “walk worthily” of the Lord.” Later, after offering them 

 

household as part of social stability, and he argues for understanding the household code 
in light of the Wisdom tradition. He writes,  

Just as the wisdom tradition offered moral guidance based on the sages’ 
experience of and observations on human affairs and life in the world and 
attempted to discern in this a divine pattern and purpose, so, it can be argued, 
Colossians’ wisdom teaching takes up an early Christian version of accumulated 
reflection on household management from the Aristotelian and Hellenistic Jewish 
tradition and by this means attempts to determine the shape of believers’ conduct 
in the light of Christ’s lordship (Lincoln, “The Household Code and Wisdom 
Mode of Colossians,” 104).  

14 Thompson points these out, Moral Formation according to Paul, 196–97. 
15 Ibid., 194. 
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Christological instruction in the Christ Hymn16 (Col 1:15-20), he returns to this theme as 

he expounds the role of his ministry and expresses concern for his audience. In Col 2:6-7, 

he follows up by instructing them to “walk” in Christ. As we will explore in the 

following analysis, these verses witness to the hortatory nature of the letter and Paul’s 

interest in instructing his hearers in Christian maturity.  

In Col 1:28-29, Paul identifies the “maturity” of the Colossians as significant to 

his own purpose and mission.17 As he relates in Col 1:24, Paul sees his sufferings in light 

of Christ’s body, the church,18 and he claims he became a minister of the church 

according to the plan of God, to fulfill the word of God (v. 25). After a brief digression 

on the nature of the “word of God” as the “mystery” of Christ (v. 26), Paul boldly claims 

he and his coworkers proclaim this Christ, while teaching everyone and instructing 

 

16 See Chapter 4.2, especially 4.2.1 and 4.2.2. 
17 See N.T. Wright, Colossians and Philemon: An Introduction and Commentary, TNTC 
12 (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1986; repr., Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 200), 
42–46. In a similar vein, Wilson identifies a “sustained effort” in the letter to “describe 
and prescribe a distinctively Christian understanding of human transformation” (Hope of 
Glory, 2). Thomas Aquinas takes a similar  line of thought; see his Commentary on 
Colossians, ed. Daniel A. Keating; trans. Fabian Larcher (Naples, FL: Sapientia Press of 
Ave Maria University, 2006), ix–xi.  
18 This verse raises difficult questions about the relationship between Paul’s vocation and 
the church. T.J. Lang argues that the language Paul uses here in Col 1:24–25—namely, 
πληρόω together with ὑστερημα—echoes financial language; see “Disbursing the 
Account of God: Fiscal Terminology and the Economy of God in Colossians 1:24–25,” 
ZNW 107.1 (2016):116–136. As such, Lang argues that Paul envisions the account of 
God as already full of the riches of his mercy towards the Gentiles. Paul, as the servant, 
disburses this already-full-of-benefits-account to the Gentiles, including the Colossians. I 
engage with Lang’s argument with more depth in Chapter 2.4.2, especially 2.4.2.1. 
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everyone in all wisdom in order that19 they might present everyone “mature in Christ” 

(τέλειον ἐν Χριστῷ, v. 28). 

While the adjective τέλειος can mean “perfect” or “complete,” in Colossians it 

more appropriately translates as “mature,” especially in Col 1:28 and Col 4:12, for 

several reasons. First, the close connection with instruction and wisdom in Col 1:28 

implies that the word τέλειος connects to growth and to deepening of knowledge and 

character which English associates with the word “mature.” When the word reappears in 

Col 4:12, Paul writes about Epaphras who “always struggles on your behalf in prayer, so 

that you may stand τέλειος and having been filled up in all the will of God.”20 Here again 

the word appears in connection with the hope of growth and increasing access to the will 

of God, which once more implies the meaning of “mature” in English. Moreover, 

interpreting τέλειος as “mature” is consistent with other Pauline usage of the word. For 

instance, τέλειος has a connotation of maturity in 1 Cor 2:6, 14:20, and Phil 3:15 (as well 

as Eph 4:13).21 In 1 Cor 2:6, the τελείοι are those able to receive wisdom, which implies 

their maturity to receive such wisdom. In 1 Cor 14:20, the τελείοι are contrasted with 

 

19 The ἵνα clause again indicates purpose. 
20 The NIV and RSV both render ἐν παντὶ θελήματι τοῦ θεοῦ as “in all the will of God,” 
while the NRSV renders it as “in everything that God wills.” 
21 Gerhard Delling argues that the Pauline corpus suggests “whole” as the meaning of 
τέλειος (see the word in 1 Cor 13:10 as opposed to ἐκ μεροῦς) in “τέλειος,” TDNT 8:67–
78. Delling writes that Col 4:12 refers to the “solid position occupied by Christians as 
those who are “whole,” “complete” […] in the total will of God” (he cites Col 1:9), 
TDNT 8:67–78, 75. But he also acknowledges that, in the ancient world, only an adult 
can be a full person, and so these senses overlap in Paul, for example in Col 1:28. He also 
points out that 1 Cor 14:10 contrasts τέλειος with νήπιος (also Eph 4:13 and Phil 3:15). 
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babies (νήπιοι), again implying maturity. And in Phil 3:15, Paul describes the τελείοι as 

those who have the same mind as that of Christ, suggesting that those who have the mind 

of Christ have attained a kind of adulthood in Christ. In Eph 4:13, τέλειος receives the 

definition of “attaining full stature in Christ,” which again suggests growing into an 

adulthood and maturity. In each of these instances, the word has the connotation of 

maturity.22  

This interpretation of the word τέλειος is not unique to my reading of Colossians. 

Many English translations favor the sense of “mature” in Col 1:28 and Col 4:12. While 

the KJV translates the word in Col 1:28 as “perfect” and the NASB has “complete,” the 

RSV, NRSV, CEB, ESV all translate the word as “mature,” while the NIV provides more 

emphasis with “fully mature.” While the KJV has “perfect” again in Col 4:12, the RSV, 

NRSV, CEB, NIV, ESV all translate the word as “mature.” The NASB has “perfect” but 

notes alternate meanings of “mature” and “complete.” 

 

22 BDAG lists potential meanings of τέλειος as, first, “pertaining to meeting the highest 
standard, perfect”; second, “pertaining to being mature, full-grown, mature, adult” (for 
example, Eph 4:13); third, “pertaining to being a cult initiate, initiated”; and, fourth, 
“pertaining to being fully developed in a moral sense, perfect, fully developed,” BDAG, 
s.v. τέλειος, 995–996. BDAG lists Col 1:28 under the third definition, “initiated,” while it 
lists Col 4:12 under the fourth definition “perfect.” Given the similarity in wording 
between Col 1:28 and Col 4:12 and the parallel Paul is constructing in Col 4:12 between 
himself and Epaphras, the word most probably has the same meaning in both instances. 
Dibelius also takes the word in Col 1:28 in the sense of “initiated” in An die Kolosser, an 
die Epheser, an Philemon, 16. However, given the emphasis on growth in Colossians and 
the wider use of the wide in the Pauline corpus, τέλειος most likely means “mature” in 
both places. 
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As such, Col 1:28-29 indicates that Paul is primarily concerned with the 

audience’s maturity in Christ and that he writes to encourage them to become mature. We 

find more evidence of this concern and purpose in several places—in the content of 

Paul’s prayer at the beginning of the letter (Col 1:9-10), in the comments he makes about 

continuing in faith, his mission, and his hopes for the audience (Col 1:23-2:5), and in the 

concern expressed in the transition to the “moral section” of the letter (Col 2:6-7).23  

In Col 1:9-10, Paul expresses concern for the audience’s manner of life. He 

claims that he and his coworkers pray the Colossians may be filled with the knowledge of 

the will of God so that they may conduct themselves worthily of the Lord: 

For this reason, from the day we heard, we have not ceased praying for you and 
asking that you may be filled with the knowledge of his will in all wisdom and 
spiritual understanding, (v. 10) in order that you walk worthily of the Lord in all 
pleasingness, bearing fruit in every good work and growing in the knowledge of 
God. 
 
Διὰ τοῦτο καὶ ἡμεῖς, ἀφ' ἧς ἡμέρας ἠκούσαμεν, οὐ παυόμεθα ὑπὲρ ὑμῶν 
προσευχόμενοι καὶ αἰτούμενοι ἵνα πληρωθῆτε τὴν ἐπίγνωσιν τοῦ θελήματος 
αὐτοῦ ἐν πάσῃ σοφίᾳ καὶ συνέσει πνευματικῇ, (v. 10) περιπατῆσαι ἀξίως τοῦ 
κυρίου εἰς πᾶσαν ἀρεσκείαν, ἐν παντὶ ἔργῳ ἀγαθῷ καρποφοροῦντες καὶ 
αὐξανόμενοι τῇ ἐπιγνώσει24 τοῦ θεοῦ 

 

23 In his exploration of the moral vision in Colossians, John Frederick follows a similar 
pattern of moving from Col 1:9–10 to Col 1:28; The Ethics of the Enactment and 
Reception of Cruciform Love: a Comparative Lexical, Conceptual, Exegetical, and 
Theological Study of Colossians 3:1–17, WUNT 2/487 (Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2019), 
187–195. I developed my arguments independently of his analysis but have incorporated 
some of his conclusions to bolster my arguments. Frederick assumes that that τέλειος 
means “perfection,” while I argue it takes on the meaning of “maturity” in this letter. 
24 Some manuscripts read ἐν τῇ ἐπιγνώσει (2א Ψ 075. 104. 1175. 1505 pc lat) εἰς τὴν 
ἐπίγνωσιν (D2 𝔐). This reading is found in 𝔓46 א* A B C D* F G I P 33. 81. 365. 1241s. 
1739. 1881. 2464 pc vgmss; Cl. 
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Both the ἵνα clause (ἵνα πληρωθῆτε) and the subsequent infinitive (περιπατῆσαι) indicate 

purpose.25 Paul and his coworkers pray for the purpose that the Colossians might be filled 

with knowledge, which Paul specifies as knowledge of the will of God.  

In Col 1:10, Paul further prays that they attain this knowledge for the specific 

purpose of “walking” worthily (περιπατέω). He repeats this verb a few times in the letter, 

in Col 2:6, 3:7, and Col 4:5. When Paul uses περιπατέω in Colossians, he tends to do so 

in a vein similar to the other, undisputed Pauline letters where every time it occurs, the 

verb carries the connotation of “live,” “conduct,” “act,” or “behave” (Rom 6:4, 8:4, 

13:13, and 14:15; 1 Cor 3:3 and 7:17; 2 Cor 4:2, 5:7, 10:2, 10:3, and 12:18; Gal 5:16; 

Phil 3:17-18, and 1 Thess 2:12, 4:1, and 4:12). περιπατέω is also used similarly in the 

disputed corpus, especially in Eph 2:2, 2:10, 4:1; 4:17; 5:2; 5:8, 5:15. It also appears in 2 

Thess in connection with how not to conduct life (2 Thess 3:6, 3:11).26  

 

25 Instead of an infinitive of purpose, περιπατῆσαι could be an infinitive of result. See 
Daniel B. Wallace for more on the difference in Greek Grammar Beyond the Basics: An 
Exegetical Syntax of the New Testament (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1996), 590–594. 
However, in this case, if περιπατῆσαι is an infinitive of result, that does not significantly 
impact the trajectory of this argument. There is not a significant difference between 
claiming Paul prays that God may fill the audience with knowledge for the purpose that 
they conduct their lives worthily and claiming that Paul prays that God may fill the 
audience with knowledge with the result they conduct their lives worthily. In either case, 
it is God who fills them with knowledge. And, in the end, Paul desires, prays, and writes 
to them with the end goal that they might conduct themselves worthily. 
26 This use of the verb also resonates with extrabiblical sources, such as Philodemus’ 
work, “On Death.” Philodemus writes that  

“… sensible man, having received that which secures the whole of what is 
sufficient for a happy life, immediately then for the rest (of his life) goes about 
laid out for burial, and he profits by one day as (he would) by eternity. 
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Moreover, in Pauline literature, περιπατέω frequently appears in appeals to live a 

certain way.27 In Rom 13:13, Paul prods the Roman congregation to “live”—that is 

“walk”—honorably28 instead of getting drunk and taking part in other vices. In 1 Cor 

7:17, he enjoins each member of the congregation to “walk” in the way God has called 

him or her. In Gal 5:16, he presses the Galatians to “walk” in the Spirit. In 1 Thess 

2:12—a close parallel to Col 1:10—Paul claims he and his coworkers provide instruction 

to the Thessalonians so that they “walk” worthily (Thess 2:12), and he reiterates this 

point in 1 Thess 4:1 and 4:12. In Rom 6:4, Paul claims that Christ-followers have been 

buried with Christ in baptism so that they can “walk in newness of life” just like Christ 

was raised from the dead.  

 

ὁ δὲ νοῦν ἔχων, ἀπει 
ληφὼς ὅ δύναται πᾶν περιποιῆσαι 
τ]ὸ πρὸς εὐδαίμονα βίον αὔταρκες, εὐ– 
θὺς ἤδη τὸ λοιπὸν ἐντεταφιασμέ– 
νος περιπατεῖ κα[ὶ] τὴν μίαν ἡμέραν 
ὡς αἰῶνα κερδα[ί]νει 
 

Text and translation from Benjamin W. Henry, Philodemus, On Death, WGRW 29 
(Atlanta: SBL, 2009): 2–94. http://catalog.lib.byu.edu/uhtbin/ckey-search/4294810. 
27 Wilson points out that the concept of “walking” in a certain way of life resonates with 
the notion of the moral life as following a “way” (ὁδός) in Epictetus Diatr., 2.12.3; 
Plutarch, De Profectibus in Virtute 76D; and Maximus of Tyre, Orationes 1.3, 16.2. See 
Wilson, The Hope of Glory, 41. However, the moral philosophers do not use the term 
“walk” in association with the “way.” 
28 BDAG, s.v. περιπατέω, 803. The verb is modified by the adverb εὐσχημόνως, which 
the NIV renders as “decently,” while the NRSV has “honorably.” The KJV translates it as 
“honestly.” 
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Colossians shares a similar hortatory force with these passages, especially in Col 

2:6 (“walk [in Christ Jesus]”) and Col 4:5 (“walk in wisdom...”).29 As such, we can say 

that the reference to “walking” in Col 1:9-10 carries the connotation of “conduct 

oneself,” “live,” “behave,” and “act.”30 The knowledge of God and God’s will shape the 

way they conduct their lives—their manner of life.  

The subsequent participles, “bearing fruit and growing” (καρποφοροῦντες καὶ 

αὐξανόμενοι, v. 10), further characterize this manner of life as one which requires both 

“growth” and “fruit.” The participial pairing echoes the phrasing found earlier in the 

letter in which Paul gives thanks for the present reality of the Colossians’ faith and 

faithfulness, as well as their “abundance” in that faith. After the greeting (Col 1:1-2),31 

Paul gives thanks for both Epaphras’s and the Colossians’ faith in Christ and their 

responsiveness to the good news (εὐαγγέλιον) which they learned from Epaphras (vv. 7-

8).32 In the initial thanksgiving of the letter, Paul also gives thanks for their faith and love 

founded in their hope (vv. 4-5).33 Their hope is in turn founded in their hearing of the 

“word of the truth of the gospel” (ἐν τῷ λόγῳ τῆς ἀληθείας τοῦ εὐαγγελίου), which he 

claims is bearing fruit and growing (καρποφορούμενον καὶ αὐξανόμενον) in all the world 

 

29 The theme of walking as a reference to “living” and “conducting one’s life” does also 
appear in Col 1:10 and Col 3:7. In those places, the word lacks a hortatory force, though. 
30 See section above (and n. 29) on the use of περιπατέω. 
31 Significantly, in the greeting, Paul also identifies the Colossians as “faithful” (πιστοῖς 
ἀδελφοῖς), perhaps signaling a theme of the letter.  
32 See Peter T. O’Brien, Introductory Thanksgivings in the Letters of Paul (Leiden: E. J. 
Brill, 1977), 68–71. 
33 Notice the Pauline triad here: faith (πίστις, v. 4), love (ἀγάπη, v. 4) hope (ἐλπίς, v. 5). 
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as it is among the Colossians (v. 6). Paul then proceeds to point out that he and Timothy 

(and other coworkers) offer this prayer for the continued faithfulness of the Colossian 

community as well as their continued growth in knowledge. The increase of knowledge, 

though, does not yield knowledge for its own sake. Rather that knowledge leads to a way 

of life which continues to “bear fruit” and “grow.” Such use of horticultural imagery also 

highlights the hope of maturity. In light of the language of walking, bearing fruit, and 

growing, we can claim that maturity in Christ belongs to the purpose or goal of this 

manner of life. 

Second, the connective comments Paul makes between the end of the Christ 

Hymn in Col 1:23 and the start of the paraenetic section in Col 2:5 further demonstrate 

his interest in their maturity. After the Christ Hymn and the description of the cosmic 

reconciliation wrought by Christ (vv. 15-20), Paul writes that the Colossians are included 

in the reconciliation which the Christ Hymn recounts (vv. 21-22).34 In v. 23 he follows up 

by telling the audience that the purpose of this reconciliation is to present them as holy, 

blameless, and irreproachable (ἁγίους καὶ ἀμώμους καὶ ἀνεγκλήτους)—“if” they endure 

in faith. 

…if you endure in faith, having been established and rooted, and not shifting from 
the hope of the gospel which you heard, which has been preached in all creation 
under heaven, and of which I, Paul, became a minister. 
 
Col 1:23 εἴ γε ἐπιμένετε τῇ πίστει τεθεμελιωμένοι καὶ ἑδραῖοι καὶ μὴ 
μετακινούμενοι ἀπὸ τῆς ἐλπίδος τοῦ εὐαγγελίου οὗ ἠκούσατε, τοῦ κηρυχθέντος 
ἐν πάσῃ κτίσει τῇ ὑπὸ τὸν οὐρανόν, οὗ ἐγενόμην ἐγὼ Παῦλος διάκονος.  

 

34 See Chapter 4.2, especially 4.2.2.2.4. 
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In Col 1:23, Paul returns to the themes of Col 1:9-10, where he prayed for the Colossians 

to “walk worthily.” With the “if,” Paul points out the Colossians need to remain in faith, 

which he describes as being established and rooted (τεθεμελιωμένοι καὶ ἑδραῖοι) and not 

turning from the good news they heard (μὴ μετακινούμενοι ἀπὸ τῆς ἐλπίδος τοῦ 

εὐαγγελίου οὗ ἠκούσατε). Paul indicates that they should conduct themselves such that 

they grow up in the faith.  

 At the end of Col 1:23, Paul claims that the good news has been preached 

throughout the world. In v. 24, he continues by claiming that he became a minister of this 

good news, while, in vv. 28-29, he indicates that part of his ministerial role includes 

instruction. His vocation involves both proclaiming the “good news” and making 

adherents mature (τέλειος) in Christ. To that second end, he writes this letter. Colossians 

2:2-5 further confirms this point. Here Paul explains to the Colossians that he tells them 

and the Laodiceans35 about his struggles in order that (ἵνα) the Colossians and the 

Laodiceans can be knit together in love and come to knowledge of Christ36 (see also Col 

3:10, and 3:12-14). Additionally, he claims he says this so no one will deceive them with 

“probable arguments” (πιθανολογία, Col 2:4). Their knowledge of Christ and their being-

bound-in-love are aspects of their maturity in Christ which will fortify them against the 

false teaching which he obliquely references in Col 2:8, 16-23. 

 

35 See also Col 4:16. 
36 Again, I read the ἵνα clause as indicating purpose. See n. 26 above. 
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Third, the transition in Col 2:6-7 from the Christological instruction in Col 1:15-

20 into the more directly paraenetic portion of the letter in Col 2:6-4:6 also indicates that 

Paul writes this letter for the purpose of helping the audience become mature in Christ.37 

In Col 2:6-7, Paul offers both a summary of what has preceded as well as a transition to 

the next part of the letter: 

Therefore as you received Christ Jesus, the Lord, walk in him, (v. 7) being rooted 
and built up in him, and being established [in faith] just as you were taught, 
abounding in thanksgiving” (emphasis added).  
 
Col 2:6-7 Ὡς οὖν παρελάβετε τὸν Χριστὸν Ἰησοῦν τὸν κύριον, ἐν αὐτῷ 
περιπατεῖτε, (v. 7) ἐρριζωμένοι καὶ ἐποικοδομούμενοι ἐν αὐτῷ καὶ βεβαιούμενοι 
τῇ πίστει καθὼς ἐδιδάχθητε, περισσεύοντες ἐν εὐχαριστίᾳ. 
 

This “therefore” (οὖν) in Col 2:6 draws together Paul’s previous remarks and designates 

a shift to naming the implications.38 He commands them to “walk” in light of all that has 

preceded this statement. They should “be rooted,” “built up,” and “established” in the 

faith they were taught (ἐρριζωμένοι καὶ ἐποικοδομούμενοι ἐν αὐτῷ καὶ βεβαιούμενοι τῇ 

πίστει). Here Paul mixes his metaphors, throwing—as Ben Witherington puts it— “a 

cornucopia of images and metaphors at the audience, trusting that one or the other will 

 

37 David Hellholm and Vermund Blomkvist note that most commentators have difficulty 
determining where the paraenetic section of the letter begins and ends, “Parainesis as an 
Ancient Genre-Designation: The case of the ‘Euthalian Apparatus’ and the ‘Affiliated 
Arguments,” in Early Christian Paraenesis in Context, ed. James Starr and Troels 
Engberg-Pedersen, ZNW 125 (Berlin: Walter de Gruyter, 2004), 467–519, especially 
485–486. 
38 See also Chapter 4.2, especially 4.2.2.1 for more on this point. 
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lodge in their brains.”39 The horticultural and construction language points to the 

necessity that the Colossians remember and retain the “good news” which they heard 

(Col 1:5-6), but it also leaves room for growth in that gospel. The image is dynamic, not 

static. They should continue to grow in what they were taught as they press on—grow—

toward maturity. That maturity involves their apprehension of right teaching (see Col 

1:12-1:22), but also to the way in which they live, as evidenced by the series of 

instructions for living in Col 3:12-4:6. 

To sum up this section, the letter to the Colossians is best read as a letter of 

exhortation. The resemblances to other forms of contemporary paraenetic literature and 

the content of the letter show that Paul writes to urge the Colossians to become mature 

(τέλειος) in Christ. While a stream of modern scholarship on Colossians has attempted to 

identify the “Colossians heresy” addressed and refuted by the author of the letter,40 this 

project focuses on the letter as a guide to the mature Christian life and examines the 

claims the author makes about that mature life. While Paul demonstrates concern about a 

 

39 Ben Witherington, III, The Letters to Philemon, the Colossians, and the Ephesians: a 
Socio-rhetorical Commentary on the Captivity Epistles (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2007), 
154. Also, Wright, Colossians and Philemon, 104. 
40 For helpful analysis and overview, see Fred O. Francis and Wayne A. Meeks, ed., 
Conflict at Colossae: a Problem in the Interpretation of Early Christianity, Illustrated by 
Selected Modern Studies, SBLSBS 4 (Missoula, MT: SBL/Scholars’ Press, 1975). See 
also Fred O. Francis, “Humility and Angelic Worship in Col. 2:18,” Studia Theologia 16 
(1962):109–134; M.D. Hooker, “Were there False Teachers in Colossae?” in Christ and 
Spirit in the New Testament: In Honour of Charles Francis Digby Moule, ed. Barnabas 
Lindars and Stephen S. Smalley (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1973), 315–
331. 
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false teaching41 and its capacity to deceive the growing Colossian community, he never 

provides a name for this false teaching. His “attack” concentrated in Col 2 is vague 

enough to leave the identity of the false teaching subject to scholarly speculation. 

Investigation into the identity of the false teaching may yield interesting insights into the 

situation of early Christianity and its context, but the scholarly project to identify it can 

detract from the comprehension of this letter’s purpose. Whatever budding false teaching 

Paul addresses, he primarily writes the letter to the Colossians to instruct that church 

community to grow into maturity (τέλειος) in Christ. 

1.3 Methodology/Methodologies 

To guide the Colossians congregation towards such maturity, Paul issues a series 

of moral injunctions between Col 2:6-4:6. This project is concerned with one injunction 

in particular—that in Col 3:16 concerning musical practice. We want to discover how this 

specific practice forms the congregation.  

The dearth of descriptive detail about singing and musical practice in the letter to 

the Colossians has led to a varied history of interpretation, which ranges from 

understanding singing as silent, private devotion to regarding singing as a metonymy for 

public worship. Given this wide range of interpretations, singing in Col 3:16 first needs 

elucidation before subsequent chapters address how singing forms its participants. The 

analysis in Chapter 2 thus addresses what the reference to singing in Col 3:16 could mean 

 

41 Variously described as πιθανολογία, φιλοσοφία, κενή ἀπάτη, and παράδοσις τῶν 
ἀνθρώπων, see Col 2:4–10. 
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as a concrete, historical practice. Based on clues from the letter, other biblical witness, 

and extra-biblical sources, I argue that “singing” in Col 3:16 is best understood as 

corporate and vocal music-making. While any historical reconstruction of singing in first 

century Colossae must remain speculative, there are good reasons to hypothesize that the 

“mutual instruction with psalms, hymns, and songs through singing” in Col 3:16 refers to 

solo chanting with unison response.   

Having offered an account of what “singing” means in Col 3:16, we then turn in 

Chapter 3 to the question of how singing functions within the life of the Colossian 

church. Based on where singing appears in the letter, it is clear that, for Paul, the practice 

of singing plays a part in the moral formation of the community. An interdisciplinary turn 

to studies in ethnomusicology, anthropology of the voice, and music psychology yields a 

set of concepts, questions, and frameworks for understanding how music-making forms 

its participants. Studies in ethnomusicology posit that “music” is a social action particular 

to the context of a given society.42 From such studies, we learn that singing in Col 3:16 

arises as practice within the social context of the church—a community of diverse 

members pursuing life together after baptism, undergirded by the narrative of 

reconciliation to God in Jesus Christ.43 Furthermore, studies in anthropology of the voice 

 

42 See Christopher Small, Musicking (Hanover: Wesleyan University Press, 1998); 
Monique M. Ingalls, “Singing Heaven Down to Earth: Spiritual Journeys, Eschatological 
Sounds, and Community Formation in Evangelical Conference Worship,” 
Ethnomusicology 55 (2011): 255–279. 
43 Because the singing which I am analyzing belongs to Paul’s exhortations to the 
Colossian community, a clarification is in order: when I refer to the “social context” of 
the singing in Col 3:16, we must be clear that this “social context” may or may not have 
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demonstrate that the “voice” is an “epistemic medium” 44 for coming to “know”45 one’s 

self, one’s community, and the surrounding world. Based on these studies, we find that 

singing in Col 3:16 helps the members of the church indwell the story of reconciliation to 

God and of incorporation into the Body of Christ. Finally, studies in music psychology 

considering how singing can form new social bonds in a group through musical 

entrainment.46 From these studies, we discover that singing in Col 3:16 promotes the 

formation of the church community. 

Ethnomusicology, anthropology of the voice, and music psychology can 

ultimately only provide concepts, questions, and frameworks for our project. To 

understand the singing in Col 3:16 and its role in the formation necessary for Christian 

maturity requires a return to the letter. Chapter 4 thus considers how singing in Col 3:16 

 

corresponded to the on-the-ground reality. The Colossians may or may not have followed 
Paul’s guidance in their corporate life together. Rather, the “social context” to which we 
turn our attention is the social context which Paul describes and promotes in the letter. In 
this sense, the “social context” of the letter refers to an “ideal” world. However, it is 
nonetheless a “real” world in the sense that Paul’s exhortations are meant to be realized, 
fulfilled, and enacted in the Colossians’ life together—as well as the Laodiceans’ life 
together (Col 4:16)—as participants in the local and cosmic Body of Christ (Col 1:18). 
44 Aaron A. Fox, Real Country: Music and Language in Working-Class Culture 
(Durham: Duke University Press, 2004), 22, 29, especially 44–45. See also Nicholas 
Harkness, Songs of Seoul: an Ethnography of Voice and Voicing in Christian South 
Korea (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2014), 3, 12–14. 
45 See below Section 1.4.2 and Chapter 4, Sections 4.3.2 and 4.4 for more on what 
“knowledge” means in this project. 
46 Martin Clayton, Rebecca Sager, and Udo Will argue along these lines in “In Time with 
the Music: The Concept of Entrainment and Its Significance for Ethnomusicology,” 
ESEM CounterPoint 1 (2004): 3–75, especially 4; Martin Clayton does as well in “What 
is Entrainment? Definition and Applications in Musical Research,” Empirical Musicology 
Review 7, no. 1–2 (2012): 49–56. See also Chapter 3.3, particularly 3.3.2 for more. 
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forms the church community by examining the relationship between the Christological 

narrative in the “Christ Hymn” of Col 1:15-20 and the moral admonitions in Col 2:6-4:6. 

Building on Matthew Gordley’s work which argues that the Christ Hymn is a didactic 

hymn that is “theoretically foundation” to moral action,47 I argue that the Christ Hymn 

captures the story which “fuels” the social imaginary within which the injunctions to 

moral practices are rendered intelligible. The appeal in Col 3:16 to practice singing 

carries the Christological narrative of reconciliation to God and others in Christ taught in 

and through the “Christ Hymn.” At the same time, participation in the church community 

constituted by certain practices—among them, singing—provides the necessary 

background for the Christ Hymn. Singing enables the Colossian congregation to inhabit 

the story of reconciliation in the Christ Hymn because of its capacity to form them as a 

community and to shape both their knowledge of God as the one who reconciles them in 

Christ and their knowledge of themselves as those who are reconciled. 

Finally, the Chapter 5 (Conclusion) discusses several implications of my analysis. 

First, I show how the very interpretation of Col 3:16 extends the scholarly discussion 

about the unity of theology and ethics in Paul’s letters and also draws attention to the 

formative role of habits and practice in the moral life.48 Second, I argue that the 

ecclesiology of the letter is essentially local, contrary to interpretations of Colossians 

 

47 Matthew E. Gordley, The Colossian Hymn in Context: An Exegesis in Light of Jewish 
and Greco-Roman Hymnic and Epistolary Conventions, WUNT, 2/228 (Tübingen: Mohr 
Siebeck, 2007), 269. 
48 See Section 1.4.2 below. 



 

25 

which heavily press the letter’s universal and hierarchical ecclesiology. Finally, in light 

of the fact that interpretations of Col 3:16 have had a normative influence on Christian 

worship, the Chapter 5 (Conclusion) explores implications of my interpretation for 

contemporary Christian music-making 

1.3.1 Why the Letter to the Colossians? 

In seeking to answer the question of the relationship between singing and 

Christian formation, it is advantageous to focus on a single letter. Doing so allows us to 

focus on the relationship of Christology and moral exhortation within a specific social 

context—namely the church community which Paul addresses in the writing of this letter. 

In the letter, Paul urges the Colossian church to avoid certain practices and to follow 

others (Col 2:6-4:6). Their participation in these practices creates a social context—a 

community with a particular manner of life. Taking part in the community constituted by 

these practices brings about knowledge of themselves, their community, and the world 

around them. This project gives attention to how one practice—music-making—functions 

within that specific context.  

Furthermore, specific attention to the exhortation found in this letter can be 

informative, especially for Christian communities which take Col 3:16 as instructive—

even normative—for their theology of worship.49 Descriptively speaking, Christian 

 

49 Most of the extant resources focus on worship more generally, instead of musical 
practice or singing specifically. Of course, such a work would need to incorporate the Old 
Testament, as many biblical theologies of worship do. For example, see G.K. Beale, We 
Become What We Worship: a Biblical Theology of Idolatry (Downers Grove, IL: IVP 
Academic; Nottingham, England: Apollos, 2008); Daniel I. Block, For the Glory of God: 
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communities have turned to Col 3:16 in conversations about the purpose and practice of 

worship. Moreover, contemporary Christians hold that Colossians is the Word of God. As 

such, prescriptively speaking, its interpretation has ramifications for the way in which 

Christian communities develop their theology of worship and the ways in which they 

conduct worship and Christian life today. 

1.3.2 Why Ethnomusicology, Anthropology of the Voice, and Music 
Psychology? 

The present study is, of necessity, interdisciplinary in nature. The fields of 

ethnomusicology, anthropology of the voice, and music psychology illuminate the nature 

of musical practice—such as singing (Col 3:16)—and its function in social groups—such 

as the church to which Paul writes this letter—in two ways. First, they provide helpful 

language for analyzing the nature and function of musical practice in the letter to the 

 

Recovering a Biblical Theology of Worship (Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2014); 
Daniel Peterson, Engaging with God: a Biblical Theology of Worship (Grand Rapids: 
Eerdmans, 1992). Other theologies of worship focus on the Old Testament; see Carol M. 
Bechtel, ed., Touching the Altar: the Old Testament for Christian Worship, The Calvin 
Institute of Christian Worship Liturgical Studies Series (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2008); 
Walter Brueggemann, Israel's Praise: Doxology against Idolatry and Ideology 
(Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1988); Samuel E. Balentine, The Torah's Vision of 
Worship, Overtures to Biblical Theology (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1989). In a very 
different vein, Thomas Allen Seel has written a theology of music drawn from Revelation 
in A Theology of Music for Worship derived from the Book of Revelation, Studies in 
Liturgical Musicology 3 (Metuchen, NJ: Scarecrow Press, 1995) (Thanks to Samantha 
Arten for pointing this resource out to me). While they does not focus on musical practice 
per se on contemporary worship practice, John Paul Heil and Nijay K. Gupta both 
examine Paul’s letters with respect to theology and worship; see (respectively), The 
Letters of Paul as Rituals of Worship (Eugene, OR: Cascade Books, 2011) and Worship 
that Makes Sense to Paul: a New Approach to the Theology and Ethics of Paul's Cultic 
Metaphors, ZNW 175 (Berlin: De Gruyter, 2010). 
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Colossians. These fields study music-making as a social practice. They observe how 

members of social groups make music together and what role that action plays in the 

social group. As argued with greater detail in Chapter 3, the act of singing in Col 3:16 

belongs among a series of exhortations (Col 3:1-4:6) which address how the audience 

ought to live a Christian life after baptism and conduct themselves within the context of 

the church community. In this way, singing in Col 3:16 is a kind of “social, cooperative 

activity.”50 Thus, the discourse in these musicologically-oriented studies can provide 

helpful language for analyzing the letter. 

Second, studies in ethnomusicology, anthropology of the voice, and music 

psychology yield valuable analyses regarding the ways in which musical practice shapes 

its participants within a given social context. Insights from these contemporary fields can 

help us understand how the practice of singing in Col 3:16 plays a part in the attainment 

of knowledge, wisdom, and maturity in the Christian life. Paul presents these 

exhortations to follow a certain shape of life as related to knowledge and moral 

formation. As explored with more depth in Chapter 3, the practices in Col 3:12-4:6 

 

50 As argued further in Chapter 2.3-2.4 below, the fact that the exhortation to sing in Col 
3:16 belongs to the life of the Colossian church as a community does not diminish or 
exclude the significance of private and/or individual singing. The inclusion of singing in 
a larger series of instructions to the Colossian church shows that here it primarily refers 
to an act in the Christian life as given shape within the church as a social community 
which comes together on the basis of the story of Christ as the Head and the church as 
His Body. In this sense, there is a resemblance between singing in Col 3:16 and the 
understanding of a social practice as a cooperative human activity which is instantiated, 
or established, socially. However, the singing in Col 3:16, as a social act, could also 
encompass private and/or individual singing. 
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characterize the life as the “new person” as a life which entails renewal “in knowledge 

according to the pattern of the image” (Col 3:10-11). As one of the practices that belongs 

to this life, singing plays a part in the life as the “new person.”51 Singing also facilitates 

mutual instruction with psalms, hymns, and spiritual songs. The letter thus associates 

singing with moral formation, instruction, and growing in knowledge in the social context 

of the Christian life within the church community. The studies in ethnomusicology, 

anthropology of the voice, and music psychology can provide helpful ways of thinking 

about this relationship. 

1.4 Significance for the Debate over Pauline Ethnics 

1.4.1 Predecessors 

Considering the specific exhortation in Col 3:16 as one in a larger series of moral 

injunctions touches on conversations in Pauline studies about the relationship between 

ethics and theology in Paul’s thought.52 Martin Dibelius famously argued that the 

exhortations in Paul’s letters do not relate to his theological thought and have little to do 

with the more fundamental and basic Christological kergyma. For example, in From 

Tradition to Gospel, Dibelius notes that Paul frequently concludes his letters with moral 

 

51 Chapter 3.2, especially 3.2.2.3. 
52 As commentators have observed, only in recent history has this conversation about 
theology and ethics in Paul come to the fore. David G. Horrell makes this point in 
Solidarity and Difference: a Contemporary Reading of Paul’s Ethics, 2nd ed., 
Cornerstones (London: T & T Clark International, 2016), 1–50. See also Nijay K. Gupta, 
“The Theo-Logic of Paul’s Ethics in Recent Research: Crosscurrents and Future 
Directions in Scholarship in the Last Forty Years,” CurBR 7.3 (2009): 336–361; John 
M.G. Barclay, Colossians and Philemon, ed. A.T. Lincoln, NTG 12 (Sheffield: Sheffield 
Academic Press, 1997), 27–28; Thompson, Moral Formation according to Paul, 10. 
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imperatives: e.g. Rom 12-13; Gal 5:13ff; 6:1ff; Col 3, 4; 1 Thess 4:1ff, 5:1ff.53 These 

exhortations differ in style when compared to the rest of the letter; they contain “no far-

reaching discussions based on religion or theology, but special caveats often in the form 

of proverbs either loosely strung together or simply following one another without 

connection.”54 These injunctions set forth “general principles” instead of concrete 

applications to the situation of the churches to which Paul writes, and they have little or 

no connection to the theoretical material Paul covers in the rest of the letters.  

Dibelius accounts for the generality of these principles in two ways. First, the 

early Christians expected the return of Christ imminently, so they had no plans to live out 

these exhortations.55 Second, these moral instructions merely reflect the “didactic habit”56 

which Paul developed in his missionary preaching. New converts needed training in the 

Christian life, and so Paul would instruct them. As such, when Paul includes exhortations 

in his letters, they remind the audience of the teaching which they had already received; 

as an example, Dibelius cites 1 Thess 4:1. Thus, according to Dibelius, the appeals to 

moral practice belong to “tradition,” which he sees as an amalgamation of Hellenistic 

sources and sayings of Jesus.57 The exhortations reflect an uncritical appropriation of the 

ethical principles from the surrounding Greco-Roman culture58 and are an addendum to 

 

53 Dibelius, From Tradition to Gospel, 238. 
54 Ibid. 
55 Ibid. 
56 Ibid. 
57 Ibid., 239. 
58 Such ethical developments, it is sometimes argued, reflect a trajectory in the early 
Christian movement toward institutions, organization, and “Catholicism.” This kind of 
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theological and Christological claims.59 Paul’s ethics, in short, do not flow from his 

theology or from his Christology.60  

 

argument assumes that the earliest, most original church was a spontaneous movement 
without structures or institutions which later “calcified” into the “Catholic church.” 
Others have pressed against this kind of “spontaneous to institutional” framework for 
understanding the early Christian movement. For example, see Stephen Neill and Tom 
Wright, Interpretation of the New Testament: 1861–1986 (Oxford; New York: Oxford 
University Press, 1988), 179, 181–182, 200–204. For a historical account which also puts 
pressure on this kind of “early Catholicism” argument, see Robert Louis Wilken, The 
First Thousand Years: A Global History of Christianity (New Haven: Yale University 
Press, 2012), 23, 29–36. Though he does not directly address the “early Catholicism” 
argument, Wilken does argue that “Christianity came into the world as a community, not 
a casual association of individual believers” (30), and that the “order” of the early church 
was more than a mere “function” of the organization. Leadership and order, from the 
beginning, concerned faithful transmission and reception of apostolic teaching (30). He 
argues that the office of bishop, baptism, and eucharist defined this community as much 
as beliefs did (35–36). See also C. Kavin Rowe, “Christianity’s First Millennium: 
Reflections on Robert Louis Wilken’s Magnum Opus,” Nova et Vetera 13.4 (2015): 
1261–1267, especially 1264–1266. 
59 Dibelius’ arguments have some internal inconsistencies which we will not explore here 
in the Introduction as they fall beyond the scope of this project. But to address these 
inconsistencies briefly: if, as Dibelius assumes, the early Christians expected the 
imminent return of Christ and therefore did not have concerns about developing an ethic, 
why would Paul even bother to instruct them in the “Christian way of life”? And if Paul 
in his “didactic habit” was teaching them about the Christian way of life, wouldn’t some 
thought have gone into what exhortations would motivate the new converts to that 
Christian way of life? Crouch develops criticisms along these lines in Origin and 
Intention of the Colossian Haustafel, 22. 
60 C.H. Dodd’s work on the New Testament exhortations is often cited in close 
conjunction with Dibelius’ conclusions (see Gupta, “The Theo-Logic of Paul’s Ethics in 
Recent Research,” 338; Horrell, Solidarity and Difference, 14). Michael Parsons also 
treats Dodd’s work as an example of the “irrelation of indicative and imperative,” 
because of his sharp bifurcation between the two; see “Being Precedes Act: Indicative 
and Imperative in Paul’s Writing,” pp. 217–237 in Understanding Paul’s Ethics: 
Twentieth Century Approaches, ed. Brian S. Rosner (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans; Carlisle: 
Paternoster, 1995), 218–221. However, while Dodd’s account does treat the ethical 
exhortations as distinct from the kerygma, he does allow for their dependence on the 
kerygma; see Gospel and Law: The Relation of Faith and Ethics in Early Christianity, 
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Rudolf Bultmann became a pivotal figure in challenging Dibelius’ conclusions, 

and his work paved the way for later analyses which would argue for the unity of Paul’s 

theology and ethics.61 In his classic essay, “The Problem of Ethics in Paul,” Bultmann 

analyzes Gal 5:25 and sets forth the problem as follows: the believer is declared righteous 

(the indicative), but then the believer is given exhortations to moral behaviors (the 

imperative). These two statements seem to constitute an antinomy. In response, Bultmann 

argues that justification does not refer to an empirical change but rather is about God’s 

verdict on the justified which can only be seen with eyes of faith. The indicative, then, is 

only realized in the imperative.62 As Horrell sums it up, for Bultmann, the moral claims 

Paul makes have no new content for the believer; 

Rather, both indicative and imperative express the viewpoint of faith; they relate 

to the existence of those who understand themselves to be justified. For such 

persons, the imperative indicates the character of their faith as obedience just as 

the indicative describes their righteous status as faith perceives it. The imperatives 

do not, then, call for the believer to act in ways empirically distinguishable from 

those of other people, but indicate that the believer’s action is to be understood as 

obedience.”63 
 

 

Bampton Lectures in America 3 (New York: Columbia University Press, 1951), 
especially 81–83.  
61 See Horrell, Solidarity and Difference, 11–15; Gupta, “The Theo-Logic of Paul’s 
Ethics in Recent Research,” 337–339. 
62 See Gupta, “The Theo-Logic of Paul’s Ethics in Recent Research,” 338–339; Parsons, 
“Being Precedes Act: Indicative and Imperative in Paul’s Writing,” 222. 
63 Horrell, Solidarity and Difference, 12. 
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In other words, Bultmann collapses the indicative and imperative into one.64 While few 

have been satisfied with Bultmann’s existential interpretation, his blurring of the 

indicative and imperative set the stage for further analyses. 

Victor Paul Furnish, Richard Hays, David Horrell, and others have argued that 

Paul’s theology and ethics are integrally bound up with one another.65 All three agree 

that, while Paul is not a systematic theologian or a systematic ethicist, his ethical 

exhortations are theologically and Christologically shaped.66 Furnish, in introducing the 

argument to his ground-breaking book, Theology and Ethics in Paul, claims that “[t]he 

thesis which finally emerges from this investigation is that the apostle’s ethical concerns 

are not secondary but radically integral to his basic theological convictions.”67 For 

Furnish, two foci emerge: first, attention to the origin and form of the “ethical” material 

in Paul’s letters, and, second, discovery of how the ethical material is related to 

“theological” aspects of his preaching.68 Regarding the first of these, Furnish argues that 

Paul had an eclectic range of sources, ranging from the Old Testament to Hellenistic 

sources to early Christian materials, and that he interpreted these in light of the revelation 

 

64 Gupta, “The Theo-Logic of Paul’s Ethics in Recent Research,” 338. 
65 In his review of this conversation, Gupta also discusses the contributions of Schrage 
and Sampley. For the sake of space, I limit my review to Furnish because his work is 
seminal, Hays because his work incorporates narrative, and Horrell because his work 
draws on social-scientific studies. This project follows the kind of analysis found in the 
work of Hays and Horrell, both of whom build on Furnish’s study. 
66 See Gupta for overview of the similarities and distinctives of these major scholarly 
contributions: “The Theo-Logic of Paul’s Ethics in Recent Research,” 342–347, 353–
357. 
67 Victor P. Furnish, Theology and Ethics in Paul (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1968), 13. 
68 Furnish, Theology and Ethics in Paul, 9. 
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of the person of Christ. Regarding the second, Furnish argues that Paul’s ethics rest on 

“theological, eschatological, and christological convictions.”69 His ethics have a 

theological basis in that they presuppose the dependence of humanity on God (1 Cor 4:7, 

2 Cor 4:7, Rom 4:16-17). They are eschatological in that they presume that “The absolute 

priority and sovereignty of God’s power are expressed not only in the spatially conceived 

mythology of God’s dwelling in ‘heaven’ (e.g. Rom 1:18; 1 Cor 15:47ff; Phil 2:10; 1 

Thess 1:10), but also in the temporally conceived mythology of God’s future triumph 

over all hostile powers (1 Cor 15:20ff).”70 And, finally, Paul’s ethics are Christological 

because the death and resurrection of Christ is the decisive event through which God’s 

grace is active in the world (Rom 6). 

In Moral Vision of the New Testament, Richard Hays builds on Furnish’s work 

and continues the argument that theology and ethics are deeply integrated for Paul. For 

Hays, the theological discourse in Paul’s letters has the end goal of edifying particular 

church communities and transforming these congregations into the image of Christ.71 

Consequently, Paul’s theological discourse has an ethical end. Hays traces three focal 

 

69 Ibid., 213. Emphasis original. 
70 Ibid., 214. Furnish also stresses the dialectical nature of Paul’s eschatology; “The 
future is totally God’s future, and it does not progress or develop from the past and 
present (which is man’s). The salvation which is already present is not, therefore, 
somehow qualitatively preliminary or second-rate. What is given is present in its fullness 
(although there is still something not given—namely resurrection from the dead and the 
final cosmic triumph of God’s power over death)” (215, emphasis original). 
71 Richard B. Hays, Moral Vision of the New Testament: Community, Cross, and New 
Creation: a Contemporary Introduction to New Testament Ethics (San Francisco: 
HarperSanFrancisco, 1996), 46. 
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theological images—the cross, eschatology, and new creation—which shape Paul’s 

ethical exhortation to congregations.  

David Horrell’s emphasis differs from that of Furnish and Hays in that he focuses 

on Paul’s ethics vis-à-vis contemporary ethical debate.72 He also turns to social scientific 

studies for a conceptual framework to understand that relationship. Horrell argues that, 

Paul’s letters are to be seen as reflecting, and contributing to, a narrative myth 

which constructs a particular symbolic universe, giving meaning and order to the 

lives of those who inhabit it. This myth, enacted in ritual, is an identity— and 

community— forming narrative which shapes both the worldview (the ‘is’) and 

the ethos (the ‘ought’) of its adherents.73 

 

This narrative myth, according to Horrell, centers on Christ, who provides the moral 

paradigm. He argues that Paul’s ethical exhortations to particular practices are guided by 

the two “metanorms” of “other-regard” and “solidarity.”74 These “metanorms” fuel the 

specific exhortations and practices. 

The work of these three scholars has done much to show the unity of theology and 

ethics in Paul’s letters. However, the letter to the Colossians has received little attention 

in this discussion. These scholars argue with respect to the undisputed Pauline letters and 

largely leave the letter to the Colossians in the footnotes. Furnish does not address 

 

72 Horrell strives to situate Paul’s ethics against the liberal-communitarian debate 
(Habermas representing the liberal side and Hauerwas representing the communitarian 
side) for the sake of hearing Paul’s contributions and challenges to contemporary political 
approaches. 
73 Horrell, Solidarity and Difference, 207. 
74 Ibid., 265–270. 
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Colossians in his analysis.75 Hays provides only a brief treatment of Colossians, giving 

more attention to Ephesians and to the Pastoral letters in a chapter devoted to “later 

developments” of Pauline thought. Horrell tends to discuss Colossians only in the 

footnotes.  

To be sure, the relegation of Colossians to the footnotes makes sense in light of 

the questions about its authenticity as a Pauline letter. All the same, Dibelius’ arguments 

that Paul’s ethical exhortations have little to do with theology have still influenced the 

interpretation of Colossians.76 As such, the theological foundation—indeed, for 

Colossians, the Christological foundation—which undergirds the moral exhortations in 

this letter merits further investigation.77  

Two recent works move the discussion of ethical exhortation in Colossians in that 

direction. First, in his book The Colossian Hymn in Context, Matthew Gordley primarily 

argues for the identification of the Christ Hymn as a “didactic hymn,” but he also makes 

a case for this hymn as foundational for moral action.78 In his second book, Teaching 

 

75 He explicitly limits his study to the undisputed letters (Furnish, Theology and Ethics in 
Paul, 11) and only references Colossians with respect to the triadic formula “faith, hope, 
and love,” which also appears in Col 1:4–5. See Theology and Ethics in Paul, 88. 
76 See Section 1.4.1 above. While Dibelius does not analyze Colossians at length, he does 
include Col 3 and Col 4 in the lists which he uses to argue that the paraenetic material has 
little to do with Paul’s theoretical/theological concerns. Like the rest of the paraenetic 
material, Col 3 and 4 remains on the level of general principles taken from a hodge-podge 
ethical tradition derived from other Hellenistic sources. 
77 This is not to assert without argument that Paul wrote Colossians—though I think he 
did; see n. 6 above. Rather, it is to claim that Colossians resonates with the same 
conceptual/theological/Christological framework found in Paul’s undisputed letters.  
78 Gordley, Colossian Hymn in Context, 269. 
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Through Song in Antiquity, Gordley claims that the Christ Hymn provides a “verbal 

portrait of reality” which grounds the early Christian worldview.79 In his most recent 

work, New Testament Christological Hymns, Gordley also makes the case that the Christ 

Hymn invites the audience into a view of the world of which Christ is the head.80  

Gordley focuses on the identification of the Colossian Christ Hymn as a didactic 

hymn and explores the role of didactic hymns in the ancient world. He does not press the 

relationship between Paul’s Christological worldview and moral action, nor does he place 

his argument in the context of the debate about the relationship between ethics and 

theology in Pauline scholarship. However, Gordley’s argument does have implications 

for the connection between the letter’s Christology and its series of exhortations. His 

work goes a long way toward demonstrating the integration of Christological instruction 

and moral action. Chapter 4 of this project will draw out some of these implications and 

will build on Gordley’s analysis to argue for the integral connection between Christology 

and moral exhortation in the letter to the Colossians.  

Second, John Frederick’s recent book, The Ethics of the Enactment and Reception 

of Cruciform Love, also contributes to the discussion of the integration of Christology and 

ethics in Colossians. Frederick argues that the “governing pattern” of ethical thought in 

Colossians has to do with the “idea of the ultimate perfection of believers which is a 

 

79 Gordley, Teaching Through Song in Antiquity, 21, see also 289, 300–302. 
80 Matthew E. Gordley, New Testament Christological Hymns: Exploring Texts, Contexts, 
and Significance (Downers Grove, IL: IVP Academic, 2018), 36–37, 222–226. 
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result of their communal access to the wisdom of God in Christ, namely the church.”81 

Their “reception and enactment of divine, cruciform love”82 brings about the renewal of 

knowledge. Frederick draws on accounts developed by Michael Gorman, Richard Hays, 

and others regarding “cruciformity” as the narrative sub-structure basic to Paul’s thought 

and finds a similar narrative sub-structure of “cruciformity” in Colossians undergirding 

the letter’s ethical exhortations. 

The analysis in my dissertation continues these conversations. It furthers the work 

of Furnish, Hays, and Horrell by giving attention to how theology and moral practice 

relate to one another.83 It also continues the work of Gordley and Frederick by advancing 

an argument about the theological—more specifically, Christological—basis of moral 

exhortation and practice in the letter to the Colossians. 

1.4.2 A Different Angle, Another Key 

At the same time, my project approaches the unity of Christology and moral 

practice in Colossians from another angle—or in a different key. It begins by considering 

a single moral injunction to one particular practice.84 While my analysis explores how the 

 

81 Frederick, The Ethics of the Enactment and Reception of Cruciform Love: a 
Comparative Lexical, Conceptual, Exegetical, and Theological Study of Colossians 3:1–
17, WUNT 2/487 (Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2019), 187. 
82 Frederick, The Ethics of the Enactment and Reception of Cruciform Love, 187. 
83 Since I take the letter to the Colossians as written by Paul, I find that the unity of 
theology and ethics in this letter reflects larger Pauline patterns discussed by Furnish, 
Hays, Horrell, etc. However, should someone find Pauline authorship of Colossians 
unconvincing, she must at least concede that the imitator’s work sincerely and 
successfully reflects the same Pauline inseparability of theology and ethics. 
84 In this sense, my project’s methodology resonates with Horrell’s attention to the 
practices of baptism and the Lord’s Supper, which he discusses as rituals. However, 



 

38 

moral practices carry the letter’s Christology, it also examines how practices like music-

making allow the participants to inhabit the world as those who confess Jesus Christ as 

Lord.  

My decision to examine the specific exhortation to the practice of music-making 

depends on three interrelated anthropological and epistemological presuppositions. First, 

humans are bodily creatures. Second, as bodily creatures, humans are oriented to the 

world not only cognitively, but also affectively. Third, humans experience knowledge of 

themselves, their communities, and the world in ways that that go beyond rational, 

linguistic articulation. Given these anthropological and epistemological assumptions, I 

further posit, as have others, that practices and habits—such as music-making—play a 

vital role in human knowing and formation.  

First, by claiming that humans are “bodily creatures,” I emphasize that humans do 

not have bodies, but rather are bodies. Humans are more than reasoning, rational, 

thinking minds encased in flesh. We approach the world in and through the body, and so 

the body is essential to human knowledge and identity. For example, without proper 

nutrition, sleep, and care, our minds suffer, which is why teachers and parents remind 

students during finals week to eat and rest. The mind and the body are, in a sense, 

 

Horrell’s primary interest is in examining these rituals to ascertain the “myth” and 
“metanorms” which undergird them—namely, “solidarity” and “other-relation” as 
exhibited in the story of Jesus Christ. While I do focus on the Christological narrative 
which drives the moral practices in the letter, I am primarily interested in the symbiotic 
relationship between the letter’s Christological narrative and the formative role of the 
practices in the church community. 
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symbiotic. To frame it more strongly, the body is even more basic to human identity than 

are the rational functions of the mind. As Alasdair MacIntyre has argued, humans begin 

life as babies who are incapable of complex reasoning and rationality, oriented to the 

world by our bodies which let us know we are hungry, tired, etc. Humans have 

prelinguistic reasons, desires, etc. which we later come to reflect on with language and 

reason.85 This is not to diminish language, reason, and cognition. As MacIntyre says, 

human rationality grows out of its bodily identity. Part of what it means to be a human is 

to have language and reason to reflect on desire and experience in order to pursue the 

goods appropriate to being human.86 But human identity, first and foremost, is a bodily 

identity.  

Recognizing human identity as a bodily identity leads to the second 

presupposition—that humans are oriented to the world not only cognitively, but also 

affectively. As MacIntyre argues, we begin with desire for a good; that motivates us to 

action. For example, a desire for health motivates us to eat. Our reasoning kicks in to help 

us achieve the good which we desire, sometimes setting one desire aside for the sake of 

another desire. I may want to eat chocolate, but my reasoning—hopefully—kicks in to 

remind me that chocolate is not the best choice for my good health; broccoli would be a 

better choice. Reasoning may guide and even tame or shape our desires. But desire and 

 

85 See Alasdair MacIntyre, Dependent Rational Animals: Why Human Beings Need the 
Virtues, The Paul Carus Lecture Series 20 (Chicago: Open Court, 1999), 8, 11–19. 
86 See MacIntyre, Dependent Rational Animals, especially 67–97. See also James K.A. 
Smith, Desiring the Kingdom: Worship, Worldview, and Cultural Formation (Grand 
Rapids: Baker Academic, 2009), 40, 56.  
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love primarily motivate humans. Again, such a claim does not diminish the role of 

cognition and reason—what we think and believe remains significant for guiding and 

providing boundaries to how we act—but those actions are primarily motivated by desire 

and love.87 

Thus, third, humans come to know the world around them in ways that go beyond 

mere cognitive assent and linguistic expression processed through reason. Our knowledge 

of the world is most basically a “bodily knowledge.” As Michael Polanyi puts it, human 

knowledge depends on “tacit knowledge”; humans “know more than we can tell and we 

can tell nothing without relying on our awareness of things we may not be able to tell.”88 

 

87 In his book Desiring the Kingdom, contemporary philosopher James K.A. Smith 
provides a helpful analysis of human knowing. In his analysis, Smith draws on 
Augustine, Aquinas, Husserl, and Heidegger, arguing against Cartesian and rationalist 
models of anthropology and epistemology and arguing instead for an “intentional” or 
“teleological” model. According to the Cartesian model, a human is such that she can 
reason her way to the truth. Smith also claims that this “cognitivist anthropology” has 
infiltrated the way Christians—particularly Reformed Christians—approach learning, 
education, and ultimately epistemology. Smith argues that, even though the Reformed 
movement stresses faith as opposed to reason, the emphasis only shifts from “person-as-
thinker” to “person-as-believer.” The emphasis still falls on the role of cognition and 
depends on understanding the human being as primarily a “thinker.” Smith critiques this 
“cognitivist anthropology” because of its failure to take into consideration the 
significance of love and desire in human orientation to the world. Smith argues for an 
“intentional” anthropology, or “teleological” anthropology. Humans are motivated by and 
oriented by love and desire, which are shaped by habits and practices (Desiring the 
Kingdom, 47 n. 14). In his rejection of cognitivist anthropology, Smith critiques 
philosophical discourse about “worldview” extremely harshly. James W. Sire responds to 
this critique and gives a defense for the term’s continued use. Yet, while Sire’s 
“both/and” approach is enriching, he does not address the anthropological critiques that 
Smith raises. See Naming the Elephant: Worldview as a Concept, 2nd ed., (Downers 
Grove, IL: IVP Academic, 2015), 23–69, especially 64–67. 
88 Michael Polanyi, Personal Knowledge: Towards a Post-Critical Philosophy (New 
York: Harper & Row, 1964), x; Susan K. Wood, “The Liturgy: Participatory Knowledge 
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Polanyi illustrates this claim with the example of riding a bicycle. A child can ride a 

bicycle without being able to explain the physics and mechanics that make the wheels 

turn when she pumps the pedals. Even though the child cannot explain all these physical 

and mechanical processes, we would say she “knows” how to ride the bicycle. That is the 

way humans most fundamentally “know”—we come to know our world and how to live 

in it through our bodily “indwelling” of the world through our actions, habits, and 

practices.89 All other knowledge is secondary to and based in such “tacit knowledge.”  

Polanyi’s contention that such “tacit knowledge” is basic to human understanding 

undergirds my use of the word “knowledge” as well as the word “epistemic” throughout 

the project. Chapter 3 offers an account of how the act of singing and the voice help the 

human “indwell”—or inhabit—the world, while Chapter 4 argues that the practice of 

singing in Col 3:16 enables the Colossian congregation to inhabit the story of 

reconciliation to God in Christ. In Chapter 3, I use the words “knowledge” and 

“epistemic” without modifiers such as “bodily” or “tacit” because the studies in 

ethnomusicology, anthropology of the voice, and music psychology do not use that 

language, and I choose to explore these studies in their own terms. Though these studies 

 

of God in the Liturgy,” in Knowing the Triune God: The Work of the Spirit in the 
Practices of the Church, ed. James J. Buckley and David S. Yeago (Grand Rapids: 
Eerdmans, 2001), 95–118. In Wood’s discussion of the formative role of the liturgy and 
liturgical prayer, she draws on Polanyi, for whom there is either “tacit knowledge” or 
knowledge rooted in “tacit knowledge.”  
89 Polanyi, Personal Knowledge, x–xi. See also Michael Polanyi, Tacit Knowledge 
(London: Routledge & Kegan Paul Ltd., 1966), 17–18. This point will receive further 
attention in Chapter 4.3, particularly 4.3.3, and 4.4. 
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certainly resonate with Polanyi’s epistemology, I leave the synthetic work to Chapter 4. 

There, I draw on Polanyi’s epistemology as well as theological adaptations of Polanyi’s 

work. I depend on the term “participatory knowledge,” which comes from an article by 

Susan K. Wood and another by Steven R. Guthrie.90 Wood applies Polanyi’s 

epistemology to liturgical practices in the church. She emphasizes how humans gain 

“tacit knowledge” through participating in practices, and she argues that taking part in the 

practices of the church’s liturgy brings about such “participatory knowledge.”91 Guthrie 

presses Wood’s arguments further and applies them to music-making. He argues that 

taking part in the “core practices” of the church such as prayer, Scripture, reading, 

Eucharist, and—most significantly for his essay—singing, allow the participant to 

“indwell” the ways of the church and to gain “participatory knowledge” of the Christian 

life, and ultimately, of God.92  Wood’s and Guthrie’s respective appropriations of 

Polanyi’s epistemology inform my use of the word “knowledge” in this project, whether 

or not I preface the word with the modifiers “tacit” or “participatory.”  

My analysis depends on these three interrelated anthropological and 

epistemological presuppositions—that human beings have a bodily identity, that we are 

embodied creatures motivated by desire and love; and that we come to know ourselves, 

 

90 See Chapter 4.3, particularly 4.3.3, and 4.4 which draw on Susan K. Wood, “The 
Liturgy,” 95 and Steven R. Guthrie, “The Wisdom of Song,” in Resonant Witness: 
Conversations between Music and Theology, ed. Jeremy S. Begbie and Steven R. 
Guthrie, The Calvin Institute of Christian Worship Liturgical Studies (Grand Rapids: 
Eerdmans, 2011), 382–407. 
91 Wood, “The Liturgy,” 96. 
92 Guthrie, “The Wisdom of Song,” 396. See also Wood, “The Liturgy,” 96–97, 100–102. 
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our communities, and the world around us by “indwelling” the world through our habits 

and practices. These presuppositions also resonate with the anthropology and related 

epistemology which undergirds the letter to the Colossians. As I argue in Chapter 3, the 

exhortations which Paul gives to the Colossian congregation urge the audience to take up 

certain habits and practices (Col 2:6-4:6).93 And, as I will argue in both Chapters 3 and 4, 

these habits and practices allow the participants to inhabit the Christological story of 

reconciliation encapsulated in the Christ Hymn. While all of the practices included in 

Colossians are important as well as interdependent, we will focus on the role of musical 

practice. 

In terms of the larger scholarly conversation, then, my project furthers work in 

Pauline scholarship about the connection between ethics and theology by focusing on 

how the moral practices themselves—and specifically music-making—form participants 

such that they come to inhabit the story of reconciliation to God and others in Christ. My 

project shows how the moral practice of music-making carries the Christological story in 

the Christ Hymn (Col 1:15-20)—namely, one in which Jesus Christ is the head of all 

things, including the church, and in which Jesus Christ reconciles all things to God 

through his body (Col 1:21-22).  

With respect to scholarship on Colossians, my project builds on Gordley’s 

attention to the Christ Hymn as the theoretical foundation of moral action and Frederick’s 

argument about the narrative sub-structure in Colossians which undergirds moral 

 

93 Chapter 3.2, especially 3.2.2.3 and 3.2.2.4. 
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practice, but it does so in a different key. Gordley claims that the Christ Hymn provides a 

“verbal portrait of reality” or a “worldview” upon which moral acts are founded. He 

focuses on exploring how the Christ Hymn rhetorically functions as a hymn which 

supports that vision. Frederick strives to identify the “governing thought” underneath the 

call to moral action in Col 3, which he identifies as the story of cruciform love. While he 

discusses the significance of the believers’ participation in the church, his goal is to find 

the thought world and narrative which provide the basis for the ethical exhortations.94 I 

extend their work by asking how participation in moral practices like music-making 

allows the members of the church to “dwell in” those verbal portraits, stories, and beliefs 

such that they become the members’ way of knowing themselves, their community, and 

the world. 

1.5 Going Forward 

My project builds on previous arguments while working from an anthropology 

which understands humans as bodily creatures who are affectively oriented to the world 

and shaped by practices, such as music-making, which play a vital role in coming to 

know. My ultimate goal is to understand the role of musical practice in the mature, 

Christian life according to Colossians and what it means for the church’s practices today. 

Paul writes this letter to enjoin the audience to “walk worthily of the Lord” (Col 1:9, also 

2:6) and do all things in the name of Christ, giving thanks to the Father (Col 3:17). The 

 

94 See Frederick, The Ethics of the Enactment and Reception of Cruciform Love, 188–
219. While he talks about participation in the church, Frederick does not use the language 
of practices. 
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letter thus provides instruction for how the audience should “grow up” and attain 

“maturity” in Christ. The practice of singing plays a crucial part. Singing carries the story 

in the Christ Hymn of reconciliation to God and others in Christ, while it also allows the 

members to inhabit that story and so forms them into a mature community. As such, my 

analysis offers challenges for how we understand Paul’s notion of the “church” in 

Colossians as well as questions for how we should approach music-making practices in 

the church today. 
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2. Singing as a Corporate, Vocalized, Musical Act in Colossians 
3:16 

Let the Word of Christ dwell in you richly, with all wisdom teaching and 
instructing one another with psalms, hymns, and spiritual songs, with gratitude 
singing in your hearts to God (Colossians 3:16)1 
 
ὁ λόγος τοῦ Χριστοῦ ἐνοικείτω ἐν ὑμῖν πλουσίως, ἐν πάσῃ σοφίᾳ διδάσκοντες καὶ 
νουθετοῦντες ἑαυτοὺς ψαλμοῖς, ὕμνοις, ᾠδαῖς πνευματικαῖς ἐν [τῇ] χάριτι 
ᾄδοντες ἐν ταῖς καρδίαις ὑμῶν τῷ θεῷ 
  

2.1 Introduction 

This project strives to understand how singing contributes to formation in the 

mature, Christian life which Paul2 enjoins the audience to “put on” in the letter to the 

Colossians (Col 3:10). Before exploring that question, however, it is necessary to ask 

what kind of concrete practice the reference to singing in Col 3:16 denotes. The letter’s 

lack of descriptive detail allows for a variety of interpretations, which range from the 

individual’s private—even silent—devotion3 to the communal worship of God,4 even a 

 

1 Unless otherwise noted, all translations of biblical texts (New Testament and 
Septuagint) are my own. The translations of other Greek and Latin sources are noted as 
they occur. 
2 See Chapter 1 n. 6 for a justification of my decision to call the letter’s author “Paul.” 
3 Ulrich Zwingli provides an example of such thinking (see Huldrych Zwingli Writings, 
trans. by Edward J. Furcha and H. Wayne Pipkin [Allison Park, PA: Pickwick 
Publications, 1984] 1:283-286). Also, Angela Standhartinger, Studien zur 
Entstehungsgeschichte und Intention des Kolosserbriefes (Leiden; Boston: Brill, 1999), 
244–245. See Section 2.4 of this chapter. 
4 For example, F.F. Bruce, The Epistles to the Colossians, to Philemon, and to the 
Ephesians, NICNT (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1984), 158–159; Eduard Lohse, 
Colossians and Philemon, trans. William R. Poehlmann and Robert J. Karris, Hermenia 
(Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1971), 151; Marianne Meye Thompson, Colossians and 
Philemon, The Two Horizons New Testament Commentary (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans), 
86–87. 
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metonymy for public worship.5 Given this range, we first need to develop an account of 

“singing” in Col 3:16 before subsequent chapters address how such singing contributes to 

formation in the Christian life.  

When we consider Col 3:16 with an imagination disciplined by the historical, 

musical milieu of the early church and by a close reading of the letter to the Colossians, 

we find that the singing in Col 3:16 is best understood as vocal, corporate music-making. 

That is, the singing in Col 3:16 denotes a primarily vocal, musical practice,6 which 

involves the whole church community and likely the chanting of compositions and 

corporate, unison response. 

In order to develop an account of the singing spoken on in Col 3:16, this chapter’s 

argument unfolds in three major sections. Section 2.2 explores an ancient city’s likely 

“soundscape,” which will help us cultivate a historically-disciplined imagination to hear 

better what Paul means in Col 3:16. Section 2.3 provides an exegetical analysis of Col 

3:16, arguing that the phrase “psalms, hymns, and spiritual songs” denotes 

undifferentiated musical compositions and that the participle “singing” refers to a vocal, 

 

5 Thompson, Colossians and Philemon, 86–87; N.T. Wright, Colossians and Philemon, 
TNTC 12 (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1986; repr., Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 
200), 144–145; Jerry L. Sumney, Colossians: A Commentary (Louisville: Westminster 
John Knox Press, 2008), 222–223. 
6 In this chapter, “practice” means a social activity which involves a set of actions, is 
learned through and carried out by social relationships, and is accompanied by a 
discourse. Nicholas Wolterstorff has a similar notion of the practice of music-making in 
“The Work of Making a Work of Music,” in What is Music? An Introduction to the 
Philosophy of Music, ed. Philip Alperson (University Park: The Pennsylvania State 
University Press, 1987): 101–129, especially 109. See also Chapter 1 n. 5 and Chapter 
3.2. 
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musical act performed corporately. Attention to both musical practice in the social matrix 

of the early Christian movement and contextual clues in the letter confirm this 

interpretation. Finally, Section 2.4 considers Angela Standhartinger’s interpretation of the 

phrase “in your hearts” (ἐν ταῖς καρδίαις ὑμῶν) as a reference to the individual’s inner 

thought life and so renders the participle “singing” as a “silent act.” However, I argue that 

the anthropology of the letter to the Colossians, pagan and early church witnesses to early 

church musical practice, as well as evidence from patristic interpretations of both Col 

3:16 and Eph 5:19 all support the claim that “singing” in Col 3:16 is a vocal, corporate 

practice of music-making. 

2.2 The Soundscape7 of the Ancient City: A Sonic Tour8 

The modern ruins of ancient cities can lure the contemporary observer into a false 

sense of silence and quiet. An ancient city would have bustled with sounds of life… and 

 

7 While I draw the term “soundscape” from the interdisciplinary field of sound studies, I 
do modify it significantly. In my “sonic tour,” the term refers to human-made sounds and 
specifically song. But in sound studies, the term encompasses both human-made and non-
human made sounds; R. Murray Schafer, The Soundscape: Our Sonic Environment and 
the Tuning of the World (Rochester, VT: Destiny Books, 1994), 3–12. I use the term 
“soundscape” in a manner similar to Edward Foley’s use of the term “auditory 
environment,” Foundations of Christian Music: the Music of pre-Constantinian 
Christianity (Collegeville, MN: Liturgical Press, 1996), 2, 27 n. 1. Also, Stephen G. 
Wilson, “Music in the Early Church,” in Common Life in the Early Church: Essays 
Honoring Graydon F. Snyder, ed. Julian V. Hills and Richard B. Gardner (Harrisburg, 
PA: Trinity Press International, 1998), 390–401, especially 397. 
8 Sound occurs within spaces and landscapes. The spatial model for the following “tour” 
is based on archaeological finds at city of Laodicea; Celal Şimşek and Francesco 
De’Andria, ed., Landscape and History in the Lykos Valley (Newcastle upon Tyne: 
Cambridge Scholars Publishing, 2017). I have chosen Laodicea as my model city for two 
reasons. First, the natural choice for a model city (Colossae) remains unexcavated at the 
time of writing. Our knowledge of Colossae’s built environment, population 
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death.9 In Jerusalem, the Temple echoed with songs in worship, as did Jewish homes. 

Weddings, funerals, war, and wooing in the ancient Jewish world reverberated with 

 

demographics, etc. is thus limited and speculative. However, excavations at nearby 
Laodicea have yielded information about the temples, the baths, stadium, etc. Second, 
Laodicea figures prominently within the letter to the Colossians (Col 2:1–5; 4:13, 15–16); 
Paul even instructs the Colossians and Laodiceans to exchange letters. Thus, when 
considering the sonic world of the Colossian congregation, Laodicea is a reasonable 
choice for a spatial model. 
9 In what follows, I briefly map a hypothetical sonic landscape of an ancient city. As 
noted above (n. 8), while the spatial model comes from excavation maps of ancient 
Laodicea, this “ancient city” is also hypothetical in nature. Significantly, my “sonic tour” 
imagines a city in which both Jews and non-Jews lived side by side and in which the 
young Christian church grew up. It should be noted that the sources influencing early 
Christian music have long been debated. For example, Eric Werner argues for sole 
Jewish influence on early Christian music (The Sacred Bridge: the Interdependence of 
Liturgy and Music in Synagogue and Church during the First Millennium [London: D. 
Dobson; Columbia University Press, 1959], xv–xx). Others, such as Günther Wille 
assume the influence of Greek music on early Christian music (Günther Wille, Musica 
Romana: Die Bedeutung der Musik im Leben der Römer [Amsterdam: Verlag P. 
Schippers N.V., 1967], 369).  

Werner’s arguments, though influential, have received substantial criticism. For 
instance, J.A. Smith argues that the absence of reference to music in early literature about 
synagogue practices calls Werner’s comparative approach into question (“The Ancient 
Synagogue, the Early Church, and Singing,” Music & Letters 65 [1984]: 1–16). Wendy J. 
Porter also criticizes Werner for over-inflating the evidence for Jewish influence, and she 
critiques the tendency in ancient musical historiography to take a genealogical approach, 
which leads to false binaries between Jewish and Greco-Roman influence (“Misguided 
Missals: Is Early Christian Music Jewish or Is It Graeco-Roman?” in Christian-Jewish 
Relations through the Centuries, ed. Stanley E. Porter and Brook W.R. Pearson 
[Sheffield: Sheffield Academic Press, 2000], 202–227). Laurence Broadhurst follows 
Porter’s critique, (“‘Where my Interests and Ignorance Coincide’: Early Christian Music 
and Other Music,” in Identity and Interaction in the Ancient Mediterranean Jews, 
Christians and Others: Essays in Honour of Stephen G. Wilson, eds. Zeba A. Cook and 
Philip A. Harland [Sheffield: Sheffield Phoenix Press, 2007], 136–148). Also John A. 
McGuckin, The Path of Christianity: The First Thousand Years (Downers Grove: 
InterVarsity Press, 2017), 817–818. Porter—and Broadhurst follows her—argues for a 
more robust consideration of non-Jewish music’s influence on the early church’s musical 
practices and also contends that scholars should approach early Christian music by 
considering the social matrix rather than by tracing its origin.  
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song.10 Greek and Roman literary sources also witness to songs for every occasion.11 

During festivals, the streets of Rome would ring with song and sound—as Pliny records 

with annoyance.12 Pagan temples resounded with vocal and instrumental sounds in 

 

My “sonic tour” attempts to follow this kind of investigation by striving to set an 
(historically-informed) imaginative background against which to hear Col 3:16. To that 
end, my “tour” includes descriptions of both “Jewish” and “Greco-Roman” musical 
practices. As Porter and Broadhurst would maintain, the division here between “Jewish” 
and “Greco-Roman” is artificial. See also Martin Hengel, Judaism and Hellenism: 
Studies in their Encounter in Palestine during the Early Hellenistic Period, trans. John 
Bowden (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1974) and Dale B. Martin, “Paul and the 
Judaism/Hellenism Dichotomy: Toward a Social History of the Question,” in Paul 
Beyond the Judaism/Hellenism Divide, ed. Troels Engberg-Petersen, 1st ed. (Louisville, 
KY: Westminster John Knox Press, 2001), 29–61. While I acknowledge this artificiality, 
I continue to use these terms since they provide a helpful heuristic when attempting to 
grasp the wide variety of material, and they also reflect the history of the scholarly 
conversation. 
10 J.A. Smith does a masterful job mapping all the kinds of songs and sounds (Music in 
Ancient Judaism and Early Christianity [Farnham, Surrey, England; Burlington, VT: 
Ashgate, 2011], 135–165). 
11 Andreas Kramarz addresses the ubiquity of song in the Greco-Roman world in The 
Power and Value of Music: Its Effect and Ethos in Classical Authors and Contemporary 
Music Theory (New York: Peter Lang, 2016), especially, 61–63. Günther Wille provides 
an overview of the history and prevalence of music in the Greco-Roman world in Musica 
Romana, especially 306–307 and 562–580. M.L. West remarks that when the Greeks 
thought of the role of music in a well-ordered city, they thought of music in the worship 
of the gods (Ancient Greek Music [Oxford: Clarendon, 1992, 14; also, Johannes Quasten, 
Music & Worship in Pagan & Christian Antiquity, NPM studies in church music and 
liturgy, trans. Boniface Ramsey, NPM Studies in Church Music and Liturgy 
[Washington, D.C.: National Association of Pastoral Musicians, 1983], 1–2).  
12 Pliny, Letters 2.17.23–24: he describes his bedroom and ante-chamber, which he finds 
to be a good retreat, esp. during Saturnalia “when the rest of the place resounds with 
merry shouts and the free spirit of the holiday. For in this way I do not interrupt my 
household’s amusements, nor they my work.” Translation from Mary Beard, John North, 
Simon Price, Religions of Rome (Cambridge; New York: Cambridge University Press, 
1998), 126.  
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worship. The banquets hosted in homes included both devotional and drinking songs. In 

short, sound and song were ubiquitous in the ancient world. 

Imagine being a new Christian convert in a city in Asia Minor—particularly in 

one of the Lycus Valley churches, Laodicea, Hierapolis, or Colossae. When you make 

your way through the city streets, what sounds—and songs—do you hear?  
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On your way towards the agora, you pass a procession through the streets toward 

the local temple.13 The sound of the flute14 and the kithara15 accompanying a stately, 

choral16 prosodion17 meets your ears.18 They sing: 

 

13 Regarding possible types of cultic worship in Colossae, Cadwallader claims that Zeus 
worship was also influential in Colossae based on the imprint of coins found at the site. 
Alan H. Cadwallader, “Refuting an Axiom of Scholarship on Colossae: Fresh Insight 
from New and Old Inscriptions,” in Colossae in Space and Time: Linking to an Ancient 
City, ed. Alan H. Cadwallader and Michael Trainor, NTOA, Studien Zur Umwelt Des 
Neuen Testaments (Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 2011), 151–179, especially 
169. 
14 Quasten, Music & Worship in Pagan & Christian Antiquity, 4. See also Lucian, Salt., 
16. Lucian claims that the sacrifices at Delos were accompanied by dancing and music. 
Boy choirs sang to the flute and the lyre, and the best boys were selected to perform 
interpretive dances called Hyporchemes. Also, Athenaeus, Deipn., 1.15d–16b, especially 
15d–e, for a description of flutes accompanying song and dance. 
15 Quasten, Music & Worship in Pagan & Christian Antiquity, 1, who draws on 
Censorinus, De die natali, 12.2. In De Musica, Plutarch describes the use of the flute, 
syrinx, and kithara in rituals to honor the gods; Plutarch, Mus., 14. See also Thomas J. 
Mathiesen, Apollo's Lyre: Greek Music and Music Theory in Antiquity and the Middle 
Ages, Publications of the Center for the History of Music Theory and Literature 2 
(Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 1999), 82. 
16 While instruments are important, as Mathiesen observes, “[A]ncient Greek music was 
fundamentally vocal—and hence literary—in character,” Apollo’s Lyre, 159, also 81–83. 
Descriptions of Roman rites, however, frequently note the accompaniment of 
instrumental music. For example, Cicero records that the law of the 12 Tablets decrees 
that both public games and the veneration of the gods should be accompanied by singing 
together with the music of lutes and flutes (Leg. 2.9.22). Cicero notes that when they 
began to practice the lectisternium (a Roman rite in which statues of the gods were laid 
on couches and served a banquet), the lyre would accompany the rituals, (Cicero, Tusc. 
4.2.4). Also, Horace, Carm. 3, 11, 5. Ovid tells the history of flute-playing at the 
Quinquartrus festival in Rome in Fast. 6.651-710. This festival celebrated Minerva who 
supported and founded the guild of flute-players, and thus the festival included flute-
players. 
17 Proclus, Chrestomathia, in Photius, Bibliotheca, 239 (320a), and Plutarch, Mus., 3 and 
17 (1132c–1136f). Commenting on Proclus’ description, Mathiesen claims that the 
prosodion is for processing while a hymn is for standing in Apollo's Lyre, 81–83. 
Remaining fragments of prosodia include a couple lines from Bacchylides, Greek Lyric, 
ffr. 11+12, fr. 13 ([Campbell, LCL], 4:262–65) and Pindar, Prosodia, 89a, 92, 93. There 
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There is one guideline, one path to happiness for mortals: to be able to keep an 

ungrieving spirit throughout life. The man who busies his mind with a thousand 

cares, whose heart is hurt day and night for the sake of the future, has fruitless 

toil. 

 

εἷς ὅρος, μία Βροτοῖσίν ἐστιν εὐτυχίας ὁδός, 

θυμὸν εἴ τις ἔχων ἀπενθῆ δύναται 

διατελεῖν βίον ὅς δὲ μυρία μὲν ἀμφιπολεῖ φρενί 

τὸ δὲ παρ᾽ἆμάρ τε <καὶ> νύκτα μελλόντων 

χάριν αἰὲν ἱάπτεται 

κέαρ, ἄκαρπον ἔχει πόνον.19 
 

You smell the meat prepared for the sacrifice.20 You also hear the rattle of tambourines—

here come the dancers as they dance their intricate hyporchemata. As the procession 

 

are too few fragments to draw extensive conclusions about prosodia, but many Greek 
vase-paintings depict the custom of processing and singing to the gods with instrumental 
accompaniment. See Herbert Weir Smyth, Greek Melic Poets (London: MacMillan and 
Company, 1906), xxxiii–xxxvi and William D. Furley and Jan Maarten Bremer, Greek 
Hymns: Selected Cult Songs from the Archaic to the Hellenistic Period, STAC 9–10 
(Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2001), 1:29–32.  
18 The song would probably have been in the Dorian mode. However, some prosodia 
were in the Lydian mode (Mathiesen, Apollo’s Lyre, 83). 
19 Bacchylides, Greek Lyric, ffr. 11 +12 ([Campbell, LCL], 4:262–263); I have used 
Campbell’s translation. While this prosodion comes from sometime between the 490s 
and 450s B.C.E., I still include it here because it is one of the few surviving fragments of 
prosodia.  
20 West, Ancient Greek Music, 15; Quasten, Music & Worship in Pagan & Christian 
Antiquity, 4. Additionally, according to West, processional songs (prosodia) are 
recognized as a category of choral lyric. See Bacchylides, Greek Lyric, ffr. 11+12, fr. 13 
([Campbell, LCL], 4:262–65) and Pindar, Prosodia, 89a, 92, 93.  
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arrives at the temple, the singers, choruses of young boys and girls,21 now lift up their 

voices to sing.22 You can tell they are singing a paean because you recognize the familiar 

meters23 and the petitions punctuated by the familiar refrain ἰή παιάν.24 The strains of a 

 

21 Smyth, Greek Melic Poets, xxv for categorization of types of hymns and songs and 
Mathiesen, Apollo’s Lyre, 28. 
22 Mathiesen, Apollo’s Lyre, 33–58. The choral singing of these paeans also sometimes 
functions as a rite of initiation and coming of age. See also Furley and Bremer, Greek 
Hymns, 1.82.  
23 According to Mathiesen, paeans follow a “cretic,” sometimes even called “paeonic” 
meter, which follows variations on the basic pattern, “long-short-long.” The long 
syllables can resolve into short ones, and the short ones can be contracted with long ones. 
There are four forms: “long-short-short-short,” “short-long-short-short,” “short-short-
long-short,” “short-short-short-long;” Mathiesen, Apollo’s Lyre, 40. 
24 Athenaeus notes that this phrase is distinctive of paeans; Deipn., 15.696e–697a and 
701b–c. The Homeric Hymn to Apollo also describes paeans as having the phrase ἰή 
παιάν as their notable feature: 

“Then they had their meal beside their swift dark ship, and made libation to the 
blessed gods in Olympus. And when they had satisfied their appetite for food and 
drink, they set off, and Zeus’ son, lord Apollo, led the way with his lyre in his 
hands, playing delightfully, stepping fine and high, while the Cretans followed to 
Pytho, dancing in time, and singing Ie Paieon—like the paeans of the Cretans in 
whose breasts the Muse has place honey-voiced singing.” 

 
δόρπον ἔπειθ᾽εἵλοντο θοῆι παρὰ νηῒ μελαίνηι, 
καὶ σπεῖσαν μακάρεσσι θεοῖς οἳ Ὄλυμπον ἔχουσιν. 
αὐτὰρ ἐπεὶ πόσιος καὶ ἐδητύος ἐξ ἔρον ἕντο, 
Βάν ῾ῤ ἴμεν ἦρχε δ᾽ἄρά σφιν ἄναξ Διὸς υἱὸς 
Ἀπόλλων 
φόρμιγγ᾽ἐν χείρεσσιν ἔχων, ἐρατὸν κιθαρίζων, 
καλὰ καὶ ὕψι βιβάς, οἵ δὲ ῥήσσοντες ἑποντο 
Κρῆτες πρὸς Πυθὼ καὶ ἰηπαιήον᾽ἄειδον, 
οἷοί τε Κρητῶν παιήονες, οἷσί τε Μοῦσα 
ἐν στήθεσσιν ἔθηκε θεὰ μελίγηρυν ἀοιδήν (Homeric Hymn to Apollo, 3.511–519 
[West, LCL, 110–111]; I have used West’s translation).  
 

Furley and Bremer, Greek Hymns, 1.79–84; West, Ancient Greek Music, 15. Furley and 
Bremer have a helpful analysis of paeans in ibid., 1.90. See the debate between Käppel 
and Schröder about paeans; ibid., 1.84–91. 



 

55 

stately, measured paean invokes the god as a healer and source of salvation, extolling the 

god and making supplication for healing and salvation.25 As such, the paean fits well to 

the worship of Apollo, the healer God, though sometimes they are sung for other gods.26 

The paean frequently features in the procession and cultic worship of Apollo, but you 

could also hear one at a banquet.27  

Today you hear a paean; another day you might hear other hymns, particularly to 

Zeus, as the chorus stands around the altar and the kithara accompanies them.28 Or you 

might hear the more frenetic dithyrambs which involve dance with wild movements in 

 

25 Ibid., 1.91. Other examples include, Pindar, Paean. 1 (52a); Paean. 2 (52b); Paean. 4 
(52d); Paean. 5 (52e); Paean. 6 (52f); Paean. 7 (52g); Paean. 7b (52h); Paean. 8 (52i); 
Paean. 9 (52k); Paean. 12 (52m); Paean. 15 (52p); Paean. 16 (52q); Paean. 18 (52s); 
Paean. 20 (52u); Paean. 21 (52v). 
26 Furley and Bremer, Greek Hymns, 1.90–91. Apollo appears to be the “focal god” of the 
paean. His cult gained the title “Παιάν,” and that title could invoke him—and later 
Asklepios. Furley and Bremer hold that the other gods associated with Apollo (that is, 
Artemis, Leto, Delos, Dionysos [at Delphi], and Asklepios) are worshiped with paeans 
due to their association with Apollo.  

On a geographical/sociological note, Laodicea is known as a site of worship for 
Apollo as well as Zeus, Artemis, and Asclepius; Şimşek and F. De’Andria, Landscape 
and History in the Lykos Valley, 18. Ulrich Huttner notes that there is a musical tradition 
associated with Apollo in Laodicea in Early Christianity in the Lycus Valley, trans. David 
Green, Ancient Judaism and Early Christianity 85; Early Christianity in Asia Minor 
(ECAM) 1 (Leiden: Brill, 2013), 139–140. 
27 See, for example, discussion in nn. 73-82 below. Furley and Bremer also note that 
soldiers sing paeans as well—to take one example, in the Iliad, the soldiers sing one upon 
victory in battle (Il. 22.391–392). Xenophon also notes that when the gods sent an 
earthquake, the Lacedaemonians sang a paean to Poseidon (Xenophon, Hell., 4.7.4); 
Furley and Bremer, Greek Hymns, 1.85.  
28 According to Mathiesen, a paean is a specific kind of hymn, and the term “hymn” 
refers to metrical compositions addressed to a god either directly or indirectly (Apollo’s 
Lyre, 29–36, 36). See also Smyth, Greek Melic Poets, xxvii–xxxii. I follow Mathiesen 
here; Chapter 4.2 explores the definition of “hymns” with more detail. 



 

56 

honor of the god Dionysus.29 The rhythms tend to be frenzied—even orgiastic30—and 

accompanied by the αὔλος.31 These prosodia, paeans, dithyrambs, hymns, and their 

instrumental accompaniment all contribute to keeping the city well-ordered—or so many 

of your neighbors believe.32  

You continue along your way down the street to the baths.33 As you walk in, you 

hear men exercising and grunting as they toss exercise balls (or pretend to), masseurs 

slapping and pounding their clients, bathers splashing around in the water, and a few who 

relish the sound of their own voice as they bathe.34 Amidst the cacophony, you meet a 

 

29 Mathiesen, Apollo’s Lyre, 71–81. See Furley and Bremer, Greek Hymns,1.248–249. 
They both cite Phot. Bibl. 320a26–33. 
30 Often these songs are in the Phrygian mode (which Aristotle associates with 
stimulation). See Furley and Bremer, Greek Hymns, 1.254 who cite Aristotle, Pol. 8.7.9–
10. 
31 The diction in a dithyramb tends to be simpler than the paean. West claims it has a 
“less holy feel” (Ancient Greek Music, 16). Plutarch writes about the contrast between 
paean and dithyramb in E Delph., 9 (383–389c). See also Pindar’s dithyrambs, for 
example, Dithyramb 2 (70b), Dithyramb 4 (75). Also Furley and Bremer, Greek Hymns, 
1.249. 
32 West, Ancient Greek Music, 14. Mathiesen, Apollo’s Lyre, 29, 157. This connection 
between music’s moral influence and social stability is a common one in ancient 
discourse. Plato, for instance, discusses this relationship with detail in Resp. 424b–d and 
Leg. 700a–701b. Kramarz provides a helpful overview of other ancient writers’ thoughts 
on this matter in The Power and Value of Music, 555–558.  
33 Şimşek and De’Andria note that there were four bath complexes in Laodicea, one for 
each quarter of the city (Landscape and History in the Lykos Valley, 16). Cadwallader 
discusses the existence of baths in Colossae between the fourth century BCE and well 
into the second century CE when he refutes the “axiom” that Colossae was totally 
destroyed by the earthquake in the 60sC.E., (“Refuting an Axiom of Scholarship,” 173–
174). He also argues that the function of the bath and of the gymnasium were merging 
around this time. Also, Fikret Yegül, Baths and Bathing in Classical Antiquity (New 
York: Architectural History Foundation, 1992), 23–24. 
34 I draw this description from Seneca’s account of the noisy bath complex beneath his 
apartment; Seneca, Lucil. 56.1–5. Horace also mocks the people who like to recite their 
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friend who has recently returned from Rome. During his time there, he fell under the 

philosophical spell of Musonius Rufus, and he joined the burgeoning Stoic school of 

philosophy.35 Your friend informs you that humans need to learn to be fully rational—to 

bring themselves into alignment with the Logos. While he stresses the significance of 

reason, your friend still claims humans ought to praise God, and he still sings hymns.36 At 

the same time, he also begins to chastise you and your other friends for getting swept 

away by the so-called “power of music.” He tells you that music is no more than a series 

of individual notes and that you should deconstruct these melodies, breaking them down 

into their component parts—into the individual tones. Then you won’t find them so 

“overpowering” anymore. Indeed, he tells you, you need take this approach to all of 

life.37 You anticipate long evenings of conversation and debate in the near future. 

At the bath, yet another friend proudly informs you that he plans to become an 

initiate into the mysteries of Isis.38 Without stopping for breath, he tells you that, on the 

 

writings in the baths in order to hear the sound of their own voices resonating in that 
space; Horace, Sat., 1.4.76. 
35 Pagan philosophy also recognizes the role of music in divination. For example, 
Quasten argues that, “According to Stoic teaching, ascesis and listening to music were 
preparations for the ecstasy which, along with purity of heart and a relationship with God, 
was considered to be the most favorable condition for prophesying,” in Music & Worship 
in Pagan & Christian Antiquity, 40; Quasten cites Cicero, Div., 1.50.114.  
36 Epictetus, Diatri., I.16.19–21. Epictetus claims that, if he could, he would sing like the 
nightingale or swan, but as a rational being he must sing a hymn.  
37 Marcus Aurelius makes such a statement in Meditations, 11.2. 
38 There were many initiation rites in antiquity. Jan N. Bremmer provides a helpful 
overview of the diversity of the mysteries in antiquity in his book, Initiation into the 
Mysteries of the Ancient World, Münchner Vorlesungen zu antiken Welten 1 (Berlin: De 
Gruyter, 2014), especially 138–141. I have chosen to highlight the cult of Isis because of 
the vivid description of an initiation ceremony in Apuleius’ Metamorphoses. Clement 
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day he will be initiated into a new life,39 a crowd of women in white garments and with 

garlands of flowers will lead the great procession. They will throw petals all along the 

road to prepare the way. A crowd of both men and women will follow with candles, 

torches, lamps—anything which represents the light of the stars. After them, an orchestra 

will process full of flutes and pipes,40 and behind them a chorus of youths also dressed in 

white. The procession will be surrounded by the strains of a sweet hymn41 interspersed 

with prayers.42 There will be a troupe of pipers in honor of Serapis. The initiates will 

follow, dressed in their linen robes and gleaming brightly with clean faces. They will all 

carry sistra—rattles—of bronze, silver, and some of gold, which make a shrill ringing 

 

discusses the mysteries of Dionysus, Eleusius, etc. in Protr., 2.10–23. However, his 
account is highly polemical and does not describe the accompanying musical practices 
with much detail, which is why I focus on Apuleius’s account of the Isis mystery cult.  
39 Quasten, Music & Worship in Pagan & Christian Antiquity, 33. 
40 “Then a sweet symphony of pipes and flutes were playing delightful melodies”; 
Symphoniae dehinc suaves, fistulae tibiaeque modulis dulcissimis personabant; Apuleius, 
Metam., 11.9; my translation. 
41 R.E. Witt has a discussion of hymns and worship in the Isis cults in Isis in the Graeco-
Roman World, ed. H.H. Scullard, Aspects of Greek and Roman Life (Ithaca, NY: Cornell 
University Press, 1971), 92, 100–101, 112, 134, 271; see also Helmut Koester, History, 
Culture, and Religion of the Hellenistic Age, 2nd ed., Hermeneia: Foundations and 
Facets: Introduction to the New Testament 1 (Berlin: Walter de Gruyter, 1995), 131. See 
also Bremmer, who offers an analysis of the Isis mysteries by considering Apuleius’ 
account, Initiation into the Mysteries of the Ancient World, 110–125. 
42 “They were followed by a chorus of attractive and chosen youths with snow-white, 
special clothes, repeating a charming song, which a skilled poet composed and set to 
music by the favor of the Muses, and the text was recalling the interim preliminary 
“Greater Vows”; Eas amoenus lectissimae iuventutis veste nivea et cataclista praenitens 
sequebatur chorus, carmen venustum iterantes, quod Camenarum favore sollers poeta 
modulatus edixerat, quod argumentum referebat interim maiorum antecantamenta 
votorum, Apuleius, Metam., 11.9; my translation. According to J. Arthur Hanson, the 
translator of the Loeb edition, these “Greater Vows” refer to prayers described later in the 
text, see Apuleius, Metam., 11.9 n. 2. 
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noise.43 The high priests will follow them, carrying symbols of the gods’ attributes—a 

lamp, altar, palm branch, a left hand of justice, a breast-shaped gold vessel for libations, a 

winnowing fan, an amphora. Then the “gods themselves” will follow the high priests, 

accompanied by priests who carry more sistra.44 They will process to the temple, 

accompanied by cultic dancing,45 rhythmic music, and the rattling of the sistra. Once 

there, when the rites of initiation begin, the music will play a part in purification and 

absolution of the initiate.46 Your friend abruptly stops and tells you he cannot share 

anything more—only the initiated may know what happens after the procession. You 

wonder wryly if your friend actually knows anything. 

 

43 “Indeed, all resounding with clanging of bronze, silver, and even gold sistra”; immo 
vero aureis etiam sistris argutum tinnitum constrepentes, Apuleius, Metam., 11.10; my 
translation. 
44 As Quasten observes, the frescoes of Herculaneum depict scenes of activities in the 
cult of Isis. These frescoes prominently feature the sistrum, an ancient Egyptian 
instrument, from the cult of Hathor. The sistrum became the musical instrument of Isis’s 
cult (Music & Worship in Pagan & Christian Antiquity, 41–42). According to Plutarch, 
the rattling of the sistrum keeps away Set (Typhon), the enemy of Isis and Osiris. 
Plutarch also includes a lengthy allegorical interpretation of the sistrum’s features in Is. 
Os. 63. For helpful analysis of instruments and hymn in the Isis cult, see also Wille, 
Musica Romana, 63–65. 
45 Plato discusses the Corybantic initiation rites which involve the enthronement of the 
initiate, dancing (χορεύετον) and singing (παίζοντε) in Euthyd., 7.277e. Lucian claims 
that all ancient mystery cults included dancing (τελετὴν οὐδεμίαν ἀρχαίαν ἔστιν εὑρεῖν 
ἄνευ ὀρχήσεως) in Salt., 15.  
46 Quasten says, “Dramatic enactments of the mysteries were very closely related to 
ecstatic rites. If ecstasy was supposed to mediate the presence of the god to men, then the 
religious mystery-dramas were to be concerned with live presentations from the history 
of the gods, by which the presence of the deity could be attained by his devotees”; 
Quasten, Music & Worship in Pagan & Christian Antiquity, 40. See also Clement of 
Alexandria Protr., 2.12. The devotees held that these rites were not only mimetic, but that 
the god was actually present. 
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As you leave the bath and turn the corner, you pass by the section of town where 

your Jewish friends live.47 From your visits to their gatherings, you know that they focus 

on prayer, teaching, and reading of Jewish Scriptures. Some of the readings had been 

chanted in a singsong, musically-heightened manner of speech.48 But instruments—other 

than the shofar—were notably absent, particularly when compared with the extravagant 

use of sistra, flutes, kitharai, and other instruments in pagan worship.49 The shofar, a 

trumpet-like instrument, would be sounded at New Year and Purim.50 

You continue down the street. You pass a funeral procession coming from the 

home of one of your Jewish neighbors. They have washed, anointed, and wrapped the 

body which now rests on a bier. As the family carries the body to the burial site, you hear 

 

47 While it is uncertain if there was a synagogue in Laodicea, Josephus does writes about 
a Jewish population in Laodicea in Ant. Jud., 14.10.18–20 (237–241). In a speech from 
59 B.C.E., Cicero also mentions Jews in the Lycus Valley; Flac. 68–69. Ulrich Huttner 
has a discussion of the presence of Jews in the Lycus valley (Early Christianity in the 
Lycus Valley, 67–79); see also Paul R. Trebilco, Jewish Communities in Asia Minor, 
SNTSMS 69 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1991), 14, 17, 198. See also J. B. 
Lightfoot, St. Paul’s Epistles to the Colossians and to Philemon: a Revised Text with 
Introductions, Notes, and Dissertations (London MacMillan, 1879), 19–22; Markus 
Barth and Helumt Blanke, Colossians: A New Translation with Introduction and 
Commentary, The Anchor Bible 34B, trans. Astrid B. Beck (New York: Doubleday, 
1994), 12–16. See also Chapter 3.2 and 3.2.2.2. 
48 Smith, Music in Ancient Judaism and Early Christianity, xvii. Also see below Section 
2.3.2.1 in this chapter. However, J.A. Smith also casts doubt on singing in the synagogue 
in the New Testament period in “Ancient Synagogue, the Early Church, and Singing,” 
Music & Letters 65 (1984): 1–16. 
49 Smith, Music in Ancient Judaism and Early Christianity, 132. 
50 Ibid., 133, citing m. Roš Haš. 4:5; m. Meg. 2:5.  
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the pipers and the wailing women.51 They are just setting down the bier for the first of 

seven lamentations.52  

Your non-Jewish neighbors conduct their funerals similarly.53 After the body is 

prepared and laid out, the family and neighbors have a wake and a ceremony 

accompanied by wails of lamentation and appropriate accompanying gestures. Women 

mourners (often hired for this purpose) beat their breasts, scratch their cheeks (sometimes 

drawing blood), and pull out their hair as they utter wails following particular rhythms.54 

The others sometimes join by saying, αἰεί, αἰεί. Sometimes you can hear the flute or the 

kithara at the wakes. After the wake, the procession to the burial site begins.55 As they go, 

 

51 Quasten, Music & Worship in Pagan & Christian Antiquity, 150, who cites the 
example of the flute-players at the funeral of Jairus’ daughter in Matthew 9:23 as well as 
the mention of fluteplayers who play dirges for the dead in Josephus, Wars, 3.9.5. He also 
cites m. Šabb. 23:4 and m. Ketub. 4:4 for evidence of flute-players at funerals. 
52 Smith, Music in Ancient Judaism and Early Christianity, 136–137. For his 
reconstruction of the funeral procession, he draws on Matt 9:23, 11:17; Mark 5:38; Luke 
7:12–14, 7:32, 8:52; John 19:40; m. Ber. 2:6–7, 3:1–2, 8:6; m. Maʿaś. Š. 5.12; m. Šabb. 
23:4–5; m. Pesah. 8:6, 8; m. Taʿan 4:7; m. Meg. 3:3; 4:3; m. Moʿed Qat. 1:5–6, 2:1, 3:5, 
3:7–9; m. Hag. 2:4; m. Ketub. 2:10; 4:4; m. B.Bat. 6:1, 7; m. Sahn. 2:1, 3; 6:6; m. ʾOhal.. 
18:4. 
53 Kramarz, The Power and Value of Music, 44–45, 61. Wille discusses the relationship 
of Christian practices to these practices in Musica Romana, 381–383. 
54 This description comes from Quasten, Music & Worship in Pagan & Christian 
Antiquity, 149, who cites Lucian, Luct., 12, where there is a passing mention of eating 
and drinking at the burial ritual. 
55 Funerary arrangements often fell under the direction of “voluntary associations,” or 
“political clubs.” Associations in the ancient city came in three types “(1) professional 
corporations, as for example, a guild of shipowners, fruit merchants, wool-workers, or 
plasterers; (2) funerary societies whose chief purpose was to provide burial expenses for 
deceased members and to insure that each member received a decent burial; (3) religious 
societies composed of the worshippers of a particular deity, such as the devotees of 
Bacchus or Isis” (Robert Louis Wilken, Christians as the Romans Saw Them [New 
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the flutes accompany the procession with dirges.56 Sometimes there will be a meal for the 

dead at the grave.57 The living will eat the meal while the dead person’s portion is 

burned. You can hear the flute and kithara at these meals too.58  

You shift your thoughts to more joyous occasions. The other day, you were part 

of a wedding procession for the son of another Jewish neighbor. The son, the bridegroom, 

and his friends had come into the same street accompanied by drums and musicians. 

Your friend had insisted on hiring pipers for this wedding. Later at the wedding feast, the 

bride and bridegroom had sweetly sung wedding songs to each other.59 

Your non-Jewish friends also celebrate with wedding songs accompanied by flute 

and often the kithara,60 and often sung as hymns to the goddess of love, Aphrodite. They 

 

Haven: Yale University Press, 2003] 36). Music played a role in each of these kinds of 
associations. 
56 Quasten, Music & Worship in Pagan & Christian Antiquity, 152 who cites Plutarch, E 
Delph., 21 (394), Cicero, Leg., 2.23.59. 
57 Quasten, Music & Worship in Pagan & Christian Antiquity, 163 who cites Lucian, 
Char. 22. 
58 Quasten offers an analysis of whether the meal and music were for the living or the 
dead in Music & Worship in Pagan & Christian Antiquity, 154–157. 
59 Smith discusses m. B.Mes. 6:1 and Sotah 9:11, 14 which both describe the practice of 
wedding processions; 1 Macc 9:39b which describes musicians in the bridal processional; 
and Acts Thom. 1:4–8 which reveals that flute-playing (1:4–8) and singing (1:6–7) are 
known practices at wedding meals. Smith also cites 3 Macc 4:6 and Jer 7:24; 16:9, 25:10; 
33:11a for evidence of wedding songs, see Smith, Music in Early Judaism and Early 
Christianity, 146–147. Smith also cites Jos. Asen. 21:9–21 as evidence for singing 
wedding songs. However, the song that she sings is not called a “wedding song” 
(ὑμέναιος). It is identified as a “hymn” (ὕμνος [ἐξομολογήσεως]), and its content has a 
tone of confession as it begins with “I have sinned, Lord…” However, in the narrative, 
she does sing this song when she marries Joseph. 
60 Quasten, Music & Worship in Pagan & Christian Antiquity, 133. Kramarz cites inter 
alia, Pindar, Pyth. 3; Theocritus, Id., 18, esp. l. 8; Plautus, Cas., 798–806; Catullus 61, 
62; Horace, Ep., 2.1.145 in The Power and Value of Music, 46, 61. 



 

63 

also have a custom of choral singing outside the house of the bride and groom on their 

first night as well as a custom called the fescennia which involves much singing and 

dancing to the accompaniment of flutes, kitharai, and cymbals.61 At night, the crowd 

brings the bride and the groom by torchlight to the market place, while the crowds sing 

mocking and coarse songs.62 There is much drinking, flute-playing, and general revelry,63 

and this custom supposedly serves to avert evil spirits. Your Christian mentors urge you 

to be cautious with respect to these celebrations.64  

As you continue on your way, you observe clamoring crowds headed toward the 

local theater. Like the temple cults, the rituals around the theater also involve processions 

and sacrifices of incense and blood to the gods. In fact, the events and activities of the 

theater are organized by the diviner who has the official job of arranging funeral 

processions as well as games. Everything about the theater—from the sacrificial 

 

61 Quasten, Music & Worship in Pagan & Christian Antiquity, 132–135, cites Plutarch, 
Quaest. conv., 3.6.4 (654f–654) for the description of marriage song, dance, and 
marriage-hymns accompanied by flutes. Quasten also cites Cicero, Rhetorica ad 
Herennium, 4.33.44. In this passage, Cicero explains synecdoche, the rhetorical device 
whereby a whole is identified by one part or one part is identified by the whole. He cites 
flutes as an example which calls to mind a marriage ceremony. 
62 For example, Horace, Ep., 2.1.145–146; Catullus 61, 62. Also Wille, Musica Romana, 
131–135. 
63 Vase paintings frequently depict wedding processions; Quasten, Music & Worship in 
Pagan & Christian Antiquity, 145 n. 85. 
64 John Chrysostom attempts to suppress these customs as the festivities of the devil. At 
the same time, in his virulent protest against these wedding customs, he provides a 
helpful account of them. For example, Hom. Col. 4, 12.5 (PG 62:385–386); Hom. Gen., 
56.1 (PG 54:486); Iter. conj. 4 (PG 48:615); Hom. 1 Cor., 12, 5–6 (PG 61:103).  
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processions to the content of the performances—evokes the worship of the gods. 65 The 

music of flutes and trumpets accompany the sacrifices as well as the performances in the 

theater.66 Sometimes you might also hear the kitharai accompanying tragedies.67 But, like 

much of the vocal music you have heard today, the music of the theater has a single 

melodic line.68 While sometimes you might hear harmony (usually a fourth, fifth, or 

octave), often in the instrumental accompaniment, most of the time, you hear a single 

melodic line.69 In the theater, choruses propel the plots with their songs (sometimes 

 

65 Quasten, cites Tertullian, Spect., 10.2.8–9 in Music & Worship in Pagan and Christian 
Antiquity, 135. See also John Chrysostom, Exp. Ps., 8.1 (PG 55:106). The early church 
fathers come down very hard on the theater and its practices, often arguing for singing the 
psalms over enjoying the entertainment of the theater. Quasten has a helpful overview in 
Music & Worship in Pagan & Christian Antiquity, 136 where he draws on Tertullian, 
Spect. 25.3, Augustine, Enarrat. Ps. 39.9 (PL 36:439), and Gaudentius of Brescia, Sermo 
8 (PL 20:890). For instance, Gaudentius (who died after C.E. 360) contrasts pagan music-
making with Christian music-making, urging Christian homes to differ from the theaters 
and to be free of the “devil’s choir.” Wille has the classic overview of the Roman theater 
in Musica Romana, 158–210. 
66 Mark Griffith claims, “It is often stated—wrongly—that Greek tragedy steadily 
evolved throughout its history, to become less musical and more purely rhetorical and 
speech-focused. But in fact, to judge from what the limited evidence tells us, tragedy 
appears to have maintained its musical focus even during the course of manifold changes 
and innovations, right up until Late Antiquity. That is to say, for anyone going to see a 
Greek tragedy performed, it would usually have been taken for granted that there would 
be singing, pipe-playing and dancing. This was musical theatre.” Griffith, “Music and 
Dance in Tragedy after the Fifth Century,” in Greek Tragedy after the Fifth Century: A 
Survey from ca. 400 B.C. to ca. A.D. 400, ed. Vayos Liapis and Antonis K. Petrides 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2019): 204–242, especially 204. 
67 Mathiesen, Apollo’s Lyre, 102. 
68 Griffith, “Music and Dance in Tragedy after the Fifth Century,” 222. 
69 On monophony and harmony, see Andrew Barker’s analysis of Ps-Aristotle’s 
discussion of music in Problems, Greek Musical Writings (Cambridge; New York: 
Cambridge University Press, 1983–1989), 1:193 n. 27 and 1:194 n.28–30. Griffith also 
analyzes musical modes in theater music, “Music and Dance in Tragedy after the Fifth 
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hymns to the gods)70 in the tragedies and other plays. The tunes sung in the theater are 

familiar to you—they are catchy, common, and enjoyable to sing. Everyone knows 

them—sometimes you catch the shopkeeper humming a tune to himself as he goes about 

his day.71 

You turn another corner and pass the house of your friend who invited you to a 

dinner party last night. You hope he doesn’t see you right now, because you skipped that 

party, claiming you were ill. Truth be told, you are still trying to figure out how to 

navigate relationships with your old friends who worship Apollo, Zeus, Asclepius, 

Artemis, and other gods.72 Their dinners and drinking parties (symposia) are enjoyable 

occasions. But again, everything is oriented around the worship of the pagan gods. 

Dinner opens with three different libations—one for the Olympic gods, another for the 

Heroes, and one for Zeus Soter with music of the αὐλός in the background.73 After the 

 

Century,” 227 n.76 where he cites Plutarch, Mus., 16.1136c–d; Aristotle Pol. 8.1340b; 
Probl., 922b11–32. 
70 Furley and Bremer, Greek Hymns, 273–279.  
71 Quasten, Music & Worship in Pagan & Christian Antiquity, 135.  
72 In 1 Cor 1 Cor 8:1–13 and 10:23–33, Paul addresses a similar dilemma when he 
advises the Corinthian church regarding eating food sacrificed to idols at the invitation of 
nonbelievers. 
73 According to Quasten, “The music at the Greek symposia must also be understood in 
this cultic context. The symposion opened with three libations—the first for the Olympic 
gods, the second for the Heroes and the third for Zeus Soter,” Quasten, Music & Worship 
in Pagan & Christian Antiquity, 14. Sometimes the order of these libations varied. On the 
matter of flute music accompanying these libations, Quasten also draws on Plutarch, 
Sept. sap. conv., 5 (150); Quaest. conv., 7.8.4, (712–713). This cultic significance of 
flute-playing somewhat explains the early Christian prohibition of instrumental music at 
meals (since music is holy to the pagan gods). See Quasten, Music & Worship in Pagan 
& Christian Antiquity, 15. In Quaest. conv., 7.8.4, (712–713), Plutarch debates the 
properness of the presence of flute (αὐλός) music at banquets Quaest. conv., 7.7 (710–
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libations, the guests sing a paean to the gods in unison.74 As the food and drink flow, 

jesters and musicians entertain the guests on the αὐλός or baritos, or sometimes the lyre 

or harp.75 As the evening wears on, guests begin to pass the myrtle branch, or sometimes 

a laurel branch.76 As they pass it, they take turns singing verses of a σκόλιον (skolion). 

 

711). He also remarks on the importance of the kithara and flute (αὐλός) at banquets, and 
argues for the importance of songs with words. 
74 Plutarch, Quaest. conv. 1.1.5 (615b–c); Xenophon, Symp., 2. While he doesn’t mention 
a paean, Plato also mentions singing to the gods and offering libations before beginning 
to drink in Symp.,176a. See Smyth, Greek Melic Poets, xcix. 
75 Kramarz, The Power and Value of Music, 47 who cites inter alia, Aristophanes, Vesp. 
1208–1250 and Athenaeus, Deipn. 14.627e–628b. In Deipn. 14.627e–628b, Athenaeus 
describes musical accompaniment for banquets. In Vesp. 1208–1250, one of the 
characters instructs another character in how to enjoy a banquet. He mentions singing as 
well as flute girls and flute accompaniment. Elsewhere, Aristophanes also make reference 
to the belief that a proper education includes instruction in how to play the lyre; Vesp., 
959, 989. See also Kramarz, The Power and Value of Music, 47; Wille, Musica Romana, 
143–147. 
76 Smyth, Greek Melic Poets, c. In Plutarch, Quaest. conv. 1.1.5 (615b–c), here describes 
musical practices which may have given rise to the name “skolion.” First, he records that 
the name may refer to the obscurity and difficulty of this type of song. After the “great 
bowl” is presented, the guests sing “first sing the god’s song all together, singing a paean 
with one voice” (πρῶτον μὲν ᾖδον ᾦδὴν τοῦ θεοῦ κοινῶς ἄπαντες μιᾷ φωνῇ 
παιανίζοντες). Then they pass the branch and the lyre. As they receive the branch and 
lyre, the guests continue to sing and play the lyre as they are able. Since not everyone is 
musical, though, some have to pass. Thus, the name of the song reflects the fact that not 
everyone can participate (since “skolion” can mean “obscure” or “not easy”). But 
Plutarch also records that the name could come from the practice of passing the branch 
from couch to couch in a complicated pattern (since “skolion” can also mean “twisted” 
and the pattern was also “twisted”).  

On another note, some of the characters in a play by Aristophanes (Vesp., 1205–
62) present a slightly different picture of singing skolia. In the play, these characters do 
not mention the cup or singing the “god’s song” first. These characters simply begin 
singing a “skolion.” While they take turns singing, they also interrupt and one-up each 
other as they shift between lyrics.  
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The one who holds the myrtle branch sings a verse of the skolion before passing it along 

to the next person; others chime in on the refrain.77 For example, 

1 
“Pallas, Tritogeneia, Queen Athena— 

guide this city and her citizens,  

You and your father, and allow no griefs 

or internal divisions or untimely deaths.” 
 

α´ 
Παλλὰς Τριτογένει᾽, ἄνασσ᾽Ἀθηνᾶ, 

ὄρθου τήνδε πόλιν τε καὶ πολίτας, 

ἄτερ ἀλγέων καὶ στάσεων 

καὶ θανάτων ἀώρων σύ τε καὶ πατήρ. 
 
2 
“I sing of the Olympian mother of Wealth, 

Demeter, in the seasons when garlands are worn,  

and of you Phersephone, child of Zeus. 

Hail to you both! Keep careful watch over this city.” 
 
β´ 
Πλούτου μητέρ᾽ Ὀλυμπίαν ἀείδω 

Δήμητρα στεφανηφόροις ἐν ὥραις, 

σέ τε, παῖ Διός, Φερσεφόνη 

 

77 Athenaeus also describes skolia with great detail in Deipn., 15.693f–696a. In this 
passage, Athenaeus preserves around twenty-five skolia and cites Alcaeus and Anacreon 
as prime examples of those who compose skolia. Also, Proclus, Chrestomathia, in 
Photius, Bibliotheca, 239 (320a; 321a). Clement also discusses a comparison between the 
skolion and Hebrew psalms, claiming that the skolion (σκολιόν) was sung in the manner 
of Hebrew psalms (ψαλμοί), all raising their voices together in the paean while they 
toasted and some sang to the lyre in Paed., 2.4.44.3. See also Barker, Greek Musical 
Writings, 1.103 n. 16. 



 

68 

χαίρετον, εὖ δὲ τάνδ᾽ἀμφέπτετον πόλιν.78 
 

These songs tend to be simple and repetitive—the first two lines of the song are often 

repeated in the third verse, and the second two lines are repeated in the fourth verse.79 

This simplicity and repetition allows for an evening of free-flowing merriment. You are 

not quite sure how to handle these banquet invitations anymore. You know you will get 

drunk like all your friends. You also know this friend who invited you last night likes to 

hire female flute players who entertain his guests with more than just music.80 Your 

friend Epaphras who first told you about the way of Jesus has made it very clear that 

getting that drunk and taking advantage of such sexual opportunities is not compatible 

with your new Christian life.81 But what are you going to do about the next banquet 

invitation?82  

 

78 Athenaeus, Deipn., 15.694c [Olson, LCL, 158–161]; I use Olson’s translations here. 
Athenaeus provides a set of twenty-five skolia in in Deipn., 15.694c–696a. He insinuates 
that these twenty-five skolia were performed together, with a break for commentary after 
the seventh. I have only included the first two due to space constraints.   
79 Thomas J. Mathiesen, “Skolion,” The New Grove Dictionary of Music and Musicians 
23:477–478 for an analysis of skolia. For descriptions of skolia, Mathiesen draws on 
Athenaeus, Deipn., 15.693f–696a; Aristophanes, Vesp., 1225; Aristophanes, Ach., 978–
80 and 1093.  
80 Kramarz cites Propertius, 4.8.45–58, Juvenal, Sat. 6.14–15, Ovid, Ars. 2.305–306, The 
Power and Value of Music, 48. See also Timothy J. McNiven, “Sex, Gender, and 
Sexuality,” in A Companion to Greek Art, ed. Tyler J. Smith and Dimitris Plantzos 
(Malden, MA; Oxford: Wiley-Blackwell, 2012), 1.510–524, especially 510–11. 
81 Col 3:5; Eph 5:19. 
82 Clement of Alexandria offers a description of pagan banquets in Paed 2.4.44.3; John 
Chrysostom does as well in Hom. Col., 1.5 (PG 62:306). Clement describes Christians 
banquets and revelry in Paed 2.4.40–44. For comparison, see Tertullian, Apol., 39.16–18, 
Cyprian, Don., 16 (PL 4:222–223); John Chrysostom, Exp. Ps., 41.2 (PG 55:157–158). 
Andrew B. McGowan has a helpful analysis in Ancient Christian Worship: Early Church 
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Your social dilemma causes you to reminisce about the time that you visited a 

Jewish friend’s house for the Jewish celebration of Passover. How different that meal 

was! Your friend had told you that traditionally the first part of the Passover was 

celebrated in the Temple, and the second part was celebrated in the home.83 Out here, 

deep in the Lycus valley, your friend could not travel to Jerusalem to attend worship at 

the Temple where he would hear the Levitical priests sing the Hallēl (Psalms 113-118);84 

but he still led the singing of the Hallēl at the domestic gathering. As you sat at table with 

your friend and his family, your friend sang these glorious Psalms. The rest of the 

household knew where to respond with the appropriate “Hallelujah” or an “Amen.”85 

You had also found that your friend sang psalm texts to his children at home.86 This 

experience at your friend’s home had piqued your interest in psalmic texts.87 

 

Practices in Social, Historical, and Theological Perspective (Grand Rapids: Baker 
Academic, 2014), 115–116. 
83 m. Pesah. 9.3; 10.4, 7.  
84 Sigmund Mowinckel, The Psalms in Israel’s Worship, trans. D.R. Ap-Thomas 
(Nashville: Abingdon, 1962), 1:3. As evidence of this practice, Mowinckel cites m. 
Pesah. 5.7; t. Pesah. 3.11. 
85 See Mowinckel, The Psalms in Israel’s Worship, 2:88, 108, 206; J.A. Smith, “Ancient 
Synagogue,” 9–10, who cites m. Pesah. 9.3, 10.4, 7. 
86 For instance, in 4 Macc 18:14–15, a mother testifies to the exemplary role that her 
husband set. Her husband had taught their children the stories of Israel and also sang the 
psalms of David to the children (τὸν ὑμνογράφον ἐμελῴει ὑμῖν Δαυιδ λέγοντα…). J.A. 
Smith argues that this passage “suggests that it was not unusual in a devout household for 
the father to sing psalms to his children on such occasions. Psalm singing may therefore 
be considered to have been a normal concomitant of the religious life of the family in the 
home,” J.A. Smith, “Ancient Synagogue, the Early Church, and Singing,” 1–16, 
especially 10; also, J.A. Smith, Music in Ancient Judaism and Early Christianity, 102–
103. See also below Section 2.3.2.2.1 for further analysis. 
87 McGowan notes when he considers the Apostolic Tradition and its mention of 
psalmody that, “The biblical psalms were thus not simply a hymnal to be drawn on 
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Your mind wanders a moment from the Passover celebration at your friend’s 

home to the Eucharistic meal in your house church.88 You ponder for a minute the 

connection between Jesus’ final meal with his disciples at Passover and the fact that you 

continue to celebrate meals together as followers of this Jesus.89 You think about how 

you’ve heard that Jesus sang a hymn on the way to the Mt. of Olives before his arrest, 

trial, and death, and you wonder if Jesus also sang those Hallēl psalms.90 Your eyes fill 

with tears for a second as you think you might have sung something Jesus sang. 

 

indifferently or occasionally; actual books are unlikely to have been the source of 
psalmody for many singers in any case. Certain texts, canonical or not, were more 
popular and more relevant than others” in Ancient Christian Worship, 116–117. They 
were likely learned by repetition at communal gatherings. 
88As Page observes, “Two of the earliest references to hymnody in Christian worship, the 
‘spiritual songs’ of Ephesians 5:19 and Colossians 3:16 both appear in the context of 
advice to householders for maintaining an unimpeachable standard of conduct.” 
Christopher Page, The Christian West and its Singers: the First Thousand Years (New 
Haven: Yale University Press, 2010), 37.  
89 Some may question the indirect nature of the juxtaposition between musical practice at 
Passover celebrations and musical practice in the early Church. How much influence can 
we presume between these contexts and the early Christian church? I am not suggesting a 
direct link between these contexts and the Christian context. However, musical practices 
in domestic settings and in private gatherings constitute the best analog to early Christian 
practice given the fact that the early church met in houses and was closely connected to 
the model of the household (Wayne A. Meeks, First Urban Christians, 2nd ed. [New 
Haven: Yale University Press, 1983], 75–77). 
90 Matt 26:30; Mark 14:26. Admittedly, the evidence for singing the Hallēl at the 
Passover meal is from a slightly later period, so the scenario of Jesus singing the Hallēl 
before his arrest is a hypothetical one. 
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You are suddenly jolted out of your reverie—you have passed Nympha’s home 

where your church community gathers together to meet.91 You backtrack and enter the 

house. Nympha greets you warmly.92 

“Brother! Grace and peace to you in the name of Jesus Christ!” she exclaims with 

energy. “Some brothers from the church in Colossae have just arrived. They bring us 

greetings from the church in Colossae and from Paul himself! They have also brought 

their letter from Paul and Timothy!93 (Remember how the letter we received from Paul 

mentioned that we should exchange letters with the church in Colossae? We will hear 

their letter in a moment, after Justus re-reads us our letter from Paul and Timothy).94 And 

they will also tell us the news that Tychicus gave them about Paul and Timothy and their 

ministry. And an update about our dear Epaphras!95 He’s been away ever so long!” You 

 

91 Col 4:15. 
92 Whether the person in Col 4:15 is a woman or a man is textually complicated. The 
accusative is ambiguous—the nominative form could be Νύμφα or Νυμφᾶς, depending 
on accent choice. Moreover, manuscripts B, 5, 1739 and syh all contain the pronoun “her” 
in the phrase “her house,” which would lead to the conclusion that “Nympha” is a 
woman. The Western and Byzantine witness read “his house,” which would indicate that 
“Nymphas” is a man. However, given particular anti-feminist textual tendencies in the 
Western text (particularly in Acts, see Ben Witherington, III, “The Anti-Feminist 
Tendencies of the Western Text of Acts,” JBL 103 (1984):82–84 and Ben Witherington, 
III, The Letters to Philemon, the Colossians, and the Ephesians: a Socio-rhetorical 
Commentary on the Captivity Epistles, [Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2007], 205), the 
feminine pronoun (“her”) reading is more likely. As such, this “sonic tour” posits that 
“Nympha” is a woman. However, others are less confident of a decision. For example, 
Lohse, Colossians and Philemon, 174. 
93 Col 1:1. 
94 Col 4:10. 
95 Col 1:7–8 and Col 4:12 imply that Epaphras founded the church in Colossae. Though 
we do not have clear evidence regarding who founded the church in Laodicea, many 
speculate that Epaphras founded this church as well. Even if he had not established it, his 
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feel a wave of relief that there is still news to report about your friend. He has been 

traveling a lot lately preaching, teaching, and ministering.96 He has also been in and out 

of prisons.97 

As the other brothers and sisters arrive at Nympha’s house, you are once again 

reminded of the strange swath of society that gathers together: Jews and non-Jews, 

Roman citizens and non-citizens, free persons and slaves all come together.98 People 

from these ethnic, religious, and socio-economic backgrounds settle down to sit side-by-

side and listen. After someone reads aloud (again) the letter your church received from 

Paul and Timothy, one of the brothers from Colossae reads the letter to the Colossian 

church aloud. This new letter moves you to imaginative, holy heights as you hear Paul 

extol Jesus Christ as the creator of all things (Col 1:15-20) and to deep gratitude as you 

hear Paul remind you of the reconciliation brought about in Jesus Christ (Col 1:21-22). 

You find yourself challenged when Paul calls you and your community to put on life as 

the “new person” (Col 3:9-11).  

 

leadership would most likely have played a part in the development of the church in 
Laodicea. 
96 The letter to the Colossians indicates Epaphras’ presence with Paul (Col 4:12) as well 
as his status as a faithful minister (Col 1:7; 4:12) 
97 In Philemon 23, Paul calls Epaphras his fellow-prisoner (συναιχμάλωτος). C.F.D. 
Moule, Colossians and Philemon (London; New York: Cambridge University Press, 
1958), 137 takes the designation as metaphorical given that Aristarchus is also called 
συναιχμάλωτος in Col 4:10, and Moule doubts that both Aristarchus and Epaphras could 
have been prisoners with Paul (Witherington takes a similar view, Philemon, Colossians, 
and Ephesians, 204). Lohse, on the other hand, takes this description as literal in that 
there is no further qualification (such as “of Christ”), Colossians and Philemon, 172 n. 
20, 207. 
98 Col 3:11; Gal 3:28; 1 Cor 1:26, 11:17–22; James 1:9–11, 2:1–12, 5:1–6. 
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And then you hear Paul urge you to “Let the Word of Christ dwell with you 

richly, with all wisdom teaching and instructing each other with psalms, hymns, and 

spiritual songs, with gratitude singing in your hearts to God” (Col 3:16). 

What does Paul mean? 

2.3 A Sketch of Singing in Col 3:16: A Vocal, Corporate Practice of 
Music-making 

Three features of Paul’s instructions in Col 3:16 immediately stand out. First, the 

main imperative urges the congregation to “Let the Word of Christ dwell in you richly.” 

What Paul means by the “Word of Christ” and how it “dwells with you” requires further 

consideration since the phrase the “Word of Christ” is unparalleled in Paul’s letters.99 

Second, this main imperative is following by three dependent participles: “teaching,” 

“instructing,” and “singing.” How these participles relate to the main command and to 

each other needs to be teased out. Finally, what the dative phrase, “with psalms, hymns, 

and spiritual songs,” modifies is not immediately obvious. Deferring to Chapter 3 a 

discussion of what the main imperative means,100 in this chapter we will consider the 

second two aspects of the verse by giving attention to the syntax, indirect historical 

evidence, and the larger context of the letter. 

 

99 The same phrase occurs in Hebrews 6:1. A similar expression, ῥήματος Χριστοῦ, 
appears in Rom 10:17, and another one, ὁ λόγος τοῦ κυρίου, occurs in 1 Thess 1:8 and 2 
Thess 3:1. But the formulation, ὁ λόγος τοῦ Χριστοῦ, does not have a parallel in Paul’s 
letters. 
100 See Chapter 3.2.2.4.2. 
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2.3.1 Un-tangling the Syntax of Col 3:16 

The syntax of Col 3:16 presents the reader with two puzzles. The first concerns 

the phrases, “with all wisdom” (ἐν πάσῃ σοφίᾳ) and “with psalms, hymns, and spiritual 

songs” (ψαλμοῖς, ὕμνοις, ᾠδαῖς πνευματικαῖς). The prepositional phrase “with all 

wisdom” could modify the main verb “let (the word) dwell” (ἐνοικείτω) that precedes 

it,101 but it could also modify the subsequent participles, “teaching and instructing” 

(διδάσκοντες καὶ νουθετοῦντες).102 The second puzzle concerns the dative phrase, “with 

psalms, hymns, and spiritual songs” (ψαλμοῖς, ὕμνοις, ᾠδαῖς πνευματικαῖς), which could 

modify the preceding participles, “teaching and instructing” (διδάσκοντες καὶ 

νουθετοῦντες),103 or the following participle, “singing” (ᾄδοντες).104 Stylistic tendencies, 

resonances elsewhere in the letter, and syntactical parallelism all indicate that the 

 

101 Harris notes that the Revised Version, Edgar J. Goodspeed, The New Testament: An 
American Translation (Chicago: University of Chicago, 1923), James Moffatt, The 
Moffatt Translation of the Bible (London: Hoder, 1935), and B.F. Westcott and F.J.A. 
Hort, The New Testament in the Original Greek (London: Macmillan, 1881), 1:449 all 
favor this interpretation; Murray J. Harris, Colossians and Philemon (Grand Rapids: 
Eerdmans, 1991), 167. 
102 Harris comments that this interpretation is favored by most English Versions, the 
UBS, Lohse, Colossians and Philemon, 136, 151, and Peter T. O’Brien, Colossians, 
Philemon, WBC 44 (Waco, TX: Word Books, 1982), 195, 208. See Harris, Colossians 
and Philemon, 167. 
103 Lohse follows this line of thought in Colossians and Philemon, 136, 151. 
104 Harris notes that this second interpretation is favored by the Revised Version, R.F. 
Weymouth, The New Testament in Modern Speech, 3rd ed. (London: Clarke, 1909), 
Moffat, and Goodspeed as well as Westcott and Hort, The New Testament in the Original 
Greek, 1.499, Lightfoot, St. Paul’s Epistles to the Colossians and to Philemon, 222, 
O’Brien, Colossians, Philemon, 195, 207 and esp. 208–209; Harris, Colossians and 
Philemon, 167. 
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prepositional phrase “with all wisdom” and the dative phrase, “with psalms, hymns, and 

spiritual songs” both modify the participles “teaching and instructing” (see Figure 1). 

 

Figure 1: Diagram of Colossians 3:16 

Regarding the first puzzle, we may say that “with all wisdom” modifies the participles 

“teaching and instructing” for several reasons. First, earlier in the letter, in Col 1:28, Paul 

writes that he and his coworkers proclaim Christ as they instruct and teach every person 

(νουθετοῦντες […] καὶ διδάσκοντες) “with all wisdom” (ἐν πάσῃ σοφίᾳ). The clear 

dependency of “with all wisdom” on the participles “teaching and instructing” 

(νουθετοῦντες […] καὶ διδάσκοντες […] ἐν πάσῃ σοφίᾳ) earlier in the letter makes it 

more likely that the same prepositional phrase is again dependent on the same participles 

in Col 3:16.105 Second, in the letter to the Colossians, prepositional phrases tend to occur 

before the participles they modify. Prepositional phrases occur before the participle 

and/or a participle pairing nine times in Colossians (Col 1:3, 1:5, 1:9, 1:10, 1:12, 2:10, 

 

105 Thanks particularly to Colin Yuckman for pointing out this parallel to me. 
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2:19, 3:17). They occur after the participles only six times (Col 1:23, 1:28, 2:2, 4:2, and 

twice in 4:12).106 Thus, the prepositional phrase “with all wisdom” more probably 

modifies “teaching and instructing.”   

Regarding the second puzzle, the dative phrase “with psalms, hymns, and spiritual 

songs” (ψαλμοῖς, ὕμνοις, ᾠδαῖς πνευματικαῖς) also modifies the participles “teaching and 

instructing.” An analysis of style in this letter indicates that Paul has a tendency to place 

dative phrases after participles. A dative phrase only appears before a participle one time 

in the letter, in Col 1:23. In this case, it occurs before the participle probably because it is 

the object of the preceding main verb and not of the participle. In the other four 

occurrences of dative phrases with participles, the dative phrase occurs after the participle 

(Col 1:10, 1:12, 2:7, 3:17). As such, the dative phrase “with psalms, hymns, and spiritual 

songs” more likely modifies “teaching and instructing.”  

However, some claim that the phrase must modify the later participle “singing,” 

because “psalms, hymns, and spiritual songs” are compositions which were sung or at 

least compositions which could have been sung. It almost seems obvious that the phrase 

would modify the participle “singing.”107 Yet, while psalms, hymns, and songs were most 

likely sung,108 their nature as “sung compositions” does not mean they must modify the 

participle “singing.” If they did, the participle “singing” would then bear the weight of 

 

106 I have left Col 3:16 out of these counts. 
107 Harris, for example, takes this line of thought. Harris also acknowledges that 1 Cor 
14:26 and Eph 5:19 might indicate otherwise; Harris, Colossians and Philemon, 167. 
108 See below Section 2.3.3.1 of this chapter. 
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three phrases: “with gratitude” (ἐν [τῇ] χάριτι), “in your hearts” (ἐν ταῖς καρδίαις), and 

“with psalms, hymns, and spiritual songs,”109 making for an unbalanced sentence.  

While it is possible that the writer had no qualms about over-weighting participles, the 

apparent symmetry between the prepositional phrases and the participles in the verse 

upholds the claim that the dative phrase “with psalms, hymns, and spiritual songs” 

modifies the twin participles, “teaching and instructing,” instead of “singing” (see Figure 

2).110 

 

Figure 2: Parallelism in Colossians 3:16 

 

109 Harris highlights the fact that Goodspeed; Westcott and Hort, The New Testament in 
the Original Greek, 1.449; and Lightfoot, St. Paul’s Epistles to the Colossians and to 
Philemon, 223 favor an interpretation which takes the phrase “with gratitude” as 
dependent on the participles “teaching and instructing.” However, Harris also observes 
that most English Versions; Lohse, Colossians and Philemon, 136; Moule, Colossians 
and Philemon, 126; O’Brien, Colossians, Philemon, 195, 208, 210 all favor the 
interpretation which takes “with gratitude” as dependent on the participle “singing.” 
Harris also prefers this later interpretation of “with gratitude” as modifying “singing” for 
the sake of the parallel to “with all wisdom, teaching and instructing.” See Harris, 
Colossians and Philemon, 168. 
110 O’Brien also highlights this parallelism, arguing in his commentary that the dative 
phrase is probably dependent on the first set of participles given the symmetry between 
the two participial clauses, in O’Brien, Colossians, Philemon, 208. 
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The final two prepositional phrases (“with gratitude” and “in your hearts”), then, most 

likely modify the participle “singing.” The prepositional phrase, “in your hearts,” 

modifies “singing” in light of its proximity to that participle. The other prepositional 

phrase “with gratitude” (ἐν [τῇ] χάριτι) likely modifies the participle “singing” given the 

stylistic tendency for prepositional phrases to precede participles. Furthermore, if “with 

all wisdom” modifies “teaching and instructing” in the first part of the verse and the later 

prepositional phrase “with gratitude” (ἐν τῇ χάριτι) modifies the participle “singing” in 

the latter half of the verse, then the two phrases parallel one another. Such symmetry 

between these two sets of prepositional phrases and participles renders it likely that the 

phrase “with all wisdom” modifies “teaching/instructing.” 

In sum, it makes the most syntactical sense to say that the phrase “with all 

wisdom” modifies the participles “teaching and instructing” as does the dative phrase 

“psalms, hymns, and spiritual songs.”111 Thus, “with psalms, hymns, and songs” indicates 

the means by which teaching and instructing should occur. 

2.3.2 “Psalms, Hymns, and Spiritual Songs”: a Reference to Musical 
Compositions 

This conclusion raises the question of what the terms “psalms,” “hymns,” and 

“spiritual songs” denote. One might contend that the phrase, “teaching and instructing 

 

111 Those who link “psalms, hymns, and spiritual songs” with “singing” include Delling, 
TDNT 8:498; Lohse, Colossians and Philemon, 136, 151; Bruce, The Epistles to the 
Colossians, to Philemon, and to the Ephesians, 158; while those who link it with 
“teaching and instructing” include O’Brien, Colossians, Philemon, 208 and Lightfoot, St. 
Paul’s Epistles to the Colossians and to Philemon, 223–224.  
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with psalms, hymns and spiritual songs” refers to the speaking of poetic compositions, 

like in a lecture or a sermon. However, as demonstrated in the next section, these terms 

more likely refer to compositions which participants would employ musically. 

Additionally, the participle in the subsequent phrase “with gratitude singing in your 

hearts” most likely refers to an act of music-making.112 The three terms in Col 3:16 also 

pile up for rhetorical effect instead of denoting three distinct musical-textual forms, 

which I will call “musical genres.”113 

2.3.2.1 “Psalms, Hymns, and Songs” as “Musical”: a Problem of Definitions 

First, though, is it necessary to address the appropriateness of the term “musical” 

for these types of compositions.114 “Music” is notoriously difficult to define,115 and 

defining “music” in the ancient world further complicates matters. As we briefly explored 

in the sonic tour above,116 the “soundscapes” or “sonic environments”117 differ greatly 

 

112 “Singing” here could also be a metonymy for worship or an individual’s inner, private, 
and silent praise. I argue against this point below in Section 2.4 of this chapter. 
113 While Chapter 3 will consider more theoretical reasons for moving the discussion 
from identification of musical genres to discussion of music-making practices, the next 
few sections of this chapter will highlight some of the evidence for understanding the 
three terms together as a reference to musical compositions employed in music-making. 
114 I use the term “composition” in this discussion of psalms, hymns, and songs in order 
to maintain an ambiguity in definition. These psalms, hymns, and songs may have been 
written or oral as well as pre-composed or spontaneous. By using the term 
“composition,” I merely reference the fact that humans “made” them. I leave open the 
specific details. I follow Matthiesen here in Apollo’s Lyre, 23.  
115 Kramarz expresses a similar line of thought in The Power and Value of Music, 12–13. 
Bruno Nettl does as well in “Music,” The New Grove Dictionary of Music and Musicians 
17:425–437. 
116 Section 2.2. above in this chapter. 
117 Schafer, The Soundscape, 3–12. 
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between then and now, between ancient culture(s) and Western culture. Given this 

difference, some, such as Edward Foley, have questioned the appropriateness of the term 

“music” and “musical” when discussing psalms, hymns, and songs in the New 

Testament. Foley draws on musicologists who argue that ancient cultures such as the 

Jewish matrix within which the early Christian church grew up do not have a word for 

“music”—rather they have words to describe “singing,” “dancing,” “instruments,” 

“singers,” and in general what we may call individual musical activities.118 Foley points 

out that, while a contemporary Western audience might recognize certain practices in the 

Jerusalem Temple as “music” and describe them as “musical,” we probably would not 

recognize the practices in the synagogue as such due to the absence of metrical songs and 

of sharp delineations between speech and song.119 The term “musical,” Foley says, 

 

118 Foley draws on Hiromi Lorraine Sakata, an ethnomusicologist whose research 
explores music in Afghanistan. In his work, Sakata draws attention to the differences 
between Western concepts of music and Islamic ones, and he stresses the importance of 
understanding musical sound from within the Afghan world. He writes, “The western 
notion of music emphasizes the element of sound while the Islamic sources and the 
interpretations of these sources speak to specific aspects, functions, consequences, or 
other implications of these musical sounds. It is a fallacy then, to ignore the native terms 
involved and their subtle nuances of meaning by simply substituting a foreign term 
“music” and assuming its foreign notions;” in Music in the Mind: The Concepts of Music 
and Musicians in Afghanistan (Kent, OH: Kent State University Press, 1983), 38, also 
74–75.  
119 Foley, Foundations of Christian Music, 49. Foley’s argument also posits, first, that the 
early Christian practices arose within a “Jewish context,” and, second, that this “Jewish 
context” was “independent” of a larger Greco-Roman culture. While he rightly looks to 
unique aspects of Jewish practices as a matrix for Christian practices, one should not 
assume a direct genealogical development from “Jewish practice” to “Christian practice,” 
nor should one posit Jewish isolation from Hellenization in the first century C.E. See 
above n. 9 in this chapter for more on this topic. 
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obscures the differences between our sonic worlds. When we come to discuss first 

century Jewish and early Christian music and song, including the “psalms, hymns, and 

spiritual songs” in Col 3:16, we should be clear that we are not referring to metrical songs 

or Western tonal harmony.  

While Foley wisely cautions against contemporary retrojection of Western ideas 

about “music” onto the ancient world, we can still salvage the term “music” and 

“musical” for our purposes. Chapter 3 will draw from ethnomusicology to argue for an 

account of “music-making” which pays attention to understanding “music” as social 

action which arises within a given social context. Such an account of musical practice 

will address Foley’s concerns by paying attention to how the ancients describe music and 

song in their contexts. Ethnomusicologists recognize the complexity of defining “music” 

across cultures,120 and they strive to identify “music” as an action within a given social 

world. 

For our purposes in this chapter, we can turn to the work of J.A. Smith, who 

defines “music” and “musical” such that the definition incorporates vocal and 

instrumental “delivery at fixed pitches, ranging from semi-melodic chant to melodic 

 

120 Bruno Nettl writes about this point in The Study of Ethnomusicology: Thirty-one 
Issues and Concepts (Champaign: University of Illinois Press, 1983, 2005), 5, 12–13, 42–
49. Ethnomusicologists understand “music” to be a social process. Ian Cross’s work 
critiques this perspective when he points out that music is like language—pervasive in 
every known culture but differing so much across culture that “universals” are hard to 
identify. Cross develops a three-part model of understanding the nature of music across 
cultures: as sound, as behavior, and as concept (“The Nature of Music and Its Evolution,” 
in The Oxford Handbook of Music Psychology, ed. Susan Hallam; Ian Cross; and Michael 
Thaut [Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2009], 3–13, especially 5). 
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song, from trumpet calls to plucked-string heterophony. The sound of percussion 

instruments is also included.”121 Smith’s definition recognizes that “speech” and “song” 

fall on a spectrum rather than constituting a binary in which “speech” and “song” are 

clearly differentiated.122 This definition of “music” and “musical” allows for the 

acknowledgement of many different forms of music and gives latitude in what counts as 

“music” or as “musical.” We will follow Smith’s definition in this chapter in anticipation 

of the theoretical discussion in Chapter 3. 

2.3.2.2 “Psalms, Hymns and Spiritual Songs” as Musical Compositions 

Having reclaimed and defined the term “musical,” we may then consider the 

evidence for psalms, hymns, and songs as musical compositions. As analyzed in the 

subsequent sections, we find references to making music with psalms (ψαλμοί), hymns 

(ὔμνοι), and songs (ᾤδαι) in a wide variety of early writings—from Jewish, to early 

Christian, to patristic literature.123  

 

121 J.A. Smith, Music in Ancient Judaism and Early Christianity, xvii. Kramarz also has a 
helpful definition which resonates with Smith’s. For the purpose of his study of music in 
the ancient world, Kramarz define “music” as “rhythmic-melodic sound produced by 
voice or instruments” (The Power and Value of Music, 13). 
122 Aaron A. Fox has a helpful analysis of the interplay between speech and song in Real 
Country: Music and Language in Working-Class Culture (Durham, NC: Duke University 
Press, 2004), 20–45, 294–299. See also Steven Feld and Aaron A. Fox, “Music and 
language,” Annual Review of Anthropology 23 (1994): 25–53. Steven Feld, Aaron A. 
Fox, Thomas Porcello & David Samuels, “Vocal anthropology: from the Music of 
Language to the Language of Song,” in A Companion to Linguistic Anthropology, ed, 
Alessandro Duranti (Oxford: Blackwell, 2004), 321–345. Finally, see Chapter 3.3 for 
more on this matter. 
123 These sources are constrained by a rough temporal boundary between the first century 
B.C.E. and the third century C.E. and limited to the geographical locations of 
contemporary Egypt, Palestine, Turkey, and Greece. By considering these sources, I am 
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2.3.2.2.1 Jewish Social Matrix124 
 

Philo’s description of the Jewish Therapeutae community in De Vita 

Contemplativa (ca. first century C.E.) depicts the community’s worship, which includes 

the singing of songs and hymns to God (ᾄσματα καὶ ὕμνους εἰς τὸν θεὸν125) as well as 

other songs (ᾤδη).126 At the beginning of De Vita Contemplativa, Philo notes that the 

Therapeutae not only commit themselves to contemplation but also to the composition of  

songs and hymns to God with various meters and melodies which they write 

down with necessarily solemn rhythms. 

 
ποιοῦσιν ᾄσματα καὶ ὕμνους εἰς τὸν θεὸν διὰ παντοίων μέτρων καὶ μελῶν ἃ 

ῥυθμοῖς σεμνοτέροις ἀναγκαίως χαράττουσι.127  

 

 

attempting to portray a matrix in which the three terms come to have meaning. I am not 
attempting the “genealogical approach” criticized by Broadhurst and Porter, see above n. 
9. That is, I am not claiming that we can come to know what early Christian practice was 
like by finding earlier Jewish or Greek musical genres and practices from which early 
Christian practice derived. Instead, I am considering the social matrix within which these 
terms come to have meaning.  
124 My decision to begin with Jewish literature merely recognizes that the milieu in which 
Christianity developed was one constituted by particularly Jewish practices such as 
circumcision, dietary laws, and particular worship and devotional practices. This decision 
does not make a “genealogical claim.” 
125 Philo, Contempl. 29. Compare with Col 3:16: ὕμνος εἰς τὸν θεὸν and ᾤδη, ᾀδοντες 
[…] τῷ θεῷ and Eph 5:19, ᾀδοντες καὶ ψάλλοντες […] τῷ κυριῷ. 
126 Philo, Contempl. 35. See also Wilson, “Music in the Early Church,” 391–392, 400–
401; Page, The Christian West and its Singers, 43–44; Smith, Music in Ancient Judaism 
and Early Christianity, 123–127. 
127 Philo, Contempl. 29. 
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Philo informs the reader that the Therapeutae write and sing “songs and hymns” (ᾄσματα 

καὶ ὕμνους) “in all manners of meters and melodies” (διὰ παντοίων μέτρων καὶ μελῶν). 

This detail provides evidence that these musical terms denote sounded and vocalized 

songs and hymns.128 Later in the account, Philo comments on the frugality and asceticism 

of their eating practices, speculating that song (ᾤδη) makes the lack of food easy to 

bear.129 

After an extensive discussion about banquets and food,130 Philo describes how the 

Therapeutae gather together on the seventh day. The President discusses a question and 

offers an allegorical interpretation of the scriptures. When he has finished and everyone 

 

128 The Qumran community also supports the musical employment of such compositions, 
particularly hymns, but this evidence is limited since there is little about singing practices 
themselves. Only 1QS X, and 1QH 25 XI, even refer to singing. See Smith, Music in 
Ancient Judaism and Early Christianity, 128–129. However, findings from the Qumran 
community do yield a number of hymnic texts. The presence of such hymnic texts 
witnesses to an active practice of hymn-writing, according to J.A. Smith in Music in 
Ancient Judaism and Early Christianity, 127–131. Furthermore, these texts were likely 
used for community worship given the music director instructions included (for example, 
Songs of the Sabbath Sacrifice [4Q400–407, 11QS5–6], the Masada fragment [4Q402, 
403, 405], and Songs of the Sage [4Q510–511]). Furthermore, 1QH contains the 
Hôdayôt, a series of thanksgiving hymns for every time of the day. We can conclude they 
are hymns because of the notation in the margins, see Daniel K. Falk, Daily, Sabbath, 
and Festival Prayers in the Dead Sea Scrolls, in Studies on the Texts of the Desert of 
Judah 27 (Leiden: Brill, 1998), 100. As both Matthew Gordley and Falk emphasize, there 
is debate over whether these hymns functioned liturgically or didactically. Falk points out 
that the heading for the hymns mention both worship and instruction as the purpose of 
these hymns, and so argues that the liturgical and didactic functions are not mutually 
exclusive; Falk, Daily, Sabbath, and Festival Prayers in the Dead Sea Scrolls, 102–103; 
Matthew E. Gordley, Teaching Through Song in Antiquity: Didactic Hymnody among 
Greeks, Romans, Jews, and Christians, WUNT 2/302 (Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2011), 
232–233, 254–268. 
129 Philo, Contempl. 35. 
130 Ibid., 34–74. 
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else feels satisfied that they understand what he has said, the assembly applauds. The 

President then sings a hymn to God (ὕμνος … εἰς τὸν θεὸν)—either one which he himself 

has newly composed (καινὸν αὐτὸς πεποιηκὼς) or an old one  

by the old poets who left behind many hexameters and iambics, hymns for 

processions, libations, sacrifices, standing or dancing choruses, with metrical 

arrangements which fit well the making of many turns (as in a dance) 

 
ἀρχαῖόν τινα τῶν πάλαι ποίητῶν—καταλελοίπασι πολλὰ ἐπῶν τριμέτρων, 

προσοδίων ὕμνων, παρασπονδείων, παραβωμίων, στασίμων χορικῶν στροφαῖς 

πολυστρόφοις εὖ διαμεμετρημένων.131  

 

After the President finishes, others take their turn in singing hymns. Everyone else listens 

in silence except when both men and women sing the refrains and closing lines.132 After 

everyone has a chance to sing, the young men bring out bread, and everyone eats 

supper.133  

Philo’s description of how they perform these songs and hymns further 

underscores the musical nature of these compositions. The practices of writing melodies 

and rhythms for hymns, of presenting them to the whole community, of blending their 

voices together in song all support the claim that the terms “hymn” (ὕμνος) and “song” 

(ᾤδη) denote musical compositions for corporate music-making. As such, the terms 

 

131 Ibid., 75–80; my translation. 
132 Ibid., 80.  
133 Ibid., 81. 
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“hymn” (ὕμνος) and “song” (ᾤδη) in Col 3:16 likely refer to musical compositions which 

the community sings together. 

To take another example, in 4 Macc 18:14-15 (ca. the first century B.C.E and first 

century C.E.), a mother of seven sons extols her faithful husband. As evidence of his 

piety, she cites his habit of chanting (μελῳδέω) the words of the “hymn-writer” 

(ὑμνογράφος), David.  

14) And he reminded you of the writing of Isaiah which says, “Even should you 

walk through fire, fire will not burn you.” 15) He chanted to you the words of the 

psalmist David, saying, “Many are the afflictions of the righteous.” 

 
14) ὑπεμίμνῃσκεν δὲ ὑμᾶς καὶ τὴν Ησαιου γραφὴν τὴν λέγουσαν Κἄν διὰ πυρὸς 

διέλθῃς φλὸξ οὐ κατακαύσει σε. 15) τὸν ὑμνογράφον ἑμελῴδει ὑμῖν Δαυιδ 

λέγοντα Πολλαὶ αἱ θλίψεις τῶν δικαίων.134 

 

134 4 Macc 18:14–15, The Third and Fourth Book of Maccabees, ed. and trans. Moses 
Hadas, in The Dropsie College Edition: Jewish Apocryphal Literature (New York: 
Harper and Brothers, 1953); my translation. Additionally, as she wraps up her list of 
pious actions, the mother concludes by saying: 

18) For, in his teaching, he did not forget the song which Moses taught, which 
says, 19) “I kill and make alive; this is your life and length of days.” 
 
18) ᾠδὴν μὲν γάρ, ἥν ἐδίδαξεν Μωυσῆς, οὐκ ἐπελάθετο διδάσκων τὴν λέγουσαν, 
19) Ἐγὼ ἀποκτενῶ καὶ ζῆν ποιήσω αὕτη ἡ ζωὴ ὑμῶν καὶ ἡ μακρότης τῶν 
ἡμερῶν. 
 

Her praise here highlights that her husband taught his children the “song … which Moses 
taught” (ᾠδὴν… ἥν ἐδίδαξεν Μωυσῆς), which again emphasizes the role of song. 
However, someone might say that, since the mother’s praise does not explicitly name that 
her husband “sang” these words, this mention of “song” (ᾤδη) primarily refers to a 
textual composition, and not a musical composition for singing. As such, I merely note 
here that her praise of her husband mentions the song of Moses.  
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Her praise of her husband draws attention to making music with the writings of 

David. As such, this passage supports the claim that David’s writings were sung.135 

2.3.2.2.2 Early Christian Writings 
 

The Acts of Paul (ca. C.E. 160) and Acts of John (ca. C.E. second century) 

provide evidence for the musical employment and communal use of psalms, hymns, and 

songs within the social matrix of the early church. The Acts of Paul 9 contains a story 

about Paul in Corinth with his companions. The spirit prophesizes through a woman 

named Myrte, and then they break their fast with bread. At their feast, they include “the 

psalms and songs of David.” 

and after the spirit became quiet in Myrte, [each] shared 

bread and they feasted as they rejoiced according to the custom [of the] 

[fast?] by their psalms of David and also songs, and Paul also delighted in it. 

 

μεταυ[τί-] 

[κα δὲ οὕτ]ως κατασταλέντος τοῦ πνεύματος τοῦ ἐν Μύρτῃ μεταλαβῖν [ἕκα-] 

[στον το]ῦ [ἄ]ρτου καὶ εὐωχείσθαι αὐτοὺς κατὰ τὴν συνήδια[ν τῆς] 

νη[…νη]στίας ὑπὸ αὐτῶν ψαλμῶν τε Δαουὶδ καὶ ᾠδῶν καὶ Π[αύλου] 

τερπνοῦντος.136  

 

135 Page has a helpful discussion of this passage in The Christian West and its Singers, 
73, 173. 
136 My translation; Acta Pauli, Nach dem Papyrus der Hamburger Staats- und 
Universitäts- Bibliothek, eds., Wilhelm Schubart and Carl Schmidt (Glückstadt und 
Hamburg: J.J. Augustin, 1936), 50–51. Page has a helpful analysis of the Acts of Paul in 
The Christian West and its Singers, 58–60, 63–64, 77–78, 137, especially 78.  
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The story demonstrates the communal use of psalms and songs at a meal. While the 

fragment does not use the verb “singing,” the communal context of a meal indicates that 

these psalms and songs were vocalized.137  

Additionally, the account of the Last Supper found in the Acts of John 94-97 

contains a lengthy story about Jesus and the disciples taking part in both singing and 

dancing. While in the canonical Last Supper accounts (Matt 26:30 and Mark 14:26), 

Jesus and the disciples only sing a hymn, in the Acts of John, Jesus commands the 

disciples to sing a hymn to the Father (ὑμνήσωμεν τὸν πατέρα) and to dance. Jesus has 

them form a ring around him and then leads them in responsorial singing. They echo his 

hymnic statements with “Amen” as they dance: 

“After commanding us to make a circle, holding one another’s hand, he was 

saying as he stood in the middle, “Answer amen.” Then he began to sing and to 

say, 

“Glory to you, Father.” 

And we, having made a circle, answered him, “Amen.” 

“Glory to you, Word” 

“Glory to you, Grace.” “Amen.” 

 

“Glory to you, Spirit.” 

 

137 Also Justin Martyr, 1 Apology, 67.1–8 which offers a description of the worship 
practices of the early church. He mentions the reading of the Apostles’ memoirs and 
writings of the prophets, a homily, the Eucharist, and the “Amen” response from the 
whole gathering, but no apparent reference to psalmody or hymnody. However, as Page 
comments, it may very well be that Justin presumes the chanting of the readings as 
Augustine and others do (see n. 249 below). See also Page, The Christian West and its 
Singers, 65–66. 
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“Glory to you, Holy One.” 

“Glory to you, Glory.” “Amen.” 
 
Κελεύσας οὖν ἡμῖν γῦρον ποιῆσαι, ἀποκρατούντων τὰς ἀλλήλων χεῖρας, ἐν μέσῳ 

δὲ αὐτὸς γενόμενος ἔλεγεν: Τὸ ἀμὴν ὑπακούετέ μοι. Ἤρξατο οὖν ὑμνεῖν καὶ 

λέγειν: 

Δόξα σοι πάτερ. 

  

Καὶ ἡμεῖς κυκλεύοντες ὑπηκούομεν αὐτῷ τὸ ἀμήν. 

Δόξα σοι λόγε, 

δόξα σοι χάρις, Ἀμήν. 

 

Δόξα σοι τὸ πνεῦμα, 

δόξα σοι, ἅγιε, 

δόξα σου τῇ δόξῃ. Ἀμήν.138 
 

In the narrative, Jesus continues for several more verses to offer doxological, hymnic 

statements and to exhort the disciples to dance. Each time they respond with “Amen.” As 

in the canonical account, this story does not specifically mention the type of composition, 

whether a “psalm,” “hymn,” or “song.” However, it does testify to the responsorial 

singing of hymnic statements.  

 

138 Acts John 94–97, ed. Eric Junod and Jean-Daniel Kaestli, Vol. 1, Corpus 
Christianorum: Series Apocyrphorum 1 (Brepols: Turnhout, 1983), 199–209; my 
translation. See also Page, The Christian West and its Singers, 78; James McKinnon, ed. 
Music in Early Christian Literature, Cambridge Reading in the Literature of Music 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1987), 24–25. 
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In short, these two passages provide examples of what was sung and how it was 

sung, and these examples resemble the singing of psalms and hymnic compositions. The 

Acts of Paul gives evidence for the communal use of psalms and songs, while the Acts of 

John shows the musical employment of such compositions in the social world of the early 

church. 

2.3.2.2.3 Patristic References 
 

While they come from a period later than the period during which Colossians was 

written, Clement of Alexandria’s Paedagogus and some of Tertullian’s writings provide 

some of our earliest citations regarding Christian musical practice and thus merit 

attention. They make reference to the musical employment of psalms, hymns, and songs. 

First, in Paedagogus 2.4, Clement (ca. C.E. 150—ca. 215) instructs his audience in 

proper behavior at feasts, which involved music-making. He condemns the drunkenness 

and other shameful deeds which often follow from banqueting, and he connects such 

immoral behavior with singing the wrong kinds of songs. Clement then describes the 

human mouth and body as instruments which should praise God. He cites Col 3:16-17, 

claiming that “giving thanks to God in everything” (Col 3:17) is Christian revelry. He 

expresses approval of singing and music-making with the kithara and ten-stringed 

psaltery. In fact, making music to praise God imitates King David. Clement concludes, 

For the psalm is a harmonious blessing which brings about a sound mind; the 

apostle has called the psalm a “spiritual song.” 
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καὶ γὰρ ὁ ψαλμὸς ἐμμελής ἐστιν εὐλογία καὶ σώφρων· “ᾠδὴν πνευματικὴν” ὁ 

ἀπόστολος εἴρηκε τὸν ψαλμόν.139 

 

Clement here defines a “psalm” (ψαλμὸς) as a “song” (ᾠδή). This definition and the 

larger context of singing praise to God confirms the interpretation of “psalm” as a 

musical composition.  

Moreover, immediately after this pronouncement, Clement describes the 

banqueting practices of the Greeks with detail, including the singing of skolia, paeans, 

and other songs to the accompaniment of the kithara.140 He then exhorts the audience to 

put away the erotic songs (αἱ … ἐρωτικαὶ … ᾠδαί) and to let their songs (ᾠδαί) be hymns 

(ὕμνοι … τοῦ θεοῦ) to praise God. 

But send the erotic songs far away, and let our songs be God’s hymns. 

Ἀλλ’ αἱ μὲν ἐρωτικαὶ μακρὰν ἐρρόντων ᾠδαί, ὕμνοι δὲ ἔστων τοῦ θεοῦ αἱ ᾠδαί.141  

 

 

139 Clement, Paed. 2.4.44.1–2, in Clément d'Alexandrie. Le pédagogue, eds. Marguerite 
Harl, Henri-Irénée Marrou, C. Matray, and C. Mondésert, 3 vols., Sources chrétiennes 
70, 108, 158 (Paris: Éditions du Cerf, 1:1960; 2:1965; 3:1970): 1:108–294; 2:10–242; 
3:12–190. http://stephanus.tlg.uci.edu.proxy.lib.duke.edu/Iris/Cite?0555:002:212665; my 
translation. Charles H. Cosgrove also provides a helpful analysis of Clement’s 
perspectives on dinner parties, the Eucharist, and singing in “Clement of Alexandria and 
Early Christian Music,” Journal of Early Christian Studies 14.3 (2006): 255–82. 
140 See Section 2.2 above in this chapter. 
141 Paed., 2.4.44.4; my translation. Though from slightly a later period, in Sermo 8 (PL 
20:890), Gaudentius of Brescia has a similar perspective, as does Origen, On Prayer 2.4 
(PG 11:421). Whether Origen means heard and vocalized song or speaks figuratively of 
music here is difficult to discern, as McKinnon notes in Music in Early Christian 
Literature, 37. 
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These songs will combat immorality. He continues his discourse by outlining what kinds 

of music are appropriate for Christians. Significantly for our purposes, in this passage, 

Clement defines “hymns” (ὕμνοι) as “songs” (ᾠδαί), and he discusses them within a clear 

context of corporate music-making. In short, for Clement, “psalms,” “hymns, and 

“songs” all refer to compositions for music-making.142 

Tertullian (ca. C.E. 170 – ca. 225) similarly associates psalms with music-making. 

In De Anima 9.4, he describes the ecstatic visions of one of the sisters in the 

congregation. As he describes the setting for her visions, Tertullian tosses in a throwaway 

line about the chanting of psalms in worship (psalmi canuntur).  

Whether in the reading of Scripture or chanting of psalms or preaching of 

sermons or offering of prayers, she is given opportunity in all of these occasions 

for seeing visions. 

 
Iamuero prout scripturae leguntur aut psalmi canuntur aut allocutiones 

proferuntur aut petitiones delegantur, ita inde materiae visionibu 

subministrantur.143  

 
Tertullian also mentions the singing of psalms and hymns between a husband and wife in 

Ad Uxorem 2.8. Within the larger context of talking about godly marriage, he writes that 

 

142 See below Section 2.4.4.1 in this chapter for more about allegory. 
143 Tertullian, An., 9.4, in Quiniti Septimi Florentis Tertulliani De Anima, trans. J. H. 
Waszink, ed. J. den Boeft, Bart D. Ehrman, et. al., Supplements to Vigiliae Christianae: 
Texts and Studies of Early Christian Life and Language 100 (Leiden: Brill, 2010), 11; my 
translation. 
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the mutual encouragement of husband and wife should involve their singing psalms to 

each other.  

Psalms and hymns sound between the two, and they challenge each other, which 

of them sings better to their Lord. 

 
Sonant inter duos psalmi et hymni, et mutuo prouocant, quis melius domino suo 

cantet.144 

 

Here psalms and hymns are both vocalized and sung. For Tertullian, they are musical 

compositions.  

These two passages also attest to the social use of psalms and hymns. The second 

example comes from a domestic setting rather than a corporate worship setting. But both 

passages give evidence for the social employment of these musical compositions. 

Thus, in the patristic period, these terms pertain to musical compositions. This 

does not prove that they refer to musical compositions in the New Testament period, but 

it does render musical employment of such compositions in the New Testament period 

more likely. Neither Clement nor Tertullian are far from the New Testament period, and 

their references to “psalms,” “hymns,” and “songs” show that the earliest interpreters and 

practitioners understood these terms as musical compositions.145  

 

144 Tertullian, Ux., 2.8, Vol. 1, Corpus Christianorum: Series Latina 1 (Brepols: 
Turnhout, 1954); my translation. 
145 W.S. Smith also notes that Hippolytus of Rome uses ψαλμός with the phrase “to sing 
through a hymn” ([διὰ ὕμνου] ᾄδειν) when he discusses a Gnostic hymn (Haer., 5.10.1). 
Later he calls a hymn by Valentius a “ψαλμός” (Haer., 6.37.6) in Musical Aspects of the 
New Testament, 62. My numbering follows the numbering in Hippolytus. See his 
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2.3.2.3 The Indistinguishability of the Three Terms 

To sum up the previous sections, texts from the Jewish social matrix, early 

Christian writings, and patristic writings all witness to the musical employment of 

compositions like the “psalms, hymns, and spiritual songs” in Col 3:16. However, while 

these terms denote musical compositions, in Col 3:16, they cannot be identified with 

specific musical genres—that is, distinct musical-textual forms. Rather, they pile up 

rhetorically to emphasize the employment of musical compositions. 

A few commentators do assert that distinctions between the three terms can be 

made. For instance, Wilson claims that “psalms” refer to the Old Testament Psalter,146 

“hymns” to Christian compositions, and “songs” to Spirit-led compositions.147 James 

Dunn follows a similar line of thought. Though he acknowledges that “hymn” and 

“psalm” are nearly synonymous, he claims with some optimism that “psalm” refers to the 

songs drawn from Scripture, “hymn” to Christian compositions, and “spiritual song” to 

 

Refutatio omnium haeresium, ed. Miroslav Marcovich, Patristische Texte und Studien 25 
(Berlin: De Gruyter, 1986): 53–417. 
http://stephanus.tlg.uci.edu/Iris/Cite?2115:060:236489 
146 Ralph Martin goes even further and claims that the Old Testament Psalter is the early 
Christian hymnbook. He cites Col 3:16 as confirmation of new Christian lyrical and 
musical compositions. Later Martin admits that distinctions between these three forms are 
obscure, but he also draws some distinctions between them. He also cites Col 3:16 as 
evidence of institutionalization of worship—the household codes indicate a rise in 
organization (as opposed to spontaneity of the Spirit), as do the emphasis on the written 
word, instruction, and the “varied pattern of hymnic praise.” See Ralph P. Martin, 
Worship in the Early Church (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1974), 137, also 43. 
147 R. McL. Wilson, A Critical and Exegetical Commentary on Colossians and Philemon. 
ICC (London: T & T Clark International, 2005), 267–269. 
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songs sung under the influence of the Spirit.148 Marianne Meye Thompson follows Dunn, 

though she expresses more hesitation in her conclusions.149  

However, most commentators express reservation when it comes to delineating 

distinctions.150 While Heinrich Schlier claims that “spiritual songs” (ᾠδαῖς πνευματικαῖς) 

refer to ecstatic and unmediated experiences of the divine, he denies that hard distinctions 

can be made between the three terms.151 While Eduard Lohse comments on some 

 

148 James D.G. Dunn, The Epistles to the Colossians and to Philemon: A Commentary on 
the Greek Text, NIGTC (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1996), 239. Dunn bases his claim on 
his interpretation of Lightfoot, Saint Paul’s Epistles to the Colossians and Philemon, 
224–225. See also Witherington, The Letters to Philemon, the Colossians, and the 
Ephesians, 181. 
149 Thompson, Colossians and Philemon, 86.  
150 Liturgical scholars also hesitate in drawing firm conclusions about early forms of 
Christian worship, e.g. Paul E. Bradshaw, The Search for the Origins of Christian 
Worship: Sources and Methods for the Study of Early Liturgy, 2nd ed. (New York: 
Oxford University Press, 2002). See also Smith, Musical Aspects of the New Testament, 
21–25.  
151 Heinrich Schlier, “ᾄδω ᾠδή,” TDNT 1.163–165. See also James D.G. Dunn, The 
Epistles to the Colossians and to Philemon: A Commentary on the Greek Text, NIGTC 
(Grand Rapids: William B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, 1996), 239. Dunn also 
argues that the adjective “spiritual” (πνευματικαῖς) qualifies “song” such that it refers to 
something sung under the influence of the Holy Spirit, and he cites 1 Cor 14:15, the 
Testament of Job 43:2, and 1 Enoch 71:11–12, and Eph 5:19 as support. Yet Dunn’s turn 
to each of these passages is problematic for different reasons. 1 Cor 14:15 makes no 
mention of “psalms,” “hymns,” or “songs,” but only mentions “singing in the spirit” and 
“singing in the mind” (ψαλῶ τῷ πνεύματι, ψαλῶ δὲ καὶ τῷ νοΐ). While this passage bears 
witness to singing under the influence of the spirit, it does not show that any of these 
terms as belonging to that kind of context. Additionally, the Testament of Job 43:2 says 
that Eliphaz “spoke/sang a spiritual song,” but uses the term ὕμνον (Ελιφας πνεῦμα εἶπεν 
ὕμνον). From the context, the influence of the Spirit is not completely apparent, though 
corporate singing is, for “the other friends and soldiers responded to him beside the altar” 
(ἐπιφωνούντων αὐτῷ τῶν ἄλλων φίλων καὶ τῶν στρατευμάτων πλησίον τοῦ 
θυσιαστηρίου); see Sebastian P. Brock, Testamentum Jobi, Pseudepigrapha Veteris 
Testamenti Graece (Leiden: Brill, 1967), 2:19–59. 
http://stephanus.tlg.uci.edu.proxy.lib.duke.edu/Iris/Cite?1702:001:42393 Finally, in 1 
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differences between the terms (e.g. “psalms” refer to the Psalter, “hymns” to Christian 

compositions, and “songs” to acts of praise), he also concedes that it is impossible to 

differentiate precisely.152 J.B. Lightfoot, who provides an extensive analysis of the three 

terms, concludes with hesitation about their distinguishability.153 Gerhard Delling claims 

that ψαλμός and ὕμνος do not refer to texts in different genres and cites 1 Cor 14:26 as 

evidence that ψαλμός refers to songs in a general sense.154 Eduard Schweizer 

straightforwardly denies that distinctions may be made.155 

Turning to ancient writers yields similar inconclusive results about the 

distinguishability of these terms. Philo uses them interchangeably.156 Several centuries 

 

Enoch 71:11–12, singing in the Spirit is not clear in the text, though the speaker is clearly 
in the Spirit (vv. 5–6) and does cry out a loud blessing (vv. 11–12). 
 As Dunn also notes, such an interpretation of “spiritual songs” is by no means 
universal. For instance, Lohse claims that they are songs about the acts of God and that 
the adjective “spiritual” modifies all three terms. For Eduard Lohse, “psalms,” “hymns,” 
and “spiritual songs” are all prompted by the Spirit (Colossians and Philemon, 151). 
152 Lohse argues that the three terms represent the full range of singing prompted by the 
Spirit (taking πνευματικαῖς as an adjective which qualifies all three terms) in Colossians 
and Philemon, 151. 
153 J.B. Lightfoot, Saint Paul’s Epistles to the Colossians and Philemon, 224–225. See 
also Witherington, The Letters to Philemon, the Colossians, and the, 225. Heinrich 
Schlier maintains that there is no differentiation between the three terms. However, he 
also claims that ᾠδή are inspired (as shown by πνευματικός) and that the ᾠδή is a mode 
of the λόγος τοῦ Χριστοῦ in which Christ is heard, though it doesn’t exclude participation 
of the community (“ᾄδω ᾠδή,” TDNT 1.163–165). Also Lightfoot, Saint Paul’s Epistles 
to the Colossians and Philemon, 224. 
154 Gerhard Delling, “ὕμνος, ὑμνέω, ψάλλω, ψαλμός,” TDNT 8.499. 
155 Eduard Schweizer, The Letter to the Colossians: A Commentary, trans. Andrew 
Chester  (Minneapolis: Augsburg, 1982), 210. O’Brien, Colossians, Philemon, 298–209 
also notes the difficulty of distinguishing the three types. 
156 W.S. Smith highlights Philo, Flacc., 121–122 (Musical Aspects of the New Testament, 
62). 
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later, Eusebius of Caesarea quotes Philo making reference to ὕμνος (as well as ᾆσμα) as 

subcategories of ψαλμός. Eusebius writes,  

Then again he [Philo] next writes thus about the new psalms made, “so that they 

do not only contemplate but also make songs and hymns to God with various 

meters and melodies which they write down with necessarily solemn rhythms”  

 
εἶτα πάλιν ἑξῆς περὶ τοῦ νέους αὐτοὺς ποιεῖσθαι ψαλμοὺς οὕτως γράφει, “ὥστ’ οὐ 

θεωροῦσι μόνον, ἀλλὰ καὶ ποιοῦσιν ᾄσματα καὶ ὕμους εἰς τὸν θεὸν διὰ παντοίων 

μέτρων καὶ μελῶν ἀριθμοῖς σεμνοτέροις ἀναγκαίως χαράσσοντες”157  

 
In Jewish Antiquities, Josephus also frequently juxtaposes the terms, ψαλμός and ὕμνος 

without differentiating between the two.158 Still further, as we noted in the previous 

section (Section 2.3.2.2.3), Clement of Alexandria defines a “psalm” (ψαλμός) as 

“spiritual song” (ᾠδή πνεματική).159  

Such apparent interchangeability of the terms in ancient writers indicates that 

these terms should not be distinguished in Col 3:16. The mention of “psalms, hymns, and 

spiritual songs” does not single out specific musical genres.160 Rather, the terms are piled 

up for rhetorical effect. 

 

157 Eusebius, Hist. eccl., 2.17.13; my translation. Eusebius is citing Philo, Contempl. 29. 
Also W.S. Smith, Musical Aspects of the New Testament, 64.  
158 W.S. Smith highlights Josephus, Ant. Jud. 3.3; 7.4.2; and 12.7.7 in Musical Aspects of 
the New Testament, 62. See also Josephus, Ant. Jud. 6.11.3, in which ψαλμός and ὕμνος 
are paired, and 7.12.3 in which ᾤδη and ὕμνος are paired. In both cases, the terms are 
cited interchangeably. Smith also notes that Hippolytus uses ψαλμός with respect to 
Gnostic hymnody in Haer., 5.10.1; 5.19.16; 6.37.6.  
159 Paed., 2.4. See also Smith, Musical Aspects of the New Testament, 63. 
160 W.S. Smith, Musical Aspects of the New Testament, 61; J.A. Smith, Music in Ancient 
Judaism and Early Christianity, 182–183; Page, The Christian West and its Singers, 75. 
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2.3.3 “Singing in your Hearts” as Corporate and Vocal Music-making 

Though we cannot with confidence distinguish between the three terms in Col 

3:16, we can say with more confidence that they denote musical compositions. As such, 

when we hear Paul’s exhortation to the Colossian congregation to “teach and instruct one 

another with psalms, hymns, and spiritual songs, singing in your hearts to God,” we 

should hear a reference to music-making. As we have seen, the phrase “with psalms, 

hymns, and spiritual songs” modifies the participles “teaching and instructing”; it is 

followed by the participle and prepositional phrase “singing in your hearts to God” 

(ᾄδοντες ἐν ταῖς καρδίαις ὑμῶν τῷ θεῷ). In the following subsections, I will show that, 

given its historical use and frequent juxtaposition with other “music-making” words and 

“speech” words, the verb for “singing” (ᾄδω) refers to a vocal act, and most probably the 

chanting of compositions like psalms, hymns, and songs. Second, given the larger context 

of the letter, ᾄδω refers to a corporate act in Col 3:16. And, third, in light of the earliest 

witnesses to Christian musical practices, ᾄδω most likely refers to unison and 

responsorial music-making. 

 

Meeks reaches a similar conclusion in First Urban Christians, 144. As McKinnon 
comments, Col 3:16 and Eph 5:19 “serve as prime examples of the elusiveness of New 
Testament musical references,” in Music in Early Christian Literature, 15. That has not 
stopped other interpreters from attempting to discern a difference of genre in these terms. 
Chapter 3 will explore the theoretical reasons for moving away from identifying these 
terms with specific musical genres, but here we will note that the problems of identifying 
these terms with particular musical genres. 
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2.3.3.1 “Singing in your Hearts” as a Reference to Vocal Music-making 

Given its occurrences both in early literature outside the New Testament, 

particularly the Septuagint, and in the New Testament, the verb ᾄδω refers to vocal 

music-making. In this section, we will find that various forms of the verb ᾄδω regularly 

denote audible acts and occur together with other music-making and speech terms. These 

occurrences reinforce understanding “singing” (ᾄδω) as vocal music-making. 

2.3.3.1.1 “Singing” ᾄδω beyond the New Testament 
 

Outside New Testament literature, ᾄδω describes, albeit sometimes 

metaphorically, the making of audible noises and vocally produced sounds.161 For 

example, in Od. 21.411, it refers to the sound of Odysseus’ bowstring as he lets the arrow 

fly. In Aratus’ Phaenomena, 1000, it describes the hooting of owls, while in Plato’s 

Symposium, it refers to the crowing of the rooster.162 In Aristotle’s “On Marvelous 

Things Heard,” the verb is used for the croaking of frogs.163 The verb also refers to 

vocally produced sounds, especially singing. It opens the famous lines of Homer’s Iliad 

as the bard invokes the Muse to help him tell the story; “Sing, Goddess, the wrath of 

Achilles, son of Peleus.”164 Several lines later in the Iliad, in a description of offering 

various kinds of sacrifices to the gods, Homer notes: 

 

161 LSJ, s.v. ἀείδω, 26; Heinrich Schlier, “ᾄδω ᾠδή,” TDNT 1.163–165. 
162 Aratus, Phaen., 1000; Plato, Symp., 223c. 
163 Aristotle, Mir. ausc., 835b3. 
164 Μῆνιν ἄειδε, θεά, Πηληιάδεω Ἀχιλῆος, Homer, Il., 1.1. 
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So the whole day long the sons of the Achaeans sought to appease the god with 

song, singing the beautiful paean, hymning the god who works from afar; and his 

heart was glad as he heard. 

 

οἱ δὲ πανημέριοι μολπῇ θεὸν ἱλάσκοντο, 

καλὸν ἀείδοντες παιήονα, κοῦροι Ἀχαιῶν 

μέλποντες ἑκάεργον, ὁ δὲ φρένα τέρπετ᾽ἀκούων.165 
 

In Homer’s Odyssey, the verb denotes singing as well, 

For them the famous minstrel was singing, and they sat in silence, listening, and 

he sang of the return of the Achaeans—the woeful return from Troy which Pallas 

Athene laid upon them. 

 

τοῖσι δ᾽ἀοιδὸς ἄειδε περικλυτός, οἱ δὲ σιωπῇ 

ἥατ᾽ἀκούοντες, ὁ δ᾽Ἀχαιῶν νόστον ἄειδε 

λυγρόν, ὅν ἐκ Τροίης ἐπετείλατο Παλλάς Ἀθήνη.166 

In these examples, though the verb is sometimes used metaphorically, it denotes an 

audible, often vocally-produced, act. 

Furthermore, in the Septuagint, the verb also overwhelmingly refers to a vocal 

music-making act. For instance, in Exodus 15:1, the narrator says that: 

Then Moses and the sons of Israel sang this song to God and said, saying “Let us 

sing to the Lord rightly for he has been glorified; horse and rider he has thrown 

into the sea. 

 

165 Homer, Il., 1.473 [Murray; Wyatt, LCL, 48–49]; I have used their translation. See also 
Homer, Il.1.604 where the gods sing at their banquet and also Il., 9.189–191 where 
Achilles sings to the accompaniment of the lyre while Patroclus sits in silence. 
166 Homer, Od., 1.325–327 [Murray; Dimock, LCL, 36–37]; I have used their translation. 
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τότε ᾖσεν Μωυσῆς καὶ οἱ υἱοὶ Ισραηλ τὴν ᾠδὴν ταύτην τῷ θεῷ καὶ εἶπαν 

λέγοντες ᾄσωμεν τῷ κυρίῳ ἐνδόξως γὰρ δεδόξασται ἵππον καὶ ἀναβάτην ἔρριψεν 

εἰς θάλασσαν.167  

 
Here the verb is juxtaposed with the speaking verb λέγω and also takes “song” (τὴν 

ᾠδὴν) as its object.168 These two features of the verse emphasize the vocal and musical 

nature of this particular verb. The connection between “singing “ and “song” as well as 

between “singing” and “speaking” also appears in other Septuagint texts. In Numbers 

21:17, Israel “sings this song,” and the verb takes another word for “song” (τὸ ᾆσμα) as 

its object, and, in Isaiah 5:1, the prophet also sings such a song to the beloved.169 In 

Judges 5:1, the narrative says that Deborah and Barak “sang… and said” (ᾖσεν […] καὶ 

εἶπεν170), and continues in v.3 to provide their song, “Listen, kings! Give ear, mighty 

 

167 Odes 1:1 repeats this song. A few verses later in Ex 15:21, the narrative reiterates, 
And Miriam led them saying, “Let us sing to the Lord rightly, for he has been 
glorified; horse and rider he has thrown into the sea. 
 
ἐξῆρχεν δὲ αὐτῶν Μαριαμ λέγουσα ᾄσωμεν τῷ κυρίῳ ἐνδόξως γὰρ δεδόξασται 
ἵππον καὶ ἀναβάτην ἔρριψεν εἰς θάλασσαν (my translation). 
 

168 In Ps 137:4 [LXX 136:4], the psalmist also asks how they will “sing the song of the 
Lord” in a strange land. 
169 See also Odes 10:1 and Isaiah 26:1. Later he also prophesizes that it will be to Tyre as 
in the song about the forgotten prostitute, who is told in the song to go about the city 
singing songs to be remembered (Isaiah 23:16). The same words are used.  
170 Or so reads Cod. Alexandrinus. Cod. Vaticanus has that they “sang… saying” (ᾖσαν 
[…] λέγοντες). 
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rulers! I will sing to the Lord; I will make melody to the God of Israel.”171 These 

collocations further establish ᾄδω as a reference to vocal music-making.  

Additionally, this verb frequently occurs in the Septuagint as a substantive 

participle to denote a kind of musical office. For instance, in 2 Samuel 19:36, the very old 

Barzillai protests staying with King David by saying,  

Can I still hear the voices of male and female singers? 

ἀκούσομαι ἔτι φωνὴν ᾀδόντων καὶ ᾀδουσῶν; 

Here the verb has become a substantive participle to refer to the role of “singer”—both 

male and female. The presence of the object “voices” emphasizes that they perform these 

songs vocally and out loud. In other places, the substantive participle refers to a musical 

role or office in the Temple. 1 Chronicles 6:31-48 (LXX 6:16-33) also mentions that 

David established “singers in the house of the Lord” (ᾀδόντων ἐν οἴκῳ κυρίου) and 

proceeds to list them. In 1 Chronicles 15:27, in a description of the ark returning to 

Jerusalem, it is noted that there were “singers and Chenaniah, the leader of the singers of 

songs” (οἱ ψαλτῳδοὶ καὶ Χωνενιας ὁ ἄρχων τῶν ᾠδῶν τῶν ᾀδόντων).172 1 Chronicles 

25:17 claims that there were 288 temple musicians trained to sing (ᾄδειν) to the Lord. In 

2 Chronicles 23:13, the singers with their instruments in the worship at the Temple (οἱ 

ᾄδοντες ἐν τοῖς ὀργάνοις ᾠδοὶ καὶ ὑμνοῦντες αἶνον). In its account of King Hezekiah 

 

171 ἀκούσατε βασιλεῖς ἐνωτίζεσθε σατράπαι δυνατοί ἐγὼ τῷ κυρίῳ ᾄσομαι ψαλῶ τῷ θεῷ 
Ισραηλ (Cod. Alexandrinus). Cod. Vaticanus drops the δυνατοί. See below for more 
about the pairing of ᾄδω and ψάλλω. 
172 1 Chronicles 16:9 pairs ᾄδω with ὑμνέω, and 1 Chronicles 16:23 pairs it with 
ἀναγγέλλω. 
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restoring worship in the Temple, 2 Chronicles 29:27-28 includes that they began to sing 

and to play the trumpet and instruments of King David (ἤρξαντο ᾄδειν κυρίῳ καὶ αἱ 

σάλπιγγες πρὸς τὰ ὄργανα Δαυιδ βασιλέως Ισραηλ). While the whole assembly worships, 

the singers sing, and the trumpeters play the trumpet (οἱ ψαλτῳδοὶ ᾄδοντες καὶ αἱ 

σάλπιγγες σαλπίζουσαι). In Ezra and Nehemiah, the phrase “the singers” appear several 

times as a designation for the Temple musicians (Ezra 2:41; 2:65;173 2:70; 7:7; 7:24; 8:17; 

10:24 and Nehemiah 7:1; 7:44; 7:67; 7:73; 10:28 (LXX 10:29); 10:39 (LXX 10:40); 

11:22; 12:28, 29; 12:42; 12:45, 46, 47; 13:5; 13:10.174 The connection of this musical 

office with the administration of the Temple confirms the musical and vocal nature of the 

verb. 

Further still, this verb appears repeatedly throughout the Psalms in the context of 

declaring the praises of the Lord publicly or singing a song to God, often appearing in a 

parallel construction with another “singing” or a “speaking” verb. In Ps 7:1, it appears in 

the superscription of the psalm, describing David as one who “sang to the Lord.” It most 

frequently occurs together with another musical verb, ψάλλω (Ps 13:5 [LXX Ps 12:6]; Ps 

21:13 [LXX 20:14]); 27:6 [LXX 26:6]; 33:3 [LXX 32:3]; 57:7 [LXX 56:8]; 68:4 [LXX 

67:5]; 68:32 [LXX 67:33]; 98:4 [LXX 97:4]; 101:1 [LXX 100:1-2]; 104:33 [LXX 

103:33]; 105:2 [LXX 104:2]; 108:1 [LXX 107:2]; 144:9 [LXX 143:9], also Judges 5:3). 

 

173 Ezra 2:65 mentions both male and female singers (ᾄδοντες καὶ ᾄδουσαι), as does 
Nehemiah 7:67. Ecclesiastes 2:8 does as well, though in the context of the speaker’s 
entertainment, not temple worship.  
174 Page concurs in The Christian West and its Singers, 75. Mowinckel has a helpful 
analysis of temple musicians in The Psalms in Israel’s Worship, 2:79–84. 
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In Ps 89:1 [LXX 88:2], it occurs in a parallel construction with the phrase “I will declare 

the truth with my mouth (ἀπαγγελῶ τὴν ἀλήθειάν σου ἐν τῷ στόματί μου).175 In other 

Psalms, the verb takes the phrase “a new song” as its object (ᾆσμα καινόν, see 96:1 [LXX 

95:1]; 98:1 [LXX 97:1]; 149:1), while it takes “the songs of Zion” as the object in 137:3 

[LXX 136:3] when the psalmist describes how Israel’s captors mock them in asking for 

songs.176 Between the frequent appearance in the context of public declaration and its 

frequent connection with other musical terms, the occurrences of this verb in the Psalms 

also confirms it as a vocal, musical action.177 

Finally, in both the Septuagint and in Josephus’ writings, ᾄδω often appears 

together with the musical verb ὑμνέω. For example, in the Septuagint, they occur together 

in 1 Chronicles 16:9, again within the context of praise: 

7b) “In that day, David ordered in this way to praise the Lord by the hand of 

Asaph and his brothers, 

8) ‘Confess the Lord; call upon him by his name 

Make known among the people his ways 

Sing to him and sing him a hymn, 

9) Tell with detail about all the wonders which the Lord has done. 

 

175 In a few other places, the verb occurs with verbs of rejoicing (ἀγαλλιάω, Ps 59:16 
[LXX 58:17]) and blessing (εὐλογέω Ps 96:2 [LXX 95:2]). 
176 In other Psalms, the verb takes different objects. In Ps 106:12 [LXX 105:12], it takes 
“his praise” (τὴν αἴνεσιν αὐτοῦ) as the object, and in Psalm 138:5 [LXX 137:5], it takes 
“the ways of the Lord” as an object. Both times, the “singing” occurs in the context of 
public declaration to all the earth, which reinforces the vocal nature of the verb. 
177 The verb also occurs in Judith 16:1 in the context of singing to the Lord with cymbals 
(ᾄσατε τῷ κυρίῳ ἐν κυμβάλοις) and raising a psalm and praise (ἐναρμόσασθε αὐτῷ 
ψαλμὸν καὶ αἶνον). See also Jeremiah 20:13. Jeremiah 30:19 (LXX 37:19) also pairs ᾄδω 
with παίζω. 



 

105 

 
Ἐν τῇ ἡμέρᾳ ἐκείνῃ τότε ἔταξεν Δαυιδ ἐν ἀρχῇ τοῦ αἰνεῖν τὸν 

κύριον ἐν χειρὶ Ασαφ καὶ τῶν ἀδελφῶν αὐτοῦ 

(8)     Ἐξομολογεῖσθε τῷ κυρίῳ, ἐπικαλεῖσθε αὐτὸν ἐν ὀνόματι 

      αὐτοῦ, 

    γνωρίσατε ἐν λαοῖς τὰ ἐπιτηδεύματα αὐτοῦ· 

(9)     ᾄσατε αὐτῷ καὶ ὑμνήσατε αὐτῷ, 

    διηγήσασθε πᾶσιν τὰ θαυμάσια αὐτοῦ, ἃ ἐποίησεν κύριος.178 

 

The two verbs also appear in conjunction with command to confess (Ἐξομολογεῖσθε), 

call upon (ἐπικαλεῖσθε), and tell (διηγήσασθε), all of which are acts of speech. This 

conjunction demonstrates that ᾄδω and ὑμνέω are also vocal in nature. A few verses later 

(v. 23), ᾄδω again appears, this time together with a command to proclaim (ἀναγγείλατε). 

In literature contemporary with the New Testament writings, Josephus also 

juxtaposes ᾄδω and ὑμνέω within clear contexts of music-making. Recounting the 

celebration when David brings the ark back to Jerusalem, Josephus uses the two verbs 

together to describe the joyous scene: 

And the king went ahead and all the crowd with him, singing a hymn to God and 

singing native melodies in every manner, with the many sounds of stringed 

instruments and dances and psalms, and even trumpets and cymbals, leading the 

ark into Jerusalem. 

 

 

1781 Chronicles 16:7–9, Septuaginta, ed. Alfred Rahlfs, Vol. 1, 9th ed. (Stuttgart: 
Württemberg Bible Society, 1935): 1:752–811. 
http://stephanus.tlg.uci.edu/Iris/Cite?0527:015:68235 
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προῆγε δ᾿ ὁ βασιλεὺς καὶπᾶν σὺν αὐτῷ τὸ πλῆθος ὑμνοῦντες τὸν θεὸν καὶ 

ᾄδοντες πᾶν εἶδος μέλους ἐπιχώριον σύν τε ἤχῳ ποικίλῳ κρουσμάτων τε καὶ 

ὀρχήσεων καὶ ψαλμῶν ἔτι δὲ σάλπιγγος καὶ κυμβάλων κατάγοντες τὴν κιβωτὸν 

εἰς Ἱεροσόλυμα.179 

 
This passage also highlights the musicality of these two verbs with his mention of the 

melodies and sounds (μέλους and ἤχῳ ποικίλῳ) as well as the inclusion of the 

accompanying instruments—trumpet and cymbals.180 

While ᾄδω and ὑμνέω do not occur together in the New Testament, ὑμνέω 

appears in Matt 26:30, Mark 14:26, Acts 16:25, and Hebrews 2:12. On his way to the 

Mount of Olives with the disciples before his passion and crucifixion, Jesus sings:  

“And having sung a hymn, they went to the Mount of Olives” 

Καὶ ὑμνήσαντες ἐξῆλθον εἰς τὸ Ὄρος τῶν Ἐλαιῶν (Matt 26:30; Mark 14:26). 

Given the Passover setting of this scene (Matt 26:17-30; Mark 14:1, 12-26), some 

scholars have speculated that the verb ὑμνέω refers to the singing of the Hallēl (Psalms 

 

179 Josephus, Ant. Jud., 7.4.2. 
180 Plutarch also juxtaposes these two verbs when he talks about how the Babylonians 
honor the palm tree: 

The Babylonians sing hymns to and sing to the tree because in three hundred and 
sixty ways it supplies their needs. 
 
Βαβυλώνιοι μὲν γὰρ ὑμνοῦσι καὶ ᾄδουσιν ὡς ἑξήκοντα καὶ τριακόσια χρειῶν 
γένη παρέχον αὐτοῖς τὸ δένδρον.  
 

Plutarch, Quaest. conv., 8.4.5 (724E); my translation. Plutarch also juxtaposes these verbs 
in Pyth. orac. 398E.  
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113-118, which incorporate “Hallelujah”).181 If this speculation is correct, Jesus would be 

singing “psalms” (ψαλμοί). Additionally, Acts 16:25 mentions Paul and Silas singing 

hymns in prison (κατὰ δὲ τὸ μεσονύκτιον Παῦλος καὶ Σιλᾶς προσευχόμενοι ὕμνουν τὸν 

θεόν). While this verse does not specify what kinds of musical compositions Paul and 

Silas sang, it does reinforce that the early Christians sang.182 Finally, in Hebrews 2:12, 

the author writes about Jesus’ lack of shame in calling those whom he has sanctified his 

“brothers and sisters” and drives home the point by citing Psalm 22:22: 

I will declare your name to my brothers and sisters, 

in their midst, I will sing to you. 
 
λέγων, Ἀπαγγελῶ τὸ ὄνομά σου τοῖς ἀδελφοῖς μου,  

ἐν μέσῳ ἐκκλησίας ὑμνήσω σε. 

The juxtaposition in the psalm between a word typically understood as a speech word 

(ἀπαγγελῶ183) and musical word (ὑμνέω) again reinforces the vocal nature of ὑμνέω. 

In short, a survey of how ᾄδω is used over time, and particularly in the 

Septuagint, indicates that it refers to the making of audible sounds and that it denotes 

vocally produced acts associated with music-making. 

 

181 For examples of those who take this view, see Str–B, 4, pt.1:75–76; McGuckin, The 
Path of Christianity, 818; Martin, Worship in the Early Church, 42; W.S. Smith, Musical 
Aspects of the New Testament, 2, 60. Page considers it likely as well, provided that the 
setting is indeed a Passover meal; see Page, The Christian West and its Singers, 30, 74.  
182 English translations, including mine, often render ὑμνέω with an object, e.g. “singing 
hymns.” However, in Acts 16:25, τὸν θεόν is the direct object, not “hymns.” Such syntax 
is common according to LSJ; The object of ὑμνέω frequently denotes who or what is 
sung, though the verb can take ᾆσμα or ὕμνον in the accusative. ὔμνεω also appears 
intransitively; LSJ, s.v. ὔμνεω, 1849. 
183 BDAG, s.v. ἀπαγγέλλω, 95. 
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2.3.3.1.2  “Singing” ᾄδω in the New Testament 
 

A survey of occurrences of ᾄδω in the New Testament confirms this conclusion. 

In addition to Col 3:16, ᾄδω appears in Rev 5:9, Rev 14:3, Rev 15:3, and Eph 5:19. In 

both Revelation and Ephesians, the verb denotes vocal music-making, which supports the 

claim that the verb refers to a vocal act of music-making in Col 3:16.  

In Revelation, each time the verb occurs, it takes “song” (ᾠδὴν) as its object (Rev 

5:9, Rev 14:3, Rev 15:3), which reinforces that the verb does, in fact, refer to a vocal, 

musical act. Attention to the worship scenes within the apocalyptic vision in Revelation 

4:8-11, 5:8-14 offers further confirmation. The narrative includes several hymn-like lines 

in Rev 4:8, 4:11, 5:9-10, and 5:12,184 voiced by the heavenly creatures and twenty-four 

elders. Each time, their hymnic words are prefaced by the participles “saying” (λέγοντες, 

see Rev 4:8, 4:10, 5:9, and 5:12): 

Revelation 4:8 And the four living creatures, each one of them having six wings, 

full of eyes around and inside—they do not have a stop day and night, saying, 

“Holy, holy, holy, Lord God Almighty, who was, and is, and is coming. 

 
Revelation 4:8 καὶ τὰ τέσσαρα ζῷα, ἓν καθ' ἓν αὐτῶν ἔχων ἀνὰ πτέρυγας ἕξ, 

κυκλόθεν καὶ ἔσωθεν γέμουσιν ὀφθαλμῶν: καὶ ἀνάπαυσιν οὐκ ἔχουσιν ἡμέρας 

καὶ νυκτὸς λέγοντες, Αγιος ἅγιος ἅγιος κύριος ὁ θεὸς ὁ παντοκράτωρ, ὁ ἦν καὶ ὁ 

ὢν καὶ ὁ ἐρχόμενος.  

 

 

184 The hymnic form of these texts is debated. However, Matthew Gordley and others 
have argued that they are hymnic compositions. Matthew Gordley gives a review of this 
scholarship in Teaching through Song in Antiquity, 335–346. 
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Revelation 4:9 And when they give glory and honor and thanksgiving to the one 

who sits upon the throne, to the one who lives forever and ever, 10) the twenty 

four elders fall down before the one who sits upon the throne and they worship 

the one who lives forever and ever, and they throw down their crowns before the 

throne, saying, 11) “Worthy are you, our Lord and God, to receive glory and 

honor and power, because you created all things, and they exist and were created 

through your will. 

 
Revelation 4:9 καὶ ὅταν δώσουσιν τὰ ζῷα δόξαν καὶ τιμὴν καὶ εὐχαριστίαν τῷ 

καθημένῳ ἐπὶ τῷ θρόνῳ, τῷ ζῶντι εἰς τοὺς αἰῶνας τῶν αἰώνων, 10) πεσοῦνται οἱ 

εἴκοσι τέσσαρες πρεσβύτεροι ἐνώπιον τοῦ καθημένου ἐπὶ τοῦ θρόνου καὶ 

προσκυνήσουσιν τῷ ζῶντι εἰς τοὺς αἰῶνας τῶν αἰώνων, καὶ βαλοῦσιν τοὺς 

στεφάνους αὐτῶν ἐνώπιον τοῦ θρόνου λέγοντες, 11) Ἄξιος εἶ, ὁ κύριος καὶ ὁ θεὸς 

ἡμῶν, λαβεῖν τὴν δόξαν καὶ τὴν τιμὴν καὶ τὴν δύναμιν, ὅτι σὺ ἔκτισας τὰ πάντα, 

καὶ διὰ τὸ θέλημά σου ἦσαν καὶ ἐκτίσθησαν. 

 
Revelation 5:8 And when he took the book, the four living creatures and the 

twenty-four elders fall before the lamb, each having a lyre and golden bowls filled 

with incense, which are the prayers of the saints. 9) And they sing a new song, 

saying, “Worthy are you to take the book and to open its seal because you were 

slaughtered and you redeemed for God by your blood from every tribe and tongue 

and people and nation, 10) and you made them for our God a kingdom and 

priesthood, and they will reign upon the earth. 

 
Revelation 5:8 καὶ ὅτε ἔλαβεν τὸ βιβλίον, τὰ τέσσαρα ζῷα καὶ οἱ εἴκοσι τέσσαρες 

πρεσβύτεροι ἔπεσαν ἐνώπιον τοῦ ἀρνίου, ἔχοντες ἕκαστος κιθάραν καὶ φιάλας 

χρυσᾶς γεμούσας θυμιαμάτων, αἵ εἰσιν αἱ προσευχαὶ τῶν ἁγίων. 9) καὶ ᾄδουσιν 

ᾠδὴν καινὴν λέγοντες, Ἄξιος εἶ λαβεῖν τὸ βιβλίον καὶ ἀνοῖξαι τὰς σφραγῖδας 

αὐτοῦ, ὅτι ἐσφάγης καὶ ἠγόρασας τῷ θεῷ ἐν τῷ αἵματί σου ἐκ πάσης φυλῆς καὶ 
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γλώσσης καὶ λαοῦ καὶ ἔθνους, 10) καὶ ἐποίησας αὐτοὺς τῷ θεῷ ἡμῶν βασιλείαν 

καὶ ἱερεῖς, καὶ βασιλεύσουσιν ἐπὶ τῆς γῆς.  

 
Revelation 5:11 And I looked, and I heard the voice of many angels around the 

throne and of the living creatures and the elders, and their number was thousands 

of thousands, ten thousands of ten thousands, 12) saying in a great voice, 

“Worthy is the Lamb who was slaughtered, to received power, and riches, and 

wisdom, and strength, and honor, and glory, and blessing. 

 
Revelation 5:11 Καὶ εἶδον, καὶ ἤκουσα φωνὴν ἀγγέλων πολλῶν κύκλῳ τοῦ 

θρόνου καὶ τῶν ζῴων καὶ τῶν πρεσβυτέρων, καὶ ἦν ὁ ἀριθμὸς αὐτῶν μυριάδες 

μυριάδων καὶ χιλιάδες χιλιάδων, 12) λέγοντες φωνῇ μεγάλῃ, Ἄξιόν ἐστιν τὸ 

ἀρνίον τὸ ἐσφαγμένον λαβεῖν τὴν δύναμιν καὶ πλοῦτον καὶ σοφίαν καὶ ἰσχὺν καὶ 

τιμὴν καὶ δόξαν καὶ εὐλογίαν. 

 
While “singing” is an unusual meaning for the participle “saying” (λέγοντες), Michael 

O’Connor argues that the juxtaposition in Rev 5:9 of “saying” with the phrase “they sing 

a new song” (καὶ ᾄδουσιν ᾠδὴν καινὴν) indicates that “saying” here does denote singing. 

Even though the participle is not juxtaposed with a singing verb in all four places, the 

juxtaposition of “singing” and “saying” in Rev 5:9 supports the claim that “saying” refers 

to “singing” in each of these four passages.185 O’Connor also observes that New 

Testament texts frequently use a “speech” verb where the modern reader would expect a 

“singing” verb. He cites the canticles in the Gospel of Luke, specifically Luke 1:46, 1:67, 

2:28, Luke 2:13 in addition to these passages. O’Connor concludes, “Nowadays, we 

 

185 In Heb 2:12, the author introduces a citation from the Psalms about singing with 
λέγων, which again shows a fluidity between saying and singing.  
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either ‘sing’ or ‘say’; in the Greek of the New Testament it is possible to do both at the 

same time.”186  

One can also trace a similar usage of these words as synonyms in literature 

beyond the New Testament. In Exod 15:1,187 the narrator says that “Moses and the sons 

of Israel sang (ᾖσεν) this song to God (τὴν ᾠδὴν ταύτην τῷ θεῷ) and said, saying (εἶπαν 

λέγοντες) “Let us sing (ᾄσωμεν) to the Lord.” A similar formulation appears a few verses 

later in Exod 15:21, when Miriam leads the Israelites “saying” (λέγουσα), “Let us sing” 

(ἄισωμεν). In Judges 5:1, the two verbs are used in parallel (καὶ ᾖσεν Δεββωρα καὶ 

Βαρακ υἱὸς Αβινεεμ ἐν τῇ ἡμέρᾳ ἐκείνῃ καὶ εἶπεν). In Judith 16:1, the narrator introduces 

Judith’s song of praise with the verb λέγω (καὶ εἶπεν Ιουδιθ ᾿Εξάρχετε τῷ θεῷ μου ἐν 

τυμπάνοις, ᾄσατε τῷ κυρίῳ ἐν κυμβάλοις).  

We find a similar trend outside biblical literature. In Plutarch’s writings, for 

example, λέγω and ᾄδω are also sometimes used as synonyms.188 The use of “speaking” 

as an introductory word for a song in Exodus 15:1, 21 and the parallel use of λέγω and 

 

186 Michael O’Connor, “Singing Jesus,” in Resonant Witness: Conversations between 
Music and Theology, ed. Jeremy S. Begbie and Steven R. Guthrie (Grand Rapids: 
Eerdmans, 2011), 434–453, 436. Thomas Allen Seel comes to the same conclusion in A 
Theology of Music for Worship Derived from the Book of Revelation, Studies in 
Liturgical Musicology 3 (Metuchen, NJ: The Scarecrow Press, Inc., 1995), 110. Heinrich, 
Schlier points out that λέγειν is opposite of ᾄδειν in some cases, but sometimes ᾄδειν can 
be used in place of λέγειν. He also notes the fluidity between speech and song in “ᾄδω 
ᾠδή,” TDNT 1.163–165. 
187 See Section 2.3.3.1.1 in this chapter. 
188 Superst. 170A 10–11; Glor. Ath. 348D 11; Def. orac. 417E 6; Quaest. conv. 657C 1; 
Praec. ger. rei publ. 814D 13; Soll. an. 983E 2; An. procr. 1014A 10–11. 
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ᾄδω in Judges 5:1, Judith 16:1, and Plutarch’s writings offer further confirmation for 

interpreting “saying” (λέγοντες) in Rev 5:9 as well as Rev 15:3 as a reference to singing. 

For our purposes, the repetition of λέγοντες, especially given the addition of the 

phrase “with a great voice” in Rev 5:12, emphasizes that the heavenly worshippers lift 

their voices in praise to God. This praise includes hymn-like lines (Rev 4:8, 4:11, 5:9-10, 

and 5:12) as well as the “new song” (Rev 5:9, 15:3). The juxtaposition of the two verbs 

λέγω and ᾄδω particularly in Rev 5:9 also emphasizes the vocal nature of ᾄδω. To what 

extent these heavenly scenes resemble earthly worship is debatable.189 However, these 

passages from Revelation do at least show two things. First, the audience is familiar with 

the musical vocalization of hymnic compositions, and, second, the verb (ᾄδω) refers to a 

vocal practice. 

The verb (ᾄδω) also occurs in Eph 5:19,190 where it appears together with 

“speaking” (λαλοῦντες) and is joined in a parallel construction with “making melody” 

(ψάλλοντες).   

speaking with one another with psalms, hymns, and spiritual songs, singing and 

making melody in your heart to the Lord 

 

 

189 For instance, David Aune has argued that these passages reflect early Christian 
practice but are probably not taken from early Christian practice (Revelation 1–5, WBC 
52 [Dallas, TX: Word Books, 1997], 52:315–317). Ardea Caviggiola Russo’s dissertation 
“Behind the Heavenly Door: Earthly Liturgy and Heavenly Worship in the Apocalypse of 
John” (PhD diss. The University of Notre Dame, 2009) concludes that there is not enough 
evidence of early Christian worship practices to show that the description of the heavenly 
liturgy in Rev 4–5 derives from early liturgical practice.  
190 This verse as a whole will receive more attention in Section 2.4.2.3 below. 
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λαλοῦντες ἑαυτοῖς [ἐν] ψαλμοῖς καὶ ὕμνοις καὶ ᾠδαῖς πνευματικαῖς, ᾄδοντες καὶ 

ψάλλοντες τῇ καρδίᾳ ὑμῶν τῷ κυρίῳ 

 
Like the passages from Revelation, the juxtaposition with “speaking” emphasizes the 

vocal nature of ᾄδω. Moreover, the parallel construction with “making melody” (from 

ψάλλω) stresses the musical connotation of the verb.191 As explored above, these two 

verbs (ᾄδω and ψάλλω) frequently occur together in Septuagint translations of the Psalms 

when the psalmist praises God (Ps 13:5 [LXX Ps 12:6]; Ps 21:13 [LXX 20:14]); 27:6 

 

191 LSJ defines ψάλλω as “to pluck” or “to play a stringed instrument” and points to a 
later development of the meaning “sing to a harp,” citing LXX Ps. 7:18, 9:12, (LSJ, s.v. 
ψάλλω, 2018). In both Ps. 7:18 and 9:12, ψάλλω translates the Hebrew רמז . According to 
BDB, רמז  can denote the sound of musical instruments, but it means “singing” in these 
two psalms (s.v. רמז , 274). Throughout the Psalms, ψάλλω nearly always translates רמז ; 
the two exceptions are LXX Ps. 67:26 and 68:13, where ψάλλω translates the Hebrew ןגנ . 
In 1 Samuel 16:16–17, when ψάλλω translates ןגנ , it clearly refers to playing a harp-like 
instrument (κινύρα; )רונכ . In the psalms, ψάλλω ( רמז ) is sometimes accompanied by a 
mention of instruments, e.g. LXX Ps. 32:2 (ἐν ψαλτηρίῳ δεκαχόρδῳ); LXX Ps. 70:22 
(ἐν κιθάρᾳ); LXX Ps 97:5 (ἐν κιθάρᾳ); LXX Ps. 107:1–2 (κιθάρα); LXX Ps. 143:9 
(ἐν ψαλτηρίῳ δεκαχόρδῳ); LXX Ps. 146:7 (ἐν κιθάρᾳ); LXX Ps 149:3 
(ἐν τυμπάνῳ καὶ ψαλτηρίῳ). The frequent collocation of ψάλλω with instruments shows 
that it has a connection to instrumental music-making, though its collocation with ᾄδω 
also indicates its connection to vocal music-making. 

According to BDAG, in the New Testament, ψάλλω refers to a vocal, musical act 
with or without instrumental accompaniment (s.v. ψάλλω, 1096). In the letter of James, 
the author exhorts the one who suffers affliction to pray and the one who is cheerful to 
sing praise (James 5:13, προσευχέσθω; ψαλλέτω). In 1 Cor 14:15, Paul makes mention of 
singing, also juxtaposing singing with prayer (τί οὖν ἐστιν; προσεύξομαι τῷ πνεύματι, 
προσεύξομαι δὲ καὶ τῷ νοΐ: ψαλῶ τῷ πνεύματι, ψαλῶ δὲ καὶ τῷ νοΐ). In Rom 15:9, Paul 
cites Psalm 18:49 and connects public confession with singing (τὰ δὲ ἔθνη ὑπὲρ ἐλέους 
δοξάσαι τὸν θεόν, καθὼς γέγραπται· διὰ τοῦτο ἐξομολογήσομαί σοι ἐν ἔθνεσιν καὶ τῷ 
ὀνόματί σου ψαλῶ). As such, McKinnon notes that by the New Testament period ψάλλω 
means “to sing.” But, for Eph 5:19, he prefers the translation “making melody” to avoid 
repetition in translation; McKinnon, Music in Early Christian Literature, 15. W.S. Smith 
argues along these lines as well in Musical Aspects of the New Testament, 46–47. 



 

114 

[LXX 26:6]; 33:3 [LXX 32:3]; 57:7 [LXX 56:8]; 68:4 [LXX 67:5]; 68:32 [LXX 67:33]; 

98:4 [LXX 97:4]; 101:1 [LXX 100:1-2]; 104:33 [LXX 103:33]; 105:2 [LXX 104:2]; 

108:1 [LXX 107:2]; 144:9 [LXX 143:9], also Judges 5:3). The collocation in the Psalms 

highlights the vocal nature of the two verbs and indicates that they refer to vocal acts of 

music-making. As such, their juxtaposition in Eph 5:19 supports understanding the verb 

“singing” (ᾄδω) refers as a reference to vocal music-making. 

In sum, the frequent juxtaposition of ᾄδω with musical nouns like ᾤδη and ὕμνος, 

musical verbs such as ψάλλω and ὑμνέω, as well as verbs of speech like λέγω and λαλέω 

confirm that ᾄδω in Col 3:16 refers to a vocal, musical act. 

2.3.3.1.3 “Singing” ᾄδω and Chanting 
 

While determining the sound of the earliest singing in the church is ultimately an 

exercise in speculation, some have argued that it involves chanting of monophonic 

musical lines.192 We can imagine a singer or singers delivering the words of a 

composition like a psalm, hymn, or song in a heightened manner of speech or semi-

musical recitative “approaching song.”193 Such singing would be non-metrical; that is, it 

 

192 Plainchant is a familiar, contemporary example of singing which has a monophonic 
musical line; W.S. Smith, Musical Aspects of the New Testament, 10. I have chosen to 
use the term “chanting” rather than “cantillation” because “cantillation” calls to mind a 
formal, ritual setting in which sacred texts are intoned in heightened speech or a semi-
musical recitative. While the chanting in the earliest church may have involved specific 
sacred texts in such a specific context, I prefer to keep the discussion at a more general 
level so as to avoid assumptions about the types of compositions or the type of setting. 
193 Smith, Music in Ancient Judaism and Early Christianity, 211. Seel shares a similar 
perspective in A Theology of Music for Worship Derived from the Book of Revelation, 
210. 



 

115 

would follow the rhythms of speech in a single line of music with a limited range. It 

might be accompanied with light instrumentation. Several lines of evidence support this 

hypothesis.  

First, the references to singing and song in the New Testament are logocentric. As 

Andrew McGowan and others have noted, we find few references to instruments in the 

earliest literature regarding Christian musical practice, and, when instruments are 

mentioned, they usually accompany the voice as it articulates the words of a given 

composition.194 For example, while the vision in Revelation includes a detail that the four 

living creatures hold harps (Rev 5:8), the narrative highlights their words and 

subordinates the role of the instruments.195 Other New Testament texts, e.g. Matt 26:30, 

Mark 14:26, Acts 16:25, James 5:13, and Hebrews 2:12, also tend to highlight the 

primacy of words when they refer to singing and to song.196 Such primacy of words leads 

to the conclusion that “singing” denotes chanting. Chant provides greater flexibility to 

 

194 McGowan, Ancient Christian Worship, 122–124. W.S. Smith concurs in Musical 
Aspects of the New Testament, 53–54. 
195 Revelation may or may not depict how musical practice takes place in earthly 
worship; see n. 189 above in this chapter. Additionally, as W.S. Smith notes, instruments 
and instrumental music in the New Testament tend to symbolize important theological 
concepts or events instead of denoting musical practice. For example, the sound of the 
trumpet symbolizes eschatological warnings and announcements in Rev 8:2–10:7; Matt 
24:31; 1 Cor 15:52; 1 Thess 4:16. The trumpet also symbolizes the theophany at Mt. 
Sinai in Heb 12:19. See W.S. Smith, Musical Aspects of the New Testament, 144–161. 
196 Smith, Music in Ancient Judaism and Early Christianity, 211; also Foley, Foundations 
of Christian Music, 76–80. McGowan, Ancient Christian Worship, 116. McKinnon, 
Music in Early Christian Literature, 10–11. Page, The Christian West and its Singers, 
30–31, 81, 83–84, 138–39. Smith, Musical Aspects of the New Testament, 30, 35–40. 
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follow the rhythms of speech. The simplicity of a single, non-metrical, musical line 

allows the singer to focus on the verbal contours of a given composition.197  

Additionally, in the period roughly contemporaneously with the early church, 

there is epigraphic evidence for cantors in the synagogue.198  A third century C.E. Jewish 

epitaph in the catacombs under the Via Torlonia makes a reference to the role of a 

psalmōdos.199 Another Jewish inscription from Aphrodisias in southwestern Turkey 

mentions a Hebrew named “Benjamin,” a “psalmo-” which is probably a shortening of 

psalmo[logos].200 These descriptions of the deceased imply that there is a role for 

someone to sing—and most likely chant—in the synagogue. Chanting in the synagogue, 

J.A. Smith argues, increases the likelihood that a similar musical practice developed in 

the early churches.201 However, elsewhere, Smith cautions against comparing early 

 

197 Geoffery Chew, “Cantillation,” The New Grove Dictionary of Music and Musicians 
5:57; Edwin Seroussi, et al., “Jewish Music,” The New Grove Dictionary of Music and 
Musicians 13:24–112, especially 39–41. 
198 Smith offers a helpful analysis of these inscriptions in Music in Ancient Judaism and 
Early—Christianity, 133–34, as does Page in The Christian West and its Singers, 42–43.  
199 G.H.R. Horsley and Stephen Llewelyn, ed., NewDocs, 115–117 (no. 74); Emil 
Schürer, The History of the Jewish People in the Age of Jesus Christ (175 B.E.–A.D.135), 
ed. Geza Vermes and Fergus Millar, trans. T.A. Burkill and Martin Goodman, Vol. 3, pt. 
1 (Edinburgh: Clark, 1973–1987), 3:80–81. Also, Page, The Christian West and its 
Singers, 42–43. 
200 Joyce Reynolds and Robert Tannenbaum, Jews and God-fearers at Aphrodisias: 
Greek Inscriptions with Commentary: Texts from the Excavations at Aphrodisias 
conducted by Kenan T. Erim, Supplementary Volume 12 (Cambridge: Cambridge 
Philological Society, 1987), 5, 46; Schürer, The History of the Jewish People in the Age 
of Jesus Christ, 25–26. Also, Page, The Christian West and its Singers, 42–43. 
201 Smith includes these examples from the synagogue to develop the musical milieu of 
early Christianity. As such, Smith does not develop a genealogical account (see n. 9 
above), nor do I by including his arguments. 
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church and early synagogal practices, arguing that the music in Jewish domestic 

settings—such as the instruction of children (4 Macc 18:14-15) and Passover celebrations 

in the home—is a better analog. These settings seem to involve a single vocalist, which 

adds further support to the hypothesis that singing is monophonic.202 

Moreover, music historians generally concur that Greek music at the time also 

tended to be monophonic. As Mark Griffith writes,  

Most Greek music involved voices and instruments performing melodies in 

unison-or at intervals of an octave if male and female, or men’s and children’s, 

voices were combined. The accompanying instruments might sometimes play 

‘fills’ between sung phrases, or might add occasional harmonies (often at the 

interval of a fifth) or counterpoint; but for the most part Greek music, like the 

music of the rest of the Middle East until fairly recently, remained basically 

monophonic.203 

 

Perhaps a fifth or fourth was sounded in instrumental or vocal accompaniment, but the 

musical practice at the time would have involved a single musical line with a limited 

range of notes. Such larger cultural usage of monophony also supports conceptualizing 

singing in the earliest church as chanting single, non-metrical, musical lines. 

 

202 J.A. Smith, “Ancient Synagogue, the Early Church, and Singing,” 1–16. 
203 Griffith, “Music and Dance in Tragedy after the Fifth Century,” 222; also Andrew D. 
Barker, “Music,” in The Oxford Classical Dictionary, eds. Simon Hornblower, Antony 
Spawforth, and Esther Eidinow, 4th ed. (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2012): 975–
83; and West, Ancient Greek Music, 39–47, especially 40–41. Stefan Hagel has a more 
technical discussion in Ancient Greek Music: a New Technical History (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 2010), 71–75, 93, 119; see also Mathiesen, Apollo’s Lyre, 
23–29, 311–318, 394–400, 418–419, 603, 665–667. 
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Admittedly, these pieces of evidence only provide indirect support for chanting 

among the earliest Christian gatherings. Any reconstruction of the sound of singing in the 

New Testament period remains speculative. Still, we can at least conclude that the 

singing in Col 3:16 does refer to a vocal musical practice.204 As I will show in the next 

two sections, this musical practice occurs in a corporate context and most likely involves 

unison—and probably responsorial—singing. 

2.3.3.2 “Singing in your Hearts” as a Practice within a Corporate Context 

In Colossians, Paul calls the congregation to take part in mutual instruction, which 

witnesses to a communal gathering where they speak and listen to one another. First, the 

main imperative in Col 3:16 (“let the Word of Christ dwell with you”) is bound up with 

the act of teaching and instructing “each other” (διδάσκοντες καὶ νουθετοῦντες ἑαυτούς). 

The reflexive pronoun (ἑαυτούς) here intimates that the congregation should engage in 

 

204 The claim that singing in Col 3:16 is a vocalized act could be said to obscure the 
significance of the musical dimension of the act. Evidence from the social environment in 
which Christian musical practice develops witnesses to the primacy of psalmic and 
hymnic words and the (musical) vocalization of such words, probably through chanting. 
Vocalized musical practices tend to emphasize the words of the compositions. And in Col 
3:16, singing is connected to the vocalization of a composition (psalms, hymns, and song) 
which contains words. Such logocentrism in early Christian practice could lead to the 
claim that the musical practice is secondary to the text.  

Despite the primacy of words and their content, we should note that these 
compositions are still vocalized and vocalized musically. The words are carried by the 
musical line. The voice employs these compositions musically, and this fact has several 
significant implications. For one, the words depend on vocalization; they are both spoken 
and heard. While the content of the words shapes the world of the listener, so does the 
sound of the voice which gives it expression. Furthermore, this vocal sound is musical in 
nature. The vocal sound is not articulated and heard as mere speech. Rather it is 
articulated and heard as heightened speech—that is, it is articulated and heard 
“musically.” This heightened nature of verbal communication merits attention. 
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mutual teaching and instructing. In order for them to instruct and teach each other, they 

would need to be involved in a local community. Furthermore, in order to accomplish the 

goal of instructing one another, they would need to employ the voice to communicate.205 

It is highly likely that many in the local gathering were illiterate and thus had to listen to 

the reading of Scripture, its exposition, and instruction. Conversely, teaching of the 

illiterate also presumes that someone else vocalizes the reading, expositing, and 

instructing. 

Second, the phrase “in all wisdom, teaching and instructing” (ἐν πάσῃ σοφίᾳ 

διδάσκοντες καὶ νουθετοῦντες ) in Col 3:16 echoes Col 1:25-28 and so indicates that the 

audience shares in Paul’s apostolic vocation. In Col 1:25-28 Paul claims that he and his 

companions “instruct” and “teach” all persons “in all wisdom” for the sake of maturity in 

Christ (νουθετοῦντες πάντα ἄνθρωπον καὶ διδάσκοντες πάντα ἄνθρωπον ἐν πάσῃ σοφίᾳ 

ἵνα παραστήσωμεν πάντα ἄνθρωπον τέλειον ἐν Χριστῷ). While these same participles 

and the same prepositional phrase occur in both Col 1:28 and Col 3:16, there is an 

important difference. In Col 1:28, Paul informs them that he, Paul, and his coworkers 

teach and instruct every person (πάντα ἄνθρωπον) in order to present every person as 

mature. In Col 3:16, he employs the same participles and the same prepositional phrase to 

exhort them to teach and instruct one another (διδάσκοντες καὶ νουθετοῦντες ἑαυτοὺς). 

 

205 See Barth and Blanke, Colossians, 428. They make a similar point when they stress 
that the exhortation in Col 3:16 must refer to corporate worship (though it does not 
exclude individual worship). They argue that, based on this “one another,” singing must 
have central role in the corporate worship and does not refer to silent singing. 
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With Col 3:16, Paul extends to the Colossian congregation the task of teaching and 

instructing.206 As such, by recalling Col 1:25-28, the Colossian congregation comes to 

understand Paul’s exhortation to mutual instruction and to “let the word dwell in you” in 

Col 3:16 as a call to join in Paul’s and his coworkers’ vocation of teaching and 

admonishing all persons for the sake of maturity in Christ. The mutual nature of their 

instruction involves more than a functional task of educating the illiterate (as important as 

that is). Like Paul and his coworkers, the adherents in the Colossian church also have a 

responsibility to teach one another so that they might attain the goal of maturity in Christ. 

This mutual instruction again attests to the significance of the local, communal gathering. 

Third, a brief turn to a related text from 1 Corinthians also highlights the 

significance of the corporate gathering for mutual instruction. In 1 Cor 14:26, Paul 

instructs the Corinthian community in how to conduct their communal gatherings. Each 

of them is to bring a “psalm, a teaching, a revelation, a tongue, an interpretation”—all for 

edification of the church body.207 Such sharing presupposes a corporate gathering and 

 

206 Lohse makes the point that teaching and instructing are not bound to the office of the 
Apostle. Rather members of the community also exercised these functions (he also cites 1 
Cor 12:28; 14:26); Lohse, Colossians and Philemon, 77. Thompson also notes that Paul 
extends his teaching responsibilities to the Colossians, but she notes her surprise that Paul 
turns to singing, not to study, preaching, etc. in Colossians and Philemon, 86–87. 
Witherington notes the connection between Col 1:28, highlighting that here in Col 3:16 
the exhortation is given to all in The Letters to Philemon, the Colossians, and the 
Ephesians, 181. So do Schweizer, The Letter to the Colossians, 210, and Douglas J. Moo, 
The Letters to the Colossians and to Philemon, The Pillar New Testament Commentary 
(Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2008), 289. 
207 1 Cor 14:26: ὅταν συνέρχησθε, ἕκαστος ψαλμὸν ἔχει, διδαχὴν ἔχει, ἀποκάλυψιν ἔχει, 
γλῶσσαν ἔχει, ἑρμηνείαν ἔχει: πάντα πρὸς οἰκοδομὴν γινέσθω 
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also requires that they speak and listen to one another in order to communicate. They 

raise their voices to praise God, but they also use their voices to edify one another. Paul 

might envision something similar when he writes to the Colossian congregation. 

In conclusion, the mutual instruction commanded in Col 3:16 witnesses to a 

communal gathering in which the members of the congregation employ their voices for 

communication. “Teaching and instructing with psalms, hymns, and spiritual songs,” as 

well as “singing in your hearts to God,” take place in a corporate context. Thus, the 

practice of music-making in Col 3:16 must be understood as communal. 

2.3.3.3 “Singing in your Hearts as Unison and Responsorial Practice 

2.3.3.3.1 Unison Singing 
 

Singing in the context of corporate worship in Colossae also likely involved 

unison and responsorial singing.208 That is, the congregation most likely sang a 

monophonic line—though perhaps they added the octave or the fifth—and they also 

probably sang together in response to the chanting of a leader.209 Several lines of 

 

208 So Quasten, Music & Worship in Pagan and Christian Antiquity, 66–72; Calvin R. 
Stapert, A New Song for an Old World: Musical Thought in the Early Church (Grand 
Rapids: Eerdmans, 2007), 26–27; J.A. Smith, Music in Ancient Judaism and Early 
Christianity, 211. Others stress the probable chant-like nature of singing early hymns and 
songs, e.g. McGowan, Ancient Christian Worship, 116. Others also say that early singing, 
particularly of psalms, was responsorial, e.g. Foley, Foundations of Christian Music, 76–
80; McKinnon, Music in Early Christian Literature, 10–11; Page, The Christian West 
and Its Singers, 30–31, 81, 83–84, 138–39; W. S. Smith, Musical Aspects of the New 
Testament, 30, 35–40. 
209 Francois P. Viljoen takes this line of thought, “Song and Music in the Early Christian 
Communities: Paul’s Utilisation of Jewish, Roman and Greek Musical Traditions to 
Encourage the Early Christian Communities to Praise God and to Explain his 
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evidence in our earliest witnesses lead to this conclusion. Musical references to and 

metaphors for unity resonates throughout the early Church writers. As Calvin Stapert has 

observed, the theological arguments for unity in early church writings frequently use the 

metaphor of musical concord, and this metaphor draws on practices of unison singing.210 

We find such musical references and metaphors in Clement of Rome, Ignatius, Clement 

of Alexandria, and Niceta of Remesiana. While these witnesses are later than the time of 

Paul’s writing to the Colossian congregation, they constitute early evidence of Christian 

musical practice and so merit consideration.  

In a letter to the church in Corinth, Clement of Rome (ca. C.E. 96) mentions the 

importance of singing together “from one mouth” (ὡς ἐξ ἑνὸς στόματος). Clement 

describes the worship of the angels as they cry out, “Holy, holy, holy” (from Isaiah 6:3), 

and from this pattern of worship, he draws a lesson for the church:  

And, therefore, gathered together the same way with the knowledge shared in one 

mind, let us cry out to him earnestly as from one mouth, in order that we be 

sharers of his great and glorious promise. 

 

 

Arguments,” in Zwichen den Reichen: Neues Testament und Römische Herrschaft: 
Vorträge auf der Ersten Konferenz der European Association for Biblical Studies, ed. 
Michael Labahn and Jürgen Zangenberg, TANZ 36 (Tübingen: A. Francke Verlag 
Tübingen und Basel, 2002), 195–211, especially 210–11. While I concur with Viljoen’s 
conclusions, I depart from his manner of argumentation as he draws very sharp lines 
between Jewish, Greek, and Roman musical practices to make his point. While doubtless 
musical practice was employed differently by those in Rome and those in Jerusalem, we 
can also infer much musical overlap. See n. 9 above.  
210 Stapert, A New Song for an Old World, 26–27. Quasten has a similar discussion of the 
theological significance of unity and monophony in Music and Worship in Pagan and 
Christian Antiquity, 66–72. 
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Καὶ ἡμεῖς οὖν ἔν ὁμονοία ἐπὶ τὸ αὐτὸ συναχθέντες τῇ συνειδήσει, ὡς ἐξ ἑνὸς 

στόματος βοήσωμεν πρὸς αὐτὸν ἐκτενῶς, εἰς τὸ μετόχους ἡμᾶς γενέσθαι τῶν 

μεγάλων καὶ ἔνδοξων ἐπαγγενλιῶν αὐτοῦ.211 

 
Like the angels, who gather together and declared God’s majesty, the members of the 

church should also gather together and cry out together, bringing their voices together as 

one. Clement’s comment about crying out to God “as from one mouth” (ὡς ἐξ ἑνὸς 

στόματος) both emphasizes the significance of unity in the church and also provides 

evidence for unison response.  

Ignatius’ letter to the Ephesians from the second century C.E. witnesses to the 

practice of unison singing in the early church when he writes to them: 

4:1 Wherefore it is proper for you to live in harmony with the judgments of the 

bishop, as you indeed are doing. For your well-deservedly famous presbytery, 

worthy of God, is thus attuned to the bishop as the strings are to the kithara. On 

account of this, Jesus Christ is sung (ἄδεται.) in your oneness of mind (ὁμονοίᾳ) 

and “symphonious” love (συμφώνῳ ἀγάπῃ). 

4:2 And you all form a choir (χορὸς), in order that being in unison (σύμφωνοι) in 

oneness of mind (ὁμονοίᾳ), receiving the key of God in oneness (ἑνότητι), you 

may sing (ᾄδητε) with one voice (ἐν φωνῇ μιᾷ) through Jesus Christ to the Father, 

in order that he may both hear and recognize you, through your doing good 

works, being part of his Son. Therefore, it is profitable for you to be in blameless 

unity, in order that you may always share in God. 

 

 

211 Clement of Rome, 1 Clem., 34:5–7 (PG 1:276–277); my translation. 
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1. Ὅθεν πρέπει ὑμῖν συντρέχειν τῇ τοῦ ἐπισκόπου γνώμῃ, ὅπερ καὶ ποιεῖτε. τὸ 

γὰρ ἀξιονόμαστον ὑμῶν πρεσβυτέριον, τοῦ θεοῦ ἄξιον, οὕτως συνήρμοσται τῷ 

ἐπισκόπῳ, ὡς χορδαὶ κιθάρα. διὰ τοῦτο ἐν τῇ ὁμονοία ὑμῶν καὶ συμφώνῳ ἀγάπῃ 

Ἰησοῦς Χριστὸς ἄδεται.  

2. καὶ οἱ κατ᾽ἄνδρα δὲ χορὸς γίνεσθε, ἵνα σύμφωνοι ὄντες ἐν ὁμονοία, χρῶμα 

θεοῦ λαβόντες ἐν ἑνότητι, ᾄδητε ἐν φωνῇ μιᾷ διὰ Ἰησοῦ Χριστοῦ τῷ πατρί, ἵνα 

ὑμῶν καὶ  ἀκούσῃ καὶ ἐπιγινώσκῃ, δι᾽ὦν εὖ πράσσετε, μέλη ὄντας τοῦ υἱοῦ 

αὐτοῦ. χρήσιμον οὖν ἐστὶν ὑμᾶς ἐν ἀμώμῳ ἑνότητι εἶναι, ἵνα καὶ θεοῦ πάντοτε 

μετέχητε.212 

 
Ignatius praises the Ephesians for the unity in their church by comparing them to the 

tuned strings of the kithara and to the singing of a choir.213 The unison singing of a choir 

becomes a metaphor for the unity in the church itself. Ignatius praises their “symphonious 

love” (συμφώνῳ ἀγάπῃ), their oneness of mind (σύμφωνοι … ἐν ὁμονοία), and their 

“singing” “with one voice” (ἐν φωνῇ μιᾷ). He piles up images of unity. The final image, 

“with one voice,” calls to mind singing all together, which attests to the practice of 

unison singing.214 

Similarly, in Protrepticus 9, Clement of Alexandria (ca. C.E. 150—ca. 215) 

compresses several different metaphors to describe the unity appropriate to the church. 

 

212 Ign., Eph., 4.1–2; my translation. 
213 Significantly, Clement also makes use of the choir as a metaphor for unity in the 
passage from Protr., 9.88.2–3. 
214 W.S. Smith also discusses the notion of “singing with one voice” una voce dicentes as 
a significant theological influence on musical practices of unison singing in Musical 
Aspects of the New Testament, 29–31; Quasten, Music & Worship in Pagan & Christian 
Antiquity, 66–72; McKinnon, Music in Early Christian Literature, 14, 18, 97–98. 
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One metaphor dwells on συμφωνία, in which two or more voices sound an octave, a 

fourth, or fifth.215 He writes: 

We eagerly seek that we the many may be brought into one love according to the 

unity of the union belonging to the essence. As we are made good, we also pursue 

unity, seeking the Good alone. The union of the many, which the divine harmony 

has taken from the diverse sounds and divisions, sounds in unison (συμφωνία), 

following one director and teacher, the Word, resting upon the same truth, saying 

“Abba, Father.” God welcomes this true voice from his children, bearing its first 

fruit.  

 
εἰς μίαν ἀγάπην συναχθήναι οἱ πολλοὶ κατὰ τὴν τῆς μοναδικῆς οὐσίας ἕνωσιν 

σπεύσωμεν. ἀγαθοερμούμενοι ἀναλόγως ἑνότητα διώκωμεν, τὴν ἀγαθήν 

ἐκζητοῦντες μονάδα. ἡ δὲ ἐκ πολλῶν ἕνωσις ἐκ πολυφωνίας καὶ διασπορᾶς 

ἁρμονίαν λαβοῦσα θεϊκὴν μία γίνεται συμφωνία, ἑνὶ χορευτῇ καὶ διδασκάλῳ τῷ 

λόγῷ ἑπομένη, ἐπ᾽αὐτὴν τὴν ἀλήθειαν ἀναπαυομένη, ‘Ἀββᾶ’ λέγουσα ‘ὁ πατήρ’; 

ταύτην ὁ θεὸς τὴν φωνὴν τὴν ἀληθινὴν ἀσπάζεται παρὰ τῶν αὐτοὺ παίδων 

πρώτον καρπούμενος.216 

 
While Clement does not specifically define here what he means by συμφωνία, a comment 

he makes in the Paedagogus may bring more clarity. In Paed. 2.4.44.5, in his discussion 

of music appropriate to Christian life, Clement argues that moderation and consonance in 

musical practice reflect the unity and simplicity of God; thus participating in such music 

 

215 For a discussion of συμφωνία in the classical world, see Plato, Resp., 7.531a, c; 
Aristotle, Probl. 918b30–919a13, especially 918b40, as well as 921a13. They discuss 
συμφωνία as the consonant sounding of an octave, fourth, or fifth. See LSJ, s.v. 
συμφωνία, 1689; Barker, Greek Musical Writings, 1:193n.27; and nn. 69 and 203 above. 
216 Clement, Protr., 9.88.2–3; my translation. 
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contributes to living a more godly life.217 Clement “allows moderate harmonies”218 and 

explicitly rejects “chromatic music” with its “shameless revelry and flowery, flashy 

music.”219 Patristic musical scholar Johannes Quasten interprets this as a rejection of 

polyphony in favor of monophony.220  

This passage from the Paedagogus aides a reading of συμφωνία in the 

Protrepticus because it shows Clement’s preference for consonance and unity. For 

Clement, συμφωνία well represents the unity appropriate for the church because in it 

diverse sounds and voices become one sound and voice. This oneness of sound also 

suggests that συμφωνία refers to the singing of a musical line together in unison, perhaps 

with the fourth or fifth added since they would provide “moderate harmony.”221 In sum, 

both passages attest to musical practice in the early church as an act that the congregation 

performs together and an act which highlights the unity of voices. 

Finally, in the fourth century, we find Niceta of Remesiana giving advice to 

Christians about how to sing well together —advice which indicates unison singing.222  

 

217 Andreas Kramarz traces the patristic appropriation of ancient Greek belief in the 
moral influence of music on individual and communal character, see “Christian 
Reception of the ‘New-Music’ Debate in the Church Fathers and Clement of 
Alexandria,” Greek and Roman Musical Studies 6 (2018): 359–378. 
218 Clement, Paed., 2.4.44.5, “ἁρμονίας παραδεκτέον τὰς σώφρονας.” 
219 Clement, Paed. 2.4.44.5, “τὰς χρωματικὰς ἁρμονίας ταῖς ἀχρώμοις παροινίαις καὶ τῇ 
ἀνθοφορούσῃ καὶ ἑταιρούσῃ μουσικῇ.”  
220 Quasten, Music and Worship, 67–68.  
221 See Section 2.3.3.1.3 above for more on monophony and the sounding of the fourth 
and fifth. 
222 Niceta, Incipit de utilitate hymnorum 13, in “Documents: Niceta of Remesiana II,” ed. 
C.H. Turner, Journal of Theological Studies 24 (1923): 225–252, especially 233–250. 
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But even your voice should not be dissonant, but harmonious: one should not 

prolong [the notes] while the other goes too fast; one should not go too low, while 

the other goes high; but each one should advance his voice for the sound of the 

unity of the choir.  

 
sed et uox nostra non dissona debet esse, sed consona: non unus protrahat alter 

contrahat, unus humiliet alter extollat: sed et nitatur unusquisque uocem suam 

intra sonum chori concinentis includere.223 

 
In this passage, he advises them to sing harmoniously and to avoid discordant notes, not 

lingering on the notes—that is, to keep in time—and not singing louder than everyone 

else. Later in this same passage, he very practically tells them that, if they cannot match 

pitch, they should sing softly. As an illustration, Niceta cites the example from Daniel 

3:51-52 where the three boys thrown into the furnace sing praise to God “with one 

mouth” (ex uno ore). 224 Throughout the letter, Niceta argues that the congregation should 

learn to match their voices together, which implies that he also means for them to sing 

one musical line together in unison.225  

 

 

223 Niceta, De utilitate hymnorum, 13; my translation. 
224 Ibid. 
225 Two interrelated caveats bear mention here. First, these references to musical practice 
may only be metaphorical and, second, these early writers may draw their metaphors 
from the culture at large rather than from church practice. References to the unison 
singing of the choir do not explicitly say that this specific practice occurs within the 
church. They could be metaphors drawn from the larger musical culture. However, 
metaphors tend to arise from concrete practices. See Section 2.4.4.1 in this chapter for 
more about the relationship between metaphor and practices. 
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2.3.3.3.2 Responsorial Singing 
 

In addition to providing evidence of corporate and unison singing, our earliest 

witnesses testify to responsorial singing—which involves the chanting of a leader and the 

response of a congregation. Before considering that evidence, though, we will examine a 

commonly-made argument that the earliest Christian communities participated in 

antiphonal singing—which involves two choirs that sing back and forth to each other. On 

the surface, both Philo’s description of musical practice among the Therapeutae and the 

account of worship in Revelation seem to support this claim. However, more recent 

readings challenge this view.  

First, when Philo describes the sacred vigil of the Therapeutae, he notes that after 

dinner, they gather in the middle of the room and organize themselves into two choirs—

men on one side, women on the other—facing each other.226 They sing “hymns to God in 

many different meters and melodies” (ὕμνους εἰς τὸν θεὸν πολλοῖς μέτροις καὶ 

μέλεσι).227 Eventually, the choirs merge in imitation of the choir at the Red Sea where the 

 

226 Philo, Contempl., 83. His description of the sacred vigil is found in Contempl., 83–89. 
227 “Then they sing, having composed many hymns to God with meters and melodies, 
which they chant together and sing back and forth in harmonious antiphony, dancing and 
prophesying in the manner of the processionals, and then in the manner of standing 
choral songs as well as songs sung while turning and counter-turning in the choral 
dance”; εἶτα ἄδουσι πεποιημένους ὕμνους εἰς τὸν θεὸν πολλοῖς μέτροις καὶ μέλεσι, τῇ 
μὲν συνηχοῦντες, τῇ δὲ καὶ ἀντιφώνοις ἁρμονίαις ἐπιχειρπονομοῦντες καὶ ἐπορχούμενοι, 
καὶ ἐπιθειάζοντες τοτὲ μὲν τὰ προσόδια, τοτὲ δὲ τὰ στάσιμα, στροφάς, τε τὰς ἐν χορεία 
καὶ ἀντιστροφὰς ποιούμενοι. Ibid., 84; my translation. 
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Israelites praised God for salvation from Pharaoh’s armies.228 As a unified choir, the 

Therapeutae sing songs of thanksgiving to God, the Savior229 with “re-echoing and 

antiphonal melodies” (μέλεσιν ἀντήχοις καὶ ἀντιφώνοις) all night long.230 Philo further 

notes how men’s and women’s voice blend together harmoniously in the oneness of 

sound (συμφωνία), making true music for the praise of God.231  

While Philo’s account seems to testify to an early practice of “antiphonal singing” 

as the back and forth between two different choirs, Peter Jeffery has called this 

interpretation into question. He argues instead that “antiphonal harmonies” refers to the 

singing of parallel octaves.232 As he says,  

The word antiphōnon or ‘corresponding sound,’ […] referred to the octave 

conceived as a harmony, when two pitches an octave apart sounded 

simultaneously. Thus when we encounter refers to ‘antiphons’ in ancient Greek 

literature, it is usually in the context of simultaneous singing by men and boys or 

of instruments with double strings tuned in octave, as on a modern twelve-string 

guitar.233  

 

 

228 Philo, Contempl., 85–88. Philo’s text seems unclear about whether they merge the 
choirs vocally or vocally and physically.  
229 τοὺς εὐχαριστυρίους ὕμνους εἰς τὸν σωτῆρα θεὸν ᾖδον; ibid., 87. 
230 Ibid., 88; my translation. 
231 ἐναρμόνιον συμφωνίαν ἀποτελεῖ καὶ μουσικὴν ὄντως; ibid., 88; my translation. 
232 Peter Jeffery, “Philo’s Impact on Christian Psalmody,” in Psalms in Community: 
Jewish and Christian Textual, Liturgical, and Artistic Traditions, ed. Harold W. Attridge 
and Margot E. Fassler, Society of Biblical Literature Symposium Series 25 (Atlanta: 
Society of Biblical Literature, 2003), 170. 
233 Jeffery, “Philo’s Impact on Christian Psalmody,” 170–171. 
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When Philo describes the Therapeutae choir in Contempl. 87-88, he mentions that it 

consists of both men and women. Jeffery observes that men’s and women’s voices tend 

to fall into different registers, and so concludes, “Philo was describing what naturally 

happens when men and women attempt to sing in unison: the difference in their natural 

ranges produces two concurrent renditions an octave apart.”234 Thus, their “antiphonal” 

singing involves singing together in unison and simultaneously, though in different 

octaves.235  

Second, one might also turn to the New Testament for evidence of “antiphonal 

singing” as the musical exchange between two choirs. Within the New Testament, the 

scenes of worship in Rev 4:8-11 and Rev 5:11-14 seem to depict singing back and forth 

between various groups. The angels, the four living creatures, and the twenty-four elders 

fall down and worship (Rev 5:11-12). Then all creation echoes them with more words of 

praise (Rev 5:13). After they finish, the four living creatures respond with “Amen” while 

the elders fall down in worship (Rev 5:14).  

However, as others have observed, the earliest evidence for the early church’s 

practice of antiphonal singing—as a back and forth between two distinct choirs—comes 

from the fourth century. As W.S. Smith notes, the earliest reference to such antiphonal 

song is found in Socrates of Constantinople’s work, Sacratis Historia Ecclesiastica 

6.8,236 written in the early fifth century to continue the work of Eusebius of Caesarea in 

 

234 Ibid., 171. 
235 Ibid., 170–173. 
236 Smith, Musical Aspects of the New Testament, 37. 
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recording the history of the church. In fact, in Hist. Eccl. 6.8, Socrates provides a 

fascinating account of the development of antiphonal singing among Arian and orthodox 

Christians in Constantinople. The Arians composed antiphonal songs, and the orthodox 

tried to one-up them, which led to violent riots in the city and concluded with the 

emperor forbidding Arians to sing their hymns publicly. Socrates concludes this report 

with the account of the origin of antiphonal singing—that Ignatius of Antioch saw a 

heavenly vision of the angels singing back and forth and so he implemented the practice 

in the churches.237  

That fact that antiphonal singing—as a back and forth between choirs—is not 

mentioned until the fourth century supports the claim that the practice developed later in 

Christian circles. Even if Socrates of Constantinople accurately records that Ignatius of 

Antioch implements a vision of heavenly worship before the fourth century, antiphonal 

singing is still introduced after the New Testament period. Thus, both Jeffery’s arguments 

and Smith’s arguments confirm the claim that “antiphonal singing” in the early church 

more probably involved singing the same melodic line together, in unison, albeit in 

different octaves.  

Furthermore, references to musical practice outside of the New Testament 

reinforce the conclusion that early Christian song more likely involved responsorial 

singing. As explored above in the “sonic tour” above, guests at banquets in the Greco-

Roman world would sing songs called skolia. One of the guests would sing a line or verse 

 

237 Socrates of Constantinople, Hist. Eccl. 6.8 (PG 67:688–692). 
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of a song, and the other guests would respond together with a refrain before “passing off” 

the song to the next party guest.238 We can imagine early Christian musical practice 

playing out in a similar manner: a leader would chant the words of a psalmic, hymnic 

composition and the audience would respond together in unison. Moreover, other early 

witnesses attest to such responsorial singing. The Acts of John provides us with one such 

example.239 In this account, at the Last Supper, Jesus sings a line of doxology and the 

dancing disciples answer together with “Amen.” Jesus here acts as a soloist, singing lines 

of a hymn, while the disciples respond by singing “Amen” like a chorus. This musical 

exchange between Jesus (the leader) and the disciples (the chorus) well exemplifies 

responsorial singing.  

Brief mentions of musical practice in Tertullian’s writings also imply the 

communal, even responsorial, singing of psalms. In Apol. 39.18, Tertullian discusses the 

Christian practice of sharing a common meal. He describes how, before they eat, the 

participants wash their hands, light the lamps, pray, and, most importantly for our 

purposes, sing Scripture or their own compositions.  

After water for the hands and lights, then each from the holy Scripture or from his 

own ability is called to sing to God in the midst of everyone else. 

 

238 In Paed., 2.4.44.2, Clement has an interesting comparison between skolia and psalms 
of the Hebrews. Clement, of course, uses the similarity to prove the superiority of Jewish-
Christian musical practice and the secondary/imitative role of Greek musical practice. 
While Clement’s historical claims may be suspect, the fact that the two musical practices 
have enough similarity to make such a comparison is illuminating. Mathiesen has an 
overview of the history of skolia in Apollo’s Lyre, 141–151. See also Jeffery, “Philo’s 
Impact on Christian Psalmody,” 147–187, 165. 
239 See Section 2.3.2.2.2 above for fuller consideration of this text. 
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Post aquam manualem et lumina, ut quisque de scripturis sanctis vel de proprio 

ingenio potest, provocatur in medium deo canere.240 

 
This account shows the singing of scriptural texts in a communal setting.241  

In De oratione 27, Tertullian claims that those who are more diligent add 

“Alleluia” to their prayers and/or psalms, which have closing verses with which others 

present also respond. 

The more diligent in prayer are in the habit of adding ‘Alleluia’ to their prayers 

and this kind of psalm, which those who are present may answer with the closing 

lines 

 
Diligentiores in ordano subiungere in orationibus alleluia solent et hoc genus 

psalmos, quorum clausulis respondeant qui simul sunt242 

 

 

240 Tertullian, Apol. 39.18, Vol. 1, Corpus Christianorum: Series Latina 1 (Brepols: 
Turnhout, 1954); my translation. 
241 Cyprian (d. 258), in a discussion about how to conduct the evening meal, encourages 
the banqueters to include a psalm. He stresses the pleasantness of the voice in the 
performance of the psalm and encourages the performer to nurture his friends. He writes, 
“Let a psalm sound at the sober banquet; and since your memory holds fast and your 
voice melodious, undertake this as is the custom. You will better feed your dear ones, if 
you allow us a spiritual recital and entice our ears with religious strains.” Sonet psalmos 
convivium sobrium; et ut tibi tenax memoria est, vox canora, aggredere hoc munus ex 
more. Magis charissimos pasces, si sit nobis spiritalis auditio, prolectet aures religiosa 
mulcedo; see Cyprian, Don., 16 (PL 4:222–223); my translation. Given the emphasis on 
the voice and the pleasantness of sound, the psalm which Cyprian exhorts them to 
employ is most likely a psalm sung corporately. 
242 Tertullian, Or., 27, in Corpus Christianorum: Series Latina 1, Vol. 1 (Brepols: 
Turnhout, 1954); my translation. 
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This brief discussion does not mention musical practice, so it could also refer to a spoken 

response. However, given the connection Tertullian makes between psalms and singing 

in De anima 9.4 and Ad uxorem 2.8 (discussed above) as well as the communal singing 

he discusses in Apol. 39.18, it is likely he means that the congregation responds by 

singing these psalms too.243 

Finally, when one considers probable early Christian practices of reading letters 

and Gospels aloud, a responsorial practice of singing also seems more likely.244 As 

Beverly Gaventa has argued with respect to the letter to the Romans, reading this letter 

aloud invites the listener to participate in a doxological response.245 At various key 

junctures of his argument, Paul bursts into doxology and concludes with “Amen” (Rom 

9:5; 11:36; 15:33, and, if original, 16:25-27). As Gaventa posits, when this letter was read 

aloud to the Roman congregation, the placement of these doxologies and their “Amens” 

would have invited the audience to respond by joining in the praise.246  

 

243 Smith also argues that I Cor 14:15–16:26, Roman 1:25, and 11:36 indicate response 
(he cites Eph 5:19, and Col 3:16 as further support). Clement of Alexandria mentions 
responsorial singing in Paed. 3.11.80.4 when he talks about “singing and singing in 
answer” (ᾄδοντες καὶ ἀντᾴδοντες). However, this passage occurs in the context of pagan, 
dissolute singing, not singing in the context of the church. W.S. Smith offers a discussion 
in Music Aspects of the New Testament, 39–40.  
244 Here I have distinguished between the reading of letters and Gospels and the singing 
of them. It is fully possible that the early Christians did not make a hard and fast 
distinction here. 
245 Beverly Roberts Gaventa,“‘For the Glory of God’: Theology and Experience in Paul’s 
Letter to the Romans,” in Between Experience and Interpretation: Engaging the Writings 
of the New Testament, ed. Mary F. Foskett and O. Wesley Allen, Jr. (Nashville: 
Abingdon Press, 2008), 53–65. 
246 W.S. Smith makes a similar argument with respect to Romans 1:25. 
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While Romans contains more “Amens” than other letters, other New Testament 

epistles—both Pauline and non-Pauline—include similar doxological statements which 

punctuate arguments, conclude the letters, and, most importantly, invite the listener to 

respond. Paul finishes his greeting in Gal 1:5 with “[…] God and Father, to whom [be] 

glory forever, Amen,” before launching into his acerbic criticisms of the congregation’s 

behavior. He also ends the letter with a final “Amen” in Gal 6:18. Likewise, his letter to 

the Philippians closes with “to God and our Father, [be] glory forever and ever, Amen” 

(Phil 4:20) immediately before the final greetings.247  In Eph 3:21, in the middle of the 

letter, the author emphasizes the point about God’s plan for the Gentiles by breaking into 

doxology, “[…] to whom be glory in the church and in Christ Jesus throughout all 

generations, forever and ever. Amen.” In 1 Tim 1:17, the author shifts from the 

thanksgiving to the body of the letter with a doxological line, “to the eternal King, 

immortal, invisible, the only God, [be] honor and glory forever and ever, Amen.” As this 

same letter draws to a close, the author once again breaks into praise before the final 

instructions, “The only one having immorality, who dwells in unapproachable light, 

whom no human has ever seen or is able to see, to that one [be] honor and eternal power, 

Amen” (1 Tim 6:16). In 2 Tim 4:18, immediately before the final greetings and blessing, 

the author says, “to him [be] glory forever and ever, Amen.” A similar phrase appears 

before the final greetings in Heb 13:21. Both 1 Peter 4:11 and 1 Peter 5:11 contain 

 

247 Some manuscripts add yet another “Amen” in Phil 4:23. Some manuscripts also add 
an “Amen” at the end of 1 Corinthians (1 Cor 16:24) and 2 Peter 3:18. 
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doxological statements. 1 Peter 4:11 claims, “to whom is the glory and power forever and 

ever, Amen,” while 1 Peter 5:11 states, “to him [be] glory and power forever, Amen.” 

Finally, Jude 1:25 concludes the letter with “glory, majesty, power and authority before 

all ages, both now and all ages, Amen.”  

Each of these epistolary doxological statements prompt the audience to echo the 

“Amen.” Like the responsorial invitations in Romans, these invitations show that 

response is common to the early church experience. It is unclear whether the audience 

would respond musically to these doxologies when the letters were read aloud. However, 

it is clear that the early congregations were familiar with responsorial participation. 

In short, when considering how the singing in Col 3:16 might have sounded in 

practice, we may say that it was vocalized. A soloist probably led responsorial chanting 

of these compositions and invited musical, unison responses of “Amen,” “Hallelujah,” 

and/or longer refrains from the whole church gathering.248 

 

248 Smith, Musical Aspects of the New Testament, 30. Evidence of musical practice in the 
fourth and fifth centuries continues to resonate with this description. For example, as J.A. 
Smith highlights, Athanasius (ca. C.E. 296–373) discusses the chanting of psalms in his 
Letter to Marcellus 27–28. The reciting and singing of the psalms, Athanasius tells 
Marcellus, is for the soul’s benefit, not its pleasure. Singing the psalms benefits the soul, 
first, because by singing with the voice, a person comes to love God with one’s entire 
being. And, second, singing brings harmony within the singer (PG 27:38–40D). His 
comments presuppose that psalms are sung. Additionally, with a brief comment in 
Confessions 10, 33.50, Augustine (C.E. 354–430) also informs us that Athanasius 
focused on the text with minimal (though still present) musical embellishment (Conf., 
10.33.49–50; PL 32:799–800). In Conf., 9.6.14; PL 27:769–770), Augustine mentions the 
chanting of psalms, also drawing attention to the supporting role that song plays in the 
communication of the psalm’s content. Like Athanasius, Augustine sits uneasily with the 
pleasure that the singing brings (as it may distract him from the real focus—God), but his 
comment does show that psalms were musically vocalized. Furthermore, in his sermons, 
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2.3.4 Summary of Section 2.3 

Having considered the musical references in the larger Jewish social matrix of 

early Christianity, in New Testament and early Christian literature, and in later patristic 

writings, we may reasonably conclude that the phrase “psalms, hymns, and spiritual 

songs” in Col 3:16 denotes the use of musical compositions but does not designate 

specific musical genres. Furthermore, based on a variety of witnesses to the verb ᾄδω 

from texts beyond the New Testament, especially the Septuagint, from New Testament 

texts, and from patristic literature, we can conclude that “singing” in Col 3:16 denotes a 

primarily vocal and corporate act. It also likely refers to the unison, responsorial chanting 

of these musical compositions. Thus, when we hear Paul instruct the Colossian 

congregation to take part in “teaching and instructing with psalms, hymns, and spiritual 

songs” as well as “singing,” we should hear a reference to vocal and corporate music-

making. 

 

Augustine sometimes refers to the psalms sung in the worship service. For example, in 
several places in Enarrationes in Psalmos, Augustine makes a comment about the 
singing of psalms in the worship service, see, inter alia, Enarrat. Ps. 29.2.1 (PL 36:216); 
40.1; (PL 36:453); 72:1 (PL 36:914); 119.1 (PL 37:1596); 132.1–2 (PL 36:1729).  

Furthermore, John Cassian’s (ca. 360–435) instructions for psalmody in monastic 
communities are also illuminating for understanding psalmody in the late fourth to early 
fifth centuries. He largely draws on the Egyptian practices of psalmody but modifies 
them to suit his context—a monastery and convent near Marseilles (McKinnon, Music in 
Early Christian Literature, 146). His instructions point to a vocalized and responsorial 
psalmody. See John Cassian, De institutes coenobiorum, 2.2 (PL 49:77–79); 2.8 (PL 
49:94–95); 2.10 (PL 49:97–98).  
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2.4 Singing “in your Hearts” as an Individual, Inner, Silent, and Non-
Vocalized Act? 

Such music-making has important implications for understanding the shape of the 

Christian life Paul commends to the Colossian congregation. Yet, before drawing out 

those implications in the chapters that follow, it is first necessary to address a potential 

objection to my interpretation. Some commentators, such as Angela Standhartinger, have 

interpreted “singing” in Col 3:16 as an individual, and silent, act. Standhartinger argues 

that the prepositional phrase “in your hearts” (ἐν ταῖς καρδίαις ὑμῶν)249 in Col 3:16 

pertains to the individual’s inner thought life or mind, which relegates “singing” to the 

interior life and excludes an understanding of “singing” as a communal, vocalized act.250  

2.4.1 The Case for “in your Hearts” as a Reference to the Individual’s Inner 
Thought Life which Renders Singing as a Silent (Non-Vocalized) Act 

Standhartinger offers two main arguments in support of her interpretation. She 

first points out that, in the Hellenistic world, particularly in Philo’s accounts of worship, 

 

249 Some manuscripts give a singular reading of “heart” (τῇ καρδίᾳ, which parallels Eph 
5:19): D2 I 𝔐; C1. The plural form in the Nestle Aland is found in P46 א A B C D* F G Ψ 
075. 6. 33. 81. 104. 326. 1175. 1241. 1505. 1739. 1881. 2464 pc latt sy co. 
250 Angela Standhartinger, Studien zur Entstehungsgeschichte und Intention des 
Kolosserbriefes, NovTSup 94 (Leiden: Brill, 1999), 244–245. T.K. Abbott also interprets 
the entire phrase “singing in your hearts” as a reference to the inner disposition; T.K. 
Abbott, A Critical and Exegetical Commentary on the Epistles to the Ephesians and to 
the Colossians, ICC, ed. Charles A. Briggs, Samuel R. Driver, Alfred Plummer (New 
York: Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1897), 292. Moule also considers the possibility of 
inaudible singing, suggesting that the Christian’s heart should be full of silent song. 
However, he concludes that the specification of “psalms, hymns, and spiritual songs” in 
addition to the parallel in Eph 5:19 (with its mention of speaking) make the silent, 
metaphorical rendering less likely (Moule, “The New Life in Christ,” 492). I focus on 
Standhartinger’s argument because she develops her argument with greater detail. 
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prayer, and spiritual experience, a silent mind renders to God the highest form of 

prayer.251 Philo claims that praise is the true goal of education252 in De plantatione. He 

goes on to claim that the voice cannot sufficiently praise God. Only the mind (νοῦς) can 

praise God adequately; and it does so silently, not vocally.253 In De specialibus legibus 

1.271, Philo says that God desires a noble life complete with hymns and thanksgiving—

not material sacrifices, which are inadequate.254 Philo concedes that sometimes such 

hymns and thanksgivings are offered vocally, but he argues that they are offered more 

truly with the soul and the mind alone (μόνῃ ψυχῇ τὰς νοητὰς). Philo thus sets up a 

contrast between the voice and the mind and indicates that the mind offers God the better 

praise by “singing” silently.255  

Other passages from Philo’s work confirm this line of thought. Johannes Quasten, 

in an analysis of the Hellenistic preference for “spiritual sacrifice” over against physical 

 

251 Standhartinger cites Philo, Spec. 1.271 (compare with Plant. 130ff.) and Plant.126 in 
Studien zur Entstehungsgeschichte und Intention des Kolosserbriefes, 243–245. 
252 Philo, Plant. 126; later, in Plant. 135, he claims that making a hymn to the Father of 
the universe is the highest human action possible: 
τῶν γὰρ ἀποκυηθέντων κατορθωμάτων ἁπάντων ἄριστον καὶ τελειότατον γέννημα ὁ εἰς τ
ὸν πατέρα τοῦ παντὸς ὕμνος. See Philo, Plant. 135, in Philonis Alexandrini opera quae 
supersunt, ed. Paul Wendland, Vol. 2, (Berlin: Reimer, 1897 [repr. Berlin: De Gruyter, 
1962]): 133–169. http://stephanus.tlg.uci.edu/Iris/Cite?0018:010:47882 
253 ἀλλὰ δι’ ἐπαίνων καὶ ὕμνων, οὐχ οὓς ἡ γεγωνὸς ᾄσεται φωνή, ἀλλὰ οὓς ὁ ἀειδὴς καὶ 
καθαρώτατος νοῦς ἐπηχήσει καὶ ἀναμέλψει; Philo, Plant. 126. 
254 Philo, Spec 1.271, in Philonis Alexandrini opera quae supersunt, ed. Leopold Cohn, 
Vol. 5 (Berlin: Reimer, 1906 [repr. Berlin: De Gruyter, 1962]): 1–265. 
http://stephanus.tlg.uci.edu/Iris/Cite?0018:024:115102. 
255 Interestingly, the Letter of Aristeas draws attention to the total silence in the temple, 
which facilitates true worship; Let. Aris. 95, in The Letter of Aristeas: A Linguistic Study 
with Special Reference to the Greek Bible, ed. Henry G. Meecham (Manchester: 
Manchester University Press, 1935), 17.  
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sacrifice, dwells on Philo’s Mos. 2. 239 and 2.256 as well as Alleg. Interp. 2.56, 102; 

3.44, 122.256 These passages further demonstrate Philo’s focus on spiritual—and silent—

worship to the diminishment of bodily—and vocal—worship. In Mos. 2.239, for 

example, Philo tells a story about Moses and the daughters of Zelophehad, and, in the 

middle, breaks into praise of the Lord and asks how one can properly sing hymns to the 

Lord: 

with what sort of mouth, what tongue, what sort of instrument of speech, what 

sort of thoughts of the soul? For if the stars became one choir, what worthy 

melody will they sing? And if the whole of heaven resolves into a voice, what part 

of your glories will it be able to tell? 

 
πῶς ἂν σέ τις ὑμνήσειε, ποίῳ στόματι,τίνι γλώττῃ, ποίᾳ φωνῆς ὀργανοποιίᾳ, ποίῳ 

ψυχῆς ἡγεμονικῷ; οἱ γὰρ 

ἀστέρες εἷς γενόμενοι χορὸς ᾄσονταί τι μέλος ἐπάξιον; ὁ δ’ οὐρανὸς 

ὅλος εἰς φωνὴν ἀναλυθεὶς δυνήσεταί τι τῶν σῶν ἀρετῶν διηγήσασθαι μέρος;257  

 

256 Quasten, Music and Worship in Pagan Antiquity, 51–55, especially 54–55. 
257 Philo, Leopold Cohn, Mos. 2.239, in Philonis Alexandrini opera quae supersunt, ed. 
Leopold Cohn, Vol. 4, Berlin: Reimer, 1902 (repr. Berlin: De Gruyter, 1962): 119–268. 
http://stephanus.tlg.uci.edu/Iris/Cite?0018:022:233271); my translation. However, later in 
this same section, Philo does acknowledge the role of vocal praise. In Mos. 2.256, Philo 
describes Moses praising and giving thanks to God by dividing all Israel into two choirs 
(one of men and one of women). Moses leads the men, while Miriam leads the women. 
Philo’s description of this praise makes obvious reference to audible and vocalized 
singing, particularly when he claims that the bass of men’s voices and the treble of 
women’s voices blend in harmony (γὰρ οἱ μὲν ἀνδρῶν βαρεῖς, ὀξεῖς δ’ οἱ γυναικῶν, ἐξ 
ὧν, ὅταν ἡ κρᾶσις γένηται σύμμετρος, ἥδιστον καὶ παναρμόνιον ἀποτελεῖται μέλος, Mos. 
2.256). Philo also mentions Moses led the song and those who “heard” join in the praise 
(οἱ δ’ ἀκούοντες εἰς δύο χοροὺς ἁλισθέντες τὰ λεχθέντα συνῇδον, Mos. 2.257). Yet, one 
might say that, while Philo does acknowledge a practice of vocalized singing, he only 
does so in his analysis of the Exodus story. 
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Philo also denigrates both sound and voice in Allegorical Interpretation. In Alleg. Interp. 

2.56, he describes the role of the high priest and claims that the high priest should make 

his offering 

[…] without colorful ornaments or sounds of bells, to pour out the spiritual blood 

and to offer incense of the whole mind to our savior and benefactor, God.  

 
[…] ἄνευ χρωμάτων καὶ ἤχων εἰσελεύσεται σπεῖσαι τὸ ψυχικὸν αἷμα καὶ 

θυμιᾶσαι ὅλον τὸν νοῦν τῷ σωτῆρι καὶ εὐεργέτῃ θεῷ.258  

 
Later, in Alleg. Interp. 2.102, Philo allegorically interprets Moses’ song after the defeat of 

the Egyptian army as a reference to the overthrow of the passions and the senses: 

Thus, Moses also sings to God in the song that, “horse and rider, he threw into the 

sea (Exod 15:1); the four passions and the miserable mind carried upon them, God 

threw into ruin and never-ending depths: and indeed, this is the sum total of the 

whole song… to which everything refers, and so it is. For if impassibility takes 

hold of the soul, it will be completely happy.  

 
διὰ τοῦτο καὶ Μωυσῆς ἐν τῷ ᾄσματι ὑμνεῖ τὸν θεόν, ὅτι “ἵππον καὶ ἀναβάτην 

ἔρριψεν εἰς θάλασσαν” (Exod. xv. 1), τὰ τέσσαρα πάθη καὶ τὸν ἐποχούμενον 

αὐτοῖς ἄθλιον νοῦν εἰς τὴν φθορὰν τῶν πραγμάτων καὶ τὸν ἀνήνυτον βυθόν· καὶ 

σχεδὸν τοῦ ᾄσματος ὅλου τὸ κεφάλαιον τοῦτ᾿ ἐστίν, ἐφ᾿ ὃ τὰ ἄλλα πάντα 

 

258 Philo, Alleg. Interp. 2.56, in Philonis Alexandrini opera quae supersunt, ed. Leopold 
Cohn, Vol. 1 (Berlin: Reimer, 1896 [repr. Berlin: De Gruyter, 1962]): 61–169. 
http://stephanus.tlg.uci.edu/Iris/Cite?0018:002:83260); my translation. 



 

142 

ἀναφέρεται, καὶ οὕτως ἔχει· ἐὰν γὰρ ἀπάθεια κατάσχῃ τὴν ψυχήν, τελέως 

εὐδαιμονήσει.259  

 
In Alleg. Interp. 3.122, Philo explores a musical metaphor to illustrate how the senses can 

be deceptive, and in Alleg. Interp. 3.44, he downplays the senses and extols the soul: 

When in all words and deeds, the soul spreads out and worships, the sounds and 

all the troublesome and hateful voices cease; for the visible sounds and calls to the 

eyes, and sound to the hearing, and smell to the sense of smell, and the perceptible 

all together summon the senses. But all these things cease when the mind, going 

out from the city of the soul, fastens its deeds and thoughts to God. 

 
ὅταν μέντοι διὰ πάντων ἡ ψυχὴ καὶ λόγων καὶ ἔργων ἐξαπλωθῇ καὶ ἐκθειασθῇ, 

παύονται τῶν αἰσθήσεων αἱ φωναὶ καὶ πάντες οἱ ὀχληροὶ καὶ δυσώνυμοι ἦχοι· 

φωνεῖ γὰρ καὶ καλεῖ τὸ μὲν ὁρατὸν τὴν ὅρασιν ἐφ’ ἑαυτό, ἡ δὲ φωνὴ τὴν ἀκοήν, ὁ 

δὲ ἀτμὸς τὴν ὄσφρησιν, καὶ συνόλως τὸ αἰσθητὸν τὴν αἴσθησιν ἐφ’ ἑαυτὸ 

προσκαλεῖται· ταῦτα δὲ πάντα παύεται, ὅταν ἐξελθοῦσα τὴν ψυχῆς πόλιν ἡ 

διάνοια θεῷ τὰς ἑαυτῆς πράξεις καὶ διανοήσεις ἀνάψῃ260  

 
In each of these passages, Philo diminishes the role of the voice and its capacity for 

sound and music-making, while stressing that the mind and soul participate in true 

worship. Such examples lend support to Standhartinger’s contention that “in your hearts” 

 

259 Philo, Alleg. Interp. 2.102, in Philonis Alexandrini opera quae supersunt, ed. Leopold 
Cohn, Vol. 1 (Berlin: Reimer, 1896 [repr. Berlin: De Gruyter, 1962]): 61–169. 
http://stephanus.tlg.uci.edu/Iris/Cite?0018:002:83260); my translation. 
260 Philo, Alleg. Interp. 3.44, in Philonis Alexandrini opera quae supersunt, ed. Leopold 
Cohn, Vol. 1 (Berlin: Reimer, 1896 [repr. Berlin: De Gruyter, 1962]): 61–169. 
http://stephanus.tlg.uci.edu/Iris/Cite?0018:002:83260); my translation. 
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in Col 3:16 refers to doxological activity in the inner, thought world of the individual 

instead of corporate, vocalized song. 

Standhartinger’s second argument focuses the phrase “in [the/your] heart(s)” 

which appears in conjunction with verbs of speech. For example, “speaking in the heart” 

[λέγειν ἐν καρδίᾳ] appears in Matt 24:48 and the parallel passage in Luke 12:45 where it 

seems to denote a monologue in the inner thought life of a procrastinating, disobedient, 

and wicked servant (ἐὰν δὲ εἴπῃ ὁ κακὸς δοῦλος ἐκεῖνος ἐν τῇ καρδίᾳ αὐτοῦ). Here “in 

[the/your] heart(s)” qualifies the speech verb such that it seems to take place in the inner 

thought life of the individual, and so renders “speech” as “silent.”261 Analogously, the 

phrase “in your hearts” in Col 3:16 relegates “singing” to the inner thought life of the 

individual and so also renders singing as a silent act.262  

 

261 Standhartinger does not cite Rom 10:6 or Rev 18:7, but the phrase “in [the/your] 
heart” in these passages also appears to refer to the individual’s inner life which seems to 
render the act of speech as an inward, and thus silent, monologue. For instance, in 
Romans 10:6, Paul describes an inner back-and-forth of the “righteousness from faith” in 
contemplation of Moses, the Law, and Christ. The “righteousness from faith” admonishes 
the reader, “do not say in your heart” (μὴ εἴπῃς ἐν τῇ καρδίᾳ σου). The phrase “in your 
heart” renders the “speaking” here as an interior act. The ensuing references to “in your 
heart” in the passage confirm the nature of the speech as interior act, particularly when 
Paul draws a contrast between the considerations of the heart and the confession of the 
mouth (Rom 10:10). Furthermore, Rev 18:7 mentions Babylon’s inner prideful vaunt 
over God’s people (ἐν τῇ καρδίᾳ αὐτῆς λέγει). In each of these cases, the speech is 
qualified with the phrase “in your heart,” and the prepositional qualification renders the 
speech occurs as an interior act. It is individual and inaudible to others—that is, it is 
silent. 
262 She cites, inter alia, T.Abr A 6:6; Matt 24:48/Luke 12:45, Apoc. Mos. 3:3; T.Levi 6:2; 
8:19. The prepositional phrase “in your hearts” (ἐν ταῖς καρδίαις αὐτῶν) also appears in 
the Synoptic Gospels in Mark 2:8 (cf. 2:6) and Luke 5:22 (cf. 3:15). In Mark 2:8, the 
scribes ponder “in their hearts” (ἐν ταῖς καρδίαις αὐτῶν) what Jesus is doing. Jesus asks 
them, “What are you pondering in your hearts (ἐν ταῖς καρδίαις ὑμῶν). The implication 
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However, Standhartinger’s interpretation of “in your hearts” runs into problems in 

at least two ways. First, connecting the word “heart” with the individual’s inner life and 

interpreting the phrase “speaking in the heart” as a metaphor for thought depends on a 

modern ontology, which posits a sharp division between the inner and the outer self. In a 

recent article, David Lambert has challenged such ontological presumptions with respect 

to the Hebrew word for “heart” ( בל  or בבל ). As Lambert notes, in the Old Testament, 

“speaking in the heart” is an action that is frequently “overheard”;  

They certainly had loquacious minds; real speech leaks out from them all the 

time! “Keep your mouth from being rash, and let not your heart be quick to bring 

forth speech before God” (Eccl. 5:1). “My mouth utters wisdom, the utterance of 

my heart understanding” (Ps. 49:4). And how did Rebecca come to be told that 

Esau was plotting to kill Jacob? The source seems to have been this leaky “heart” 

again: “Esau said in his heart [usually translated “to himself”], ‘let but the 

mourning period of my father come, and I will kill my brother Jacob’ (Gen. 

 

seems to be that Jesus can read their inner thought-world and the monologue within it. In 
Luke 5:22, while Jesus’ mind-reading skills feature less prominently, Jesus still asks 
them, “Why are you pondering in your hearts?” Collin B. Bullard points out that, while 
the verb διαλογίζομαι could connote group discussion, the word in Luke 5:22, 3:15, 1:29 
connote internal response—even the λέγοντες does not prevent this interpretation as it 
introduces interior speech throughout Luke and in the LXX (he cites Luke 7:39, 1 Sam 
1:13; 27:1; 1 Kings 12:26; Est 6:6 for examples example of interior speech which have 
particular prepositional phrases to render the speech reflexive … Gen 26:7; Exod. 2:14; 1 
Sam. 18:17 also have examples of λέγω rendered as self-addressed speech); see Collin B. 
Bullard, Jesus and the Thoughts of Many Hearts: Implicit Christology and Jesus' 
Knowledge in the Gospel of Luke (London: Bloomsbury T&T Clark, 2015), 84. 
Additionally, in Luke 3:15, the crowds ponder “in their hearts” (ἐν ταῖς καρδίαις αὐτῶν) 
whether John might be the Messiah. Here again, the phrase appears to refer to the inner 
(inaudible) thought life of the members of the crowd. 
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27:41). Esau apparently thought out loud. It seems clear that בל  is a Hebrew 

equivalent to neither “heart” nor “head.”263  

 

Put another way, what happens in the “heart” is not particularly private. Lambert argues 

that we need a different ontology to understand the Hebrew word “heart” ( בל ). Instead of 

denoting the interior life, the “heart” marks “the boundaries of the self.”264 “Speaking in 

the heart” marks the “borderline” between the human self and its world.265 For example, 

In an oracle against Babylon and its king, the prophet declares, according to the 

NJPS translation, “Once you thought in your heart [literally, “spoke in your 

heart”], ‘I will climb to the sky; Higher than the stars of God I will set my throne 

….’ Instead you are brought down to Sheol” (Isa. 14:13). Now, we are certainly 

free to construe the speech articulated in this passage, “I will climb …,” and 

others as “thought,” but does that accord best with the specific contours of the 

linguistic signs adopted in this ancient Israelite text? The concern here is not 

subjective intent but manifest action, the king’s attempt to constitute a being 

independent of, if not above, the deity. What “heart” does in this passage is to 

objectify that separation, the construction of a “borderline” between a proposed 

self and divine power. The king “speaks to himself” – proposes, plans, decides. 

He makes a determination to promote himself, presumably, through his nation. As 

 

263 David Arthur Lambert, “Refreshing Philology: James Barr, Supersessionism, and the 
State of Biblical Words,” BibInt 24 (2016): 332–356, especially 341–342. Emphasis 
original. 
264 Ibid., 343. 
265 Lambert draws on V.N. Vološinov who conceptualizes the “subjective psyche” as a 
“borderline” “between the organism and the outside world,” cited in Lambert, 
“Refreshing Philology: James Barr, Supersessionism, and the State of Biblical Words,” 
342. 
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in the case of Esau, this “speaking to himself” better fits the rubric of plotting, the 

private activation of power against another, than that of inner thought.266  

 

What Lambert sketches is a relational ontology in which “heart” functions as a “border” 

rather than a storehouse of private thoughts. As we will find in the following section, the 

anthropology of the letter to the Colossians supports a similar interpretation of “heart” 

(καρδία) in Colossians. 

Second, further consideration of both Philo’s accounts and the earliest known 

Christian hymn complicates the relationship between song and silence. While Philo’s 

account in De plantatione does lift up “silent singing,” Philo also discusses the 

importance of vocalized singing in rendering Creator proper praise.267 Likewise, while 

De specialibus legibus clearly presents the superiority of the song of the soul, that same 

passage also acknowledges the role of vocalized singing in the noble life.268 Thus, praise 

in the individual’s inner being through “silent singing” may constitute the highest form of 

worship for Philo, but Philo does still acknowledge practices of corporate, vocalized 

singing. 

 

266 Ibid., 343. 
267 Plant. 131. 
268 Spec. 1.272. 
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Additionally, the earliest Christian hymn (from the late 3rd century C.E.269 found 

in P.Oxy. 1786) complicates the relationship between singing and silence.270 The text of 

the hymn text includes a call to “silence.”271  

1) … together all the eminent ones of God … 

2) … night] nor day (?) Let it/them be silent. Let the luminous stars not [ ], 

3) … [let the rushings of winds, the sources] of all surging rivers [cease]. 

 While we hymn 

4) Father and Son and Holy Spirit, let all the powers answer, “Amen, amen. 

 Strength, praise 

5) [and glory forever to God], the sole giver of all good things. Amen, amen.” 
 

1) …]ὁμοῦ πᾶσαι τε θεοῦ λόγιμοι δε…? … ? […  

2) ο]ὐ τὰν ἠῶ σιγάτω, μηδ᾽ἄστρα φαεσφόρα χ[…] δε— 

3) [σ]θων [ἐκ]λειπ[όντων] ῥ[ιπαὶ πνοιῶν, πηγαὶ] ποταμῶν ῥοθίων πᾶσαι. 

 ὑμνούντων δ᾽ἡμῶν 

 

269 Charles H. Cosgrove, An Ancient Christian Hymn with Musical Notation: Papyrus 
Oxyrhynchus 1786 Text and Commentary, STAC 65 (Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2011), 1. 
See also Egert Pöhlmann and Martin L. West, Documents of Ancient Greek Music: The 
Extant Melodies and Fragments Edited and Transcribed with Commentary (Oxford: 
Clarendon Press, 2001), 192. 
270 Despite the fragmentary nature of the text, we may conclude that it is a Christian 
hymn because it offers praise to the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit, thus containing 
Christian, Trinitarian language. We can also observe that the hymn belongs to a Christian 
community given the use of first-person plural pronouns. See Pöhlmann and West, 
Documents of Ancient Greek Music, 192; Cosgrove, An Ancient Christian Hymn with 
Musical Notation, 47–49. Cosgrove notes that it is impossible to tell if this hymn was 
used corporately or for individual devotion (146–147). However, he also comments that 
the hymn’s melody is not difficult for a group to sing congregationally—he has, in fact, 
taught it to several non-professional choirs (126 n. 116). 
271 As Cosgrove notes, this call to silence is a familiar trope in traditional Greek in 
hymnody. See Cosgrove for rhetorical and literary analysis, An Ancient Christian Hymn 
with Musical Notation, 37–63; also, Pöhlmann and West, 190–193. 
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4) [π]ατέρα χυἰὸν χἄγιον πνεῦμα πᾶσαι δυνάμεις ἐπιφωνούντων ἀμὴν ἀμὴν, 

κράτος αἶνος 

5) [ἀεὶ καὶ δόξα θεῷ] δ[ωτ]ῆ[ρι] μόνω[ι] [πάν]των ἀγαθῶν ἀμὴν ἀμὴν.272 
 

While the text invokes silence, the papyrus also includes Greek vocal notation, which 

indicates that this text was sung.273 The juxtaposition of a call to silence and the presence 

of musical notation show that one can sing about silence while vocalizing song, much 

like a similar hymn still sung today, “Let All Mortal Flesh Keep Silence.”274 The hymn in 

P.Oxy. 1786 thus casts doubt on the claim that Paul must be referring to a practice of 

“silent” worship in Col 3:16. As we will also explore in subsequent sections, witnesses to 

 

272 Translation from Cosgrove, An Ancient Christian Hymn with Musical Notation, 37. 
273 Ibid., 28–29, 116–128; A.W.J. Holleman, “The Oxyrhynchus Papyrus 1786 the 
Relationship between Ancient Greek and Early Christian Music,” Vigiliae Christianae 26 
(1972): 1–17; McGowan, Ancient Christian Worship, 121; Porter, “Misguided Missals,” 
223–224; M.L. West, “Analecta Musica” ZPE 92 (1992): 1–54, esp. 47.  
274 While this musically-notated hymn is far later than Philo’s writing, other treatises 
roughly contemporary with this hymn show that a stress on silence as the highest form of 
prayer still resonates in the third century. For example, in Gnostic literature roughly 
contemporary with the P.Oxy. 1786 hymn, we also find references to “silent singing” as 
the initiate approaches the pinnacle of his mystic vision. In the Discourse on the Eighth 
and Ninth (VI, 6) (ca. C.E. 3rd century), a teacher and pupil have a conversation about the 
vision of the eighth and ninth spheres. In the cosmology pertinent here, the earth is 
surrounded by various spheres and the eighth and ninth spheres refer to the heavenly 
spheres. The teacher instructs the pupil to “sing a song in silence.” The pupil 
(unsurprisingly) is confused and asks how he can sing a song in silence. They continue a 
back-and-forth about silent song. Through this back-and-forth, the reader comes to 
understand that the silent song involves the worship of/with the mind. The teacher 
informs the pupil that he sings a song “in himself.” The pupil arrives finally at a point of 
thanksgiving with silent song at the conclusion of the vision before the teacher instructs 
him to write down his vision. This Gnostic tractate seems to support Standhartinger’s 
interpretation of Col 3:16. However, the anthropology in the Gnostic literature differs 
significantly from the anthropology in the letter to the Colossians. As argued in Section 
2.4.2 of this chapter, the anthropology in Colossians renders a corporate, vocal 
interpretation of singing more likely.  
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early Christian worship refer to corporate, vocalized music-making, not silent worship 

practices. 

In short, Standhartinger’s argument that “in your hearts” renders “singing” as an 

interior and silent act does not agree with the anthropology of the letter or the witness to 

early church musical practices. While her emphasis on the individual is not misplaced, 

we must think of that individual as one in relationship with others.275 And, as such, 

“singing” in Col 3:16 must refer to corporate, vocal music-making. 

2.4.2 The Anthropology of the Letter to the Colossians 

2.4.2.1 The Letter’s “Other-Related” Anthropology: Singing as Corporate Act 

Significantly, in contrast to Philo’s treatises, the letter to the Colossians provides 

instruction to a whole community which is pursuing life after baptism together. The 

exhortations which he gives this congregation assumes an “other-related” anthropology—

that the human person is a “self-in-relation” to others,276 or, to put it another way, that the 

 

275 In support of her view, Standhartinger also cites Ersnt Lohmeyer, Die Briefe an die 
Kolosser und an Philemon, KEK 9 (Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1930, 1961), 
151. Significantly, though, Lohmeyer’s interpretation places the individual within a 
singing community. While he interprets “singing in your hearts” as a reference to the 
individual’s inner “silent song,” he also stresses the Spirit’s agency in bringing about 
resonance between the individual’s silent song and the community’s song. The inward 
“silent song” of the individual is the community’s song “played upon the strings of the 
individual’s heart” (Lohmeyer, Die Briefe an die Kolosser und an Philemon, 151).  
276 The term “self-in-relation” comes from Susan Grove Eastman’s book, Paul and the 
Person: Reframing Paul’s Anthropology (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2017), 29–108. The 
“other-related” anthropology that I contend we find in Colossians resonates with the 
account of Paul’s anthropology that Eastman develops; also see Susan Grove Eastman for 
a discussion of the self, community, and agency in “Double Participation and the 
Responsible Self in Romans 5–8,” in Apocalyptic Paul: Cosmos and Anthropos in 
Romans 5–8, ed. Beverly Roberts Gaventa (Waco, TX: Baylor University Press, 2013), 
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individual self is constituted with respect to its relationships. We find this other-related 

anthropology, first, in the fact he addresses the letter to a community of diverse members 

(Col 1:1-2) and, second, in Paul’s own understanding of his vocation (Col 1:24-28). 

Third, we find this other-related anthropology in the fact that this letter is addressed to a 

community of diverse members who are initiated by baptism into the death and 

resurrection of Jesus Christ (Col 2:12-13) and called to a life in community which 

requires the other for fulfillment (Col 3:10-11). This “other-related” anthropology 

supports interpreting “singing in your hearts” as a corporate act of music-making. 

First, Paul writes this letter to a local community, acknowledges a diversity of 

ethnic and socio-economic backgrounds in that community (Col 3:11277), and addresses 

its life together. As Wayne Meeks observes,  

One cannot read far in the letters of Paul and his disciples without discovering 

that it was concern about the internal life of the Christian groups in each city that 

prompted most of the correspondence. The letters also reveal that those groups 

 

93–110. Eastman argues that Paul’s understanding of the human person presupposes a 
“self-in-relation” to others and that an “either/or” dichotomy between individual self and 
the community reflects a Cartesian dualism which Paul would not have understood. I 
think there is a similar anthropology in Colossians. Space unfortunately does not permit a 
full treatment of Eastman’s argument, primarily because she focuses on the undisputed 
letters and not Colossians. But much of what she says about the individual self and its 
relationship to the corporate body (of the church in Christ) can also be said of the 
anthropology in the letter to the Colossians. See also Jeffrey A. Crabtree, “Colossians 
3:16 and the Deliberate Growth of Disciples,” (D.Min thesis, Arcadia University, 2005), 
23. While I reached my conclusion about this point independently from Crabtree, 
Crabtree also argues that the exhortation in Col 3:16 requires participation in the (united) 
corporate assembly to be fulfilled. 
277 See Chapter 3.2, especially 3.2.2.2, for more on the diversity of backgrounds in the 
Colossian congregation. 
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enjoyed an unusual degree of intimacy, high levels of interaction among 

members, and a very strong sense of internal cohesion and of distinction both 

from outsiders and from ‘the world.’278 

 

This is also true of the letter to the Colossians. Paul addresses this letter to “those saints 

and faithful brothers and sisters in Christ in Colossae” (Col 1:2, τοῖς ἐν Κολοσσαῖς ἁγίοις 

καὶ πιστοῖς ἀδελφοῖς ἐν Χριστῷ)—in other words, to a local church community in the 

city of Colossae. While the closing section of the letter gives greetings and exhortations 

to particular individuals (especially the one to Archippus in 4:17, cf. 7-14), the letter as a 

whole addresses the members of a local church community and assumes relationships 

within it, which evinces an “other-related” anthropology.279  

Not only does Paul presume relationships within the Colossian congregation as 

one local church community, but he also writes about the relationships between the 

Colossian church and other local church communities, which shows another dimension of 

the “other-related” anthropology. He instructs the Colossian church to exchange letters 

with the Laodicean church which gathers in Nympha’s house280 (Col 4:16, also Col 2:1), 

which indicates a relationship between these two local communities. Paul also claims that 

he writes to the Colossians, to the Laodiceans, and to a third group, “those who have not 

seen my face” (Col 2:1), so that their hearts may be knit together in love (Col 2:2). The 

 

278 Meeks, The First Urban Christians, 74. 
279 See Meeks for discussion of the models for the church environment in The First 
Urban Christians, 75–84.  
280 Ibid., 75. 
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emphasis on the knitting together “their hearts” demonstrates his concern for the 

relationship between the Colossian congregation, the Laodicean congregation, and still 

other congregations. These local congregations take part in relationship with still others 

beyond their immediate community.281 Thus throughout the letter, Paul presupposes that 

the audience takes part in several other-oriented relationships: between the members of 

the local Colossian congregation, between the Colossian church and Laodicean church, 

and between these congregations and still other congregations in the Body of Christ. As 

such, the letter reveals an other-related anthropology. 

Second, we find the undergirding other-related anthropology in the way Paul 

emphasizes his own vocation as a participation in Christ on behalf of Christ’s Body (Col 

1:24). Paul claims that he, the “servant” of the gospel they heard (Col 1:23) “fills up what 

is lacking in the afflictions of Christ … on behalf of his Body” (Col 1:24). As T.J. Lang 

has argued, this verse draws on financial language to portray Paul as the one who 

dispenses to the Gentiles the beneficence of God which has already been made 

available.282 God’s beneficence and mercy are already present, but Paul’s work is to 

 

281 Sometimes scholars have stressed the difference between the Colossians’ use of the 
body imagery and the use of the body imagery in 1 Corinthians to demonstrate the non-
Pauline authorship of Colossians. However, as argued in the Chapter 5 (Conclusion) of 
this dissertation, the body imagery for the church in Colossians still resonates with the 
body imagery for the church in 1 Corinthians because the local church is essential for the 
understanding of ecclesiology in the letter. See Chapter 5.2 for more on this matter. 
282 T.J. Lang, “Disbursing the Account of God,” ZNW 107 (2016):116–136. Lang 
identifies ύστέρημα (v. 24) as a word which denotes monetary lack. Additionally, 
άνταναπληρόω, with its cognates πληρόω, ἀναπληρόω, and προσαναπληρόω, is used for 
financial transactions. Moreover, when the verb πληρόω occurs with ύστέρημα outside 
Pauline literature, it almost always concerns a financial matter. Lang concludes that the 
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dispense the account to the Gentiles through his sufferings. Paul (an individual), in 

Christ, suffers on behalf of Christ’s Body (the church). Paul’s vocation is bound up with 

his relationship to other members in the church. Moreover, as will be explored further in 

the next section, Paul also draws those who take part in the Colossian congregation into 

this work on behalf of the church, the Body of Christ. Paul’s work involves teaching and 

instructing all people, including the Colossians (Col 1:25-28). Yet he also instructs them 

to teach each other in Col 3:16. Paul’s ministry thus presumes an “other-related” 

anthropology. His vocation is tied to the teaching of others, including the Colossian 

congregation. 

Finally, and perhaps most significantly, the letter is addressed to a community of 

diverse members who have been baptized and initiated into the life and death of Jesus 

Christ (Col 2:12-13) and who now “walk in Christ” (Col 2:6; Col 1:9-10). Both of these 

features reveal an “other-related” anthropology. For one, the members of this community 

are initiated by baptism into the death and life of Jesus Christ (Col 2:12-13). They have 

died with him (Col 2:20) and been raised with him (Col 3:1). As such, they have union 

with him. Moreover, Jesus overcomes their estrangement from God and makes 

reconciliation between them and God (Col 1:21). Their joining to Jesus Christ’s life and 

death in baptism enables their reconciliation to God. This reconciliation also brings about 

their incorporation into the church community, which is Christ’s Body (Col 1:18). They 

 

image in v. 24 is a financial one. In v. 25, word οἰκονομία is another an economic term. 
As such, Lang reads “πληρῶσαι τὸν λόγον τοῦ θεοῦ” (v. 25) as an extension of this 
financial language and translates it as “to disburse the account of God” (131). 
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now have relationship with each other. Paul reminds them that they are to be “knit 

together in love” (Col 2:6) and are called into “one body” (Col 3:15). Their baptism thus 

entails several “other-related” relationships—to Christ, to God, to one another. 

Still further, after their baptism and initiation into the community, they now 

should “walk in Christ” (Col 2:6, Col 1:9-10) and “put on” life as new creation (Col 3:10-

11). Such walking in Christ and putting on life as the new creation takes a particular 

shape which Paul delineates in the instructions he provides for the congregation. These 

instructions reveal that life as new creation requires the “other” for fulfillment in two 

ways. First, the fact that these exhortations in Col 2:6-4:6 are plural underscores the point 

that Paul is writing to a local community which conducts life together (see above). 

Second, even more significantly, these commands require an “other” to be fulfilled.283 

While they have bearing on individual life, they also bear on the individual’s life as 

shared with others in the church. For example, Paul urges the congregation to bear with 

each other and to forgive each other (Col 3:13, ἀνεχόμενοι ἀλλήλων καὶ χαριζόμενοι 

ἑαυτοῖς ἐάν τις πρός τινα ἔχῃ μομφήν), instruction that cannot (by definition) be fulfilled 

on one’s own. Its fulfillment requires the presence of another person or persons, which 

again attests to an “other-related” anthropology.  

 

283 Gordon D. Fee makes a similar point (that the mention of “one another” signifies a 
communal context) in Paul, the Spirit, and the People of God (Peabody, MA: 
Hendrickson, 1996), 157; Crabtree makes yet another similar observation in the context 
of arguing that Col 3:16 pertains to corporate worship, “Colossians 3:16 and the 
Deliberate Growth of Disciples,” 7–8. 
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The appeal in Col 3:16 to “Let the Word of Christ dwell with you (plural) … 

through singing in your hearts” needs to be heard with all the “other-related” aspects of 

the Christian life resonating in the background. Similarly to Lambert’s argument about 

“heart” in Hebrew, I argue that the word “heart” in Col 3:16 depends on a relational 

ontology. The “heart” in Colossians is less like a private storehouse of thoughts and 

emotions and more like a marker for the “border” between the individual and others. For 

Paul, the individual after baptism is constituted by its relationships with others in Christ. 

So, when Paul commands them to sing “in their hearts,” he is instructing them as 

members who belong to Christ’s Body, the church. Understanding “heart” this way does 

not preclude vocal expression.  

Furthermore, the exhortation is given to a local church community—a context in 

which the participants take part in a life together. It occurs within an epistolary context 

which presupposes “other-relation” between those in the local community, between 

various neighboring congregations, and within the universal Body of Christ. Given its 

context, the act of singing in Col 3:16 most likely occurs within the context of life 

together in the local community and thus is almost certainly a vocalized act. It is hard to 

imagine a completely silent assembly,284 particularly when these first century Christian 

gatherings drew together many illiterate persons. The letter itself would have been read 

 

284 For example, even Quakers, traditionally known for their “silent worship,” speak in 
their meetings when they are prompted by the Holy Spirit to share a word. We should 
also note that the Deaf community also has its own forms of communication and music-
making. These are not “silent gatherings.” See Chapter 5 (Conclusion), n. 19 for more on 
communication and music-making in the Deaf community. 
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aloud to the congregation (Col 4:16). As argued in the next section, this call to mutual 

instruction also confirms that the act of singing is corporate and vocalized.  

In sum, the letter’s other-related anthropology indicates that “singing” in Col 3:16 

is a vocal, corporate act and that the phrase “in your hearts” does not render “singing” as 

a silent, individual act. Singing takes place among the participants, not only inside them. 

And if the act of singing takes place among and between the participants, it is not only a 

corporate act, but most certainly a vocalized act. 

2.4.2.2 The Immediate Epistolary Context (Col 3:15) and its Anthropology  

The verse which directly precedes Col 3:16 provides still further support for an 

“other-related” anthropology in the letter and for interpreting “singing” as a corporate and 

vocalized act. Col 3:15 and 3:16 parallel one another syntactically. Both begin with a 

third person imperative. The “peace of Christ” in 3:15 parallels the “Word of Christ” in 

3:16. And, significantly, Col 3:15 also contains the prepositional phrase “in your hearts” 

(ἐν ταῖς καρδίαις ὑμῶν) (see Figure 3). 

 

Figure 3: Colossians 3:15 and 3:16 as Parallel Exhortations 
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The parallel subject-and-verb structure is followed by a semi-parallel between the 

respective, subsequent prepositional phrases. In v. 15, the prepositional phrase “in your 

hearts” (ἐν ταῖς καρδίαις ὑμῶν) immediately follows the main imperative verb 

(βραβευέτω), while, in v. 16, the phrase, “in you” (ἐν ὑμῖν) immediately follows the 

imperative (ἐνοικείτω). The preposition remains the same in both verses (ἐν), but the 

object differs (ταῖς καρδίαις ὑμῶν vs. ὑμῖν). However, in v. 16, the same phrase from v. 

15 “in your hearts” (ἐν ταῖς καρδίαις ὑμῶν) appears later, after the participle “singing.” 

The phrase “in you” in v. 16 is a placeholder which the subsequent phrase “in your 

hearts” fleshes out. As such, “in your hearts” in v. 16 should be understood in light of the 

same phrase in v. 15.  

On the surface, the phrase “ἐν ταῖς καρδίαις ὑμῶν” in Col 3:15 may also appear to 

refer to the inner life of the individual. How can they let peace rule “in their hearts” 

except by each individual person working on their individual feelings of peace toward 

others? However, the rest of the verse militates against an exclusively individualizing 

interpretation. For Paul claims the peace of Christ is the purpose for which they were 

called “into one body” (ἐν ἑνὶ σώματι). They ought to conduct life together as one. The 

subsequent imperative confirms this claim—it is plural, to the whole community. Paul 

urges them, as a community, to “be thankful.” Hence, the phrase ἐν ταῖς καρδίαις ὑμῶν is 

better interpreted as a call to the wholeness of relationships between the participants in 

this communal life.  

The companion verse (Col 3:15) and its use of the same phrase found in Col 3:16 

(“ἐν ταῖς καρδίαις ὑμῶν”) points to the anthropological assumption undergirding this 
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letter: namely, that when someone is joined to Christ in baptism, that person is also 

joined to the others who also confess Jesus Christ and have been baptized into his death 

and resurrection. According to Col 3:15, the audience should pursue peace in the church 

community—and the warrant is that they have been called into one body. According to 

the letter to the Colossians, baptism into Christ and into his death and resurrection puts 

the baptized member into fellowship with Christ, God, and Christ’s Body, the church 

(Col 2:12-13, compare with Col 1:18, see above as well). As already noted, the 

exhortations are addressed to everyone in the community and require relationship with 

others to be fulfilled. Indeed, will be argued in Chapter 3, the “new person” of Col 3:10 

itself is defined by these moral instructions given to the church community. Life as the 

new creation, the post-baptismal, regenerated person, takes place in the Body of Christ, 

which is (as Col 1:18 and 1:24 remind us), the church. In short, life after confession and 

baptism necessarily involves others, united in the worship of Jesus Christ. Put bluntly, 

one cannot be a Christ-follower on one’s own. 

2.4.2.3 The Parallel Text: Ephesians 5:19 

Moreover, Eph 5:19 contains an exhortation similar—though not exactly parallel 

to285— this phrase in Col 3:16 (see Figure 4).286 Upon examining this text, we find that it 

 

285 In the Nestle-Aland edition, there is no preposition “ἐν” before the τῇ καρδίᾳ ὑμῶν. 
Some variant readings do include the preposition (Ψ 0278. 33. 𝔐). Other manuscripts 
include the same phrase found in Col 3:16 (ἐν ταῖς καρδίαις ὑμῶν, 2 א A D F G P 365 pc 
latt syp.hmg co). The reading preferred by Nestle-Aland is found in 𝔓46 א* B 1739. 1881. 
286 Whatever the literary relationship between the letter to the Ephesians and the letter the 
Colossians may be, the two letters do read as companion texts. My argument does not 
assume a particular order or literary dependency of the letters. Douglas A. Campbell has 
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also witnesses to an other-related anthropology and complicates the interpretation of the 

phrase “in your hearts” as an exclusive reference to the inner thought world of the 

individual. 

 

Figure 3: Comparison of Ephesians 5:18-19 and Colossians 3:16 

 

First, like Col 3:16, the mention of singing in Eph 5:19 occurs within a larger context of 

instruction to a church about how to conduct life together. The participles in Eph 5:19—

“speaking” (λαλοῦντες), “singing” (ᾄδοντες), and “making melody” (ψάλλοντες)—

depend on the main imperative in Eph 5:18, in which the author exhorts the audience to 

“be filled with the Spirit,” in contrast to getting drunk with wine. The larger context is 

one of instruction to the church on how to conduct life, specifically life together. As with 

 

helpful overviews of dependency issues in Framing Paul: an Epistolary Biography 
(Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2014), 283–286. See also Lohse, Colossians and Philemon, 
89–91; Schweizer, The Letter to the Colossians, 15–24; Wright, Colossians and 
Philemon, 33–37, R. McL. Wilson, A Critical and Exegetical Commentary on Colossians 
and Philemon, 23–27. For my argument, it suffices to say that two letters exhibit some 
kind of relationship based on their lexical, stylistic, theological, and ethical similarities.  
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Col 2:6-4:6, the context in Ephesians also reveals an “other-related” anthropology. The 

members of the church need to be together in community in their post-baptismal life. 

With the participles in v. 19, the writer fills out what the main imperative, “being 

filled by the Spirit” looks like—namely, “speaking  to each other with psalms, hymns, 

and spiritual songs.”287 The participles “singing and making melody” further elaborate 

the nature of this speech. Moreover, the dative phrase indicates how this “singing and 

making melody” occurs—“with your heart to the Lord” (τῇ καρδίᾳ ὑμῶν τῷ κυρίῳ).288 

The whole clause—the participles “singing and making melody” together with the dative 

phrase “with your heart to the Lord”—follows and fleshes out the first clause “speaking 

to each other with psalms, hymns, and spiritual songs,” which brings life to the manner in 

which the congregation should speak to each other as they fulfill the imperative to “be 

filled with the spirit” (v. 18). 

Here, it is unlikely that “in your heart to the Lord” is a reference to the inner life 

of the individual and limits “singing and making melody” to a silent act for several 

reasons. First, as demonstrated above,289 the two verbs “ᾄδω” and “ψάλλω” most often 

refer to vocalized acts, particularly in the Septuagint where they frequently appear 

 

287 The Nestle-Aland edition includes a comma between the prepositional phrase “psalms, 
hymns, and spiritual songs” (ψαλμοῖς καὶ ὕμνοις καὶ ᾠαῖς πνευματικαῖς) and the 
participles, “singing and making melody” (ᾄδοντες καὶ ψάλλοντες), which indicates that 
the phrase goes with the first participle, “speaking” (λαλοῦντες). The phrase could go 
with the participles “singing and making melody,” but I follow the Nestle-Aland reading. 
288 I take this dative phrase as instrumental. One could take it as locative, but an 
instrumental rendering seems to fit the context better—the exhortation tells “how” they 
should be speaking and by what means. 
289 See above, Section 2.3.3.1.1.  
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together in the psalms. In these psalms, the two of them together denote vocalized praise. 

Second, “speaking” to each other with psalms, hymns, and songs attests to 

communication in and through communal ritual forms.290 Whether a specific ritualized 

context is meant here, at the very least, the word “one another” (ἑαυτοῖς) indicates a 

communal gathering291 in which psalms, hymns, and spiritual songs would be 

vocalized.292 The subsequent participles, “singing and making melody” (ᾄδοντες καὶ 

ψάλλοντες) also flesh out how speaking with psalms, hymn, and spiritual songs takes 

place—by employing the voice in singing and making melody.  

Instruction to take part in this kind of community indicates a vision of the human 

as one of being in community with one another. The members of the church should 

gather together, speak to one another, sing to one another. As such, the exhortation to 

participate in vocal communication within a communal gathering also witnesses to an 

“other-related” anthropology. The phrase “singing in your hearts” cannot solely refer to 

the interior life and so exclude vocalization. Rather, the phrase is used to describe the 

coming together of the members—as members of Christ’s body—to take part in song 

together.  

 

290 Also, Margaret Y. MacDonald, Colossians and Ephesians, ed. Daniel J. Harrington, 
SP 17 (Collegeville: Liturgical Press, 2000), 150–151. See also Meeks, The First Urban 
Christians, 144–150. 
291 See also Ernest Best, A Critical and Exegetical Commentary on Ephesians, ICC 
(Edinburgh: T&T Clark, 1998), 513. 
292 See Section 2.3.3.1 in this chapter. 
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2.4.3 Evidence for Corporate, Musical Practice in the Early Church 

In short, the other-related nature of the anthropology in Colossians challenges the 

claim that the phrase “in your hearts” renders “singing” in Col 3:16 as an individual, 

inner, silent act. The other-related anthropology of the letter indicates that singing here is 

a vocal, corporate act of music-making. Witnesses to early church musical practice from 

a variety of sources also supports the interpretation of the phrase “in your hearts” as a 

reference to corporate music-making. 

2.4.3.1 References to Corporate, Musical Practice among the Pagans: Pliny’s Letter 
to Trajan 

Pliny’s observations about Christians in a letter to Trajan confirms the early 

Christian practice of corporate singing. Around 111-112 C.E., while governor of Bithynia 

et Pontus,293 Pliny the Younger wrote a letter to Trajan describing the practices of early 

Christians while asking for advice about how to handle this troublesome group. In his 

letter, Pliny briefly mentions that the Christians claim that they gather before dawn to 

“sing a hymn to Christ as to a God.”294 While debate has swirled over what these 

Christians might have been singing, the paucity of description should not obscure the 

 

293 Interestingly, though it is not close to the Lycus Valley, this province lies to the north 
of it. 
294 … stato die ante lucem convenire carmenque Christo quasi deo dicere secum invicem 
…Pliny, Ep. Tra. 10.96; my translation. Justin Martyr also comments that Christian 
hymns (ὕμνοι) are addressed to God, see 1 Apology, 13.1–2. Page has a helpful 
commentary in The Christian West and Its Singers, 66, 79. 
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significant takeaway for our discussion: namely, that these early Christians had a practice 

of corporate, vocalized singing.295  

Pliny describes their singing as communal, which indicates that it was also 

vocalized. He claims that Christians gather together before dawn, which designates a 

corporate context. As part of this gathering, they “recite” (dicere) a song (carmen) 

together, which entails a vocalized act of singing. The practice of singing is not described 

as an interior act or a “silent” practice. Pliny’s report thus demonstrates that the 

Christians at least by his time are taking part in a corporate—and thereby most likely a 

vocalized—musical practice.296  

 

295 See Ralph P. Martin, “A Footnote to Pliny’s Account of Christian Worship,” Vox 
Evangelica 3 (1964): 51–57. He surveys the arguments that dicere carmen refers to the 
spoken recitation of texts and not the singing of them. He concludes that it means 
“singing” based on, first, Tertullian’s interpretation of Pliny in Apol 2.6, and, second, the 
clear musical connotation of the phrase in Horace’s Saec., 5–8 and Carm., 4:12. 
296 Some scholars believe that the practice Pliny references involves antiphonal singing. 
Wilson has a helpful overview in “Early Christian Music,” 390–401, especially 391. In 
my opinion, Pliny’s letter does not provide enough information to make a judgment about 
the singing as antiphonal or responsorial. His letter only confirms that the singing is 
corporate and vocalized.  

Two points merit mention for further consideration. First, whatever specific 
musical practices these early Christians employed, their practice of singing to Christ “as 
to a god” clearly marks them as different from their neighbors. Pliny seems to recognize 
the practice of “singing,” but not the content of their song. He describes the Christians as 
worshipping Jesus Christ as Lord—or, in Pliny’s outsider terms “as a god.” Thus, while 
“singing” is a recognizable practice, its content is alien. Second, Pliny also mentions their 
practice of singing in close connection with their moral commitments. He explains that 
these gatherings at which the Christian sing are also gatherings in which the Christians 
swear to each other that they will uphold a certain set of moral behaviors in their lives. 
This connection between song and moral commitments will receive further attention in 
Chapters 3 and 4, but it is worth noting that Pliny’s letter testifies to a connection 
between song and moral instruction.  
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2.4.3.2 References to Corporate, Musical Practice in the Council of Laodicea 

To take another example, the canons of the Council of Laodicea (ca. C.E. 360) 

place particular restrictions on singing in congregations. Canon 15 particularly forbids 

everyone except the canonical singers from singing.  

No one other than “appointed” (canonical) psaltes, who ascend the pulpit and sing 

from the parchment, should sing in church. 

 
Περὶ τοῦ μὴ δεῖν πλὴν τῶν κανονικῶν ψαλτῶν, τῶν ἐπὶ τὸν ἄμβωνα 

ἀναβαινόντων καὶ ἀπὸ διφθέρας ψαλλόντων, ἑτέρους τινας ψάλλειν ἐν 

ἐκκλησίᾳ.297 

 
These restrictions presuppose the prevalence of problematic modes of corporate singing 

in congregations.298 As W.S. Smith observes,  

It is well known that congregational singing was a generally accepted practice 

after this time, and presumably the canon is not aimed at congregation 

participation in general, but only at restricting the execution of the solo or 

recitative part to the fixed office of cantor, the congregation still being expected to 

respond. As fixed liturgies developed, the congregation’s audible role became 

increasingly slight, until it eventually disappeared completely.299  

 

 

297 Canon 15, in Discipline générale antique (IVe–IXe s.), Vol.1, pt. 2: Les Canons des 
synods particuliers, ed. Périclès-Pierre Joannou (Grottaferrata: Tipografia Italo-Orientale, 
1962), 136; my translation. 
298 The Canons of Laodicea also provide various other instructions for singing and 
worship, including restrictions on how singers may dress (Canon 23), instructions on the 
reading of a lesson between psalms (Canon 17), and restrictions on the types of psalms to 
be used in worship (namely, only canonical psalms and none privately composed, Canon 
59).  
299 Smith, Musical Aspects of the New Testament, 37. 
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Over time, church practice would move toward minimal congregation participation in the 

West.300 Liturgical scholars mark the beginning of that shift to the restrictions found in 

the canons given by the Council of Laodicea.301 But, for our purposes, it is important to 

note that the perceived need for restrictions presupposes the existence of corporate 

singing in churches. While the Council of Laodicea takes place a couple centuries after 

the period in which Paul writes to the church in Colossae, its canons attest to the reality 

of corporate music-making practices in the early centuries. While the particular music-

making practices likely changed between the New Testament period and the Council of 

Laodicea, the reality of corporate singing likely did not. 

2.4.3.3 References to Vocalized, Musical Practice in the Odes of Solomon 

Furthermore, the earliest hymnbook from the second century C.E., the Odes of 

Solomon, provides extra-biblical literary evidence for early Christian corporate singing. 

Several of the Odes mention acts of singing and music-making. For example, while it 

does not bring up corporate music-making, Ode 16:1-2 does mention solo singing as the 

speaker of the ode claims that his/her work is the “psalm of the Lord in his hymns” and 

that his/her “craft and service are in his hymns.”302 In line 3, the speaker also claims “For 

 

300 Page traces this trajectory in The Christian West and Its Singers, 89–115. 
301 Ibid., 90. 
302 Translation from Michael Lattke, Odes of Solomon: A Commentary, trans. Marianne 
Ehrhardt, ed. Harold W. Attridge (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 2009), 217. As Lattke 
points out, there is a resonance between these opening lines and Epictetus, Diatri., 
I.16.19–21. He does not, however, see a connection to a liturgical setting, though others 
have (218). 
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my love is the Lord; therefore I will sing to him.”303 Ode 26:1-2 also attests to solo 

singing when the composer declares: 

1) “I let a hymn to the Lord well forth, because I am his. 

2) And I will recite his holy ode, because my heart is with him.  

3) For his kithara is in my hands, and the odes of his rest shall not cease!”304  
 

Later in this Ode, the speaker also reflects on the writing, speaking, and interpreting of 

the odes (lines 8-11) and on the sufficiency of resting in knowledge, claiming that “the 

singers” rest (lines 12-13).305 While these two odes highlight the singing of a single 

person, the “I,” the speaker of the ode,306 they still provide evidence of vocalized 

singing.307  

Other Odes hint at corporate singing. In Ode 7:22-23, the composer of the ode 

urges the “singers” to bring their songs to God.  

22) Those who sing will sing the grace of the Most High Lord  

and offer their psalms 

23) And their heart will be like the day [of the Lord] 

  and their voices like the sublimity of the Lord.308 

 

303 Translation from Lattke, Odes of Solomon, 217. 
304 Translation from ibid., 369. Along these lines, also see Ode 6:1–2; Ode 14:7–8. 
305 Lattke thinks that these “singers” are too many for a liturgical setting; ibid., 376. 
306 It is possible that a group could sing these Odes together with everyone in the group 
singing from their first-person perspective. Many contemporary worship and praise songs 
function this way, for example: “I Exalt Thee.” However, there is no way to know 
whether these Odes were for corporate or private use. So, in this section, I have chosen to 
focus on how the Odes represent song and singing. 
307 Lattke holds that in the Syriac of these Odes, zmar corresponds to ᾄδω, zammar to 
ψάλλω, zmīrtā to ᾠδή, and mazmōrā to ψαλμός; Lattke, Odes of Solomon, 371. 
308 Translation from ibid., 89. 
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J.A. Smith interprets the mention of “singers” as a reference to a choir and choral singing, 

which he contrasts with “collective singing.”309 For him, choral singing refers to an 

organized choir, while collective singing refers to general participation in a group. For 

our purposes, whether “singers” denotes choral singing or collective singing, at the very 

least it indicates corporate singing in Christian circles. Second, Ode 41:1-2, 16-17 also 

witnesses to corporate singing when the composer of the Ode calls the audience to join in 

God’s praise (line 1) and to join together to “sing in his love” (line 2).310 These references 

in the Odes provide evidence for both solo singing and corporate singing.311 All of them 

witness to singing as a vocalized act.312 

In short, Pliny’s letter, the canons of Council of Laodicea, and Odes of Solomon 

testify to vocalized and corporate practices of singing in the early church. None of them 

directly adjudicate the question of what the phrase “in your hearts” in Col 3:16 means. 

However, they do demonstrate that the early Christians and those in their world practiced 

communal and vocalized singing. Thus, it is unlikely that the phrase “in your hearts” 

 

309 Smith, Music in Ancient Judaism and Early Christianity, 176. He claims that, if this 
ode does indeed refer to a choir, then it contains the earliest reference to choral singing. 
310 Translation from Lattke, Odes of Solomon, 565. Smith claims this ode attests to 
“collective singing,” see Music in Ancient Judaism and Early Christianity, 176. Whether 
“collective” or “choral,” the singing here is “corporate.” 
311 Whether this singing belongs to a worship or liturgical context is unknown. 
Additionally, as Smith notes, Ode 24:1–2 also contains a musical reference, but it is more 
symbolic in nature. The ode describes Jesus’ baptism and the dove singing over his head. 
312 The hymnbook does not have musical notation, but the existence of the hymnbook 
witnesses to practices of hymn-writing. For instance, Ode 36:2 comments on the new 
composition of these odes. Smith interprets the Ode this way in Music in Ancient Judaism 
and Early Christianity, 176.  
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renders “singing” in Col 3:16 such that it exclusively designates the inner life of the 

individual and to a silent act. 

2.4.4 Evidence from Patristic Interpretation 

2.4.4.1 Clement of Alexandria’s Interpretation of Col 3:16 

Clement of Alexandria’s interpretation of Col 3:16 supports understanding 

“singing” as vocal and corporate, as do Jerome’s and Niceta of Remeisiana’s 

interpretations of Eph 5:19. In a discussion of feasting in the Paedagogus 2.4.40-44, 

Clement discusses singing and praise alongside Christian revelry (κῶμος). He argues that 

the Spirit “sings” (ψάλλει) the words of the psalms. Clement also allegorizes the human 

body as an instrument which enacts the call to praise found in the psalms. While the 

pagan nations turn to flutes, horns, and other instruments, Christians have the Word of 

God as their instrument instead of “ancient psaltry” (ψαλτηρίῳ τῷ παλαιῷ) with its 

various instruments. They should love God and neighbor and should demonstrate this 

love by giving thanks to God and having fellowship with neighbor. As he continues, 

Clement draws on Col 3:16 to assert that Christians should, “let the word dwell with them 

richly.” As he expounds on Col 3:16, he claims that the Word dwells in various ways; 

and at this point in time, the Word dwells (again quoting Col 3:16) through, “teaching 

and instruction with psalms, hymns, and spiritual songs.” Clement further argues that 

their thanksgiving is their revelry (κῶμος) and that, 

…if you want to sing and make melody even with kithara and lyre, there is no 

blame. You imitate the righteous Hebrew king, giving thanks to God.  
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… κἂν πρὸς κιθάραν ἐθελήσῃς ἢ λύραν ᾄδειν τε καὶ ψάλλειν, 

μῶμος οὐκ ἔστιν, Ἑβραῖον μιμήσῃ δίκαιον βασιλέα εὐχάριστον τῷ θεῷ313 

 
Clement’s exposition of Col 3:16 permits Christian music-making, singing included. 

Given his reference to David and David’s music-making and his emphasis on the 

communal role of feasting, Clement is probably referring to a vocalized, musical act in a 

communal setting.  

However, some such as James McKinnon maintain, throughout the Paedagogus, 

including this passage, Clement employs music as an allegorical metaphor for Christian 

life, and as such we cannot conclude anything about actual musical practice.314 Clement 

does indeed incorporate several metaphors of music-making. He allegorically describes 

the human body as an instrument of praise and also contrasts the Christian “instrument” 

of the Word of God to pagan instruments like cymbals, lyres, and so on, thus 

spiritualizing such instruments and music-making. Clement further claims that Jesus as 

the Word is revealed in the “psaltery of the ten strings” by the “element of the decad.” As 

McKinnon notes, Clement is playing on Jesus’ name since the number ten is signified by 

 

313 Clement, Paed., 2.4.43.3; my translation. 
314 McKinnon, Music in Early Christian Literature, 33. See, for example, what 
McKinnon calls Clement’s “great rambling musical metaphor” in Protr., 1.1–3 (PG 8:49–
53); McKinnon, Music in Early Christian Literature, 29. This metaphor continues in 
Protr., 1.2.4–1.4 (PG 8:53–57); 1.5.1 (PG 8:57); 1.5.3–7.3 (PG 8:60–61). See also Protr., 
12.119.1–2 (PG 8:240) where Clement concludes the work with more musical imagery 
and Paedagogus 2.4.41.4–5 (PG 8:441) where he likens the human body to an 
instrument. 
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the letter iota, the first letter of Jesus’ name.315 McKinnon concludes that this wordplay 

supports an allegorical interpretation of music-making in the passage at large.  

However, recent interpretations of Clement’s as well as other early church 

writers’ mention of music challenge interpretations like McKinnon’s which would 

divorce the musical metaphors from actual musical practice.316 While Clement is clearly 

cautious about music because of its moral influence—be that for good or ill—he also 

advocates music, particularly the singing of psalms, as a defense against licentiousness 

and immorality.317 Moreover, metaphors usually bear a connection to the world with 

which one is familiar. So, when Clement references music in his allegorical metaphors, 

those metaphors most likely come out of actual musical practices he knows. Some of his 

references may come from outside the church. However, the contrast in the larger context 

of the Paedagogus between “pagan” feasting and “Christian” feasting with their 

accompanying musical practices indicate that the music-making he discusses pertain to 

church communities. This expectation bears out when Clement condemns certain kinds of 

music and calls “a psalm” a fitting blessing in Paed. 2.4.44.1-2. While he certainly 

employs musical practice for allegorical metaphors, Clement’s comments can also give 

 

315 Translation from McKinnon, Music in Early Christian Literature, 33–34.  
316 Kramarz helpfully discusses Clement’s Christological appropriation of ancient 
musical theory debates (and myths) in the Protrepticus in his article, “Christian 
Reception of the ‘New-Music’ Debate in the Church Fathers and Clement of 
Alexandria,” 369–375. 
317 For example, Clement, Paed., 2.4.44.5. 
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us insight into musical practice.318 So, while Clement’s interpretation of Col 3:16 does 

not directly address the interpretation of the phrase “in your hearts,” his justification of 

the act of singing praise to God (particularly in the context of feasting and—Christian—

revelry) challenges a rendering which would relegate singing exclusively to the inner 

thought world of the individual and render it as only a silent act. 

2.4.4.2 Parallel Text: Ephesians 5:18-20 and Patristic Interpretation 

Finally, even while affirming the interpretation of the phrase “in your hearts” as a 

reference to the inner life of the individual, the patristic interpretation of the parallel text 

in Eph 5:19 challenges the “silent” interpretation. Their interpretations provide a way of 

affirming Standhartinger’s interpretation of “in your hearts” without sacrificing an 

interpretation of the “singing” as vocal and corporate. 

While Jerome (341-420 C.E.) evinces suspicion of sound, singing, and music,319 

even he grudgingly acknowledges that singing with the heart does not exclude singing 

with the voice.320 In his commentary on Ephesians, he favors interpreting the singing of 

psalms, hymns, and spiritual songs in Eph 5:19 as a reference to the inner disposition of 

 

318 For a further defense of music as “heard” and “vocalized” in the church fathers, see 
Kramarz, “Christian Reception of the ‘New-Music’ Debate in the Church Fathers and 
Clement of Alexandria,” 359–378. 
319 His attitude is similar to Augustine’s who famously castigates himself for enjoying the 
singing of the psalms in Confessions—he acknowledges to God that the beauty of the 
music sometimes distracts him from true worship (Conf., 10.33.49–50). 
320 He also tells Laeta regarding the education of her daughter, Paula, that the little girl 
should learn to sing Psalms at an early age. She should not learn worldly songs—instead 
she should learn the psalms; Jerome, Epis., 107.4 (PL 22: 871). In fact, Paula should even 
learn to greet her grandfather by “leap[ing] upon his chest and hanging from his neck” 
and singing Alleluia to him. See Jerome, Epis., 107.4 (PL 22: 872); my translation. 
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the worshipper. The singer should focus on the words, and thus singing with the heart, 

mind, and understanding take priority over singing with the voice. Yet, he also claims 

that the worshipper should sing with the spirit more than the voice, not without it.321 The 

words should still be vocalized musically. Thus, while he drives a wedge between the 

inner life and the voice, he does not sever them.  

While Jerome comes to this conclusion grudgingly, Niceta of Remesiana (ca. C.E. 

335–414) takes a stronger and more enthusiastic stance toward interpreting Eph 5:19 as 

encouragement to sing psalms, hymns, and songs with the voice in worship. Niceta 

begins by acknowledging that some are suspicious of singing hymns and psalms in 

worship—these people think that it is inappropriate to say with the tongue “what ought to 

be said in their heart” (corde dicatur).322 They say that such vocalized song is too much 

like the theater. Niceta points out that those who argue this way draw on Ephesians 5:19, 

and he sets out to offer a different interpretation of that verse. He observes that in 

Ephesians, the author exhorts the audience to speak with psalms, hymns, and songs. 

While singing “in the heart” is good, Niceta reminds the audience that speaking is 

impossible without tongues and lips—and thus the reference to speaking precludes total 

silence. He contends that “in your hearts” means that voice and understanding—one’s 

inner being—should join together. Niceta goes so far as to claim that it is the heretics 

 

321 Jerome, Commentarium in epistulam ad Ephesios 3.5.19; PL 26:528–529. Music 
historian James McKinnon goes so far as to note that the role of the cantor in church 
practice is assumed in this text in Music in Early Christian Literature, 144. 
322 Niceta, De utilitate hymnorum, 2; my translation.  
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who have invented objections to vocalized singing. He proceeds to draw from examples 

in the Old Testament (Moses and David) and the New Testament (Zechariah, Elizabeth, 

Paul, and even Jesus) to justify the vocal employment of song. He concludes with 

practical advice on how to sing together as a congregation.  

Niceta thus shows how the phrase “in your hearts” can refer to the individual’s 

inner life, but does not exclude external vocal expression in song. For Niceta, “singing” 

entails the union of the interior life and the externalizing expression of the voice in the 

congregation.   

In sum, Clement’s interpretation of Col 3:16 as well as early interpretation of the 

parallel text in Eph 5:19 support interpreting singing in Col 3:16 as a corporate, vocalized 

act. Jerome regards sound and vocal music-making with suspicion, while Niceta rejects 

such suspicion. Yet both Jerome and Niceta come to the conclusion that worship “in the 

heart” is not at odds with making music with the voice in community. Whatever the 

phrase “in your hearts” means, it cannot exclude a corporate, vocalized interpretation of 

singing. 

2.4.5 Summary of Section 2.4 

The anthropology of the letter to the Colossians, pagan and other early Christian 

witnesses, and patristic interpretation of both Eph 5:19 and Col 3:16 all support an 

interpretation of “singing” in Col 3:16 which renders it as a corporate and vocalized 

musical practice. Standhartinger’s conclusion that “in your hearts” refers to the inner life 

of the individual is not mutually exclusive with understanding singing in Col 3:16 as a 



 

174 

corporate, vocal act.323 Moreover, as Niceta’s interpretation of Eph 5:19 shows, “in your 

hearts” denotes the resonance of the individual’s inner life with vocal, corporate, and 

musical expression in song. He sums it up well when he argues that the individual’s inner 

being should resonate with the voice as he or she participates in the song of the 

community.324 In the end, the conclusion of Section 2.3 still stands: “teaching and 

instruction with psalms, hymns, and spiritual songs” and “singing in your hearts” means 

vocal, corporate music-making. 

2.5 Conclusion to Chapter 

Having established singing in Col 3:16 as vocal and corporate music-making, the 

next question becomes: how does this singing function within the church community and 

what can we say about how singing plays a part in the kind of life Paul urges the audience 

to live? As noted above in Section 2.4, Paul’s letter to the Colossian congregation 

includes a series of exhortations to live life as the “new creation.” Since Col 3:16 is 

included in this section, we can conclude that singing plays a part in this new life.  

However, as also observed in this chapter, there is a paucity of musical 

description in the letter—and indeed the whole New Testament—which hinders 

investigating this question. In Chapter 3, we will find that the present-day fields of 

ethnomusicology, anthropology of the voice, and music psychology provide helpful 

concepts and questions which can support our inquiry into the role that singing plays in 

 

323 Barth and Blanke make a similar point about singing as both integral to corporate 
worship and not silent in Colossians, 428. 
324 Niceta, De utilitate hymnorum, 2. 
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Paul’s instruction to the Colossian congregation as he instructs them in how to live a 

mature life in Christ.  
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3. “Marvelous for What?” Singing as a Social Practice in the 
Life of a Community: Concepts and Questions from 
Ethnomusicology, Anthropology of the Voice, and Music 
Psychology 

“My musical friends scoff at me when I say I can hardly bear to listen to the 
[Saint Matthew’s Passion], so powerfully and so cogently does it embody a myth that to 
me is profoundly antipathetic. ‘Don’t bother about all that,’ they say, ‘just listen to the 

marvelous music.’ Marvelous music it is indeed, but marvelous for what?”1 
 

“Too many scientists think that Mozart is music but two kids singing a street 
chant is not music. In our culture, music has become a commodity that’s divorced from 

action. It’s thought of as entertainment, not as fundamental communicate system.”2 
  

3.1 Introduction 

The previous chapter set forth an answer to the question of what Paul might have 

meant when he instructs the congregation to sing in Col 3:16. We have seen the 

exhortation refers to vocal, corporate music-making—likely chanting with a unison 

response.3 We now turn to the central question of this project—how the act of singing 

plays a part in the development of Christian maturity and what that act of singing reveals 

about the shape of that maturity. Answering this question involves asking how the 

singing in Col 3:16 functions in the life Paul urges the members of the Colossian 

community to live.  

 

1 Christopher Small, Musicking: The Meanings of Performing and Listening (Hanover, 
NH: Wesleyan University Press, 1998), 7. 
2 Ian Cross, “Whatever music is, it is part of being human,” Science News 178.4 (2010), 
36. 
3 See also Chapter 2.3. 
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We are immediately confronted with a problem: the letter to the Colossians only 

briefly mentions the act of singing and offers no elaboration about how musical practice 

functioned in early Christian worship. Yet, the fact that singing makes an appearance in 

the hortatory section of the letter is noteworthy. Its inclusion among the exhortations to a 

particular shape of life implies that, for Paul, the practice of singing plays a part in moral 

formation. While Col 3:16 yields little in the way of a robust, descriptive picture of early 

Christian employment of psalms, hymn, and songs, it does communicate that the 

Colossians ought to sing and ought to do so as part of their life together as a church 

community.4 As we will find in this chapter, singing is a sociological and ecclesial 

outworking of three realities: the confession of Jesus Christ as Lord,5 baptism into 

Christ’s death and resurrection, and initiation into the church community. Confession, 

baptism, and life after baptism ought to include a life of singing, for singing aids the 

congregation as they grow in maturity in Christ. 

Still further, the fields of ethnomusicology, anthropology of the voice, and music 

psychology enable us to say more by illuminating how music-making as a social practice 

functions in communities. Studies from these fields draw attention to the nature of music 

as a socially established activity which arises within and derives its meaning from a given 

social context undergirded by a social imagination. They also stress the voice as an 

epistemic medium for individual and corporate identity. These studies can provide 

 

4 See Chapter 2.3 and 2.4 above. 
5 See N.T. Wright, “Poetry and Theology in Colossians 1.15–20,” NTS 36 (1990): 444–
68. See also Chapter 4.2.4 below. 
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conceptual resources for understanding singing in Col 3:16 as a social practice of music-

making6 and supply tools for understanding how singing plays a part in the Christian life 

Paul urges the Colossian congregation to live.  

By considering the ethnomusicological emphasis on music-making as an action 

which arises in a social context, we find that the singing in Col 3:16 arises as a practice 

within the social context of the church—a community of diverse members pursuing life 

together after baptism, knit together by their reconciliation to God in Jesus Christ. 

Through considering insights from anthropology of the voice regarding “the voice,” we 

also find that the practice of singing in Col 3:16 leads to epistemic and communal 

formation. The practice of singing brings about social bonding in the group, which aids 

the formation of a community. Through the verbal content of what they sing and through 

the bodily act of vocalizing musically together, the act of singing reinforces unity and 

enacts reconciliation among the members of this church community. As such, the practice 

of singing also brings about “knowledge”7 of what it means to be reconciled to God and 

incorporated into the Body of Christ. 

In what follows, we first examine the ethnomusicological emphasis on music-

making as an activity which arises in a human, social context (Section 3.2). Attention to 

this emphasis helps us approach singing as a verb and the “psalms, hymns, and spiritual 

 

6 See Chapter 1.3.2 for more on the decision to use these particular social scientific 
studies and discussions of social practices. 
7 By “knowledge,” I mean both cognitive assent and bodily know-how. See Chapter 1.4.2 
and Chapter 4.3.3 and 4.4 for more. 
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songs” as works which are inseparable from performance within the social context of the 

church community. This observation will prompt consideration of the social context in 

which this particular act of singing arises. By examining the content of Colossians, we 

will find that this social community is a baptismal, socially diverse, and Christologically-

oriented community. The community in which this act of singing arises is a community 

which seeks a certain shape of life together, and that life together makes sense in light of 

the particular narrative of reconciliation to God accomplished in the life, death, 

resurrection, and ascension of Jesus Christ.  

Section 3.3 then considers contributions from studies in anthropology of the voice 

as well as studies in music psychology to explore how singing as a vocal act shapes the 

members’ “knowledge” of themselves, their community, and the world, while it also 

forms them into a community. These studies draw attention to the singing voice as a 

means of communal bonding and a medium for the exploration of both individual and 

social identity. Their work helps us understand how the singing voice helps the 

Colossians come to know what it means to be redeemed and reconciled members of the 

Body of Christ. 

3.2 Contributions from Ethnomusicology—“Music” as Action in a Social 
Context 

Ethnomusicological studies challenge a “work-oriented” vision of music in 

Western thought, and thereby the way biblical studies has approached Col 3:16. For our 

purposes, Christopher Small’s analysis in his book Musicking may be taken as a model 
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because of its concise, meta-critical emphasis.8 In Musicking, Small begins by drawing 

on the German musicologist Carl Dahlhaus, who traces the concept of music as a 

“work”—or an autonomous “musical object,” usually in written notation—as it appears 

in Western philosophy and music theory since the 16th century.9 Dahlhaus shows that 

“the subject matter of music is made up, primarily of significant works of music that have 

outlived the culture of their age,” and “the concept ‘work’ and not ‘event’ is the 

cornerstone of music history.”10 Others have also pointed out that understanding music as 

 

8 The work of many different ethnomusicologists could provide examples of this view. 
For example, in his comprehensive work, Studies in Ethnomusicology, Bruno Nettl works 
to define the contours of the study of ethnomusicology The Study of Ethnomusicology: 
Thirty-One Issues and Concepts (Champaign: University of Illinois Press, 2005), 12–15, 
16–26, 42–49. From a philosophical angle, see also Nicholas Wolterstorff, “The Work of 
Making a Work of Music,” in What is Music? An Introduction to the Philosophy of 
Music, ed. Philip Alperson (University Park: The Pennsylvania State University Press, 
1987): 101–129. While I focus on Musicking, Christopher Small’s other books provide 
more specific examples of his emphasis on “musicking.” For example, see Christopher 
Small, Music, Society, Education (Hanover, NH: University Press of New England, 
1996), 1–5, and Christopher Small, Music of the Common Tongue: Survival and 
Celebration in African American Music (Hanover, NH: University Press of New 
England, 1998), 13–16. A sampling of his essays can be found in Christopher Small, The 
Christopher Small Reader, ed. Robert Walser (Middletown, CT: Wesleyan University 
Press, 2016). 
9 Carl Dahlhaus, Esthetics of Music, trans. William A. Austin (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1982), 10. 
10 Small, Musicking, 4. Significantly, some, including Dahlhaus, have pointed to the 
waning influence of the “work-concept” since the 1960s, while others have also noted the 
concurrent, continued discussion of this concept’s influence. See, for example, Reinhard 
Strohm, “The Problem with the Musical Work-Concept,” in The Musical Work: Reality 
or Invention?, ed. Michael Talbot (Liverpool: Liverpool University Press, 2000): 129–52. 
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“musical object” is so ingrained in the contemporary Western imagination that when we 

think of “music,” we immediately think of a “work.”11  

Small argues against understanding “music” as a “work,” viewing “music history” 

as the story of “musical objects,” and regarding “the meaning of music” as contained in a 

“musical object.” As we will explore with more detail below in Section 3.2.2.1, he 

critiques the notion of music as “work” because it abstracts “music” from its context, and 

argues instead for understanding music as action—or “musicking” as he puts it; we will 

more often use the term, “music-making.” On Small’s account, music-making is an 

action which develops in and thus is inseparable from the social relationships between 

composer, performer, and audience in a given context.12 

Contemporary Western biblical scholarship on the letter to the Colossians is 

bound by a similar picture of music as “a work” or “musical object” in that the exegetical 

focus on Col 3:16 has frequently involved identifying the “genre” of “psalms, hymns, and 

spiritual songs”—that is, the specific combination of textual and musical form. A look 

into modern commentaries yields a litany of hypothetical accounts attempting to discover 

the type of “work” or “object” a “psalm,” “hymn,” or “spiritual song” is. Commentaries 

frequently contain questions about and summarize debates over what each term 

represents, whether what each of these terms designates was fixed or spontaneous, 

 

11 Wolterstorff, “The Work of Making a Work of Music,” 126. Wolterstorff, 
independently of Small, also argues that the making of music is a social process 
involving the interplay of musical works, practices, and participants. 
12 Nettl identifies Small’s ethnographic perspective as analyzing Western canonical music 
institutions (The Study of Ethnomusicology: Thirty-One Issues and Concepts, 191). 
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whether what each of these terms designates was taken from practices of the Jewish 

synagogue,13 and so on. That is, they are concerned about psalms, hymns, and songs as 

works—as particular types of musical objects. Small’s account of music benefits biblical 

scholarship on Col 3:16 by shifting the focus from the genre of particular musical objects 

to singing as a socially established practice.  

3.2.1 The Complementarity of Ethnomusicology and Ancient Perspectives on 
Music 

Before delving into Small’s ethnomusicological account of music and its 

implications for understanding singing in Col 3:16, we should address a significant 

difference between ethnomusicological and ancient modes of inquiry with respect to 

music. While ethnomusicologists—including Small—describe how music-making 

functions in communities, the ancients—Paul included—discuss how music-making 

should function in their community. While this difference is significant, ultimately, the 

two discourses complement one another.  

Ethnomusicologists focus on describing how music-making functions in a given 

social context and do not seek to make normative claims. For example, in his book The 

Study of Ethnomusicology: Thirty-One Issues and Concepts, ethnomusicologist Bruno 

Nettl offers several essays which map the discipline. In these essays, Nettl explores a 

tension in ethnomusicology over the apparent universality of music and the particularity 

of music to, and its embeddedness in, particular societies. Ethnomusicologists, he points 

 

13 For example, J.A. Smith, “The Ancient Synagogue, the Early Church, and Singing,” 
Music and Letters 65 (1984): 1–16. 



 

183 

out, study individual cultures, but they look for generalizable principles of music to arise 

from the study of particular cultures. However, they also recognize the fragility of such 

general conclusions—evidence from a hither-to-unknown culture could always overturn 

such conclusions. Nettl claims that, in the end, ethnomusicologists hold to music as an 

expression of culture and as something which must be understood on that culture’s own 

terms. For the ethnomusicologist, “music” is understood as a practice that is embedded 

within the social context which gives rise to it. He concludes that the task of the 

ethnomusicologist is to observe how music-making functions in a given social context 

and to describe that particular music-making.14  

Small’s work, particularly his book Musicking, exemplifies this methodological 

emphasis. As he notes early in Musicking, 

I have to make two things clear. The first is that to pay attention in any way to a 

musical performance, including a recorded performance, even to Muzak in an 

elevator, is to music. The second is related but needs to be stated separately: the 

verb to music is not concerned with valuation. It is descriptive, not prescriptive.15  

 

Here Small rejects normative claims with respect to music-making. The task of the 

ethnomusicologist is to describe, not evaluate, music-making as part of larger social 

movements driven by social actions. He proceeds to criticize the contemporary 

conceptualization represented by the concert hall because it often assumes a particular 

 

14 See Nettl, The Study of Ethnomusicology: Thirty-One Issues and Concepts, 12–15, 16–
26, 42–49. 
15 Small, Musicking, 9. 
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normative perspective of music.16 This argument will receive more attention below in 

Section 3.2.2, particularly in 3.2.2.1. 

By contrast, the ancients are very concerned with “valuation.” They discuss 

music-making normatively.17 Music not only plays an important part in the worship of 

the gods,18 but it also plays a role in education and moral development since, to them, it is 

believed to have the capacity to influence one’s moral character.19 As early as Plato, we 

find discussions of music’s moral influence.20 Music plays such an influential role in the 

 

16 Ibid., especially 1–18.  
17 This perspective also differs significantly from contemporary, North American, 
Western perspectives on music which tend to think of music as a vehicle for individual 
expression. See Chapter 1 n. 3 and Chapter 5.3; Jeremy S. Begbie on the 
“Anthropological Turn” in music, Resounding Truth: Christian Wisdom in the World of 
Music, Engaging Culture (Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2007), 94–95. 
18 See William D. Furley and Jan Maarten Bremer, Greek Hymns: Selected Cult Songs 
from the Archaic to the Hellenistic Period (Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2001), 1:1–40; 
Johannes Quasten, Music and Worship in Pagan and Christian Antiquity, NPM studies in 
church music and liturgy (Washington, D.C.: National Association of Pastoral Musicians, 
1983), 1–2. 
19 For example, see Plato, Republic 397–401b, 401d–401a, 410a–412b; Laws 653c–660c, 
664b–671a, 700a–710b, 798d–799b, 799e–802e, 804d–e, 812b–e, in Greek Musical 
Writings, ed. Andrew Barker, Vol. 1 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1984–
1989), 1:127–163; Aristotle, Politics 1337b23–36, 1338a9–37, 1339a11–1342b34, in 
Greek Musical Writings, 1:171–182; Ps-Plutarch, De Musica 26–27, in Greek Musical 
Writings, 1:232–233. See also M.L. West, Ancient Greek Music (Oxford: Clarendon, 
1992), 37–38; Andreas Kramarz, The Power and Value of Music: Its Effect and Ethos in 
Classical Authors and Contemporary Music Theory (New York: Peter Lang, 2016), 173–
239. On music and education in both the pagan and early Christian worlds, see Quasten, 
Music and Worship in Pagan and Christian Antiquity, 137–139. 
20 These discussions also draw on the pre-Socratic philosophers. Plato often puts 
interpretations of the pre-Socratic Damon on the lips of Socrates (for example, Resp., 
3.400a–c; 4:424b–d), which suggests that the discussion of music’s moral influence 
began before Plato. See also Kramarz for helpful overview, The Power and Value of 
Music, 183–187. 
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shaping of character that Plato bans almost all musical modes from the education of the 

guardians in his ideal state, leaving only the Lydian mode and the Dorian mode, which 

lead to courage and to temperance, respectively.21 After Plato, debates in the ancient 

world continue to swirl around what music is morally beneficial and what is morally 

detrimental.22  

Such debates about the moral influence of music extend into the early Christian 

period. Clement of Alexandria (150-215 C.E.) prescribes music to train the catechumens 

in the right way of life.23 Clement and others also warn their Christian communities to 

avoid the excesses and abuses of music which corrupt one’s character. In Chapter 2, we 

saw that Clement of Alexandria issues harsh words against the music that non-Christians 

sing because it is licentious and morally damaging (Paed., 2.4.44.5).24 Later Basil (330-

379 C.E.) he also makes a similar point about the effects of music on character in 

retelling a story about Pythagoras, who stumbles across some drunks and orders the 

musician in their company to start playing a song in the Dorian mode to “sober” them.25 

 

21 He also ends up rejecting all instruments except the lyre and kithara; see Resp. 3.398e–
400e. 
22 See Kramarz, The Power and Value of Music, especially 24–29. 
23 Clement of Alexandria, Strom., 6.11.88–89 (PG 9:309). Though later in early Christian 
history, Jerome (347–420 C.E.) writes to Laeta to tell her that her daughter Paula’s 
education should certainly include psalm-singing (Jerome, Epis., 107.4 [PL 22: 871–
872]; also Chapter 2.4.4.1 above). 
24 See Chapter 2.3.3.3.1 and 2.4.4.1. 
25 Basil, Exhortation to Youths as to How They Shall Best Profit by the Writing of Pagan 
Authors, 7 (PG 31:581–584); see also Homilia in psalmum, 1.2 (PG 29:212) and 1.2 (PG 
29:213) where he talks about how the psalms foster friendship, unity, and charity. Along 
these lines, also Ep., 2.2 (PG 32:225–228).  



 

186 

John Chrysostom (349-407 C.E.) also asserts that singing and hearing licentious songs 

deform the soul, while singing and hearing the psalms erects a barrier against sin and 

facilitates the presence of the Holy Spirit.26 Chrysostom encourages his congregation to 

sing psalms at banquets to ward off drunkenness and gluttony.27 In short, like the ancient 

Greeks before them, early church writers discuss music’s capacity to shape both the 

individual and society for good or ill.28 

While Paul the apostle does not offer an elaborate theory of music like the Greeks 

before him or the early church writers after him, the letter to the Colossians does suggest 

that he believed music-making influences moral behavior. He commends mutual 

instruction with psalms, hymns, and songs through singing as instrumental to the 

fulfillment of the imperative “Let the Word of Christ dwell among you,” and he does so 

within a larger series of moral instructions. Singing, for Paul, numbers among the 

practices that shape the human toward its telos: maturity in Christ for union with God.29  

In short, the ancients, including Paul, discuss music-making in terms of 

theologically oriented social norms, while ethnomusicologists avoid such discussions and 

instead stay focused on description. The difference between these modes of inquiry might 

 

26 John Chrysostom, Exp. Ps., 41.1 (PG 55:157). 
27 Ibid., 41.2 (PG 55:158).  
28 For a helpful overview of these sources and a discussion of the patristics’ attitude 
toward music and formation, see Andreas Kramarz, “Christian Reception of the ‘New-
Music’ Debate in the Church Fathers and Clement of Alexandria,” in Greek and Roman 
Musical Studies 6 (2018): 359–378, especially, 363–64. See also Quasten, Music and 
Worship in Pagan and Christian Antiquity, 137–139. 
29 See Section 3.2.2.3 and 3.2.2.4 for more on this point. 
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lead someone to question the usefulness of ethnomusicology for a project about 

discovering how music-making plays a part in the moral formation and maturity of the 

church community according to the letter to the Colossians. Because the descriptive work 

of ethnomusicology frequently includes an account of a given community’s normative 

understandings of music-making, however, its orientation to music as an action in a 

social context invites discussion of the practitioners’ adherence to the moral implications 

of music-making in that given social-context.  

Exploring Small’s arguments alongside Paul’s account of music-making in 

Colossians will prove helpful in coming to understand how music-making functions in 

the letter to the Colossians. While a fuller analysis of musical practice in Col 3:16 will 

require different assumptions in order to understand Paul’s specific goals for the 

Colossian congregation,30 Small’s arguments about “music-making” provide a 

framework for the biblical interpreter to focus on “mutual instruction with psalms, 

hymns, and spiritual songs through singing” as an action in the social context of the 

church community which lives out a particular life together after baptism. 

3.2.2 Music-making as Action in a Social Context 

In his book Musicking, Small argues that conceptualizing music as a “work” 

proves unsatisfactory because, first and foremost, music does not exist in abstraction. The 

focus on music as a work, Small contends, leads to thinking of the meaning of music as 

contained in the “musical object” itself, which may then be abstracted from its context 

 

30 See Chapter 4.1 and 4.2. 
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and have its meaning drawn out by the astute individual observer.31 This way of thinking 

about music then leads to an impoverished understanding of performance and its 

possibilities. Performance is thought of as one-way communication with the audience 

through the performers, thus reducing the audience to passive observers of the music and 

its meaning.32  

Small argues that, while musicologists and philosophers can reflect on and 

theorize about a musical work like Johann Sebastian Bach’s St. Matthew Passion, that 

musical work only exists in and for the act of musicians playing it together in 

performance. Bach composed it for performance, and the work itself only comes to life in 

performance. As such, music-making is for performance, which is fundamentally social, 

involving the relationship between composer, performer, and audience. For Small, then, 

“music” is more aptly termed “musicking” 33 to represent the primacy of music as action, 

or practice.34  

 

31 Small, Musicking, 4–5. 
32 Ibid., 5–7. 
33 Ibid., 2. As noted above, I will often use the term “music-making” instead of 
“musicking.” 
34 Small’s hardline rejection of music as a “thing” or “object” does fail to recognize that 
music can be (and has been) reflected on in the abstract. Centuries of thought on music 
from Plato forward have done exactly that—reflected on “music” in the abstract, as a 
thing or a “noun.” Moreover, in the classical period and late antiquity, “music” is often 
treated as both abstract concept—as a mathematical discipline—as well as a sounded 
practice. See Carol Harrison for more on this matter, “Augustine and the Art of Music,” 
in Resonant Witness: Conversations between Music and Theology, ed. Jeremy. Begbie 
and Steven R. Guthrie, The Calvin Institute of Christian Worship Liturgical Studies 
(Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2011): 27–45, especially 27. While Small would probably 
reject the discussion of “music” as a mathematical discipline as a “trap of reification” 
(Small, Musicking, 2), the fact remains that such discussions do exist. So, while he wants 
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Music-making is an activity—and more to the point, a social activity. Music-

making involves relationships with others as fellow music-makers and/or for others as an 

audience. Even alone in the practice room, a musician is influenced by an imagined 

audience because she practices for the sake of a teacher, a future audience, or herself as a 

listener. As such, music-making arises within a social context, specifically in 

performance, which entails social relationships both between performers and between 

performers and audience. Moreover, music’s meaning cannot be abstracted from its 

social context. Small writes, “The fundamental nature and meaning of music lie not in 

objects, not in musical works at all, but in action, in what people do. It is only by 

understanding what people do as they take part in a musical act that we can hope to 

understand its nature and the function it fulfills in human life.”35 Because “music” is 

something done or performed, its meaning derives from and is shaped by its social 

context and, more particularly, in the actions which the music-makers take as they make 

music.  

Small’s primary target in this book is the Western notion of the concert hall, 

which he sees as the perpetrator and perpetuator of the notion of “music as work.” In the 

concert hall, the performers channel the work of a composer—frequently a dead 

composer who wrote the piece of music in a different time and space in a different social 

 

to escape the “trap of reification,” he cannot completely escape it. However, his argument 
that music exists as an action and for performance is a point well taken and developed in 
this chapter. 
35 Ibid., 8. 
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context—while an audience passively observes. The work of music is abstracted from 

that other context to perform it in a new context—the concert hall. In this new context, 

the audience does not participate—they behold the work of music as the performing 

musicians act as a mere conduit of the work.36  

The concept of the concert hall runs against the grain of music-making in several 

ways. It turns the performing of an activity of making music into the beholding of a 

musical work as an object. The idea of the concert hall, if left unchecked, can also lead us 

to abstract the work from its social context. For example, Bach wrote a work like the St. 

Matthew Passion for a liturgical context in the 18th century to aid his Lutheran 

congregation in worship on Good Friday.37 He composed this musical work for 

performers and audience within that original social context. But in the concert hall, the St. 

Matthew Passion is removed from its original social context and is held up as a musical 

object for admiration, which neglects the meaning and sense that it made in its first 

context. As Small writes very pointedly,  

My musical friends scoff at me when I say I can hardly bear to listen to the [Saint 

Matthew’s Passion], so powerfully and so cogently does it embody a myth that to 

me is profoundly antipathetic. ‘Don’t bother about all that,’ they say, ‘just listen 

to the marvelous music.’ Marvelous music it is indeed, but marvelous for what?38 

 

 

36 See ibid., 14–18. 
37 Ibid., 7. 
38 Ibid. 
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For Small, we ought to hear the St. Matthew Passion as a musical work which was 

composed within a particular social context for a particular purpose—a Lutheran church 

community for liturgical worship. As such, the musical work embodies a story—Small 

calls it a “myth”—which brought that community together. While he personally detests 

the “myth” which undergirds the social context in which and for which Bach wrote this 

particular musical work, Small still questions the abstraction of that work from the social 

context which enabled Bach to write it. As he notes, “Other musical cultures, including 

our own past, would find such attitudes curious; Bach himself, could he know about 

them, might well feel that his masterpiece was being trivialized.”39 For Small, the idea of 

the concert hall betrays the musical work and the work of making music because it 

abstracts the work from the social context which renders it intelligible.40 

In sum, Small concludes that music-making is irreducibly social—it is an action 

shared among participants who have various roles, e.g. composer, performer, and 

audience. Music-making involves the give-and-take of the composer, performer, and 

audience. “Music” arises from this social interplay.  

One might argue that music-making is not always socially mediated. Singing 

often occurs privately. An anxious person may sing to herself in the middle of the night 

or a hermit may sing praise to God as he sits alone in a cell. While the point is well taken, 

Small’s argument that music-making is a social action does not imply that all music is 

 

39 Ibid., 7. 
40 Ibid., 11.  
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only and always experienced in the context of a physically present community. Rather, 

his claim is more theoretical in nature: the songs that humans sing arise in and are part of 

a social environment. The anxious person, though singing by herself, has learned how to 

sing sequences of musical pitches from listening to others sing. Even when singing 

nonsense lyrics with aimless tunes at 2:00am, the social environment in which the 

anxious person lives makes intelligible the act of singing—albeit nonsensical words to 

meandering melodies. The same is true of the hermit. Though he sings his praise in the 

middle of the woods, the hermit’s song draws on a particular social environment which 

renders that act intelligible.  

One can observe exactly this dynamic in play in the interaction between the 

traveler and the anchorite monk at the beginning of Nietzsche’s Thus Spake Zarathustra. 

The monk sings his praise to God, and the traveler finds him odd and bizarre. As the 

traveler leaves, he asks himself, “Can this monk not have heard that God is dead?”41  The 

monk’s singing presumes a particular social context—one in which others assume a God 

lives who deserves songs of praise. But the traveler does not recognize such an 

environment and thus finds the monk’s actions strange and inscrutable. In short, the 

meaning and intelligibility of music-making arises from the relationships within a social 

context—even when others are not physically present. 

 

41 Friedrich Wilhelm Nietzsche, Thus Spake Zarathustra, a Book for All and None, trans. 
Thomas Common (New York, Macmillan, 1924), 3–6. 
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3.2.2.1 “Music” as Action: “Psalms, Hymns, and Spiritual Songs” in Action in Col 
3:16 

Small’s account challenges the way biblical scholars have conceptualized 

“psalms, hymns, and songs” in Col 3:16. They seem to think that discovering the type of 

musical compositions will illuminate the interpretation of the exhortation. As we saw in 

Chapter 2, most biblical scholars hesitate to draw distinctions between these three 

terms—with some notable exceptions.42 Yet, they all focus on identifying the terms with 

particular genres—the particular combination of textual and musical form. This quest for 

compositional differentiation depends on conceptualizing the psalms, hymns, and 

spiritual songs as “musical works” which can be abstracted from their performance 

within a particular social context.  

Small’s focus on music as a verb—as music-making—helps us read Col 3:16 in 

two specific ways. First, his account emphasizes mutual instruction with “psalms, hymns, 

and spiritual songs through singing” as a social action. Small’s emphasis on the nature of 

“music” as “verb” rather than “noun” draws attention to “psalms, hymns, and spiritual 

songs” as action for performance. Indeed, the letter supports this point. The “psalms, 

hymns, and spiritual songs” found in Col 3:16 are instrumental to the act of teaching and 

instructing each other.43 They exist in and for performance in the act of mutual 

instruction through singing.  

 

42 See Chapter 2.3.2.3 above. 
43 See Chapter 2.3.1 and 2.3.2; also, J.B. Lightfoot, St. Paul’s Epistle to the Colossians 
and Philemon, A Revised Text with Introductions, Notes, and Dissertations (London: 
Macmillan, 1879), 224. 
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Small’s account also draws attention to singing as an action in a given social 

context. Small’s account thus casts new light on the discussion in Chapter 2 regarding 

whether singing in Col 3:16 is a corporate, vocal act or an individual, silent one. Even if 

“singing in your hearts” refers to an individual, silent practice, that singing is still 

develops in a social context. His analysis shows us that an individual, silent practice of 

singing still has an inescapably social grain. Given the placement of Col 3:16 and the 

implicit anthropology of the letter, “singing in your hearts” still more probably refers to a 

communal and vocalized practice.44 However, whether she sings publicly or privately, 

out loud or silently, the “singer” in the church community in Colossae participates in a 

practice shared by others over time in various locations united by the story of Jesus Christ 

as articulated in the Christ Hymn (Col 1:15-20). 

3.2.2.2 The Social Context of Music-making in Colossians: Life after Death in 
Baptism within the Reconciled Church Community (Col 3:1-4:6) 

Furthermore, Small’s work draws our attention to the social context in which this 

act of singing takes place—specifically the church community which has particular 

characteristics. As briefly explored in Chapter 2, the letter to the Colossians presumes 

that the audience takes part in a corporate life in the local church community (Col 3:1-

4:6).45 Commentators often focus on the universal dimension of the letter’s understanding 

of the “church” in the letter to the Colossians.46 To be sure, the church community 

 

44 See Chapter 2.4. 
45 See Chapter 2.3.3.2 and 2.4. The letter also presumes household life (Col 3:18–4:1). 
46 See Chapter 5.2 for more on this point. 
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implied by this letter is connected to another house church in Laodicea (Col 1:2, 2:1-2, 

4:15-16) and to a broader, cosmic church (Col 1:18, 24).47 However, the emphasis in the 

letter itself falls on life together in a local community. The letter serves to instruct this 

particular church in how to live the Christian life together after initiation into the 

community through baptism. The local church community is thus the social context in 

which the act of music-making arises.  

Guided by Small’s attention to the social context of music-making, we turn to the 

letter and find that this life together in the local church community has several significant 

characteristics: it is baptismal, socially diverse, and Christologically-oriented. The “social 

context” for singing in Colossians is the local church community whose members, first, 

are initiated into that community by baptism; second, drawn from diverse social 

backgrounds and identities; and, third, in their baptism, are given a new identity as 

reconciled to God. This new identity entails a particular way of inhabiting the world 

which involves particular social practices, such as forgiveness, peace-making, mutual 

instruction—and singing.48  

 

47 For example, the Christ Hymn references the “church” in a cosmic sense in Col 1:18. 
Paul’s apostleship is also discussed with reference to his suffering on behalf of the local 
Colossian church but also on behalf of the “church” more broadly (Col 1:24). The 
interconnectedness of local churches as a kind of network is assumed in the instruction to 
share letters with Laodicea (Col 2:1; 4:13, 15–16); see also Chapter 2.4 and 5.2 for more 
on this matter. 
48 As Chapter 4.3, especially 4.3.2, will argue, the church community is constituted and 
identified by these social practices. 
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First, while this letter lacks a sustained reflection on the purpose of baptism, it 

still presumes that the members have taken part in it. Baptism imparts a new life in Christ 

and initiates them into the local church community.49 In Col 2:11, as Paul praises Jesus 

Christ over and against the other powers in the world which would lead the Colossian 

congregation astray (Col 2:8-10), Paul discusses the “true circumcision” which the 

members of the audience have undergone in Christ, and he continues by elaborating that 

the audience has been “buried with [Christ] in baptism” and “raised through faith” (v. 

12). Here death and burial with Christ is explicitly linked with the act of baptism. This 

dying-and-rising pattern occurs in association with baptism elsewhere in Paul’s letters, 

particularly in Romans 6:3-4.50 In both cases,51 the baptized person is joined to Jesus’ 

 

49 See Wayne A. Meeks, The First Urban Christians: the Social World of the Apostle 
Paul, 2nd ed. (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2003), 150–157. Additionally, in his 
investigation of ethics in the undisputed Pauline letters, Horrell argues that the act of 
baptism reenacts the death, burial and resurrection of Christ and is the act by which 
believers participate in the events with Christ. See David G. Horrell, Solidarity and 
Difference: a Contemporary Reading of Paul’s Ethics, 2nd ed. (London: T & T Clark 
International, 2016), 111–116.  
50 Meeks calls it Paul’s “foremost” baptismal metaphor (The First Urban Christians, 
154). In Tannehill’s thorough study of the dying-and-rising pattern in Paul’s theology, he 
argues that it functions as more than a simple allusion to baptism, but he also notes that 
both Rom 6 and Col 2:12 connect the motif with the act of baptism. See Robert C. 
Tannehill, Dying and Rising with Christ: A Study in Pauline Theology, Beiheft zur 
Zeitschrift für die Neutestamentliche Wissenschaft und die Kunde der Älteren Kirche 32 
(Berlin: Verlag Alfred Töpelmann, 1967), 53.  
51 Scholars posit various kinds of relationship between these passages. Some point to the 
dependence of Col 2:12 on Rom 6:1–11; e.g. E.P. Sanders who sees it as evidence of 
literary dependence on Paul’s letters. See E.P. Sanders, “Literary Dependence in 
Colossians,” JBL 85 (1966), 28–45, especially 40–42. Others argue that Col 2:12 
elaborates Romans 6; see A.J.M. Wedderburn, Baptism and Resurrection: Studies in 
Pauline Theology against its Graeco-Roman Background (J.C.B. Mohr [Paul Siebeck]: 
Tübingen, 1987), 72; G.R. Beasley-Murray, Baptism in the New Testament (Grand 
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death in the waters of baptism, which become a grave in which the baptized person’s old 

life passes away. The baptized person, with Christ, does not stay in the grave but emerges 

to new life with Christ.52 For the baptized members of the church community, a new life 

is imparted to them in the act of baptism.  

The next verse, Col 2:13, bears out this claim when it again makes reference to 

the death-and-resurrection pattern and thus further underscores the significant transitions 

between death and life that have happened in baptism. Paul explains that the audience 

 

Rapids: Eerdmans, 1962), 152–156. Schweizer observes the similarity between Rom 6:3–
4 and Col 2:12 but draws attention to the emphasis on the present reality of the 
resurrection life in Colossians and the focus on eschatological fulfillment in Romans; see 
Eduard Schweizer, The Letter to the Colossians: A Commentary, trans. Andrew Chester 
(Minneapolis: Augsburg, 1982), 143–146. Tannehill argues that the reference in Col 
2:11–13 is more primitive because Paul speaks of resurrection with Christ in past tense, 
while in Rom 6 Paul presupposes a past resurrection as he speaks of a future one; see 
Tannehill, Dying and Rising with Christ, 10. While Schnackenburg also notes the past 
tense of resurrection with Christ in Col 2, he explains the difference with Rom 6 on the 
basis of Paul’s practical advice to concrete situations (see n. 51 below). Schnackenburg 
also claims that Col 2:12 may be thought of as a summary of the basic teaching about 
baptism in Rom 6:1–11; see Rudolf Schnackenburg, Baptism in the Thought of St. Paul: 
A Study in Pauline Theology, trans. G.R. Beasley-Murray (New York: Herder and 
Herder, 1964), 69–71. In this paragraph, I follow Schnackenburg’s notion of Col 2:12 as 
summary. 
52However, Schnackenburg points out that the references to baptism in Col 2:12 differ 
from the teaching in Rom 6:1–11 in that Col 2:12 assumes that the resurrection with 
Christ has already happened sacramentally and that faith joins death and resurrection, 
whereas Rom 6 does not have so strong a statement about the present reality of 
resurrection or such a prominent role for faith. Schnackenburg holds that the difference of 
situation accounts for this difference—Colossians is more concerned with the dogmatic 
implications in light of the false teaching, while Romans is more interested in the ethical 
implications of baptism. However, Schnackenburg also acknowledges that in Colossians 
the ethical consequences follow closely behind correct teaching, for example, in Col 
2:16–23 and Col 3:1. See Schnackenburg, Baptism in the Thought of St. Paul, 70–71; also 
Wedderburn, Baptism and Resurrection, 369. 
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was formerly dead in sin and uncircumcision while now they have been “made alive” 

with Christ. Furthermore, he writes that their sins have been forgiven (v. 13), their debts 

cancelled (v. 14), and the old powers and authorities which held them captive have been 

“stripped” or “disarmed” (ἀπεκδυσάμενος)53 and “triumphed” (θριαμβεύσας) over by 

 

53 The verb ἀπεκδύομαι denotes the “taking off” or “stripping off” of clothing, but BDAG 
suggests “disarming” for Col 2:15; s.v., ἀπεκδύομαι, 100. Thompson notes that several 
modern translations prefer “disarm” (NIV, RSV, and NSRV), but she translates it as 
“stripping,” especially given that when this verb appears a few verses later in 3:9 it means 
‘having stripped.” She also points out that ἀπεκδυσάμενος could be middle (“stripped 
himself” of the rulers and authorities) or active deponent (“stripped” the rulers and 
authorities”); she favors the second (Marianne Meye Thompson, Colossians and 
Philemon, The Two Horizons New Testament Commentary [Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 
2005] 58–59). For a similar translation to hers, see Eduard Lohse, Colossians and 
Philemon, trans. William R. Poehlmann and Robert J. Karris, Hermenia (Minneapolis: 
Fortress, 1971), 111–112; Peter T. O’Brien, Colossians, Philemon, WBC 44 (Waco, TX: 
Word Books, 1982), 126–128; Ben Witherington III, The Letters to Philemon, the 
Colossians, and the Ephesians (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2007), 159; N.T. Wright, 
Colossians and Philemon, TNTC 12 (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1986; repr., Downers 
Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 2008), 119–120. Barth and Blanke choose to translate it as 
“unclothe” instead of “disarm.” While “disarm” would be appropriate given military 
analogy in the accompanying participle θριαμβεύσας, ἀπεκδυσάμενος does not have to 
take on the connotations of θριαμβεύσας; see Markus Barth and Helumt Blanke, 
Colossians: A New Translation with Introduction and Commentary, The Anchor Bible 
34B, trans. Astrid B. Beck (New York: Doubleday, 1994), 333–334. Moule translates it 
as “divest himself of the rulers and authorities”; see C.F.D. Moule, The Epistles of Paul 
the Apostle to the Colossians and to Philemon, Cambridge Greek Testament Commentary 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1957), 99, 101. Wilson notes the difficulty of 
translating this verb as “stripping” as in “divesting” or “unclothing” here—how did 
Christ become clothed with the powers? He notes the possibility of “disarm,” though he 
translates it as “divest”; see R. McL. Wilson, A Critical and Exegetical Commentary on 
Colossians and Philemon, ICC (London: T & T Clark International, 2005), 211–212. 
Douglas J. Moo prefers the translation “disarm” in light of the connection in both Col 
2:15 and 3:9 between “stripping off [clothes]” and “divesting of power”; see Douglas J. 
Moo, The Letters to the Colossians and to Philemon, The Pillar New Testament 
Commentary (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2008), 214. 
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Christ (v. 15). The piling up of these images further stresses the transition from one life to 

another which has happened to them in Christ in the act of baptism.54  

Significantly, the reference to baptism in the dying-and-rising motif of vv. 12-13 

presumes that the audience has already experienced it. Paul writes about their baptism as 

a past event. He then refers to that baptism as the foundation for his subsequent hortatory 

instructions by his continued use of this motif.55 In v. 20, he starts with the condition “if 

you died with Christ,” which provides the basis for the subsequent questioning of 

adherence to human teaching (v. 22). In v. 3:1, he continues with, “if you were raised 

with Christ,” which lays the groundwork for the exhortation to “seek things above.” The 

baptismal dying-and-rising motif thus provides the foundation from which Paul discusses 

the way in which the congregation ought to live, which indicates both that the new life in 

Christ was imparted to them in their baptism and that baptism plays a key role in the 

formation of their new identity in Christ.56 

 

54 See also Robert Ewusie Moses, Practices of Power: Revisiting the Principalities and 
Powers in the Pauline Letters (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 2014), 180. Moses argues 
that the practice of baptism serves as a “powerful practice” which reenacts what already 
occurred at the cross: the transfer of the believers from the control of the powers to the 
kingdom of Christ. In baptism, they are given a new nature, and stripped of the old one.  
55 Meeks makes a similar point; see The First Urban Christians, 154. M. Olusina Fape 
also draws attention to the use of death-and-resurrection pattern for baptism in Col 2:12 
and to this pattern as a foundation for how the baptized members now should live; see his 
Paul’s Concept of Baptism and Its Present Implications for Believers: Walking in 
Newness of Life, Toronto Studies in Theology 78 (Lewiston: The Edwin Mellen Press, 
1999), 205–211. 
56 As J. Ross Wagner writes, “…baptism in Colossians represents the close union with 
Christ that imparts to the lives of the baptized their distinctive christomorphic shape” 
(“Baptism ‘Into Christ Jesus’ and the Question of Universalism in Paul,” HBT 33 [2011]: 
45–61, especially 57). 
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The act of baptism also serves as the rite of initiation into the church community, 

and so establishes the basis for the creation and formation of their new identity in Christ. 

As Fape says, 

In baptism, by faith they were buried with Christ, an evidence of a dead 

relationship to sin in the old life, in which the elemental spirits of this world were 

powerful. Equally, by faith they have been raised with Christ, a demonstration of 

the reality of their present life in which they must always ‘live in him.” Just as the 

Colossians were severally related to Christ through faith, they were also a 

corporate body by virtue of the common conversion and baptismal experiences. In 

this respect, faith which was severally confessed at the point of conversion 

became evident in their baptism. This is the basis of their incorporation into Christ 

and the subsequent acceptance into the one organic spiritual body of Christ, the 

ἐκκλεσία of God.57 

 

As the baptismal dying-and-rising language demonstrates, in baptism the members died 

to the old life and are raised to a new one, and this new life entails incorporation into the 

church community as the Body of Christ. We will return to this argument later in Section 

3.2.2.3.58  

 

57 Fape, Paul’s Concept of Baptism and Its Present Implications for Believers, 211. For a 
similar notion about baptism in New Testament thought more generally, see W.F. 
Flemington, The New Testament Doctrine of Baptism (London: SPCK, 1948), 110, 127.  
58 However, others might question this emphasis on the act of baptism as that which 
imparts the new life in Christ. For example, Rudolf Schnackenburg, argues that Col 2:12–
13 stresses faith in the confession of Jesus Christ who died, was buried, and raised from 
the dead rather than the rite of baptism itself. While Beasley-Murray doesn’t juxtapose 
faith and the act of baptism as sharply as does Schnackenburg, he also draws attention to 
the prominent role of faith in Col 2:12 as a clarification on Rom 6:3–4. He comments, 
“[…] so important a function is ascribed to faith here, it is difficult to see how the 
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The rite of baptism and faith are intertwined in this letter. It is because of the 

death and resurrection of Jesus Christ and their adherence in faith to Christ’s death and 

resurrection that the members of the church take part in the rite of baptism. At the very 

least, the rite of baptism evidences that faith. At most, baptism is the place where the 

transfer from death to life occurs (see Col 1:13-14, 1:21-23).59 As Flemington puts it, 

“[Baptism] is a solemn showing forth, a ‘re-presentation’, of that act of God which was 

achieved once for all in the death and resurrection. It is at the same time a concrete 

expression of faith on the part of the believer.”60 We may argue about which is primary in 

the work of salvation, but for this project, the close relationship between faith in Christ 

and the act of baptism suffices for my point that a new life is imparted to the members of 

 

experience described can be held to be present without the exercise of faith on the part of 
the baptized” (Baptism in the New Testament, 156). 
 While Schnackenburg concedes that the death-and-resurrection language in 
vv.12–13 does reference the rite of baptism, he also argues that Paul emphasizes faith as 
the mediating cause of salvation rather than baptism. When Paul writes that “you… 
having been buried with him in baptism, by which or whom (ἐν ᾧ) you were also raised 
through faith,” that ἐν ᾧ echoes the phrase ἐν ᾧ in v. 11, which in turn refers to the ἐν 
αὐτῷ in v. 10, which is Christ. The baptized are raised to life with Christ because of the 
death and resurrection of Christ, and it is faith that joins these two events into the 
salvation-event—not the rite of baptism; Baptism in the Thought of St. Paul: A Study in 
Pauline Theology, 69. Such emphasis on the role of faith over the rite itself might seem to 
call into question my interpretation of the foundational nature of baptism for the church 
community. However, I argue that the act of baptism and faith are intertwined in this 
letter. 
59 See also Flemington, The New Testament Doctrine of Baptism, 81–82, 111. Flemington 
points out that the rite and its meaning are inseparable. Divorcing faith and the act of 
baptism is a false binary in Paul’s letters. 
60 Ibid., 84. Flemington is writing specifically with reference to the undisputed Pauline 
letters. However, the same may be said of Colossians, and Flemington footnotes Col 2:12 
in this discussion. 
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the church in baptism and that baptism marks the initiation and incorporation into the 

church community. In brief, the social context of the church community is distinguished 

by the act of baptism. 

Regarding the second significant characteristic of the church community, the 

letter assumes a corporate life in which the members of the church community come from 

diverse social backgrounds and have diverse social identities (Col 3:11, Col 3:18-4:6). 

Given that the letter primarily contains instructions and admonitions for the local 

congregation in Colossae regarding their life together (Col 3:1-4:6), the author presumes 

that the members take part in the local church community where they learn what it means 

to “walk in Christ” (Col 2:6-7). They conduct life together in the church community. Yet 

those who now make up that church community most likely come from diverse social 

backgrounds and have diverse social identities. 

On the local level, this particular congregation in Colossae probably comprises 

persons from different social backgrounds and from diverse social identities, though there 

is most likely a preponderance of members from non-Jewish backgrounds. Three 

observations from the letter support this claim. To begin, in Col 3:11, Paul reminds the 

audience that there is “no Greek and Jew, circumcised and uncircumcised, barbarian, 

Scythian, slave, free, but all things are Christ’s and all things are in Christ.” This dictum 

indicates, at the least, the audience’s awareness of differing social identities in the church 

community (though perhaps that awareness involves the non-local church), and, at the 
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most, the presence of these differing social identities within the local church 

community.61  

Furthermore, inclusion of members from a non-Jewish background in the local 

community is indicated by the language in Col 1:27 where Paul claims that God wanted 

to make known the mystery which was hidden from the ages (v. 26) among the Gentiles 

(ἐν τοῖς ἔθνεσιν). Paul defines this “mystery” as “Christ in you, the hope of glory.” The 

“you” associates the audience with the ἔθνη those with a non-Jewish social identity.62 

Αdditionally, the letter’s paucity of references to the Jewish Scriptures implies the 

presence of non-Jewish converts in the community. While the letter does draw 

 

61 Lohse, Colossians and Philemon, 144. Yet also see Rodney Stark, Rise of Christianity: 
A Sociologist Reconsiders History (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1996), 31–33, 
45–46, 49–71. Stark argues that early Christian was a middle- to upper- class movement 
and reached Hellenized Jews. Witherington acknowledges Stark’s conclusions and finds 
corroboration in the style of Colossians—it is not a letter written to the lowest classes 
(The Letters to Philemon, the Colossians, and the Ephesians, 35, also 30, 32–36). 
However, Witherington’s analysis also recognizes the presence of various social 
identities in the church community, and he particularly reflects on the master-slave 
relationship. He rejects the argument that the household codes reflect a post-Pauline 
“going back on the radical social implications of Paul’s gospel” (30), and he contends 
that the household codes reflect Paul’s hope for social change in the Christian 
community. See also Meeks, The First Urban Christians, 72–73. Meeks’ analysis of the 
Pauline churches accords with Stark’s account of the rise of Christianity. However, 
Meeks (like Witherington) concludes that there is “a mixture of social levels in each 
congregation” (73). See also Norman R. Petersen, Rediscovering Paul: Philemon and the 
Sociology of Paul’s Narrative World (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1985), 156–158, 198 
n. 174. 
62 Wilson, Colossians and Philemon, 8. Wilson argues that the Colossian congregation is 
comprised predominantly of Gentiles. However, he acknowledges the possibility of 
members who are of Jewish descent. 
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conceptually on the Jewish Scriptures,63 nowhere in the letter does Paul cite them 

directly. Some interpret this lack of citation as evidence that the audience is largely 

unfamiliar with the Hebrew Scriptures and thus the audience is more likely to be 

comprised of members from a non-Jewish background.64 

Yet, while this particular congregation includes, perhaps almost exclusively, non-

Jews, the letter also suggests the presence of Jews in the church community—certainly 

non-locally and perhaps locally. In Col 2:8-23, Paul warns against a “false teaching” 

which seems to incorporate Jewish practices regarding food, festivals, and spiritual 

experiences (Col 2:16). Given this apparent incorporation of practices with Jewish 

 

63 Christopher A. Beetham has compiled a list of allusions and echoes in the letter and 
their functions in the letter in his book Echoes of Scripture in the Letter of Paul to the 
Colossians, BibInt 96 (Leiden: Brill, 2008), especially the chart on 267–270. It is worth 
noting that, while the letter contains no direct citations of the Septuagint, the letter does 
draw on a conceptual framework that depends on the Jewish Scriptures for its cosmology, 
anthropology, and theology. Even if the congregation in Colossae consists exclusively of 
members from a non-Jewish social background (that is, if they are “Gentiles”), the letter 
indicates that they have taken on a conceptuality of the world informed by Jewish 
Scriptures and that they have received welcome into a social world informed by the those 
Scriptures integral to the formation of the another social world.  
64 While Moo notes that this is an argument from silence and so it cannot prove that the 
audience is a Gentile one, he does count it as one piece of evidence for a predominantly 
non-Jewish congregation in Colossae. See Moo, The Letters to the Colossians and to 
Philemon, 26–28. C.F.D. Moule also considers the paucity of allusion to the Hebrew 
Scriptures as evidence for a predominantly Gentile audience (Moule, The Epistles of Paul 
the Apostle to the Colossians and to Philemon, 29). However, Barth and Blanke disagree 
that the lack of references indicates a Gentile audience. Rather, they argue that it has to 
do with the nature of the false teaching and the author’s attempt to distinguish his 
teaching from any Judaizing influence; see Barth and Blanke (Colossians, 65–66). 
Elsewhere they conclude that there was diversity in the community (Col 1:20, 22; 3:11) 
but that the letter is addressed only to Gentile Christians (based on Col 1:21, 27; 2:11, 13) 
(Ibid., 20, also 16, 18). 
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elements, some scholars have argued that Jews are promulgating the “false teaching,” 

while others suggest it is from Jewish Christians, or at least Judaizing Gentile followers 

of Christ.65 These Jewish or Judaizing Christians could be in the local congregation as 

well. From other sources, we know of a Jewish presence in the Lycus Valley from the 

second or third century B.C.E. on.66 There would have been a Jewish population from 

which to draw Jewish converts to Christ. So, while the Colossian congregation probably 

consists mostly of Gentiles, one cannot rule out participation by some from a Jewish 

background.67  

 

65 This point touches on the larger question of the nature of the “Colossian false 
teaching.” As stated in Chapter 1 (Introduction), this project approaches Colossians as a 
letter of exhortation which instructs the local congregation in their pursuit their Christian 
maturity. I include this brief mention of the “Colossian false teaching” in order to name 
the social identities which are possibly present in the local community, not to weigh in 
regarding the nature of that false teaching. Wright has a helpful overview in Colossians 
and Philemon, 24–33. For even more thorough overview, see Fred O. Francis and Wayne 
A. Meeks, eds., Conflict at Colossae: a Problem in the Interpretation of Early 
Christianity, Illustrated by Selected Modern Studies, SBLSBS 4 (Missoula, MT: 
SBL/Scholars’ Press, 1975). See also Fred O. Francis, “Humility and Angelic Worship in 
Col. 2:18,” Studia Theologia 16 (1962):109–134. M.D. Hooker, “Were there False 
Teachers in Colossae?” pp. 315–331 in Christ and Spirit in the New Testament: In 
Honour of Charles Francis Digby Moule, eds. Barnabas Lindars and Stephen S. Smalley 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1973). 
66 Josephus’ account in Ant. 12.3, 4 (119–236) of the relocation of the Jews into Asia 
Minor in the 200s B.C.E. Josephus also attests to a Jewish population in Laodicea in Ant. 
Jud., 14.10.18–20 (237–241). Cicero also attests to Jews in the Lycus Valley in Flac. 68–
69, a speech from 59 B.C.E. See Chapter 2 n. 47; also Ulrich Huttner, Early Christianity 
in the Lycus Valley, trans. David Green, Ancient Judaism and Early Christianity 85; Early 
Christianity in Asia Minor 1 (Leiden: Brill, 2013), 67–79; Lightfoot, St. Paul’s Epistles 
to the Colossians and to Philemon, 19–22; Barth and Blanke, Colossians, 12–16; F.F. 
Bruce, The Epistles to the Colossians, to Philemon, and to the Ephesians, NICNT (Grand 
Rapids: Eerdmans, 1984), 8–13. 
67 Moo takes this view as well; see Moo, The Letters to the Colossians and to Philemon, 
27. 
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Still further, the letter itself reminds the audience of the inclusion of members 

from a Jewish background within the larger church movement. For example, in the 

letter’s closing, Paul clearly delineates which of his coworkers are “of the circumcision,” 

that is to say, Jews (Col 4:10-11). This reminds the audience that the larger church 

movement includes Jewish members. On the non-local level, the network of church 

communities stretches from Jerusalem to Rome—these churches include members from 

different social strata with diverse social identities.68 In short, whether or not the local 

congregation in Colossae contains members with Jewish identities, it should remember 

the membership of those from such a background. Even if the congregation is exclusively 

Gentile, the letter reveals an awareness in the local community of the inclusion of both in 

the larger church movement.  

Finally, the inclusion of the household codes in Col 3:18-4:6 implies that the local 

church community consists of members from a variety of social locations. In these 

household codes, there are instructions for wives (v. 18), husbands (v. 19), children (v. 

20), fathers (v. 21), slaves (v. 22-25), and masters (4:1). As Barth and Blanke put it,  

The emphasis laid on the reconciliation of all powers, things, and persons through 

the crucified Christ (1:20, 22), and on the unity of Greek and Jew, circumcised 

 

68 For example, Acts 2, 10–11, 15:1–35; also, Romans 9–11, 14–15. This point is not 
meant to drive an artificial wedge between “Greek” and “Jew.” The relationship between 
Greek and Jew is more complicated than simple binaries allow. At the same time, 
however, as the book of Acts also indicates, the early Christian movement did attract 
non-Jewish members (Acts 10–11; 15:1–35) who came from social backgrounds which 
did not take part in Jewish practices. This reality led to conflict and discussion about how 
members with such different social identities could live in community (for example, the 
Jerusalem Council in Acts 15:1–35).   
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and uncircumcised people, Scythians and Barbarians, freeman and slaves (3:11), 

makes it certain that all these groups, including children (3:20-21), were 

represented in the community, although the epistle addresses itself only to the 

local gentile-Christians (1:21, 27; 2:11, 13).69  

The congregation in Colossae is comprised of members who come from differing social 

backgrounds and have differing social identities. In their baptism, they gain a new 

identity in Christ.70  

This brings us to the third characteristic of the social context that Paul presumes 

in the letter to the Colossians. In their baptism into the church community, the members 

received a new identity in Christ as reconciled to God and incorporated into Christ’s 

Body, and that identity has Christologically-oriented social implications. As argued 

above, the letter claims that the audience has been transferred from the kingdom of 

darkness to the kingdom of God’s son (Col 1:12-13). The members of the audience were 

at one time “enemies of God” and were alienated from God (Col 1:21). They belonged in 

the kingdom of the “powers.”71 However, in his fleshly body Jesus Christ reconciled 

them to God (Col 1:21-22), and in their baptism they “have been buried with [Christ]” 

and “have been raised” (Col 2:12). In baptism, the church members died to their old life 

 

69 Barth and Blanke, Colossians, 20.  
70 However, as I will demonstrate in Chapter 4, their diverse identities are not erased; see 
Chapter 4.4.1. 
71 Moses maintains that the members are rescued from “these powers” in the practice of 
baptism in Practices of Power, 180. 



 

208 

and receive a new life (Col 2:20, 3:1, 3:9-10).72 Additionally, in baptism, they were 

incorporated into Christ’s Body, the church (Col 1:18, 24), in which they now participate.  

This new identity has several social consequences. First, as discussed above, it 

entails that these members from their diverse backgrounds now constitute one church 

community—both on the local level (Col 1:1-2) and also on the cosmic level (Col 1:18, 

24).73 When they emerge to new life after baptism, they belong to the Body of Christ, the 

church, which is a new community made possible by Christ’s life, death, resurrection, 

and ascension. Second, Paul’s reminder to the audience that they were buried with Christ 

in baptism and raised through faith in Col 2:12-13 provides the foundation for how they 

should live in the world both as individuals and as a community. They should not allow 

others to entrap them in false regulations and asceticism (Col 2:16-23) because they have 

already died with Christ (Col 2:20). Their death in baptism provides the condition for 

their freedom from human regulations and asceticism (Col 2:16-23).74 Still further, they 

 

72 Section 3.2.2.3 below discusses the contrast between the “old person” and the “new 
person” with more depth. 
73 Here I focus on the idea of and the ramifications for the church as a local entity. 
However, the notion of the church in this letter also has a cosmic dimension, particularly 
in Col 1:18 and 1:24, and this dimension frequently receives more scholarly attention. In 
light of the fact that this letter is addressed to and gives instruction to an audience in a 
particular location (Col 1:1–2), Paul also clearly shows concern for how the local church 
lives out its life after baptism. I will address the relationship between the local and 
cosmic dimensions of the church in Colossians in the Chapter 5 (Conclusion).  
74 Paul does not develop this idea here in Colossians with same kind of detail that he does 
in Romans 6:1–22 and 7:1–25 or in Galatians 3:27ff. In Colossians, he assumes that the 
fact of their baptism has implications for their relationship to human regulations and 
rules, and he bases the instructions to the audience on this fact of their baptism into the 
death and life of Jesus Christ. 
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should seek the things above because they were raised with Christ (Col 3:1). The life they 

receive in baptism affects how they now live and the social practices they should and 

should not follow. The contours of these social implications are further demarcated in the 

exhortations found in Col 3:5-4:6, which flesh out what it means to “put off the old 

person” and “put on the new person” (Col 3:9-10). While Section 3.2.2.3 further develops 

this point, here we simply note that in discussing the “old person” and the “new person,” 

Paul lists prohibitions on taking part in certain social behaviors (Col 3:5-9) and 

instructions to take part in others (Col 3:10-4:6). These instructions work out what it 

means to “walk in Christ,” that is, to live life after their baptism (see Col 1:9, 2:6). 

 The act of music-making in Col 3:16 belongs among the exhortations which flesh 

out the post-baptismal life as the “new person” (Col 3:10). The act of singing is one of 

the social behaviors in which the members of the church should take part after they 

receive their new identity in baptism. As people reconciled to God in Christ and 

incorporated into Christ’s Body, the church, their new identity entails, among other acts, 

the act of singing.75  

Significantly, these post-baptismal, social consequences are Christologically-

oriented in that they are rendered intelligible by the story of Jesus Christ’s life, death, 

resurrection, and ascension. The reconciliation to God accomplished in the life, death, 

 

75 Ben Witherington has noted, drawing on Norman R. Petersen, that for Paul, 
participation in the church community is “mandatory and necessary,” while his audience 
may perceive the church more like a voluntary association (The Letters to Philemon, the 
Colossians, and the Ephesians, 32). 
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resurrection, and ascension of Jesus Christ (Col 1:12-23) and their subsequent 

incorporation into Christ’s Body, the church, undergirds Paul’s exhortations to pursue life 

together as the “new person” (Col 3:1-4:6), including the instruction to participate in the 

act of singing (Col 3:16). 

3.2.2.3 The Post-Baptismal Life as the “New Person” and the Story of Reconciliation 
to God 

Some philosophers have maintained that social practices depend on particular 

narratives for intelligibility while also contributing to the participants’ knowledge of 

those narratives.76 Some ethnomusicologists have argued along similar lines specifically 

about music-making.77 While these arguments will receive more attention in Chapter 4, 

for now we will expand the last characteristic of the church community—its 

Christological orientation—by examining how the post-baptismal life as the “new 

person” (Col 3:1-4:6) is characterized and lived out by particular actions, conduct, and 

practices, including music-making. These all depend for intelligibility on the story of 

reconciliation to God in Christ.  

 

76 To name a few, Alasdair MacIntyre, After Virtue: A Study in Moral Theory (Notre 
Dame: University of Notre Dame Press, 2007), 204–225; Charles Taylor, Modern Social 
Imaginaries (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2004), 2, 23–30; Charles Taylor, A 
Secular Age (Cambridge: Belknap Press of Harvard University Press, 2007), 172–173. 
See also Chapter 1.4.2 and Chapter 4.3.3 and 4.4. 
77 For example, see Monique M. Ingalls, “Awesome in the This Place: Sound, Space, and 
Identity in Contemporary North American Evangelical Worship,” (PhD diss., University 
of Pennsylvania, 2008); Monique M. Ingalls, “Singing Heaven Down to Earth: Spiritual 
Journeys, Eschatological Sounds, and Community Formation in Evangelical Conference 
Worship,” Ethnomusicology 55 (2011): 255–279; Jeffers Engelhardt, Singing the Right 
Way: Orthodox Christians and Secular Enchantment in Estonia (New York: Oxford 
University Press, 2014), 221–222. 



 

211 

At the gravitational center of Col 3:1-4:6, which contains the instructions for post-

baptismal life after (death in) baptism, we find a contrast between the “old person” and 

the “new person” in Col 3:9-10.78  

3:9-11 Do not lie to one another, having put off the old person with his deeds and 

having put on the new [person] being renewed in knowledge after the pattern of 

the image of the one who created him, where there is no Greek and Jew, 

circumcised or uncircumcised, barbarian, Scythian, slave, free, but all in Christ 

and Christ is in all. 

 
3:9μὴ ψεύδεσθε εἰς ἀλλήλους, ἀπεκδυσάμενοι τὸν παλαιὸν ἄνθρωπον σὺν ταῖς 

πράξεσιν αὐτοῦ, 10καὶ ἐνδυσάμενοι τὸν νέον τὸν ἀνακαινούμενον εἰς ἐπίγνωσιν 

κατ' εἰκόνα τοῦ κτίσαντος αὐτόν, 11ὅπου οὐκ ἔνι Ελλην καὶ Ἰουδαῖος, περιτομὴ 

καὶ ἀκροβυστία, βάρβαρος, Σκύθης, δοῦλος, ἐλεύθερος, ἀλλὰ [τὰ] πάντα καὶ ἐν 

πᾶσιν Χριστός. 

 
Before and after this juxtaposition in Col 3:9-10, the “old person” and “new person” are 

characterized and contrasted by their actions and different manners of life. The “old 

 

78 Lohse argues that these participles are imperatival because of the two framing 
imperatives (ψεύδεσθε in v. 9 and ἐνδύσασθε in v. 12) and based on comparison with 
other occurrences in Eph 4:24 and Rom 13:12–13 (Colossians and Philemon, 141). 
However, I have chosen to render the participles as participles rather than as imperatives. 
Putting off the old and putting on the new already happened in baptism (Col 2:12–13, 
2:20, and 3:1). Their observance of these moral directions allows the Colossians to “live 
into” that already accomplished reality. The participial rendering communicates the 
already-accomplished nature of the “new person” better than does the imperatival 
rendering. Jacob Jervell has this reading as well. He argues that Paul provides 
exhortations to the audience always mindful of what has already taken place in baptism. 
The aorist participles in Col 3:9 and 3:10 show that in baptism, the putting off of the old 
person and putting on of the new person has already happened (Imago Dei: Gen 1:26f. im 
Spätjudentum, in der Gnosis und in den paulinischen Briefen [Göttingen: Vandenhoeck 
& Ruprecht, 1960], 236). 
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person’s” manner of life is described in the list of “wicked deeds” in Col 3:5-9, while the 

“new person’s” manner of life is described in the list of “good works” in 3:12-4:6 (See 

Figure 4). 

 

Figure 4: The Gravitational Center of Colossians 3:5-12 

As some commentators have observed, there is a fivefold catalogue of “wicked deeds” in 

v. 5 and again in v. 8 and a fivefold list of “good works” in v. 12.79 In between the two 

negative fivefold patterns, vv. 6-7 describe the nature of these wicked deeds. These deeds 

provoke God’s wrath (v. 6), and the audience once took part in them (v. 7). The two 

negative fivefold patterns of wicked deeds (vv. 5, 8) paralleled by the positive fivefold 

 

79 Lohse, expanding on Reitzmann and Bornkamm, argues that the author draws on a 
traditional formulation in this fivefold repetition of vices and virtues. The Iranian 
“pentaschema” juxtaposes five bad deeds and five good deeds; Lohse, Colossians and 
Philemon, 137). Moule expresses doubt about this parallel but also agrees that the author 
of Colossians may have employed traditional stylization; see, “The New Life in Christ,” 
Review and Expositor 70 (1973): 481–493, especially 486–487. 
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pattern of good works (v. 12) point to a chiasm oriented around the image of “putting off 

the old person with his deeds” and “putting on the new” (vv. 9-10, see Figure 1).80 

These parallel characterizations of contrasting manners of life demonstrate that 

the post-baptismal life as the “new person” consists of particular actions, conduct, and 

practices. The fact that Col 3:12 repeats the verb “put on” or “dress yourself” 

(ἐνδύσασθε) used in Col 3:10 indicates that the fivefold list of “good works” in v. 12 as 

well as the instructions which follow in Col 3:12-4:6 flesh out the characterization of life 

as the “new person.” Life as the new person looks like bearing with one another, 

forgiving each other, putting on love (vv. 12-14). Other examples include being at peace 

with each other (v. 15), being thankful (v. 15), and letting the Word of Christ dwell in 

them by teaching each other and singing together (v. 16). Still more examples include 

their conduct in daily household life (vv. 18-4:1), practices of prayer for each other, for 

Paul, and for his coworkers (4:2-4), walking in wisdom with respect to those outside the 

Christian fellowship (4:5), and finally seasoning their speech “with salt” (4:6).  

Significantly, given the fact that these instructions offer a characterization of life 

as the “new person,” Paul also expects the audience to live out, or perform, these actions. 

Paul characterizes the difference between the “old person” and “new person” by 

contrasting their actions and manners of life. Yet the command to “kill” the wicked deeds 

in v. 5 and the command to “put on” the good deeds in v. 12 draw attention to the 

 

80 Thanks to Ross Wagner for pointing this literary device in the passage out to me. 
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normative character of this passage and reveal Paul’s expectation that his audience follow 

through on his instructions.  

Put another way, in his characterizations of the “old person” and “new person,” 

Paul paints two portraits of two different lives. Like the children at the beginning of The 

Voyage of the Dawn Treader who, while staring at a picture of a ship on the sea, 

suddenly find themselves in the picture, the audience of the letter must “enter into” the 

portrait of the “new person.” In Col 3:12-4:6, Paul both presents the audience with a 

picture and expects them to act out that picture and the particular life exhibited, 

expressed, and embodied in their actions and deeds. So, the lists of wicked deeds and 

good works support the characterization of two different manners of life and reinforces 

them as normative. 

A few observations about “putting on the new person” bear mentioning here. 

First, as commentators note, the present tense in the participle (ἀνακαινούμενον) 

indicates a process of regeneration. This regeneration has not yet been completed, but is 

on-going81 as the members of the church seek to put on the “new person” and its works. 

 

81 Markus Barth and Helmut Blanke note the present participle and compare it with 2 Cor 
4:16ff.; see Colossians, 412–414. For this same comparison, see Lightfoot, Saint Paul’s 
Epistles to the Colossians and Philemon, 215. C.F.D. Moule also notes the present 
participle, The Epistles of Paul the Apostle to the Colossians and to Philemon, 120–121. 
Schweizer notes the present participle and concludes that the exhortation must refer to the 
pre-Christian individual. Continued renewal could not be a feature of Christ or the body 
of Christ (The Letter to the Colossians, 197). Wilson notes the present participle as 
referring to a process and the incompletion of renewal in this world (Colossians and 
Philemon, 252). Witherington, also notes the present participle as referring to God’s on-
going sanctifying action in the life of the believer (The Letters to Philemon, the 
Colossians, and the Ephesians, 178 n. 12). 
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Moreover, the passive voice of the participle in Col 3:10 (ἀνακαινούμενον) leaves open 

the question of the agent of this renewal. The understood agent is most likely God 

through the activity of the Holy Spirit. While positing that the ultimate source of renewal 

implicates divine agency may appear to diminish the role of human activity, given the 

larger context of moral exhortation in which this participle occurs, even such a divine 

passive reading would not negate the significance of the Colossians’ own moral behavior 

in that renewal.82  

Additionally, the life as the “new person,” which is characterized by actions that 

the congregation should “put on,” has a specific epistemic orientation. In Col 3:10, the 

renewal of the “new person” involves “knowledge”; the preposition εἰς shows “purpose” 

here.83 Yet, knowledge in this letter is not “mere” knowledge” or “knowledge for the sake 

of knowing.” It is a particular kind of knowledge, which Paul intimates throughout the 

rest of the letter, specifically when he expresses his desire for the audience to gain 

knowledge of God (Col 1:10), the will of God (Col 1:9), and the mystery of God in Christ 

(Col 2:2).  

 

82 This issue touches on the conversation about human freedom and divine agency. 
Jeremy S. Begbie draws on the language and concepts of musical perception to provide a 
way beyond the “zero-sum” nature of this discussion; see “Room of One’s Own? Music, 
Space, and Freedom,” in Music, Modernity, and God: Essays in Listening (Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 2013), 141–175. 
83 For a discussion on the spectrum of senses of this preposition, see Daniel B. Wallace, 
Greek Grammar Beyond the Basics (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1996), 369–371. He 
notes that εἰς can have a sense of purpose. See also Wilson, Colossians and Philemon, 
253; N.T. Wright, Colossians and Philemon, 143. 
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Significantly, the moral instructions and the epistemic telos of the “new person” 

are connected to one another. Putting on the good works and deeds in Col 3:12-4:6 plays 

a role in the renewal of knowledge of God’s will. The exercise of these acts and practices 

forms the Colossians into the “new person” who is renewed for knowledge—a 

knowledge patterned by Christ, the true image of God. As they let peace rule among 

them, as they practice being thankful, as they forgive and bear with each other, as they let 

the Word of Christ dwell through mutual instruction in singing, they “put on” the 

characterization of life as the “new person” after their baptism. They enter more fully into 

this new life—or to use Paul’s language, they “clothe themselves” in this new life. 

Through this life, they become more closely conformed to the image of Christ (also Rom 

12:1; 1 Cor 12, 13, 14). By performing these acts, the audience inhabits the life as the 

“new person,” and these acts bring the practitioners into greater conformity with the 

image, Christ. Living this way deepens their knowledge of God, and they become mature 

(τέλειος) in Christ.84  

Still further, the normative expectation and epistemic telos are oriented to the 

person and work of Jesus Christ.85 At the beginning of the letter, in Col 1:9-10, Paul 

 

84 This interpretation differs slightly, though not substantively, from Thompson who 
points out that the putting on of the new person is not a gradual process—as if there are 
two sides to the human personality. The new person is the image of Christ, who is the 
Creator, and the “new person” is the future, the new existence. “New creation is the 
renewal, not replacement, of this present creation;” Thompson, Colossians and Philemon, 
78. 
85 Lohse compares Col 3:10 to 2 Cor 4:16. In both cases, “The new creation 
accomplished in baptism is thus realized in constant ‘renewal’[…]” Nevertheless, this 
image of God has not been given as a secure piece of property to the person baptized into 
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reveals his hopeful prayer that the audience will gain “knowledge” (ἐπίγνωσις) “of his 

will” (v. 9) and “of God” (v. 10). Later, in Col 2:2-3, he writes about his hope that the 

churches in Colossae and Laodicea will be “knit together” for the purpose of gaining 

knowledge (ἐπίγνωσις) “of the mystery of God, [that is] Christ.” The knowledge which 

Paul hopes that the church community in Colossae will gain thus involves the particular 

end of understanding God’s will, and God’s will is bound up with the apprehension of the 

“mystery.” This “mystery” concerns the person of Jesus Christ who is present among the 

church community and who reconciles them to God (Col 1:20, 21-22). As Col 1:27 

reveals, “this mystery” refers to “Christ among you” (τοῦ μυστηρίου τούτου ἐν τοῖς 

ἔθνεσιν, ὅ ἐστιν Χριστὸς ἐν ὑμῖν). The “you” incorporates the audience, which is the 

church community. The “knowledge” with which Paul is concerned thus pertains to the 

will of God revealed in the person and work of Jesus Christ. 

In short, the goal of life as the “new person” which is characterized and 

performed by the particular actions in Col 3:12-4:6 is the renewal of those in the 

congregation for the knowledge of God and God’s will. Moreover, as indicated earlier in 

the letter in Col 1:25-28, God’s will is bound up with the “mystery” found in Jesus Christ 

who reconciles the audience—and, indeed, all creation—to God. The purpose of this life 

which Paul urges is to know this “mystery,” that is, to experience the work of 

 

Christ. Rather it places him under the imperative to provide his conduct in his confession 
of Christ as the ‘image of God’ (εἰκὼν τοῦ θεοῦ). The participle ‘being renewed’ (τὸν 
ἀνακαινούμενον) lays stress on the exhortation” (Colossians and Philemon, 142–143). 
See also Jervell, Imago Dei, 248–250. 
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reconciliation that Jesus Christ’s life, death, resurrection, and ascension accomplishes as 

well as to know Christ himself. 

Attention to the role of the “image” in Col 3:10 confirms this interpretation. The 

“new person” is in the process of being renewed “according to the image of the creator” 

(κατ' εἰκόνα τοῦ κτίσαντος αὐτόν).86 That this “image” in Col 3:10 is understood as Jesus 

Christ is made clear both by the echoes of Gen 1:26 and Col 1:15 and by the subsequent 

verse, Col 3:11. First, the reference to the “image” in Col 3:10 echoes Gen 1:26. Here, in 

the Genesis creation story, God says, “Let us make persons according to our image and 

according to our likeness” (καὶ εἶπεν ὁ θεός Ποιήσωμεν ἄνθρωπον κατ᾽ εἰκόνα ἡμετέραν 

καὶ καθ᾽ ὁμοίωσιν). In Col 3:10, the “new person” is renewed (for the purpose of 

knowledge) “according to the image (κατ᾽ εἰκόνα) of the one who created it.” Just as the 

human in Genesis is made “according to the image of God,” the “new person” in Col 

3:10 is renewed for knowledge “according to the image of the one who created it.”  

The reference to the “image” in Col 3:10 also echoes the earlier Col 1:15 in which 

we find the bold claim that “Christ is the image of the unseen God” (ὅς ἐστιν εἰκὼν τοῦ 

 

86 The majority of commentators say that the phrase κατ' εἰκόνα τοῦ κτίσαντος αὐτόν 
modifies τὸν ἀνακαινούμενον. See Harris, Colossians and Philemon, 153; Lohse, 
Colossians and Philemon, 142; Moo, The Letters to the Colossians and to Philemon, 269; 
O’Brien, Colossians, Philemon, 191; Schweizer, The Letter to the Colossians, 196–198; 
Thompson, Colossians and Philemon, 78; Wilson, Colossians and Philemon, 252; 
Witherington, The Letters to Philemon, the Colossians, and the Ephesians, 178; Wright, 
Colossians and Philemon, 142. Barth and Blanke point out that κατ' εἰκόνα could also 
modify τὸν νέον or εἰς ἐπίγνωσιν but conclude that the interpretations do not exclude one 
another. They say that syntax favors ἐπίγνωσιν, but both the parallel with Eph 4:24 and 
the allusion to Gen 1:27 support τὸν νέον and τὸν ἀνακαινούμενον (Barth and Blanke, 
Colossians, 413–414) 
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θεοῦ τοῦ ἀοράτου). The author of the letter understands Jesus Christ to be the true image 

of God. Moreover, Col 1:15-20 makes clear that all of creation is oriented to and by 

Christ. Col 1:15 asserts that “in him, all things are created” both in heaven and on earth. 

This world created “in him” includes creation in heaven and on earth, visible and 

invisible, and all powers. The passage stresses that all creation comes into being “in 

him,” “through him,” and “for him” (v. 16, 17) [ἐν αὐτῷ, δι' αὐτοῦ καὶ εἰς αὐτὸν]. This 

strong language identifies Jesus Christ as the agent of creation, which reinforces a tight 

connection between the creator and the image of the creator. Jesus Christ is the image of 

the one who has brought all things into existence—and he himself is the one who has 

brought all things into existence. Still further, he reconciles all creation (v. 20), including 

the church (v. 18). 

As argued above, the “new person” in Col 3:10 is to be renewed in order to know 

God and God’s will. Knowledge of God is made possible through the true image, which 

is Jesus Christ. Christ brings about knowledge of God and God’s will because of his 

reconciling presence among “you”—the audience, the church community, particularly in 

Colossae, which is the “mystery” (Col 1:26-27; Col 2:2; Col 4:3).  

Furthermore and second, this interpretation finds confirmation in Col 3:11 which 

claims, “there is no Greek or Jew, circumcised or uncircumcised, barbarian, Scythian, 

slave or free,” and sums it all up by claiming, “everything is in Christ.” While the adverb 

“where” (ὅπου) is ambiguous in its grammatical antecedent, it most likely identifies the 
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circumstances which result from the claims about the “new person” in Col 3:10.87 That is, 

this “new person” created anew for the purpose of knowing God and God’s will has a 

new, renewed, reconciled identity in Jesus Christ. All creation—particularly each of these 

diverse, social identities—is brought together in Jesus Christ. Jesus Christ is the true 

image of God, who—as the passage in Col 1:15-20 reveals—reconciles all of creation in 

heaven, on earth, the powers, and the church to God. He is the creator, image of God, and 

reconciler.  

In sum, this life as the “new person” entails renewal for the purpose of knowledge 

of God and his will. Such renewal and its epistemic end are shaped by, defined by, 

patterned by the true image, which is Jesus Christ. He is the one who has reconciled all 

creation to God in his fleshly body (Col 1:12-23), including those initiated into the 

church community after being buried with Christ and raised with him through baptism 

(Col 2:12-13, 2:20, 3:1). The story of reconciliation to God in Christ, who is the true 

image, thus ultimately undergirds what it means to “put on” the “new person”—that is, to 

live the life which is characterized and performed by particular actions (Col 3:12-4:6).  

Based on the preceding analysis, the post-baptismal life as the “new person” is 

characterized by specific actions and a particular way of life which are based on and 

oriented to Jesus Christ, who has reconciled them to God. The actions which belong to 

 

87According to BDAG, ὅπου can be a “marker of more immediate circumstances or 
expressing a premise,” and Col 3:11 is included under this meaning, “i.e. granting the 
premise involving the idea of the ‘new person’” (s.v., ὅπου, 717). 
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life as the “new person” are thus undergirded by the story of reconciliation to God in 

Jesus Christ. 

3.2.2.4 Colossians 3:16 as a Dimension of the “New Person” 

Given its inclusion in the series of instructions after the guiding exhortation to put 

on the “new person” in Col 9-10, the specific imperative in Col 3:16 to “let the Word of 

Christ dwell” among them constitutes one of the actions belonging to the life as the “new 

person” lived out in the social context of the church community. As argued above, the 

hortatory nature of the passage shows that the audience ought to take up this manner of 

life. Like the other instructions in Col 3:12-4:6, the exercise of this specific exhortation 

brings them into life as the “new person” who is being renewed according to the true 

image, Jesus Christ, for the purpose of knowing God’s will revealed in Christ. 

Furthermore, like the other instructions, this particular command comes to make sense in 

light of the story of reconciliation that Jesus Christ has brought about between humans 

and God, humans and humans, while also helping the participants enact and know that 

story. 

3.2.2.4.1 The Relationship of the Participles to the Main Imperative and to Each 
Other 

 

The three participles—teaching, instructing, singing (διδάσκοντες, νουθετοῦντες, 

and ᾄδοντες)—elaborate the main imperative by fleshing out how the “Word of Christ” 

(ὁ λόγος τοῦ Χριστοῦ) comes to “dwell with” (ἐνοικείτω) the audience. Some 
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commentators and translators interpret the three participles as imperatival,88 which yields 

multiple exhortations: “Let the Word of Christ dwell […],” “Teach and instruct one 

another,” and “Sing in your hearts.” An imperatival participle has a degree of 

independence from the main verb, although it takes on the imperatival mood of the main 

verb.89 Yet, while the main verb in Col 3:16 (ἐνοικείτω) is imperative, the three 

participles are not independent of it. Hearing the instruction to let the “Word of Christ 

dwell with you” raises the question, How? The participles inform the listener how this 

(in)dwelling comes about. In that light, the participles are better interpreted as adverbial, 

modifying the main imperative.  

Moreover, this pattern of imperative-with-participle(s) recurs throughout this 

passage (see Col 3:9-10, Col 3:12-13). In each case, the participle fleshes out the means 

by which the imperative should be enacted.90 In Col 3:16, the three participles flesh out 

how the main imperative is realized and instantiated—that is, the participles “teaching,” 

 

88 For helpful overview, see Moo, The Letters to the Colossians and to Philemon, 286–
289. Moo concludes that the participles in Col 3:16 are not likely imperatival. The 
NRSV, however, renders all three participles as imperatival: “Let the word of Christ 
dwell in you richly; teach and admonish one another in all wisdom; and with gratitude in 
your hearts sing psalms, hymns, and spiritual songs to God.” 
89 Wallace, Greek Grammar Beyond the Basics, 650. As Wallace puts it, “if a participle 
can be identified as dependent (i.e. if it can be at all attached to a verb), it should be so 
considered” (651). Wallace classifies Col 3:16 as a doubtful example of an imperatival 
participle (652). Wallace also impresses on the reader that imperatival participles are 
actually quite rare. See ibid., 650. 
90 The NRSV does not translate these verses and their respective grammatical 
constructions consistently. It renders the two participles in Col 3:9–10 (ἀπεκδυσάμενοι 
and ἐνδυσάμενοι) after the imperative (μὴ ψεύδεσθε) as adverbial participles, while it 
renders the two participles in Col 3:13 (ἀνεχόμενοι and χαριζόμενοι) after the imperative 
in Col 3:12 (ἐνδύσασθε) as imperatival participles. 
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“instructing,” and “singing” indicate the means by which the Word of Christ dwells 

among the Colossian congregation.91 The (in)dwelling of the “Word of Christ” is the 

“end” for which the acts of teaching, instructing, and singing are the means. 

Additionally, while all three participles tell how and by what means the main 

imperative verb is instantiated, the relationship between them merits consideration. Some 

commentators interpret the first two participles (teaching and instructing) and the third 

participle (singing) as describing parallel actions, while others consider the third 

participle (singing) as more closely bound up with the first two participles.92 For instance, 

Schweizer argues that the participles are not subordinated to each other or to the main 

 

91 Wallace, Greek Grammar Beyond the Basics, 628–30.  
92 For example, in his commentary, Douglas Moo points out that the RSV, NRSV, and 
HCSB insert an “and” between the first two participles and the participle “singing.” This 
decision renders the participles as parallel to one another.  

RSV: “teach and admonish one another in all wisdom, and sing psalms and hymns 
and spiritual songs with thankfulness in your hearts to God.”  
NRSV: “teach and admonish one another in all wisdom; and with gratitude in 
your hearts sing psalms, hymns, and spiritual songs to God” 
HCSB: “teaching and admonishing one another in all wisdom, and singing 
psalms, hymns, and spiritual songs, with gratitude in your hearts to God.”  

However, the KJV, NIV, and ESV translate them without inserting an “and” between the 
first two participles and the third, which renders “singing” as dependent on “teaching and 
instructing.” 

KJV: “teaching and admonishing one another in psalms and hymns and spiritual 
songs, singing with grace in your hearts to the Lord.” 
NIV: “teach and admonish one another with all wisdom through psalms, hymns, 
and songs from the Spirit, singing to God with gratitude in your hearts.” 
ESV: “teaching and admonishing one another in all wisdom, singing psalms and 
hymns and spiritual songs…”  

Moo affirms the second translation, arguing that “Paul wants the community to teach and 
admonish each other by means of various kinds of songs, and he wants them to do this 
singing to God with hearts full of gratitude” (The Letters to the Colossians and to 
Philemon, 288). 
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imperative. He notes that the teaching and instructing is directed toward the members of 

the congregation, while the singing is directed toward God. Because of this, he maintains 

that the verse contains three distinct expressions—dwelling of the word, teaching of the 

community, and singing to God. He questions the claim that teaching would take place in 

singing.93 

The second option, which posits that singing is more closely bound up with 

teaching and instructing, is more likely. As I argued in Chapter 2, we find parallelism 

between the phrases and participles in this verse (see Figure 5). In light of this 

parallelism, I concluded that “with psalms, hymns, and spiritual songs” modifies 

“teaching and instructing.”94 

 

Figure 5: Parallelism in Col 3:16 

 

93 Schweizer, The Letter to the Colossians, 210. 
94 See Chapter 2.3.1. 



 

225 

In addition, the relationship between sung compositions like psalms, hymns, and spiritual 

songs and the act of singing indicates that ᾄδοντες is closely connected to the previous 

phrase. In fact, here I contend that “singing” amplifies the first phrase. 

It is helpful to observe a similar syntactical pattern in Col 1:10-11 where the third 

participle more clearly amplifies the first two (see Figure 6 for comparison).  

 

Figure 6: Parallelism in Col 1:10-1195 

In Col 1:10-11, we find a set of two participles connected by καί (καρποφοροῦντες καὶ 

αὐξανόμενοι). They denote similar actions “bearing fruit” and “growing”—both pertain 

to the horticultural world. These two participles are followed by a third participle, “being 

strengthened” (δυναμούμενοι). In this case, δυναμούμενοι amplifies the first two 

participles by further characterizing the way in which the Colossian congregation should 

 

95 O’Brien offers a similar diagram of the verses in Colossians, Philemon, 19. 
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“bear fruit” and “grow.”96 And, ultimately, all three show how they should “walk 

worthily.”97  

Colossians 3:16 exhibits a similar pattern. The first two participles (teaching and 

instructing) also denote similar actions and are joined together by καί. The third participle 

(singing) amplifies the first two in that it clarifies how the Colossian church should 

mutually instruct each other with these compositions—by singing.98 If singing amplifies 

instruction in this verse, we may conclude that the activity of singing in Col 3:16 is not an 

activity distinct from instruction.99 Moreover, all three demonstrate how the main 

imperative, “let the Word of Christ dwell in you,” may be fulfilled. 

 

96 See also Wright, “God is accomplishing this productive and growing Christian 
character in his people so that they are strengthened with all power according to his 
glorious might” (Colossians and Philemon, 63). Emphasis in original. 
97 Moo, The Letters to the Colossians and to Philemon, 97. 
98 Furthermore, if it is correct to say that the dative phrase “with psalms, hymns, and 
spiritual songs” is dependent on the participle “teaching and instructing” (as argued 
above in Chapter 2.3.1 above) then that dependency would indicate a close relationship 
between the participle “singing” and the other participles. For, if psalms, hymns, and 
spiritual songs were used to instruct and if they are the types of texts which were sung, 
then it makes sense that the practice of singing is related to instruction and furthers 
instructional activity. Singing does not constitute a distinctly parallel practice, but a 
practice by which instruction takes place.  
99 Of course, arguments about “singing” as an amplification of mutual instruction assume 
that “psalms, hymns, and spiritual songs” are the type of texts which early Christians may 
have sung. Perhaps psalms, hymns, and songs were spoken in ritual contexts and not 
sung. However, in light of the evidence presented in Chapter 2.3.3 above, we may say 
that “psalms, hymns, and spiritual songs” are the types of compositions which were 
musically employed through (most likely) vocal and responsorial singing. Furthermore, 
as explored above in Chapter 2.4.3.1, the pagan witness found in Pliny the Younger’s 
letter to Trajan provides external confirmation that Christians as early as 111–112 C.E. 
sang songs to Christ “as to a god” (Letter 10.96). Early Christian reception also indicates 
that the early Christian writers (particularly Clement and Niceta) understood Col 3:16 to 
refer to the singing of psalms, hymns, and spiritual songs. Moreover, various early 



 

227 

3.2.2.4.2 The “Word of Christ” 
 

The (in)dwelling of the “Word of Christ” is the “end” for which mutual 

instruction through singing is the “means.” The phrase, the “Word of Christ” (ὁ λόγος 

τοῦ Χριστοῦ), is unique in the Pauline (and deutero-Pauline) corpus, which makes 

rendering an interpretation of how mutual instruction through singing brings about this 

“end” more complex. The range of textual variants indicates a longstanding confusion.100 

The genitive could be objective or subjective, and the head term, “word” (λόγος), has had 

various interpretations.  

Commentators are fairly split on a subjective vs. objective reading. The objective 

reading renders it as “the word about Christ,” referring to the gospel preached to the 

Colossians. The subjective reading of the genitive renders the phrase “the word belonging 

to Christ,” referring to Christ’s words and his presence.101 O’Brien argues in favor of the 

objective interpretation. It is the “word” as the message about Christ, truth, and the 

Gospel (see Col 1:5 as well as Gal 1:7, 1 Cor 9:12, 2 Cor 2:12). O’Brien posits that the 

 

Christian remarks, rules, and references to musical practice also suggest corporate, 
vocalized, musical employment of such compositions.  
 I 1175 copbo Clement have “the word of the Lord.” On the other hand, A C* 33 *א 100
have “the word of God. But the “Word of Christ” is supported by 𝔓46 2א B C2 D G P ψ. 
101 Claiming it means “The words belonging to Christ” is by no means unambiguous: for 
example, it could refer to a “body of Christ’s teachings that circulated within the earliest 
church”; see Robert W. Wall, Colossians and Philemon, The IVP New Testament 
Commentary Series (Downers Grove, IL: Intervarsity Press, 1993), 149. Wall, however, 
thinks that it more probably refers to the Spirit of the Risen Christ given the close 
association between “wisdom” and “Spirit” in Col 1:9–10 and other Pauline writings. 
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phrase refers to the message which Epaphras preached to the Colossians.102 Wright also 

finds a meaning of “message” most likely, contending that it refers to the message 

announced in Col 1:15-20 and applied to the Colossian situation in Col 2:6ff. 103 On the 

other hand, Lightfoot supports the subjective interpretation: it refers the words which 

Christ spoke, particularly communications with the Risen Christ.104 F.F. Bruce also 

argues for the subjective interpretation.105  

Other commentators advocate interpretations outside the subjective-objective 

debate.106 For instance, Marianne Meye Thompson interprets the “Word of Christ” as the 

foundation of the community.107, Constantine Campbell puts forward a descriptive 

genitive,108 claiming a body of instruction is in mind. Finally, some prefer the ambiguity 

 

102 O’Brien, Colossians, Philemon, 206–207. 
103 Wright, Colossians and Philemon, 148. However, Wright also leaves open the 
possibility that the phrase refers to teachings about Jesus like what became the Gospels or 
the “word” that Christ speaks through his Spirit. He does not think these interpretations 
are mutually exclusive.  
104 He draws a parallel to the phrase λόγος τοῦ θεοῦ in Col 1:25 and 1 John 2:11. See 
Lightfoot, Saint Paul’s Epistles to the Colossians and Philemon, 224.  
105 Bruce, The Epistles to the Colossians, to Philemon, and to the Ephesians, 157. 
106 Notably, a similar construction to the “Word of Christ” appears in 1 Thess 1:8, when 
Paul claims that the “Word of the Lord has sounded forth” (ἐξήχηται ὁ λόγος τοῦ 
κυρίου). Dunn points to this analog here in 1 Thess as well as 2 Thess 3:1 (ὁ λόγος τοῦ 
κυρίου), Acts 8:25 (ὁ λόγος τοῦ κυρίου), and Acts 12:24 (but here λόγος τοῦ θεοῦ). He 
also observes that comparing the construction in Colossians to the construction in 1 Thess 
does not offer a clear solution. The genitive could be subjective or objective in that verse 
as well. He avoids an either/or decision. See James D.G. Dunn, The Epistles to the 
Colossians and Ephesians, NIGTC (Grand Rapids: William B. Eerdmans Publishing, 
1996), 235–240). 
107 She refers back to Col 1:5–7. Thompson, Colossians and Philemon, 85–86.  
108 Constantine R. Campbell, Colossians and Philemon (Waco, TX: Baylor University 
Press, 2013), 59. 
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of keeping open the possibility of both subjective and objective interpretations.109 Indeed, 

the genitive “of Christ” does seem to support both the subjective and objective nuance. 

“The word belonging to Christ” [the subjective rendering] complements the “word about 

Christ” [the objective rendering]. The message about Christ [objective rendering] which 

Paul, Epaphras, and others preach depends on what they take to be continued guidance 

and communication of the risen Christ—that is, the “word belonging to Christ” 

[subjective rendering].110  

Additionally, Paul does not distinguish sharply between the proclamation about 

Christ and the presence of Christ elsewhere in the letter. For example, in Col 1:5, he 

writes that they have heard the “word” (τῷ λόγῳ) whose content is the “truth of the good 

news” (τῆς ἀληθείας τοῦ εὐαγγελίου).111 The have heard the message about Christ. Yet, 

in the very next breath, Paul also claims that this “word” is now “present among them 

and all the world bearing fruit and growing” (τοῦ παρόντος εἰς ὑμᾶς, καθὼς καὶ ἐν παντὶ 

 

109 Moule claims that that the “Word of Christ” here refers to the Gospel—that is, the 
“‘word’ uttered by Christ in his life and ministry and through his person, and repeated by 
each Christian as he proclaims the Gospel by life and witness” (The Epistles of Paul the 
Apostle to the Colossians and to Philemon, 125). R. Wilson points out that ὁ λόγος τοῦ 
θεοῦ appears in 1:25 (cf. 1 John 2:14), and similarly in Col 1:5 and 4:3 (there is a 
different use of λόγος in 2:23, 3:17, 4:6) in Colossians and Philemon, 266. He follows 
Dunn and avoids pressing a decision. 
110 Lightfoot says that the “Word of Christ” “denotes the presence of Christ in the heart, 
as an inward monitor” (Saint Paul’s Epistles to the Colossians and Philemon, 224). 
111 Lohse calls this “word” the “gospel of Christ” (see Gal 1:7; 1 Cor 9:12; 2 Cor 2:12). 
He references Col 1:5 too. He writes, “This message should dwell with them. As Wisdom 
found a dwelling place in Israel (Sir 24:8) and the Spirit of God dwells in the believers (1 
Cor 3:16; Rom 8:9, 11), so should the ‘word of Christ’ reside within the community in 
rich abundance and produce its effects” (Colossians and Philemon, 150). 
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τῷ κόσμῳ ἐστὶν καρποφορούμενον καὶ αὐξανόμενον). This “word” appears to have an 

active agency in promoting growth.112 As such, the “Word of Christ” refers to the good 

news about Jesus Christ—the reconciliation to God brought about by his life, death, 

resurrection, and ascension. The “Word of Christ” also refers to the presence of this 

resurrected and ascended Jesus Christ among them. Schweizer takes a similar stance; he 

associates the “Word of Christ” with the “gospel”—but he argues that the “gospel” is the 

living presence of Christ. As he eloquently says, 

…[the gospel] should not be thought of as a definite sum of fixed phrases such as 

is found, for instance, in a book, but as the living event of the proclamation, in 

which the exalted Lord is himself at work, rousing people to action and thus 

making his way through the world. It is for this reason that the writer can speak of 

the word dwelling “in you richly.”113 

 

In short, the “Word of Christ” both refers to the proclamation about Jesus Christ—the 

story of his life, death, resurrection, and ascension as well as the effect these events have 

had, which is the reconciliation of all creation and the church to God and to the presence 

of this risen and ascended Christ.  

 

112 See also Col 1:25, 2:23, 3:17, 4:3, 4:6 (compare with the immediately preceding 
parallel; “peace of Christ” in Col 3:15 as well as the phrase “mystery of Christ” in Col 
4:3, 2:2).  
113 Schweizer, The Letter to the Colossians, 209. He also claims that the genitive “of 
Christ” designates both the originator and content in this case (The Letter to the 
Colossians, 209 n. 26). 
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Matthew Gordley puts forth a very different interpretation: the “Word of Christ” 

refers to the “Christ Hymn” in Col 1:15-20.114 Gordley points out that the word λόγος can 

mean a speech, or prose hymn, and encomium, and he argues that, since Col 3:16 

highlights the use of texts like psalms, hymns, and songs, the term λόγος could apply to a 

similar type of text. As such, the term would describe the nature of the earlier hymnic 

passage found in Col 1:15-20.115 In support of this view, Gordley claims that the author 

clearly knows “standard” ways of referring to the gospel (see Col 1:5, 25), so the 

uniqueness of the phrase “Word of Christ” makes it likely that the term refers to the 

Christ Hymn itself.116   

There are good reasons to question Gordley’s conclusion. Interpreting λόγος as a 

prose hymn or encomium seems to render “λόγος” too narrowly, especially when we 

consider the use of λόγος in the rest of the letter. λόγος occurs several other times, (Col 

1:5, 1:25, 2:23, 3:16, 3:17, 4:3 and 4:6). In Col 3:17 and 4:6, λόγος conveys a sense of 

speech; e.g. in Col 3:17, it is paired with (presented as opposite to) action, ἐν λόγῳ ἤ ἐν 

ἔργῳ. And in Col 4:6 it appears in connection with ἀποκρίνεσθαι. In the other 

occurrences, it conveys a sense of “message” or “proclamation.” In Col 2:23, Paul 

employs the word to describe the content of false teaching as futile. Because λόγος here 

 

114 Matthew E. Gordley, The Colossian Hymn in Context: An Exegesis in Light of Jewish 
and Greco-Roman Hymnic and Epistolary Conventions, WUNT 2/228 (Tübingen: Mohr 
Siebeck, 2007), 268–69. Thompson makes this suggestion as well; see Thompson, 
Colossians and Philemon, 86. 
115 A fuller treatment of the question regarding this passage’s hymnic status may be found 
in Chapter 4.2, particularly 4.2.1 and 4.2.2. 
116 See Gordley, The Colossians Hymn in Context, 268. n. 109.  
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pertains to the content of teaching, it more likely means something like “message.” 

Moreover, later in Col 4:3, Paul again reminds the Colossians that he is in chains for the 

mystery of Christ, and he asks the Colossians to pray for a “door of the word” (θύραν τοῦ 

λόγου) so that he can “speak the mystery of Christ” (Col 4:3). Here again, “λόγος” means 

“message” or “proclamation.” Paul also connects λόγος with “the mystery of Christ” in 

both Col 1:25-27 and Col 4:3. Here the word seems to mean “message” or 

“proclamation,” while also seeming to refer to the “presence” of Christ. In Col 1:25, Paul 

claims he is given a ministry to fulfill “the word of God” (τὸν λόγον τοῦ θεοῦ). In the 

immediately subsequent appositive, this “word of God” is described as the “mystery” (τὸ 

μυστήριον). This “word” described as the “mystery” is further specified as the mystery 

which Paul and his companions preach (1:27). Linking these phrases together, the word 

of God is associated with the mystery of Christ among the audience. That Paul connects 

λόγος with “the mystery of Christ” in both Col 1:25-27 and Col 4:3 suggests that λόγος 

means “message” or “proclamation” of this mystery, while (at the same time) the 

“mystery” is the fact of the presence of Christ himself among the audience. As such, the 

word λόγος encompasses more than a reference to the Christ Hymn alone. Significantly, 

Paul continues by claiming that the “mystery of Christ among you” is the reason Paul and 

his coworkers admonish and teach (νουθετοῦντες [...] καὶ διδάσκοντες [...]) everyone for 

the sake of maturity (τέλειον) in Christ (Col 1:28). These same participles (νουθετοῦντες 

καὶ διδάσκοντες) reappear in Col 3:16. 

Gordley himself acknowledges that this conclusion may press the term λόγος too 

far. However, he also points out that, even if λόγος does not here refer exclusively to the 
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Christ hymn of Col 1:15-20, that hymn still represents well the proclamation of the 

mystery and provides a concrete example of the proclamation and message of the “Word 

of Christ.”117 The “Christ Hymn” proclaims the message about Jesus Christ, particularly 

the story of the reconciliation between God and all creation, including the church, which 

he has accomplished in his life, death, resurrection, and ascension. At the same time, the 

“Christ Hymn” also celebrates the reconciling presence of this resurrected and ascended 

Jesus Christ with the Colossian congregation.  

The exhortation in Col 3:16 draws out how the Colossians take part in Christ’s 

reconciling work. They take part in it as they allow the Word of Christ (ὁ λόγος τοῦ 

Χριστοῦ)—the proclamation and presence of Jesus Christ—to dwell with them, 

particularly in their mutual instruction with psalms, hymns, and songs through singing. 

As argued above, the main imperative to “let the Word of Christ dwell with you” is 

accomplished by the subsequent participles, “teaching, instructing, singing.” The “Word 

of Christ”—the proclamation about and the presence of Christ—comes to dwell with 

them by means of their mutual instruction with psalms, hymns, and spiritual songs, 

particularly through the act of singing. By means of their corporate singing, they both 

proclaim and take part in the reconciling work of Christ.  

In sum, the command to let the “Word of Christ dwell with you” belongs within 

the characterization and performance of the life as “new person” after baptism. As such, 

this mutual instruction through singing also characterizes life as the “new person” and 

 

117 Gordley, The Colossian Hymn in Context, 268.  
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aids the performance of life as this “new person” the post-baptismal church community. 

The “Word of Christ” which should dwell among them refers both to the “proclamation 

about” Jesus Christ—the story of the reconciling work of his life, death, resurrection, and 

ascension—as well as the presence of Christ who does this reconciling work with the 

congregation. Mutual instruction through singing brings about the indwelling of the 

“Word of Christ” among the Colossian congregation and thus plays a vital role in the 

proclamation about and the presence of the Jesus Christ who reconciles them to God.  

In sum, the act of singing in the church community depends on the story of 

reconciliation to God in Christ for intelligibility. It is because of their commitment to the 

story of reconciliation that they corporately sing their thanks and praise to the God to 

whom they are now reconciled because of the life, death, resurrection, and ascension of 

Jesus Christ. At the same time, the act of singing also provides knowledge118 of that story 

and to the person that story is about. The act of singing is instrumental to the 

proclamation and presence of Jesus Christ. 

3.2.3 Summary of Section 3.2 

In contrast to the Western tendency to conceptualize “music” as an abstraction, as 

a “noun,” and/or as a “work.” Small’s ethnomusicological emphasis reorients attention to 

music as an action which arises and makes meaning within a given social context. On 

Small’s terms, “music” is a verb and social action, which he calls “musicking.” As Small 

 

118 See Chapter 1.4.2 and Chapter 4.3.3 and 4.4 for definition. 
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argues, “musicking” is embedded in a social context, and meaning is made through 

performance, which is inherently social activity.  

With respect to Colossians, Small’s attention to music-making as an action in a 

social context reorients our reading of “mutual instruction with psalms, hymns, and 

spiritual songs through singing.” Biblical commentators tend to focus on the 

identification of the genre for “psalms, hymns, and songs,” which treats them as “works” 

or “musical objects” to be abstracted from their context. Small challenges the interpreter 

to focus on the singing in Col 3:16 as a social action which arises in a particular social 

context. This shift in the conceptualization of music from noun to verb, from a work to an 

action, redirects the interpreter to look for the meaning of these psalms, hymns, and 

spiritual songs in the role that the act of singing plays in the social context—that is, 

within life together in the church community. This social context involves the drawing 

together of members from diverse social backgrounds to pursue life together after 

baptism. Together, those in the church community pursue life as the “new person” (see 

Col 1:18, Col 2:6-23, Col 3:1-4:6) by taking part in various social practices, including 

music-making. Still further, this life as the “new person” with its particular practices is 

undergirded by the story of reconciliation principally articulated in Col 1:12-23.  

The act of singing in Col 3:16 contributes to the characterization and performance 

of that life by bringing about the (in)dwelling of the “Word of Christ,” which is the 

proclamation of the story of Jesus Christ and the presence of Jesus Christ who reconciles 

them to God. The story of reconciliation also renders the act of singing intelligible in the 

church community. The members come together to sing because of the story of 
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reconciliation, while singing also gives knowledge of the proclamation about and 

presence of Jesus Christ. 

3.3 Contributions from Anthropology of the Voice and Music 
Psychology—The Role of the “Voice”: Singing as Epistemic Medium in 
Col:16 

How singing provides such knowledge becomes the next question. On one hand, 

the content of the songs teaches the congregation. As mentioned above, the Christ Hymn 

provides a glimpse of the kind of content with which the congregation should instruct one 

another.119 On the other hand, the physical act of corporate singing itself teaches the 

congregation. A branch of ethnomusicology—the field of vocal anthropology—as well as 

the field of music psychology can provide insight here. As argued in Chapter 2, the act of 

singing in Col 3:16 refers to a corporate, vocal, musical act which probably involves 

individual chant of psalms, hymns, and songs and communal response in unison. Studies 

in the anthropology of the voice can help us understand how such a vocal act plays a part 

in mutual instruction and the “indwelling” of the “Word of Christ” by helping us 

understand the epistemic formation of which the “voice” is capable. Additionally, studies 

in music psychology can help us understand the communal formation which can take 

place in and through vocal participation in corporate singing.   

At first glance, addressing “the voice” with respect to the letter to the Colossians 

may seem odd since there is no explicit mention of “the voice” in the letter. However, as 

 

119 This point will be further explored in Chapter 4.4. 
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discussed in Chapter 2, the act of singing to which Col 3:16 refers is a vocalized one. 

Furthermore, “speaking” and “speech” do play a significant role in the letter (Col 2:4; 

4:17, and 1:5, 1:25, 2:23, 3:16, 3:17, 4:3, 4:6), as does “hearing” (Col 1:4, 1:5, 1:6, 1:9, 

1:23). Ethnomusicologists like Fox and Harkness and music psychologists like Ian Cross 

draw attention to the effect of speaking, singing, and sound on epistemic formation and 

communal formation. Their work provides a resource for understanding that, by taking 

part in this vocal act of instructing each other with psalms, hymns, and songs through 

singing, the Colossians congregation comes to know what it means to be a people 

reconciled in Christ. 

3.3.1 Singing in Col 3:16 as Epistemic Formation: a Means of Knowing Self, 
Community, and World 

First, we need to define what we mean by “the voice.” Those of us in the 

contemporary Western world tend to conceptualize “the voice” as an individual mode of 

expression and to employ “the voice” as a metaphor for individual self-agency, self-

identity, and self-expression.120 For example, when we say we want to “give people a 

 

120 For helpful analysis, see Amanda Weidman, “Anthropology and Voice,” Annual 
Review of Anthropology 43 (2014):37–51. 
https://www.annualreviews.org/doi/abs/10.1146/annurev-anthro-102313-030050. Steven 
Feld and Aaron A. Fox, “Music and Language,” Annual Review of Anthropology 23 
(1994): 25–53. Steven Feld, Aaron A. Fox, Thomas Porcello, and David Samuels, “Vocal 
Anthropology: from the Music of Language to the Language of Song,” in A Companion 
to Linguistic Anthropology, ed., Alessandro Duranti (Oxford: Blackwell, 2004): 321–345. 
Marlene Schäfers, “Voice,” in The Cambridge Encyclopedia of Anthropology, ed. Felix 
Stein, Sian Lazar, Matei Candea, Hildegard Diemberger, Joel Robbins, Andrew Sanchez, 
and Rupert Stasch (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2017), 
http://doi.org/10.29164/17voice.  
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voice,” to “hear someone’s voice,” and to “include various voices,” we mean that we 

want to give people authority and support their individual agency. When we say that 

someone “speaks up” and “uses her voice,” we mean that that person exercises her 

individual self-expression. In short, at least in the West, “the voice” is conceptually 

linked to an individual’s exertion of will on the world.  

However, anthropologists of the voice have challenged this view by pointing to 

the “grain” of the voice as “social.” The concept of the “grain” of the voice comes from 

an essay by Roland Barthes who understands it to refer to the voice’s physicality or “the 

‘materiality of the body’ that comes through voice and affects the listener at the level of 

personal pleasure.”121 In his essay, Barthes observes that the “voice” of a singer combines 

language and music in such a way that we can do more than offer descriptive predicates 

about it. That is, we can say more than something like, “The soprano’s voice is lovely.” 

When discussing the voice, its “grain” is such that we can also talk about what the voice 

does in its blend of language and music. Barthes uses the example of a Russian baritone 

voice. We can offer a predicate of the Russian baritone’s voice such as “his voice is 

lovely,” but we can also talk about how the sound of his particular voice articulates the 

words and delivers the sound of them in distinct and rich tones. This combination of 

language and sound in the bodily materiality is the “grain” of the voice.122 

 

121 Feld, Fox, Porcello, Samuels, “Vocal Anthropology,” 341. 
122 See Roland Barthes, “The Grain of the Voice,“ pp. 179–189 in Image, Music, Text, 
trans. Stephen Heath (New York: Hill and Wang, 1977), 181, 188–189.  
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Recent work in the anthropology of the voice has argued that this “grain” of the 

voice is fundamentally a “social grain.”123 That is, the voice which blends language and 

music—and all sound really—is formed in a social context. Before an individual even 

begins to speak, sing, or employ the vocal strings, the voice she employs is enculturated. 

As Feld, Fox, Porcello, and Samuels succinctly say, “[…] it is always the body social that 

is enunciated in and through the voice.”124 So, while we sometimes use the voice as a 

metaphor for raw exertion of the individual’s agency, autonomy, and will upon the world, 

the words an individual chooses, the pitches she sings, the sounds she utters all derive 

from her social context.125  

The accounts of the voice given by Nicholas Harkness and Aaron Fox provide 

particularly illuminating examples of how two ethnomusicologists address the voice in its 

social context. Harkness identifies the voice as a “phonosonic nexus,”126 while Fox 

identifies the voice—both the speaking and singing voice—as an epistemic medium for 

individual and social identity. Harkness’s and Fox’s respective ethnomusicological 

studies demonstrate that the voice is formed within a social context, and, at the same 

 

123 Feld, Fox, Porcello, Samuels, “Vocal Anthropology,” 341. 
124 Ibid., 341. 
125 This point bears similarity to the one Wolterstorff makes about music-makers and 
music-hearers. Like Wolterstorff argues with music-making, while music-makers create 
new sequences of sounds and can press the music-hearers to hear new sound-sequences, 
the “palette” (so to speak) of sounds are pre-set by the context of music-hearers among 
whom the music-makers creates their sound sequences. See nn. 8 and 11 above. 
126 Nicholas Harkness, Songs of Seoul: An Ethnography of Voice and Voicing in 
Christian South Korea (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2014), 3, 12–14. 
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time, the voice also provides the epistemic means by which an individual comes to know 

herself, her community, and the world. 

3.3.1.1 Nicholas Harkness: The Voice as “Phonosonic Nexus” 

In his book, Songs of Seoul, Nicholas Harkness explores the intersection of the 

human voice, musical practices, and social narrative in South Korean Christian culture 

through ethnographic research. He gives particular attention to the singing voice as a kind 

of music-making with socio-political ramifications. In describing his work, he writes,  

At the heart of my analysis is the way the European-style classical voice is a 

privileged nexus of phonic and sonic practice for Christians. The voice is treated 

as a qualitative emblem of a broader cultural transformation from a suffering, 

war-torn nation to one that has received ‘God’s grace.’ Some cling to the sadness 

of the traditional voice/song, but they aspire to an ideal world in which suffering 

is remembered but not experienced. 127  

 

His work provides a helpful angle onto the inescapably social grain of the voice. He 

argues that the singing voice represents, expresses, bears, and embodies the narratives 

significant to a given social group.128 Central to Harkness’s argument is his 

understanding of the voice as a “phonosonic nexus.” While we may think of the voice as 

a mere mechanism of sound, Harkness points out that the “voice” does not exist apart 

from “the semiotic, communicative, social, or cultural.”129 He claims, ““The voice as 

 

127 Harkness, Songs of Seoul, 2–3. 
128 Other work makes this point as well, but I have chosen Harkness for the sake of 
brevity. 
129 Harkness, Songs of Seoul, 12. 
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phonosonic nexus is a medium through which we orient to one another, not directly, but 

through phonic engagements with sonically differentiated frameworks of value that shape 

our social interactions.”130 While the voice physically produces sound and enables 

individual expression, the voice also takes shape within and derives meaning from the 

social context in which it arises.  

Furthermore, in Harkness’s study, in South Korea, the voice and the practices of 

vocal sound production (both speaking and singing) “mediate”131 the desired story of 

cultural transformation, which Harkness identifies as a triumphalist narrative of 

Christianization. Harkness begins his analysis by telling the story of how the Christian 

aesthetic of progress took root in Korea after the Korean War of 1950-53 and Japanese 

occupation. Over these years, currents in Korean culture shifted away from 

Confucianism, shamanism, and Buddhism to Christianity. Furthermore, he argues that 

these shifts in social narrative are expressed in the practices developed in the 

musicianship cultivated within the music schools.  

In the Korean music schools, musicians strive for sõngak, a vocal sound in the 

style of the European classical voice, and the teachers discourage arirang, the traditional 

Korean vocal sound. The sõngak vocal sound is considered to be the “clean” voice, while 

the traditional vocal sound is considered to be a “rough” sound. Harkness maintains that 

the traditional vocal sound conflicts with the narrative of progress which has taken root in 

 

130 Ibid., 17. 
131 Ibid., 21. 
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this Christian South Korean subculture. The shift from sõngak to arirang in vocal sound, 

Harkness contends, embodies the shift to the Christian aesthetic of progress. As such, the 

Christian aesthetic of progress is represented and expressed—even, one might say, 

embodied—in the human voice itself.132 Harkness claims that one can catch a glimpse of 

the South Korean Christian “ideal world” (one in which suffering is something 

remembered from the past) when an audience hears a hymn sung in sõngak (Western 

classical style) and responds with “Amen.” 

Harkness’s work with vocal practices in South Korean Christian culture points to 

the cooperative, socially established nature of singing. The “voice” physically produces a 

sound. But while the voice appears to be an autonomous expression of an individual, it 

has an inescapably social dimension to it. As Harkness illustrates with his exploration of 

the voice as “phonosonic nexus” and the use of sõngak in South Korean Christian culture, 

the musical practices of the voice in South Korea convey the narrative of national 

postwar progress and the movement out of poverty and suffering.  

With respect to the letter to the Colossians, Harkness’s analysis of the voice as 

“phonosonic nexus” raises a set of questions regarding the vocal dimension of mutual 

instruction with psalms, hymns, and songs through singing. First, Harkness’s emphasis 

on the social dimension of the voice as “phonosonic nexus” clears away potential 

 

132 Ibid., 10. In light of the undergirding narrative of progress in South Korean 
Christianity, Harkness strives “to understand thoroughly the significance of ‘cleanliness’ 
in the Korean context by demonstrating ethnographically how cleanliness as an 
aspirational quality is linked with other valuable qualities via the semiotics of 
vocalization within Korean Christian culture” (ibid., 9). 
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misunderstandings of the singing voice in the letter. As explored above, we particularly 

in the West tend to think of the vocal act of singing in Col 3:16 through the lens of 

individual expression of self-identity, agency, and will, e.g. as a worshipper’s individual 

expression of worship to God. While understanding the voice as individual self-

expression is not incorrect in that the voice as a physical mechanism does enable an 

individual to express herself, it is incomplete. Harkness’s emphasis on the voice as a 

“phonosonic nexus” prompts us to consider the singing voice in the letter to the 

Colossians within its social context, which here involves a particular way of life—

namely, “walking in Christ” (Col 2:6) and “putting on the new person” (Col 3:9-10).   

Second, Harkness’ work prompts questions about the social narratives which 

undergird the voice with which they should “teach and instruct each other with psalms, 

hymns, and spiritual songs.” His analysis of the unique vocal styles of sõngak and 

arirang demonstrates that the preference for sõngak embodies social narratives in South 

Korea. A similar analysis of the vocal style in Col 3:16 would be at best hypothetical 

given our lack of concrete data about musical practice in the earliest church. However, 

Harkness’ work still proves helpful in two specific ways. For one, it draws attention to 

the presence of social narratives undergirding musical practice. While we do not have 

conclusive evidence for the specific vocal styles employed in the church community, we 

can infer that there is a social narrative undergirding the vocal practice in Col 3:16. 

Harkness’s study prompts us to consider the narrative of reconciliation to God in Christ 
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found elsewhere in the letter, for instance in Col 1:15-20, as well as vv. 12-14, and 21-22. 

Chapter 4 will argue this point with more depth.133 

Additionally, Harkness’ work helps us think about the role of the voice in light of 

the hypothetical account of music-making in Chapter 2.134 There, we concluded that 

music-making in the early church was primarily vocal and involved the whole church 

community. It likely included chanting as well as corporate, unison response. This kind 

of interplay between chant and response could enact the larger story told in the 

community about the reconciliation accomplished in Jesus Christ’s death, resurrection, 

and ascension in two ways. The content of the compositions would remind the 

participants of this story, and the physical act of singing together would embody the 

drawing together of diverse members into one body (see Col 3:15). In other words, their 

singing together would carry the narrative of reconciliation told elsewhere in the letter.  

Such singing together would also differentiate the members of the church from 

their non-Christ-following neighbors. The paeans and skolia135 of their neighbors 

embody another social narrative—one in which it makes sense to pray to Apollo, Zeus, 

and so on. Given this social narrative, it makes sense to worship these gods in the local 

temple or to celebrate these gods at a dinner party. For the members of the church, 

though, their singing together worships and celebrates Jesus Christ, who reconciles them 

to God. In this way, their participation in singing together supports the formation of their 

 

133 See Chapter 4.4. 
134 See Chapter 3.3, but specifically 3.3.1.1. 
135 See Chapter 2.2. 
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post-baptismal identity as the “new person.” They cast off—die to—the old songs bound 

up with the works and the stories of the “old person,” and they take up—draw their 

breath to voice—the new songs that belong to the life as the “new person.” We will 

return to this point in Chapter 3. 

3.3.1.2 Aaron Fox: The Voice as “Epistemic Medium” of Identity 

While Harkness’s work provides a framework for understanding the voice as 

“phonosonic nexus,” Aaron Fox’s work points to how the singing voice shapes the 

singers’ knowledge of themselves, the community, and the world.136 In his book, Real 

Country, Fox makes a case for the voice as an epistemic medium of individual and 

corporate identity.137 That is to say, the voice functions as a means for understanding the 

self, community, and world. He conducts an ethnographic investigation of country music 

and particularly the “voiced paths” which link song and speech to identity in the working-

class culture of Lockhart, Texas. In his study, Fox focuses on the local tavern (also called 

the “honky-tonk” bar), which is a site of “highly ritualized procedures of cultural identity 

and community solidarity.”138 One can expect a certain type of décor in these bars. 

“Worn wood furnishings are always appreciated, and pool tables, game machines, beer 

 

136 Fox sees his project as an anthropology of the singing and speaking voice. “Such an 
anthropology advances a broad claim about human social life seeing the voice as a key 
material and ideational site of culture as an active process”; see Aaron A. Fox, Real 
country: Music and Language in Working-Class Culture (Durham, NC: Duke University 
Press, 2004), 40. 
137 Fox, Real Country, 22, 29, especially 44–45. 
138 Ibid., 24. 
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posters of semi-nude women, and a back door are desirable optional elements.”139 One 

can also expect to find a particular set of regular characters: “highly polished verbal 

artists of various kinds—storytellers, comedians, ‘liars,’ and ‘fools’ […] most members 

of the tavern-based community are capable of verbally artistic participation in sociable 

talk to some degree.”140 Fox continues to set the scene:  

Ice-cold beer, a verbally authoritative bartender, dense cigarette smoke, loud, cold 

air conditioners, invisibility to passersby on the road outside, a visually riotous 

display of amusing and sentimental memorabilia, and a good balance of male and 

female patrons, each with the ability to ‘take a joke,’ are also key ingredients.141  

 

Most importantly, one can expect “real country” music in the bar. This phrase “real 

country” music describes the performance of a certain canon of songs in a particular 

musical style by professional and semi-professional musicians at “dances,” jam sessions, 

and parties. Between live performance and the ever-present jukebox, “real country” 

music is almost continuously performed at these bars. 

The performance of such “real country” music is integral to the formation of 

social and individual identity. For, “real country” is not only a musical designation, but it 

is also a trope of social identity. Fox observes that those who frequent the bar refer to 

themselves as “country people.” The term “country” fuses identity and description of 

social experience which is embedded in verbal art, language, discourse, and ritual of 

 

139 Ibid., 23. 
140 Ibid. 
141 Ibid. 
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performance. Fox argues that “the medium in which this linkage is materialized—and 

literally embodied—is the medium of the sounding human voice.”142 Fox observes that, 

for these Texans, song and speech are inseparable.143 They sing when they talk and talk 

when they sing. As Fox writes,  

Of course, music and musicians were ubiquitous everyday topics of conversation. 

But more than that, people also frequently sang when they talked, breaking into 

spoken and even sung quotations from songs in highly stylized and deeply 

personal ways. People referred to the singing jukebox as if it were an animated 

participant in their conversations.144  

 

People also sang along to live performances and to recordings as well. Both singers and 

non-singers imitate the voices of their favorite musicians. Performers pepper their 

performances with speech that works in song titles and snatches of song as a way of 

bantering with the audience. Fox concludes that, “Speech and singing were sutured and 

tangled in this community, comprising a dense and irreducible field of discursive practice 

that was also immanent in every vocalization.”145 In light of this web of vocality, Fox 

claims that,  

[T]he voice is a privileged medium for the construction of meaning and identity, 

and thus for the production of a distinctive “class culture.” Song and singing 

comprise the expressive apotheosis of this valued vocality, and song, in turn, is 

locally understood as a consciously elaborated discourse about (the) voice. 

 

142 Ibid., 29. 
143 Ibid., 37. 
144 Ibid. 
145 Ibid. 
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Through song and its attendant forms of expressive, technical, critical, and playful 

talk (especially narrative and humor), working class Texans construct and 

preserve a self-consciously rustic, “redneck,” “ordinary,” and “country” ethos in 

their everyday life.146 

 

The constant presence of “real country” music through song and speech creates the social 

context for those who frequent the honky-tonk bar to preserve and explore their identity. 

By listening to and taking on the idioms of “real country” music, those regular attenders 

at the bar learn and perform their identity as “country people” through their voices. 

Through song and speech, they construct meaning and preserve their “real country” 

identity. Thus, for the regular attenders at the honky-tonk bars, the voice is a medium 

through which their social identity is constructed and explored. 

Fox concludes that the singing and speaking voice mediate the relationship 

between the self, others, and the world. The voice and voiced sound (including both 

singing and speaking) constitute the heart of human experience, and Fox argues for the 

“epistemological and empirical primacy” of the voice in social interaction. 147 “Without 

voiced talk… there is no culture, no ideology, and there is no ‘ordinary’ reality.”148 

Furthermore, “Talk constitutes everyday life.”149 The voice is the medium through which 

meaning is constructed and reality is engaged. 

 

146 Fox, Real Country, 20. 
147 Ibid., 44. 
148 Ibid., 41. 
149 Fox concludes that talk is the domain of mediation between “reflexive consciousness 
and naturalized experience” (ibid., 41). 
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Fox’s work provides several illuminating insights about singing and the singing 

voice which aid our study of the act of singing in the letter to the Colossians. His study 

highlights the voice’s social grain, its role in forming individual and social identity, and 

its epistemic role in mediating the relationship between the individual, the community, 

and the world. With respect to the letter to the Colossians, such an understanding of the 

voice draws attention to how the vocal practice of singing may play a role in the 

construction of identity after baptism into the church community. Throughout the letter, 

Paul urges the Colossian congregation to live in particular ways after their baptism into 

the life, death, resurrection, and ascension of Jesus Christ. This way of life is summed up 

as “putting on the new person” (Col 3:9-10), and the life as the “new person” is marked 

by particular actions (spelled out in Col 3:12-4:6). In Col 3:16, Paul enjoins the 

congregation to instruct one another with psalms, hymns, and spiritual songs through 

singing as part of the life as the “new person” lived after baptism. The singing voice 

enables the participants in this congregation to construct, perform, and preserve their life 

as the “new person” after their baptism.  

By singing with psalms, hymns, and songs, they remind each other of the story of 

Jesus Christ and of their baptism into the death and resurrection of Jesus Christ (Col 

2:12-13) and incorporation into the Body of Christ, the church (Col 1:18, 24). The verbal 

content of these compositions as poetic, hymnic, psalmic compositions in praise of Jesus 

Christ and in gratitude to God reinforces that identity as the “new person.” Despite 

uncertainty about the specific forms and content of these compositions, we can be 

reasonably sure that they are compositions which tell the story of Jesus Christ and offer 
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praise to God.150 By taking part in musical practice, then, the congregation hears the story 

of Jesus Christ, and they respond in affirmation and praise with their own voices. Their 

vocal participation in retelling the story thus reinforces knowledge of their new identity 

in Christ. 

3.3.2 Contributions from Music Psychology—Singing in Col 3:16 as 
Communal Formation: Singing as Enacting Unity and Reconciliation 

Moreover, the vocal, bodily act of singing itself reinforces their new identity. 

Music-making in social groups has a powerful effect on social cohesion through 

“entrainment.” As Martin Clayton, Rebecca Sager, and Udo Will, all professors of 

ethnomusicology, explain, entrainment in its most general sense refers to “a phenomenon 

in which two or more independent rhythmic processes synchronize with each other.”151 

We find entrainment across the physical, biological, and mechanical world. The earliest 

scientific studies on entrainment came from a Dutch physicist, Christiaan Huygens, who 

noted in 1665 that the pendula of clocks would synchronize over time when the clocks 

were set on a common supportive base.152 Key to the definition of entrainment is the 

word “independent,” which emphasizes that the entities must be “self-sustaining” in their 

 

150 See Chapter 2.3. 
151 Martin Clayton, Rebecca Sager, and Udo Will, “In Time with the Music: The Concept 
of Entrainment and Its Significance for Ethnomusicology,” ESEM CounterPoint 1 
(2004): 3–75, especially 4; also, Martin Clayton, “What is Entrainment? Definition and 
Applications in Musical Research," Empirical Musicology Review 7, no. 1–2 (2012): 49–
56. 
152 See Clayton, Sager, and Will, “In Time with the Music: The Concept of Entrainment 
and Its Significance for Ethnomusicology,” 4; Clayton, “What is Entrainment?,” 49.  
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rhythmic processes and/or oscillations;153 “synchronization” or “coordination” alone is 

not the same as entrainment. Resonance, for example, differs from entrainment in that, if 

you put a tuning fork that makes sound waves into a resonance box, you will discover 

oscillations. But when you remove the tuning fork, the oscillations stop. Resonance is 

thus not an example of entrainment because the oscillations are not independent.154  

There are many types of entrainment, including musical entrainment. In an essay 

in the Oxford Handbook to Music Psychology, Ian Cross, professor of science and music 

at Cambridge University, defines musical entrainment as “the coordination in time of one 

participant’s behaviours with those of another.” Entrainment “involves the organization 

of the perception and behavior of participants around temporal regularities that are 

inferred […] from musical sounds and actions in the form of a periodic pulse or beat that 

is sensed by all participants.”155 Musical entrainment occurs when there is a 

synchronization of bodily behavior based on the experience of a common beat or rhythm. 

As Martin Clayton outlines, we can distinguish three different levels of musical 

entrainment: 

 

153 Clayton, “What is Entrainment?,” 49. 
154 See Clayton, Sager, and Will, “In Time with the Music: The Concept of Entrainment 
and Its Significance for Ethnomusicology,” 6. 
155 Ian Cross, “The Nature of Music and Its Evolution,” in The Oxford Handbook of 
Music Psychology, ed. Susan Hallam, Ian Cross, and Michael Thaut (Oxford, New York: 
Oxford University Press, 2009): 3–13, especially 6. 
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1. Intra-individual entrainment: this occurs within a human, e.g. the entrainment 

of networks of neuronal oscillators, which enable metrical perception and the 

coordination of body parts (for example, a drummer’s limbs). 

2. Inter-individual/intra-group entrainment: this occurs in the coordination 

between individual human actors in a group. It is essential for playing together 

in a musical ensemble.  

3. Inter-group entrainment: this occurs in the coordination between different 

groups. This is a rare phenomenon in Western art music, but not so outside the 

West.156 

Clayton notes that these levels are interdependent and build upon one another—the 

second level depends on the first, and so on.  

Significantly, studies in musical entrainment demonstrate that when participants 

make music together, the entrainment of their behavior enables a strong sense of unity, 

togetherness, and even intimacy. As they make music, the individual participants in 

group singing experience a common beat and rhythm. Their individual behaviors 

coordinate and synchronize with the group’s behaviors in the presence of this common 

beat and rhythm. This coordination and synchronization give the activity in the group a 

 

156 Clayton, “What is Entrainment?,” 51. Congado, an Afro-Brazilian ritual performance 
which takes place in Minas Gerais, Brazil, is one such example. It is a religious tradition 
in which different groups—Congo, Moçambique, and Candombe—come together, each 
having its own musical instruments, rhythms, songs, and dancing linked to its own 
identity. See Glaura Lucas, Martin Clayton, and Laura Leante, “Inter-group entrainment 
in Afro–Brazilian Congado Ritual,” Empirical Musicology Review 6.2 (2011): 75–102. 
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degree of coherence, and that coherence undergirds a sense of communal identity.157 

Thus, as Cross and others have argued, entrainment in music-making can generate social 

bonding in a group.158   

One of the ways in which entrainment leads to social bonding involves the 

multivalence of music’s meaning. Cross observes that music has the capacity for 

“floating intentionality.”159 Cross defines “intentionality” as “aboutness,” and he 

 

157 Ian Cross, “Music and Meaning, Ambiguity and Evolution,” in Musical 
Communication, ed. Dorothy Miell, Raymond MacDonald; David J. Hargreaves (Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 2005): 27–44,  36. See also William H. McNeill, Keeping 
Together in Time: Dance and Drill in Human History (Cambridge, MA: Harvard 
University Press, 1995), 1–35, 48, 83, 152. McNeill focuses on dance but discusses 
singing and song sometimes as well. In his analysis of Islamic religious life, he concludes 
with this statement, “Thus is appears that despite the conscious, deliberate effort of all 
pious Moslems to discover and obey God’s will as recorded in Sacred Scripture, words 
were only part of what united them. Keeping together in time, along with music, song, 
and chant, also played its part, arousing primitive, inchoate, and powerful sentiments of 
solidarity that allowed them to act more energetically and effectively than words and 
doctrine by themselves could have done” (Keeping Together in Time, 94). 
158 Cross, “The Nature of Music and Its Evolution,” 10. Ian Cross writes about music-
making as communication as well as contribution to social-bonding; see “Music as a 
Social and Cognitive Process,” in Language and Music as Cognitive Systems, ed. Patrick 
Rebuschat, Martin Rohmeier, John A. Hawkins, Ian Cross (Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, 2012): 315–328, especially 320–321; Ian Cross and Ghofur E. Woodruff, “Music 
as Communicative Medium,” in The Prehistory of Language, ed. Rudolf Botha and Chris 
Knight (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2009): 77–98, especially 88–89, 93, 95. Ian 
Cross, Felicity Laurence, and Tal-Chen Rabinowitch make a case for music-making as a 
creative practice which supports the development of empathy in social groups. They also 
identity features of music-making which lead to empathy, including imitation, 
entrainment, disinterested pleasure, flexibility, and ambiguity; see “Empathy and 
Creativity in Group Musical Practices: Towards a Concept of Empathic Creativity,” in 
The Oxford Handbook of Music Education, ed. Gary E. McPherson and Graham F. 
Welch, 2nd ed. (New York: Oxford University Press, 2012): 2:337–353.  
159 See Cross, “Music and Meaning, Ambiguity and Evolution,” 32; Cross, “Music as a 
Social and Cognitive Process,” 321. 
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develops the notion of “intentionality” in comparison with language. Language is 

denotative—it has referents and so is more clearly “about” something. While music can 

also be “about” something, music does not rely on denotation to make meaning. Its 

“aboutness” lacks the definitiveness of a proposition and is often multi-valent, having 

various meanings and connotations for different people. The multivalence of music’s 

meaning allows for conflicting goals, desires, and motivations within the group. 

Individuals can hold varying opinions, goals, and motivations, and yet still “fit” in the 

social group. Between its capacity for entrainment and its allowance for “individual 

fitness,” music-making proves helpful in navigating social uncertainty in the creation of 

social groups. 

Furthermore, Nathan Myrick observes in his article, “Relational Power, Music, 

and Identity: the Emotional Efficacy of Congregational Song,” that musical entrainment 

can correlate with particular affective states. Myrick analyzes what he calls “compound 

ritual entrainment,” the affective, physical, and relationship formation through music, 

particularly in contemporary Christian worship contexts. He understands the worship 

context as a site where ritualized, musical practice involving congregational song may 

take place. Congregational song strengthens psychological unity, which reinforces over 

time the emotional significance of the musical practice.160 

 

160 See Nathan Myrick, “Relational Power, Music, and Identity: the Emotional Efficacy 
of Congregational Song,” Yale Journal of Music and Religion 3.1 (2017): 77–92. DOI: 
https://doi.org/10.17132/2377-231X.1060. 
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These analyses of musical entrainment can illuminate the role of singing in the 

letter to the Colossians as a musical practice which brings about social bonding among 

these participants. Given the hypothesis developed in Chapter 2 that the singing in Col 

3:16 involves the chanting of compositions and unison group response, we can posit that 

the participants would experience entrainment in their musical act of vocalizing their 

response together. Their behaviors would synchronize and coordinate as they respond 

together by singing in unison shorter phrases like “Amen,” “Hallelujah,” or longer 

refrains. This entrainment, experienced through their vocal participation in singing 

together, would lead to social bonding in the church community, which would reinforce 

their new identity. For, after their baptism into Christ’s life, death, resurrection and 

ascension, the members of this church community have a new social identity grounded in 

the person of Jesus Christ who reconciles them to God and to each other in the church. 

By singing together, experiencing musical entrainment, and developing new social bonds 

among the diverse individual members, singing enacts the unity appropriate to this life 

(Col 3:15). Their vocal participation in mutual instruction with psalms, hymns, and songs 

through singing yields knowledge of themselves as members of the church community 

reconciled in Christ.161  

 

161 Significantly, some anthropologists of the voice have argued that listening practices 
also play a vital role in formation. See, for example, Sarah Bakker Kellogg, “Ritual 
Sounds, Political Echoes: Vocal Agency and the Sensory Cultures of Secularism in the 
Dutch Syriac Diaspora,” American Ethnologist 42 (2015): 431-445, especially 433, 435-
436, 442. Additionally, Clayton, Sager, and Will note that,  

Several cognitive psychologists hold that perception, attention, and expectation 
are all rhythmic processes subject to entrainment. In other words, even when a 
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While, to the modern ear, the musical practice of unison singing may sound like 

an erasure of particularity, to the ancient ear—to Paul’s ear—this practice reinforces a 

new social unity over against that which would divide the Colossian Christ-followers. 

The community could collapse under the pressure of their former social identities 

attempting life together in the church community, and so Paul urges unity and oneness in 

the congregation in the face of these divisions. As discussed above, Cross’s analysis of 

music-making’s capacity for “floating intentionality” indicates that music-making 

provides a means of social cohesion when individuals in the social group hold differing 

and even conflicting goals, desires, and motivations. As such, the unison, responsorial 

singing in Col 3:16 does not necessarily suggest an admonition for uniformity in the 

group to the exclusion of particularity of the individual members. It does, however, point 

to the formation of a new community. I will elaborate this argument in Chapter 4.162 

3.4 Conclusion: Singing as Social Practice in the Letter to the Colossians  

The previous section addressed the epistemic and communal implications of 

singing as a vocal act. Harkness’s study of musical practice in Seoul, Korea, and Fox’s 

 

person is not speaking or performing music but is only listening, their perceptions 
and expectations will be coordinated by their entrainment to what they hear. 
Entrainment is fundamental then, not just to coordinate with others, but even to 
perceive, react to, and enjoy music. Music, as an external oscillator entraining our 
internal oscillators, has the potential to affect not only our sense of time but also 
our sense of being in the world. 

(Clayton, Sager, and Will, “In Time with the Music,” 25). Based on such studies, we may 
say that, even if the form of “singing” in the Colossian church took shape as a leader 
vocalizing while the rest of the congregation listened, the musical practice still 
contributes to formation. 
162 See Chapter 4.4.1. 
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study of musical practice in Lockhart, Texas both highlight the “enculturation” of “the 

voice.” Far from being mere raw self-expression of individual will, agency, and authority, 

the voice develops within a social matrix. In order for the voice to be an exertion of 

individual will, it must “pick up” how to express that will from the social context—its 

culture and the social narratives around it. As Harkness frames it, the voice is a 

“phonosonic nexus.” Moreover, as Fox’s work illustrates, through the exercise of the 

speaking and singing voice, social identity is developed, performed, and preserved. The 

voice is necessary for knowledge of oneself and the surrounding world. Moreover, the 

voice enables people to know and preserve their identity.  

Fox’s, Harkness’, and Cross’s studies have three significant ramifications for the 

role of the singing voice in the letter to the Colossians. First, Harkness’s discussion of the 

voice as “phonosonic nexus” causes us to ask whether the singing voice in Colossians 

embodies a narrative integral to the identity of the social group to which the letter is 

addressed. Indeed, the singing voice in Col 3:16 does embody the narrative of 

reconciliation which the letter declares to be true in the life, death, resurrection, and 

ascension of Jesus Christ (see Col 1:15-20, 12-14, 21-22; Col 3:1). Second, Fox’s 

emphasis on the voice as epistemic medium provides a way to understand the role of the 

singing voice in the letter’s instructions. Through the exercise of mutually instructing 

each other with psalms, hymns and songs through singing, the participant comes to know 

what it means to “put on the new person” (Col 3:10) in Christ (Col 3:11; Col 1:12-23). 

Through the singing voice, the participant comes to know what it means to be reconciled 

in and through Jesus Christ (Col 1:20-22; 3:10-11). Finally, Cross’s work shows that 
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singing brings about the forging of new social bonds. The practice of unison, corporate 

singing which Paul exhorts the Colossian congregation to take part in plays a crucial role 

in the forging of a new community out of a membership from diverse backgrounds. 

Chapter 4 will explore these points further.163  

In sum, the studies from ethnomusicology, anthropology of the voice, and music 

psychology which we have explored in this chapter contribute conceptual resources and 

frameworks for understanding how the act of singing in Col 3:16 functions in forming the 

life which Paul longs for the Colossian community to experience. We come to understand 

the act of singing in Colossians, first, as an action which arises in a social context, 

particularly the context of the church community. Second, they teach us to understand 

singing as one act among other social acts—indeed an entire way of life particular to the 

social context in which the act arises, namely the pursuit of life as the “new person.” 

Finally, they demonstrate that singing is an action which depends on the story of 

reconciliation to God in Jesus Christ for intelligibility. For Paul, the act of singing 

belongs in the common life of the church community (see Col 3:12-4:6), which 

comprises members from diverse social backgrounds and identities, who have been 

baptized into the community. After their baptism and incorporation into this new 

community, the body of Christ, they pursue “walking worthily” of Christ (Col 1:10; 2:6). 

They follow a particular kind of life together, namely the life as the “new person” (Col 

3:10), which consists of particular actions and practices, including singing.  

 

163 See Chapter 4.4., especially 4.4.1. 
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Significantly, the community, their post-baptismal life together, and the specific 

act of communal singing depend on the story of reconciliation to God in Jesus Christ for 

intelligibility. It is this narrative of Jesus Christ’s work in reconciling them to God 

through his life, death, resurrection, and ascension that explains the existence of this 

community and makes sense of their pursuit of the life as the “new person” (see Col 3:1). 

As one of the practices in this social context, the act of singing also depends on the story 

of reconciliation to God in Jesus Christ. At the same time, while the act of singing comes 

to make sense within the framework of the story of reconciliation accomplished in Jesus 

Christ, it also provides the participants with knowledge164 of that story. As argued above 

in Section 3.2.2.4.2, the “Word of Christ” in Col 3:16 refers to the proclamation of the 

work of reconciliation Christ accomplishes as well as the reconciling presence of the 

resurrected and ascended Christ himself. The instruction with psalms, hymns, and 

spiritual songs through singing plays a part in bringing the Word of Christ to dwell with 

the congregation. In other words, singing helps to bring about the proclamation and 

presence of Christ. Chapter 4 will flesh out this point further.165 

Furthermore, from investigations in the anthropology of the voice and music 

psychology, we learn that the act of singing shapes how members of the church come to 

“know” themselves, their community, and the world and how it also forms them into a 

community. As Fox’s and Harkness’ studies indicate, singing and vocal practice function 

 

164 Again, “knowledge” here refers to both conscious awareness and bodily knowledge. 
See Chapter 1.4.2 and Chapter 4.3.3 as well as 4.4. 
165 See Chapter 4.4. 
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as a medium for individual and social identity. Through the practice of singing and the 

employment of the voice, the singers-speakers navigate the world and come to know 

themselves, their community, and the world around them. As the studies of Cross, 

Laurence, and Rabinowich argue, corporate singing leads to social bonding and empathy, 

thus facilitating the formation of community. 

These analyses help us interpret Col 3:16 by drawing attention to the relationship 

between vocal participation and knowledge. As explored in Chapter 2, the singing 

mentioned in Col 3:16 refers to a corporate, vocalized, musical act. As examined in this 

chapter, the act of singing belongs to the characteristics of life as the “new person” (Col 

3:10). By taking part in mutual instruction with psalms, hymns, and spiritual songs 

through the vocalized act of singing, the participants come to know the story of 

reconciliation to God in Christ as well as who they are because of that story: redeemed 

and reconciled participants in the church community, the Body of Christ, who “put on the 

new person” together. 

Finally, as studies in music psychology have demonstrated, music-making as a 

community brings about social bonding because of entrainment. As a vocal, corporate 

practice, the singing in Col 3:16 also functions along these lines. By taking part in the act 

of singing and mutually instructing each other with psalms, hymns, and songs, the 

members of the church community experience coordination and synchronization, which 

draws them together. Through their vocal participation, they come to know themselves as 

members of this church community, and they come to know their community as a unified 
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one, even a reconciled one. They come to this knowledge both through the content of the 

songs sung and through the act of singing itself. 

This analysis in this chapter has two significant implications for our study of 

music-making and maturity in Christ. First, it draws attention to the way in which the 

letter to the Colossians attempts to form the audience in a particular pattern of 

understanding and participating in reality (see Col 1:3-23, 2:6-23, 3:1-4), and, second, it 

shows that singing plays a role in that formation. The preceding analysis draws attention 

to how the church community and its practices depend on the story of reconciliation to 

God in Jesus Christ. Because of that story, Paul enjoins the Colossian congregation to 

live in a particular way (set out in Col 3:12-4:6), and this way of living includes singing. 

Their songs—namely, psalms, hymns, and spiritual songs—instruct each other in that 

story into which they were baptized. As Chapter 4 will argue, this story is articulated in 

the Christ Hymn, which serves as an example of the kinds of songs the congregation 

should sing. 

Second, the preceding analysis shows that singing is a bodily act that forms the 

individual members into a church community. Through the voice and through the effects 

of musical entrainment, the act of singing shapes their knowledge of themselves, the 

community, and the world. As we will find in the next chapter, the verbal content of their 

songs matters for the formation because it names the story of reconciliation to God in 

Jesus Christ. At the same time, the bodily act of singing enacts the story of reconciliation 

and moves the congregation toward maturity in Christ. 
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4. The Christ Hymn and the Practice of Music-making: 
Singing Reconciliation  

“To sing with others, to move as they move in the performance of a ritual, is not merely 
to symbolize union. It is in and of itself to reunite in the reproduction of a larger order. 
Unison does not merely symbolize that order but indicates it and its acceptance. The 
participants do not simply communicate to each other about that order but commune with 
each other within it.”1 

4.1 Introduction 

In Chapter 2, we found that singing in Col 3:16 refers to vocal, corporate music-

making, such as chanting with a unison response. In Chapter 3, we asked how singing 

functions in the post-baptismal life, and we turned to ethnomusicology, anthropology of 

the voice, and music psychology to gain insight into the question. Attention to these 

studies helped us understand that music-making is an activity that arises in a social 

context and that forms its participants both epistemically and communally. Chapter 3 

concluded that the practice of singing in Col 3:16 forges new bonds for a community 

whose members come from diverse backgrounds. Having received baptism, they now 

pursue life together as the “new person” (Col 3:10) by taking part in particular practices. 

Still further, through the practice of singing, the members of the church community come 

to know themselves as reconciled to God in Christ, and so also to one another.  

The analysis in Chapter 3 also indicated that there is a connection between the 

letter’s injunctions to moral practice and its story of reconciliation to God in Christ. 

 

1 Roy Rappaport, Holiness and Humanity: Ritual in the Making of the Religious Life, 
Cambridge Studies in Social and Cultural Anthropology 110 (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1999), 220. Italics are in the original. 
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However, as highlighted in Chapter 1 (Introduction), some have interpreted Paul’s 

exhortations—such as the one in Col 3:16—as a secondary afterthought to theology and 

Christology. Martin Dibelius, for example, contends that Paul’s moral instructions 

represent a hasty attempt to slap together an ethic in the face of a delayed Parousia; he 

argues that Paul mostly borrows them from the surrounding culture and does not develop 

them within a Christological framework.2 On such a view, the moral exhortations are an 

epiphenomenal appendage to Christology. 

In his work on the Christ Hymn in Colossians, Matthew Gordley goes a long way 

toward rejecting such an understanding of the relationship between ethics and 

Christology. On Gordley’s reading, the Christ Hymn in Col 1:15-20 is a didactic hymn, 

and its content is “theoretically foundational”3 for moral action. The Christ Hymn 

presents the Colossians with a “verbal portrait of reality” or a “worldview” that informs 

their actions.4 

In this chapter, we will press Gordley’s conclusion still further. We will find that 

the Christological narrative concentrated poetically in the Christ Hymn provides the 

logical, rhetorical, and conceptual basis for the moral practices the Colossians are to 

 

2 See Martin Dibelius, From Tradition to Gospel, trans. Bertram Lee Woolf, 2nd ed. 
(Cambridge: James Clarke, 1971), 233–265, especially 238. See also Chapter 1.4.1 for 
more on this issue. 
3 Matthew E. Gordley, Colossian Hymn in Context: An Exegesis in Light of Jewish and 
Greco-Roman Hymnic and Epistolary Conventions, WUNT 2/228 (Tübingen: Mohr 
Siebeck, 2007), 269. 
4 Matthew E. Gordley, Teaching Through Song in Antiquity: Didactic Hymnody among 
Greeks, Romans, Jews, and Christians, WUNT 2/302 (Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2011), 
21; see also 289, 300–302. 
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adopt. Conversely, taking part in these moral practices generates the social context within 

which the members of the church gain “participatory knowledge”5 of the Christ Hymn 

and its subject.  

This chapter, then, demonstrates that the Christological story in the Christ Hymn 

fuels the exhortation to the practice of mutual instruction through singing. First, I will 

argue, following Matthew Gordley that Col 1:15-20 is a didactic hymn which provides 

the logical, rhetorical, and conceptual foundation for the moral exhortations of the letter 

as well as the social imaginary which undergirds moral action, specifically singing.  

Second, I will show that the practice of singing supports the communal and 

epistemic formation which enables the members of the church community to inhabit the 

story of reconciliation told in the Christ Hymn. Familiarity with the “good news” 

(εὐαγγέλιον) and taking part in the church community as constituted by certain practices 

provide necessary context for the Christ Hymn. Engaging in the practices which 

constitute the church community—such as baptism, forgiveness, peace-making, 

thanksgiving, mutual instruction, and singing—brings about “participatory knowledge” 

of the Christ Hymn and its subject. For, through these practices, the members of the 

church enact the unity and reconciliation which the Christ Hymn describes. In Section 

4.4, I argue that we see this dynamic in action specifically with respect to the exhortation 

to practice mutual instruction with psalms, hymns, and spiritual songs through singing. 

The practice of singing brings about the unity and reconciliation appropriate for the 

 

5 See Section 4.3.3 in this chapter for more on this phrase. 
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church, the Body of Christ, and allows the members to gain a “participatory knowledge” 

both of themselves as a diverse people reconciled to God in Christ and of God as the one 

who reconciles them in Christ. 

4.2 Colossians 1:15-20 as “Fuel” for Moral Action and the Social 
Imaginary 

Since the latter half of the 20th century, scholars have debated whether to 

characterize Col 1:15-20 as an early Christian hymn (composed prior to the writing of the 

letter by Paul or by someone else).6 Since others have taken up these arguments with 

great sophistication and elegance, this project will not revisit them in detail. I will only 

briefly address some characteristics of the passage that prompt consideration of its 

 

6 To cite only a few, see, for example, the discussions in Ralph 
Brucker,“Christushymnen” oder “epideiktische Passagen”? Studien zum Stilwechsel im 
Neuen Testament und seiner Umwelt, FRLANT 176 (Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & 
Ruprecht, 1997) as well as Ralph Brucker, “‘Songs,’ ‘Hymns,’ and ‘Encomia’ in the New 
Testament?,” in Literature or Liturgy? Early Christian Hymns and Prayers in their 
Literary and Liturgical Context in Antiquity, ed. Clemens Leonhard and Hermut Löhr, 
WUNT 2.363 (Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck): 1–14. Reinhard Deichgräber, Gottesthymnus 
und Christhymnus in der frühen Christenheit, SUNT 5 (Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & 
Ruprecht, 1967). Stephen E. Fowl, The Story of Christ in the Ethics of Paul: An Analysis 
of the Function of the Hymnic Material in the Pauline Corpus (Sheffield: Sheffield 
Academic Press, 2005). Gordley, The Colossian Hymn in Context; Matthew E. Gordley, 
Teaching through Song in Antiquity: Didactic Hymnody among Greeks, Romans, Jews 
and Christians (Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2011). Matthew E. Gordley, New Testament 
Christological Hymns: Exploring Texts, Contexts, and Significance (Downers Grove, IL: 
InterVarsity Press, 2018). Jack T. Sanders, The New Testament Christological Hymns: 
Their Historical Religious Background (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1971). 
Also see Paul E. Bradshaw, The Search for the Origins of Early Christian Worship: 
Sources and Methods for the Study of Early Liturgy (New York: Oxford University Press, 
2002), 57–59. 
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hymnic status, some features that resist such classification, and, finally, Matthew 

Gordley’s arguments for considering it a “didactic hymn.” 

Some features that commonly receive attention in the discussion of Col 1:15-20 

are its uniqueness of vocabulary, “relative style,”7 strophic arrangement, chiastic 

structure, and praise-like descriptions. The concentration of unusual vocabulary in these 

verses suggests its composition prior to the letter, whether by Paul or by someone else.8 

Additionally, as Eduard Norden argued in the early twentieth century, the repetition of 

relative clauses is a feature of liturgical, confessional, and hymnic material in the 

Hellenistic world9 and that an introductory relative clause often signals a hymnic text.10 

 

7 Eduard Norden, Agnostos Theos: Untersuchungen zur Formengeschichte religiöser 
Rede (Leipzig: B. G. Teubner, 1913), 141–276, 380–387. See also W. Hulitt Gloer, 
“Homologies and Hymns in the New Testament: Form, Content and Criteria for 
Identification,” PRSt 11 (1984):115–32; Markus Barth and Helmut Blanke, Colossians: A 
New Translation with Introduction and Commentary, trans. Astrid B. Beck, Anchor Bible 
34B (New York: Doubleday, 1994), 228. 
8 The word ὁρατός (v.16) does not appear anywhere else in Paul’s letters or in the New 
Testament. The verb, συνεστηκέναι (v.17) does not appear in an intransitive form 
elsewhere in Paul’s letters. Neither does the word ἀόρατός (v.15), except in Rom 1:20. 
But, in Romans, it is not used in contrast to ὁρατός as it is in Colossians.  While Paul 
refers to Christ as the ἀπαρχή in 1 Cor 15:20, he does not refer to Christ as the ἀρχή (Col 
1:18) anywhere else. The word κατοικεῖν (v.19) is echoed in Col 2:9, but otherwise it 
only appears in Eph 3:17. The only other places the word ἀποκαταλλάσσειν (v.20) 
appears in the entire New Testament corpus are in Col 1:22 and in Eph 2:16. The verbs 
πρωτεύειν (v.18) and εἰρηνοποιεῖν (v. 20) do not appear anywhere else in the New 
Testament, and the phrase αἷμα τοῦ σταυροῦ αὐτοῦ (v. 20) appears to be unique to this 
passage. See Eduard Lohse, Colossians and Philemon, trans. William R. Poehlmann and 
Robert J. Karris, Hermenia (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1971), 42; also Gloer, 
“Homologies and Hymns in the New Testament,” 125. 
9 Norden, Agnostos Theos, 168, 202. See Gloer, “Homologies and Hymns in the New 
Testament,” 128. 
10 Norden, Agnostos Theos, 250–254. Phil 2:5–11 serves as another example. 
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Colossians 1:15-20 exhibit such a “relative style”—that is, there is a repetition of relative 

clauses throughout the text. It begins with the relative pronoun ὅς in v. 15, “who is the 

image” (ὄς ἐστιν εἰκων). This relative clause is paralleled by the clause in v. 18c, “who is 

the beginning” (ὄς ἐστιν ἀρχη). There are also two relative clauses nearby in the 

introductory material: “who delivered” (ὃς ἐρρύσατο) in v. 13 and “in whom” (ἐν ῷ) in v. 

14.11  

Furthermore, many have also observed that the passage falls into a bipartite 

strophic structure: Col 1:15-18b and Col 1:18c-20.12 We have just noted the parallel 

between the relative clause in v. 15 and that in v. 18c. Moreover, we find a 

correspondence between the phrase “the firstborn of all creation” (πρωτότοκος πάσης 

κτίσεως) in v. 15 and the phrase “the firstborn of the dead” (πρωτότοκος ἐκ τῶν νεκρῶν) 

in v. 18d. These parallels support the claim that the passage consists of two strophes. 

Still further, the passage exhibits a chiastic structure.13 N.T. Wright notes that, 

while v. 15 and v. 18cd parallel one another, there is another, less obvious parallel in 

v.17a and v. 18a: 

 

11 Of course, identifying relative clauses in vv. 13–14 brings up the question of why we 
should identify the start of the hymn in v. 15. For this criticism, see Michael Peppard, 
“‘Poetry,’ ‘Hymns’ and ‘Traditional Material’ in New Testament Epistles or How to Do 
Things with Indentations,” JSNT 30.3 (2008): 319–342 and Benjamin A. Edsall and 
Jennifer R. Strawbridge, “The Songs We Used to Sing: Hymn ‘Traditions’ and Reception 
in Pauline Letters,” JSNT 37 (2015): 290–311. However, the parallelism between v. 15 
and v. 18c suggests a division into two strophes with v. 15 as the beginning of the hymn. 
12 N.T. Wright, “Poetry and Theology in Colossians 1.15–20,” NTS 36 (1990): 444–68. 
See also Barth and Blanke, Colossians, 227; Eduard Schweizer, The Letter to the 
Colossians: A Commentary, trans. Andrew Chester (Minneapolis: Augsburg), 56. 
13 Gloer, “Homologies and Hymns in the New Testament,” 127. 
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17a  καὶ αὐτός ἐστιν πρὸ πάντων  
18a  καὶ αὐτός ἐστιν ἡ κεφαλὴ14  
 

He contends that these two lines form the middle of a chiasm. On either side of this 

pairing, we find the phrase ὄς ἐστιν εἰκων in v.15 and ὄς ἐστιν ἀρχη v. 18c, followed by 

ὅτι ἐν αὐτῷ in v. 16a and ὅτι ἐν αὐτῷ in v. 19a. as well as δι' αὐτοῦ καὶ εἰς αὐτὸν ἔκτισται 

in v. 16f and καὶ δι' αὐτοῦ ἀποκαταλλάξαι in v. 20a. He argues that the presence of these 

parallels suggests a chiastic organization following this basic pattern:15  

A   15a ὅς ἐστιν εἰκὼν  
15b τοῦ θεοῦ τοῦ ἀοράτου,  
15c πρωτότοκος πάσης κτίσεως,  
16a  ὅτι ἐν αὐτῷ ἐκτίσθη τὰ πάντα  
16b  ἐν τοῖς οὐρανοῖς καὶ ἐπὶ τῆς γῆς,  
16c   τὰ ὁρατὰ καὶ τὰ ἀόρατα,  
16d  εἴτε θρόνοι εἴτε κυριότητες  
16e  εἴτε ἀρχαὶ εἴτε ἐξουσίαι:  
16f  τὰ πάντα δι' αὐτοῦ καὶ εἰς αὐτὸν ἔκτισται 
  

B 17a καὶ αὐτός ἐστιν πρὸ πάντων  
17b  καὶ τὰ πάντα ἐν αὐτῷ συνέστηκεν.  
 

B'  18a καὶ αὐτός ἐστιν ἡ κεφαλὴ  
18b τοῦ σώματος, τῆς ἐκκλησίας:  
 
A' 18c ὅς ἐστιν ἀρχή,  
18d  πρωτότοκος ἐκ τῶν νεκρῶν,  
18e ἵνα γένηται ἐν πᾶσιν αὐτὸς πρωτεύων,  
19a  ὅτι ἐν αὐτῷ εὐδόκησεν  

 

14 Wright, “Poetry and Theology in Colossians 1.15–20,” 446. 
15 Instead of calling it a “hymn,” he wants to call it a poem, or rather, “a carefully, 
constructed, artistic whole”; see Wright, “Poetry and Theology in Colossians 1:15–20,” 
451. 
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19b  πᾶν τὸ πλήρωμα κατοικῆσαι  
20a   καὶ δι' αὐτοῦ ἀποκαταλλάξαι  

τὰ πάντα εἰς αὐτόν,  
20b εἰρηνοποιήσας διὰ τοῦ αἵματος  

τοῦ σταυροῦ αὐτοῦ, [δι' αὐτοῦ]  
20c   εἴτε τὰ ἐπὶ τῆς γῆς  

εἴτε τὰ ἐν τοῖς οὐρανοῖς.16  

Finally, the Colossians passage also contains “praise-like” descriptions. That is, 

while it does not explicitly render praise to Christ, it does contain a string of exalted 

terms such as “image of the unseen God” (v. 15), “firstborn of all creation” (v. 16), “head 

of the body, the church” and “firstborn of the dead” (v. 18). The passage ascribes these 

exalted terms to the “beloved son” (v. 14). As such, it addresses its subject indirectly with 

the third person rather than directly with the second person.17 So, while it does not 

directly offer a doxology, these verses do have a doxological thrust.  

All these characteristics of Col 1:15-20 contribute to its classification as a 

“hymn.” However, others reject that classification. Benjamin A. Edsall and Jennifer R. 

Strawbridge argue that Colossians 1:15-20 fails to meet three different definitions of 

ancient Hellenistic “hymns,” which they set forth beginning with the most narrow 

 

16 Wright, “Poetry and Theology in Colossians 1.15–20,” 449. The B section of Wright’s 
chiasmus opens him to the most criticism. But Wright argues that, because many scholars 
have seen the phrase, “of the church” as an insertion, they have missed this parallelism. 
He also notes that the parallels between the A sections are not exact or tidy. In the end, 
though, Wright stresses one must think in terms of the “whole” composition; see Wright, 
“Poetry and Theology in Colossians 1.15–20,” 448. 
17 Barth and Blanke, Colossians, 228. 
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definition and moving to the broadest one.18 The first, and narrowest, definition, which 

they derive from Greek literature, identifies a “hymn” as a “song in praise of a god or 

other divine figure.”19 Importantly, these compositions have poetic meter and are 

generally associated with cultic practice. Col 1:15-20 fails to meet this definition given its 

lack of meter and its epistolary placement.20  

Their second definition of a “hymn” more broadly includes non-metrical songs of 

praise to a god.21 They turn to Furley and Bremer’s classic work on ancient hymnody 

which acknowledges that some texts are “hymns” because they are distinguishable “from 

normal speech by any or all of the following features: words uttered by a group of people 

in unison; melody; metre or rhythm; musical accompaniment; dance performed either by 

the hymn-singers themselves or an associated group; repetition from occasion to 

occasion.”22 Edsall and Strawbridge point to the biblical psalms as an example in light of 

their parallelism and strophic organization.23 However, they argue that Col 1:15-20 does 

not fit this definition either. Years of attempted reconstructions have yielded little 

consensus on the strophic organization of this passage. Additionally, while Col 1:15-20 

 

18 See Edsall and Strawbridge, “The Songs We Used to Sing,” 290–311. See also the 
critique of “hymn-hunting” in Peppard, “‘Poetry,’ ‘Hymns’ and ‘Traditional Material,’” 
319–342. 
19 Edsall and Strawbridge, “The Songs We Used to Sing,” 296. 
20 Ibid., 298. As Gordley points out, while the passage does not follow the poetic meter 
used in Greek cultic practice, the passage does contain rhythmic patterns. 
21 Edsall and Strawbridge, “The Songs We Used to Sing,” 296. 
22 William D. Furley and Jan Maarten Bremer, Greek Hymns: Selected Cult Songs from 
the Archaic to the Hellenistic Period (Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2001), 1:2. 
23 Edsall and Strawbridge, “The Songs We Used to Sing,” 296. 
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does exhibit parallelism, that is not a sufficient condition for a hymn since parallelism 

occurs in non-hymnic writing as well. The passage also lacks an invocation, praise, and 

prayer.24  

For their third and final definition of hymnody, Edsall and Strawbridge cite 

Matthew Gordley’s purposefully broad criteria for hymnic texts:  

A hymn is a self-contained composition of relatively short length … whose 

contents are primarily centered on praise of the divine in a descriptive or 

declarative style, which may be expressed in direct address … or in the third 

person … whether in poetry or prose, and whose primary purpose may have been 

liturgical or instructional.25 

 

They point out that Gordley’s definition resonates with Theon’s Progymnasmata which 

defines “ὕμνος” as “a subset of epideictic rhetoric approached in the same manner as 

encomia (directed at non-divine subjects).”26 By the first century C.E., the praise of gods 

was common in prose, and such praise-in-prose was frequently identified as a hymn.27 

For example, Aelius Aristides (second century C.E.) wrote prose hymns as rhetorical 

exercises for competitions to teach the audience to honor the gods (e.g., Or. 43). Yet 

 

24 Ibid., 298–299. They do not address whether Col 1:15–20 might have been recited in 
unison in a corporate context, instead focusing on the lack of meter and absence of 
typical hymnic features like invocation, prayer, and petition. As they point out, “We 
simply lack the most important distinguishing factors to identify such hymns, namely 
performance” (300). While unison recitation is not impossible, the Sitz im Leben of this 
passage is now lost (see also Section 4.2.2 below). 
25 Gordley, Colossian Hymn in Context, 32–33. 
26 Edsall and Strawbridge, “The Songs We Used to Sing,” 297. 
27 Ibid., 298.  
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Edsall and Strawbridge also question whether the Colossian hymn meets this third 

definition. In the absence of meter, the content of a text provides the best way to 

determine hymnic status. In the case of Col 1:15-20, that depends on one’s understanding 

of Paul’s Christology, “since apart from worshipping Christ as God, these passages could 

equally be construed as praising Jesus as Lord (but not necessarily as God or even 

divine).”28 They want to avoid begging the question of Christology, so they say Col 1:15-

20 cannot be a “hymn.” Rather, they call the passage “praise of Christ.”29 

 However, their conclusion that Col 1:15-20 should be considered “praise” points 

to the fact that the passage’s content has a doxological, hymn-like thrust. Such a 

classification still makes a nod to the internal coherence that sets the passage off from the 

 

28 Edsall and Strawbridge also point out that neither Col 1:15–20 or Phil 2:5–11 have a 
hymnic reception history; ibid., 305–306. As a point of comparison, they argue that the 
Lukan passages often regarded as hymns (the Magnificat in Luke 1:46–55; Benedictus in 
Luke 1:68–79, and the Nunc Dimittis in 2:29–32) do have such a reception history. While 
this argument presents a healthy caution for those who want to identify the passage as a 
“hymn,” the argument is, as they acknowledge and Matthew Gordley observes, an 
argument from silence; see Gordley, New Testament Christological Hymns, 29–30; 95–
96. 
29 Or Christuslob—here they build on Brucker’s work, which identifies elevated poetic 
prose in praise of Christ as “Christuslob”; see Edsall and Strawbridge, “The Songs We 
Used to Sing,” 300. See also Brucker, “‘Songs,’ ‘Hymns,’ and ‘Encomia’ in the New 
Testament?,” 8. Stephen Fowl agrees that Col 1:15–20 cannot be a “hymn” in any 
traditional sense, arguing that that Col 1:15–20 lacks particular common features of 
ancient Greek hymn like an invocation, justification of praise, and petition of the divine 
(The Story of Christ in the Ethics of Paul, 31). However, he, like Wright, does recognize 
the poetic elements of the passage. Instead of calling it a “hymn,” Fowl argues that the 
passage is an “exemplar”—a brief, concrete formulation which functions as a normative 
analogy to address the situation of the Colossian community; see Fowl, Story of Christ in 
the Ethics of Paul, 123–154. 
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surrounding text. These features require an explanation.30 While their analysis of this 

passage’s failure to meet the first two definitions of hymns is helpful, their analysis with 

respect to the third definition does not adequately address the possibility that Col 1:15-20 

may be something like a “prose hymn.” 

4.2.1 Colossians 1:15-20 as “Didactic Hymn” 

Here N.T. Wright’s analysis is helpful for its middle-of-the-road approach. As 

explored above, Wright identifies parallelism and a chiastic pattern in the passage. Given 

these features, he concludes that the passage has a “poetic structure.”31 While he remains 

skeptical about the passage’s hymnic status, he writes, “Without prejudice as to what a 

Greek speaker (or, for that matter, a reader of Hebrew) in the first century would have 

classified under a word such as ‘poem,’ we can safely read the passage as a carefully 

constructed artistic whole.”32 His analysis provides an example of someone who 

expresses reluctance to call the passage a “hymn,” and yet still recognizes its poetic form. 

I follow Wright’s argument that the parallelism and chiastic pattern in the passage’s 

structure points to its nature as a cohesive, poetic composition, and I will begin from the 

 

30 Still other have argued that “hymn-hunting” is an unproductive task. For helpful 
overview of the issues with hunting for a pre-existent tradition, see Matthew E. Gordley, 
New Testament Christological Hymns, 20–35. Gordley argues that the observation of 
hymnic features of the passage and the search for pre-existing materials are two 
independent endeavors. See also John M.G. Barclay, Colossians and Philemon, NTG 12 
(Sheffield: Sheffield Academic Press, 1997), 59–63.  
31 Wright, “Poetry and Theology in Colossians 1.15–20,” 448. 
32 Ibid., 451. 
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hypothesis that this passage does in fact represent a poetic text composed either by Paul 

or someone else. 

Starting from the recognition of the passage’s poetic nature, this section follows 

Matthew Gordley’s argument that Col 1:15-20 is a “didactic hymn”—that is, a 

philosophical prose hymn which serves to instruct the audience in a particular way of 

understanding the world. As discussed above, Gordley’s definition of “hymns” includes a 

group of compositions in the Hellenistic world that are written in prose, not poetry, 

though they have poetic features.33 Of course, defining the difference between “poetry” 

and “prose” can be a challenging task, and that task only becomes more challenging 

when we consider the complex cultural context within which this text would have been 

composed. As Gordley notes, “A major challenge […] is that the poetry of Second 

Temple Judaism, whether written in Hebrew or in Greek, is composed according to a 

sense and form and style that is very different from that of the Greeks of the same 

period.”34 The key feature of Greek poetry is a recognizable and repeated metrical 

pattern, though other stylistic devices come into play as well.35 The key feature of 

Hebrew poetry, however, is parallelism.36 Additionally, “prose” in both traditions may 

contain poetic features.  

 

33 Gordley, The Colossian Hymn in Context, 37. 
34 Ibid., 36. 
35 Ibid., 36–37. 
36 Ibid. Gordley also points out that parallelism often appears in Hebrew prose narrative, 
which leads some to reject hard distinctions between Hebrew prose and poetry altogether. 
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In order to account for the slippery nature of the categories “prose” and “poetry,” 

Gordley pays attention to the prominent features of both Greek and Hebrew traditions. He 

writes: 

In other words, attention to internal dynamics such as parallelism, as well as 

features indicating the presence of rhythm and meter are essential to a study like 

this. It would not be surprising to find a composition at the intersection of Jewish 

and Greco-Roman culture that showed in its composition and style the 

characteristics of Semitic poetry while at the same time exhibiting in its Greek 

only the characteristics of Greek prose. If by its contents such a composition 

centered around the praise of the divine, a Jewish reader might consider it a psalm 

(a carefully crafted poetic composition), while a Greek might consider it akin to a 

prose hymn (a carefully crafted non-metrical composition).37 

 

Gordley analyzes Col 1:15-20 in comparison with both the Hebrew and Greek poetic 

traditions and argues that we find here precisely the scenario he describes.38  

For instance, Gordley argues that Col 1:15-20 bears resemblance to the Jewish 

poetic tradition, particularly the psalms. Stylistically, the key characteristic of Hebrew 

poetry is parallelism—which we find several times in the six verses of Col 1:15-20.39 In 

addition to that, the psalms tend to follow a thematic pattern which begins with the work 

 

37 Gordley, The Colossian Hymn in Context, 39. 
38 The division between “Greco-Roman” and “Jewish” is a heuristic. I recognize the 
artificiality of such a division. However, it is a division that Gordley uses in his work, 
and it is a helpful device for getting a handle on the breadth of this hymnic material. See 
Chapter 1 n. 8 for more on this issue. 
39 See above, Section 4.2 in this chapter. 
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of God in creation and moves to the work of God in redemption.40 This thematic 

movement is also found in the Christ Hymn. Col 1:15-17 refer to Christ’s work in 

creation, while Col 1:18 shifts to his work in the church and among humanity. 

In addition to arguing that Col 1:15-20 has characteristics of Hebrew poetry, 

Gordley also identifies common characteristics of Greco-Roman prose hymns,41 

including, for example, descriptions of a divine or human character worthy of praise, the 

deeds of this divine or human character, discussion related to the origin of the universe as 

well as an elevated style of prose.42 Col 1:15-20 has all of these characteristics.43 While 

 

40 See Gordley, The Colossian Hymn in Context, 50–51 for more analysis on this point. 
He traces Gunkel’s argument for identifying hymns in the Psalter, and Gordley finds that 
out of the 35 “hymns” Gunkel identifies, 25 have creation language and also make some 
reference to the redemption of humanity (Psalm 8, 19, 29, 33, 46, 65, 68, 76, 84, 93, 96, 
97, 98, 100, 103, 104, 113, 114, 135, 136, 145, 146, 147, 148, 149). Fifteen of these are 
in the third person, like Col 1:15–20, namely, Pss 29, 33, 46, 96, 97, 98, 100, 103, 113, 
114, 136, 146, 147, 148, 149. 
41 Gordley notes that while the composition of prose hymns goes back to the fourth 
century at least, prose hymns from the second century C.E. are the only that currently 
survive; see Gordley, The Colossian Hymn in Context, 142–143. See also D.A. Russell, 
“Aristides and the Prose Hymn” in Antonine Literature, ed. D.A. Russell (Oxford: 
Clarendon Press, 1990), 199–216. 
42 See also Michael Wade Martin and Bryan A. Nash who argue that Phil 2:5–11 is a 
hymn based on its style and topoi. They conclude “the piece displays all the features 
ancient rhetoricians judged essential to the hymnos genre: it is epideictic in content, it 
takes as its subject a divine being, it is in contrast to epainos a complete composition, and 
perhaps most importantly it is shaped beginning to end in both its form and content by 
epideictic topoi. We have shown, too, that while the number and order of topoi employed 
in the hymn are conventional, the handling of these topoi entails an important innovation: 
Christ is praised for taking up what under each topos was conventionally considered 
shameful, and in place of what was considered honourable” (Michael Wade Martin and 
Bryan A. Nash, “Philippians 2:6–11 as Subversive Hymnos: A Study in the Light of 
Ancient Rhetorical Theory,” JTS 66 (2015): 90–138, especially 135). 
43 Gordley, The Colossian Hymn in Context, 168–69. 
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the passage does not explicitly name Christ as “God,” it does tell of the great deeds Christ 

has accomplished, such as bringing forth creation (vv. 16-17) and reconciling all the 

world (v. 20). The passage also addresses the origins of the world (vv.16-17). In addition 

to identifying these features, Gordley contends that the verses in Col 1:15-20 have an 

elevated style. Even though the passage lacks the proper poetic meter for a conventional 

Greek hymn, one can identify two “rhythmic correspondences”44: first, between v. 15a-b 

and v. 18c-d, and, second, between v. 18b and v. 20b.45 The following schematic shows 

the corresponding rhythmic stress patterns in these lines: 

    v     –      v   –      –          –     v       v     –       v   –      –          –     v 

(v. 15a-b) ὅς ἐστιν εἰκὼν τοῦ θε-   (v.18c-d) ὅς ἐστιν ἀρχή πρωτό- 
 

      –      –     v    –         –     –         –    –   –       –    –     v    –         –          –        –     –      – 

(v. 18b) τοῦ σώματος, τῆς ἐκκλησίας  (v. 20b) τοῦ αἵματος τοῦ σταυροῦ αὐτοῦ46 
 

The first set of rhythmic correspondences (in v. 15a-b and v. 18c-d) is particularly 

interesting because it confirms the observation that these lines parallel each other and so 

seems to mark the beginnings of two strophes.47 These lines have a rhythmical parallel in 

addition to their parallel relative clauses. Gordley calls attention to the fact that the 

rhythmic parallel follows ancient advice for “purity” in prose. For example, Hermogenes’ 

On Types of Style claims that well-composed prose should have rhythm but not poetic 

 

44 Ibid., 183. 
45 Gordley identifies the lines as v. 15 and v.18b and v. 18a and v.20a, but I use the 
numbering from Wright’s diagram (see above) for the sake of consistency. 
46 This schematic is based on Gordley’s work; see Gordley, The Colossian Hymn in 
Context, 184. 
47 See above, Section 4.2 in this chapter. 



 

278 

meter.48 Additionally, the rhythmical correspondence in the final lines of the passage (v. 

18b and v. 20b) concludes with spondees—that is, long-long syllable patterns. The 

presence of the spondees at the end of the line is significant because spondaic rhythm is 

more common in the stately and solemn type of prose writing.49 As Gordley concludes, 

“[i]n an early Christian hymn, it would thus not be at all surprising to find series of long 

syllables. In fact, it is very likely that this is the ‘feeling’ that the writer of this passage 

was intending.”50 In other words, Colossians 1:15-20 exhibits elements of elevated prose 

writing, making “it even more clear this is indeed a carefully wrought composition.”51  

As Gordley proceeds to demonstrate, in addition to sharing some of the stylistic 

features of elevated Greek prose, the Colossians passage shares some similarities with 

Greek philosophical hymns, which are not composed for a liturgical or cultic context. 

 

48 Hermogenes, Hermogenes’ On Types of Style, trans. Cecil W. Wooten (Chapel Hill: 
The University of North Carolina Press, 1987), par. 232–233; see Gordley, The Colossian 
Hymn in Context, 185 n. 38. 
49 See Hermongenes, On Types of Styles, par. 252; Gordley, The Colossian Hymn in 
Context, 185; 185 n. 45. Gordley also points to M. L. West’s discussion of spondaic 
rhythm in Ancient Greek Music (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1992), 155–159. West 
comments on spondaic meter in libation hymns, as does Peter Jeffery in “Philo’s Impact 
on Christian Psalmody,” in Psalms in Community: Jewish and Christian Textual, 
Liturgical, and Artistic Traditions, ed. Harold W. Attridge and Margot E. Fassler, Society 
of Biblical Literature Symposium Series 25 (Atlanta: Society of Biblical Literature, 
2003), 147–187, especially 161–162. 
50 Gordley, The Colossian Hymn in Context, 187. Gordley further observes that the 
spondee was the usual pattern for libation prayers, drawing on West, Ancient Greek 
Music, 155–156. While he notes that the Colossians passage and libation prayers differ 
fundamentally in that the libation prayers are completely composed in spondees, Gordley 
also muses that the author of the Colossians passage could have chosen this rhythmic 
pattern because of its association with prayers and solemn ethos. 
51 Gordley, The Colossian Hymn in Context, 184. 
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They depart from “worship of the traditional Olympians to focus on philosophical 

abstractions”52 and to instruct the audience. For instance, Aristotle’s Hymn to Virtue53 

begins: 

Excellence (Ἀρετά), for human beings hardest-earned, 
most coveted prize of a life-time’s hunt, 

for your sake, like a pretty girl’s, 
 even your dying is considered in Greece a desirable fate, 
and also putting up with crushing, endless tasks. 
 So precious is the fruit you nurture in the mind: 
godlike, it surpasses gold 
 and parents and soft-eyed sleep.54 
 

There is no cult of Areta, so the hymn does not have a cultic function. While the hymn 

has an invocation and a body, it lacks a petition. It concludes with third person 

descriptions rather than second person address.55 The words of the hymn urge the 

audience to seek Areta because of “the fruit she produces in the mind.”56 Given these 

attributes, it is didactic in nature. 

Like such philosophical hymns, Col 1:15-20 assumes a certain range of 

“philosophical” terminology: for example, “image,” “firstborn,” “beginning,” and it 

engages philosophical topoi, such as discussion about the origin of the world. However, it 

notably engages such discussion on particularly Jewish terms, for example, by alluding to 

 

52 Ibid., 188. 
53 Found in Athenaeus, Deipn. 15.696b–e.  
54 Translation from Furley and Bremer, Greek Hymns, 1:262–263. 
55 Gordley, The Colossian Hymn in Context, 189. 
56 Ibid., 188. 
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the creation story with the “image of the unseen God” in v. 15.57 Other ancient 

philosophical hymns were employed to exhort, remind, and shape the adherents of the 

philosophical school. Similarly, Col 1:15-20 serves to promote adherence to the faith 

among adherents by reminding the audience of the content of their faith. As Gordley puts 

it, the Christ Hymn is “theoretically foundational”58 for the moral exhortations in the 

letter. Moreover, the Christ Hymn promotes a “verbal portrait of reality”59 which 

conceptually grounds the moral action of the community.60 This point will receive further 

attention in the next section.  

In sum, Gordley argues for considering this passage as a prose hymn, and 

particularly a didactic hymn similar to philosophical hymns. While the text does not fall 

clearly into the Greco-Roman poetic tradition or clearly into the Jewish psalm tradition, it 

has poetic features common to Hebrew psalms and to elevated Greek prose. The topic 

and form of the passage is also appropriate to a philosophical hymn. As such, we may 

conclude with Gordley that Col 1:15-20 is a “didactic” hymn that seeks to shape its 

audience in a specific way of understanding the world.  

 

57 See also Wright, “Poetry and Theology in Col 1:15–20,” 444–468, who draws on 
Burney (with modifications), see C.F. Burney, “Christ as the APXH of Creation,” JTS 27 
(1926):160–77. 
58 Gordley, Colossian Hymn in Context, 269. 
59 Gordley, Teaching Through Song in Antiquity, 21, see also 289, 300–302. 
60 Both Gordley and Fowl argue this point, though in different ways. See Gordley, The 
Colossian Hymn in Context, 269; Teaching through Song in Antiquity, 21, see also 289, 
300–302; New Testament Christological Hymns, 36–37, 222–226. See also Fowl, The 
Story of Christ in the Ethics of Paul, 130–154. 
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Before proceeding further, however, two important caveats merit mention. First, 

calling Col 1:15-20 a “hymn,” even a prose hymn, raises questions about its 

performance—specifically whether or not early Christians sang it. To put it bluntly, we 

cannot know. The “original” Sitz im Leben is not accessible—what we have is a text in a 

letter,61 and the letter does not tell us how this text was used nor does it offer instructions 

for how to use it. Indirect modes of inquiry also yield inconclusive answers. Metrical 

analysis indicates that the Christ Hymn does not belong to the poetry of a Greek cultic or 

liturgical context and bears more resemblance to prose hymns and philosophical hymns.62 

Yet, its association with Greek prose and philosophical hymns does not preclude the 

possibility that the Christ hymn was sung in certain contexts. Some philosophical hymns 

were probably musical compositions. Athenaeus notes that Aristotle sang (ἄδω) his 

“Hymn to Virtue”—a philosophical hymn—every day.63 But, on the other hand, the 

musical status of the prose hymns composed by Aelius Aristides (Orations 37-46) is 

 

61 Gordley, The Colossian Hymn in Context, 175–176; Barclay, Colossians and 
Philemon, 56–63, especially 60; Wright, “Poetry and Theology in Colossians 1:15–20,” 
445. 
62 See Gordley, The Colossian Hymn in Context, 181–190. 
63 See Athenaeus, Deipn. 15.696b–e. See also Gordley, The Colossian Hymn in Context, 
190. The Homeric Hymns, which Gordley examines for comparison, were also likely 
sung. In his discussion of hymns in Greek life, Thomas J. Mathiesen writes, “At some 
point, the hymn also became a stylized literary type; the so-called Homeric Hymns, for 
example, formed a part of the aristocratic epic tradition and were perhaps delivered by 
professional singers (rhapsodes) at the festivals” (Thomas J. Mathiesen, Apollo’s Lyre: 
Greek Music and Music Theory in Antiquity and the Middle Ages, Publications of the 
Center for the History of Music Theory and Literature 2 (Lincoln: University of Nebraska 
Press, 1999), 31, 33–34. 
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unclear.64 They were most probably performed and delivered vocally. Yet, given their 

lack of musical notation, it is hard to say whether or not his hymns were intended to be 

accompanied musically. At the same time, the psalms—to which Col 1:15-20 bears 

significant resemblance—were likely sung.65 

Ultimately, the question of whether the Christ Hymn in Col 1:15-20 was sung in 

worship or at all remains an exercise in speculation. However, whether or not these six 

verses were intended to be a sung composition, we may say, at the very least, that its 

story of Jesus Christ as creator and reconciler of all creation, and specifically of the 

Colossian church, has the Christological focus which Pliny notes when he writes to 

Trajan that the Christians sing a hymn to Christ “as to a God.”66 As Gordley briefly 

remarks, this passage is an example of what the early Christian church did sing and 

contains the type of content that the congregation ought to have sung.67  

 

64 See Gordley, The Colossian Hymn in Context, 144–147. Gordley points out the widely 
acknowledged similarities between Oration 43, “Regarding Zeus,” and the Colossian 
Hymn, but he offers no conclusions about the sung nature of these prose hymns. 
However, Michael Trapp discusses the varying tones used in their delivery, 
“Introduction,” in In Praise of Asclepius: Aelius Aristides, Selected Prose Hymns, 
SAPERE 29, ed. Donald A. Russell, Michael Trapp, and Heinz-Günther Nesselrath 
(Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2016), 3–27, especially 24–25. Robert Parker also discusses 
their oratorical performance, “Religion in the Prose Hymns,” in In Praise of Asclepius: 
Aelius Aristides, Selected Prose Hymns, SAPERE 29, eds. Donald A. Russell, Michael 
Trapp, and Heinz-Günther Nesselrath (Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2016), 67–88, especially 
67–70. 
65 See Chapter 2.3 and 2.4. 
66 Pliny, Ep. Tra. 10.96 [Melmoth]. See Chapter 2.4.3.1 for more about this pagan 
witness to early Christian musical practice. 
67 Gordley, The Colossian Hymn in Context, 268. 
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The second caveat concerns the choice of the word, “didactic.” To claim that the 

Christ Hymn is a didactic hymn which instructs, shapes, and forms its audience does not 

entail that the passage achieves this end as a set of mere propositional statements about 

the identity of Jesus Christ. Rather, the Christ Hymn is a composition with poetic 

characteristics. In its prominent parallelism, the Christ Hymn has poetic structure. In its 

rhythm and relative style, it has poetic features. And in its allusive and evocative 

language, it poetically captures the story of the life, death, resurrection, and ascension of 

Jesus Christ. And it is that story which is encapsulated in the poetic structure, 

characteristics, and features of the Christ Hymn. 

4.2.2. Colossians 1:15-20 as a “Didactic Hymn” in the Context of the Letter 

If the Christ Hymn is a didactic hymn which should instruct, shape, and form its 

audience, how does it perform this function?68 Gordley explores the rhetorical function of 

the Christ Hymn in the letter, arguing that it serves at least four rhetorical functions: first, 

the development of the writer’s ethos; second, instruction by means of incorporation of a 

prior tradition; third, the reaffirmation of the Colossians’ beliefs; and fourth, a foundation 

for moral action.69 First, by including this hymn, the author demonstrates credibility in 

matters of cosmology, redemption, and Christology. By showing his familiarity with 

 

68 I follow Matthew Gordley’s argument here. As mentioned earlier, Steven Fowl also 
argues that Col 1:15–20 provides a foundation for moral action in the Colossian 
community. He argues that the passage cannot be a hymn, but that it does function as an 
exemplar upon which moral action is based. See also Fowl, The Story of Christ in the 
Ethics of Paul, 123–154. 
69 Gordley, Colossian Hymn in Context, 2–3, 268–269. 
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these matters, he asserts his authority as a teacher to an audience that does not know him 

personally. Second, the author includes this hymn to instruct the audience. He draws on 

an earlier tradition in order to shape them. Third, the hymn serves to increase “adherence 

to the values and beliefs already embraced by the Colossians”70 by reaffirming what they 

have already come to believe about cosmology, soteriology, and so on. And, fourth, the 

hymn has a paraenetic function. It urges the Colossians to take moral action—to live in a 

particular way based on the story of the world that the Christ Hymn tells. Gordley 

maintains that the Christ Hymn serves as a “rhetorical storehouse” for the rest of the 

letter and that the Christ Hymn provides a “theoretical foundation” for the letter’s 

theology and moral exhortations.71 As he frames it in another book, the Christ Hymn 

“paints a verbal portrait of reality” 72 in that the Christ Hymn informs the Colossians’ 

“worldview” and motivates their activity in the world.73 Building on Gordley’s 

arguments, the subsequent sections argue that the Christ Hymn does indeed ground the 

arguments and moral instructions in the letter logically, rhetorically, and conceptually. 

However, we will also find that the relationship between the Christ Hymn and the rest of 

the letter is more dynamic than that of a mere theoretical foundation. 

 

70 Ibid., 3. 
71 Ibid., 269. 
72 Gordley, Teaching Through Song in Antiquity, 21, see also 289, 300–302. 
73 Gordley, Colossian Hymn in Context, 2–3, 268–269. 
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4.2.2.1 The Christ Hymn as the Logical Foundation 

Commentators have frequently observed that the letter divides into a 

“Christological” section in the first part of the letter, specifically in Col 1:15-20, and a 

subsequent “moral”74 section beginning specifically in Col 3:1 about how to conduct life 

after baptism.75 These two parts work together in that the instruction in the Christ Hymn 

(Col 1:15-20) grounds the exhortations in the rest of the letter logically. Two 

observations support this claim. 

The first is that, in Col 2:6, the message concerning Jesus Christ’s life, death, 

resurrection, and ascension provides the basis for moral exhortation. In Col 2:6, Paul 

writes to them, “As you received Christ, walk in him.” Their prior reception of Christ 

grounds the way in which they should conduct their life. Additionally, as argued in 

Chapter 3,76 Col 2:20 and Col 3:1 reference the member’s baptism into the life, death, 

 

74 See Chapter 1 n. 4 for what I mean by “moral.” 
75 Elsewhere in this dissertation, I mark the beginning of the “moral section” at Col 2:6 
because this verse is the first in a series of imperatives about how to conduct one’s life. 
However, many commentators identify the beginning of the hortatory section in Col 3:1. 
Lohse does (Colossians and Philemon, 3) as do Douglas J. Moo (The Letters to the 
Colossians and to Philemon, The Pillar New Testament Commentary [Grand Rapids: 
Eerdmans, 2008], 70–71), Schweizer (The Letter to the Colossians: A Commentary, 171), 
and Marianne Meye Thompson (Colossians and Philemon, The Two Horizons New 
Testament Commentary [Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2005], 68–69, 74). While Lightfoot 
also sees the same basic division, he argues there is a ‘polemical’ section between Col 2:4 
and 3:4; see J.B. Lightfoot, Saint Paul’s Epistles to the Colossians and Philemon: a 
Revised Text with Introductions, Notes, and Dissertations, A Zondervan Commentary 
(London: Macmillian, 1879), 126–127. Witherington follows a division similar to 
Lightfoot’s; see Ben Witherington III, The Letters to Philemon, the Colossians, and the 
Ephesians (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2007), viii–ix.  
76 See Chapter 3.2.2.2. 
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and resurrection of Jesus Christ to lay the groundwork for how the congregation ought to 

live. In Col 2:20, Paul says, “If you died with Christ…,” while in Col 3:1, he writes, “If 

you were raised”.... These references remind the Colossians that they have confessed this 

message as true and have identified with it through baptism.77 Now their confession and 

baptism should affect their moral actions.  

By including the Christ Hymn in Col 1:15-20, Paul calls his audience to 

remember the person and work of Jesus Christ78 before he references their reception of 

and baptism into Christ’s life, death, and resurrection in Col 2:6, 2:20, and 3:1. As such, 

the Christ Hymn provides the foundation from which Paul then later derives the logical 

basis for the moral instructions he gives to the congregation.  

The second observation is that, after the Christ Hymn, we find a series of 

statements (Col 2:6, 2:16, 3:1, 3:5, and 3:12),79 each introduced by the particle 

“therefore” (οὖν), that draw out implications from the first part of the letter.80  

 

77 See Col 2:12, Col 3:11; see also Chapter 3.2.2.2 above. See Wayne A. Meeks, The 
First Urban Christians: the Social World of the Apostle Paul. 2nd ed. (New Haven: Yale 
University Press, 2003), 88–89, 150–157.  
78 See also Andreas Dettwiler, “La lettre aux Colossiens: une théologie de la mémoire,” 
NTS 59 (2013):109–128. The Christ Hymn supports, as Dettweiler puts it, “a theology of 
memory,” which reinforces the identity of the community in their present situation.  
79 Some manuscripts also have οὖν in Col 2:20, see 0278 2.(*)אc. 6. 326. 365. 614. 629. 
630. 1505. al ar m vgmss; Hil Ambst Spec. However, the absence of οὖν in Col 2:20 
seems the more likely reading. 
80 According to BDAG, οὖν is primarily inferential and transitional, signaling an 
inference from that which precedes it, see BDAG, s.v., οὖν, 736–737. See also BDF par. 
451. 
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Figure 7: The Particle "Therefore" in Colossians 

Colossians 2:6 shifts from Christological instruction to moral injunction. Paul has already 

presented the Christ Hymn and given some explanation of it (Col 1:15-23). He has 

spoken of his apostleship and struggle on behalf of those in Colossae and Laodicea, and 

he has expressed his concern for them as well as his hopeful rejoicing in their constancy 

(Col 1:24-2:5). In Col 2:6, Paul follows up his concerns and hopes with this imperative, 

“Therefore, as you received Christ Jesus, walk in him.” The focus shifts from the 

Christological instruction they have received to how they should conduct their lives. 

Based on all he has said about who Jesus Christ is, Paul exhorts them to “walk in”—in 

other words, to conduct their life according to—Christ Jesus.81  

Following this imperative, we find other cohortatives, conditionals, and 

imperatives introduced by οὖν in Col 2:16, in Col 3:1, in Col 3:5, and Col 3:12. Each of 

them signals yet a further implication of Christological instruction for the Christian life. 

 

81 This use of περιπατέω corresponds to Paul’s general use of the word as “conduct 
oneself, live, behave” (see also Rom 6:4, Rom 8:4, Rom 13:13, Rom 14:15, 1 Cor 3:3, 1 
Cor 7:17, 2 Cor 4:2, 2 Cor 5:7, 2 Cor 10:2, 2 Cor 10:3, 2 Cor 12:18, Gal 5:16, Phil 3:17, 
Phil 3:18, 1 Thess 2:12, 1 Thess 4:1, 1 Thess 4:12, 2 Thess 3:6, 2 Thess 3:11. Cf. Eph 
2:2, 2:10, 4:1, 4:17, 5:2, 5:8, Eph 5:15). 
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In Col 2:16, οὖν occurs in the cohortative claim “let no one judge you.” This claim brings 

to a head Paul’s immediately preceding arguments about what has happened to the 

Colossians in baptism (Col 2:12-15).82 Paul then shifts to criticizing those who follow 

other rituals and patterns not subjected to Christ. Instead of following other traditions, the 

Colossians should follow, walk, and pattern their life after Christ, whom they learned 

about in the Christ Hymn.  

In Col 3:1, οὖν marks the protasis of a conditional, “If you were raised with 

Christ.” Here Paul reminds the Colossians that, in baptism, they died and were raised 

with Christ (Col 2:12). Their lives now belong in Christ’s life. Moreover, the apodosis of 

the conditional—“seek the things above,” indicates that this reality of belonging in Christ 

requires a certain way of living. Still further, the description which that life which 

immediately follows—“where Christ is sitting at the right hand of God”—frames this 

way of life Christologically and directs the audience back to the Christological instruction 

they have received (Col 1:15-20).  

The particle οὖν in the imperatives of Col 3:5 and Col 3:12 indicate specific 

implications in terms of particular behavior and conduct. After the conditional in Col 3:1, 

“Therefore if you were raised with Christ, seek that which is above where Christ sits at 

the right hand of God” in vv. 1-2, Paul continues: “For you died. Your life is hidden with 

Christ. Christ is your life and when he is revealed, so will you be….” (vv. 3-4). He 

reminds them they have died and have been buried and hidden with Christ (Col 2:12). 

 

82 For more on baptism in Colossians, see Chapter 3.2.2.2. 



 

289 

This reality demands a certain way of living expressed by particular behaviors and 

practices which Paul expounds in Col 3:5-4:6: first with prohibitory imperatives (Col 3:5-

9) and then with hortatory imperatives (Col 3:10-4:6).  

These subsequent imperatives follow logically from instruction in the message of 

the life, death, resurrection, and ascension of Jesus Christ in the Christ Hymn. For, at the 

gravitational center of the moral instructions in Col 3:5-4:6, we find a reference to the 

Christ hymn—the Colossians should be renewed “according to the image” of the Creator. 

As argued in Chapter 3, the negative moral contours in Col 3:5-9 and the positive moral 

contours in Col 3:12-4:6 frame the core contrast in Col 3:9-10 between the “putting off 

the old person with its deeds” and “putting on the new person.”83 Significantly, as Paul 

shifts from the prohibitory imperatives to the hortatory imperatives, he looks back to the 

first description of Christ in the Christ Hymn, the “image of the unseen God” (Col 1:15). 

In doing so, he recalls the Christological instruction of the Christ Hymn.  

On one interpretation, the positive moral contours in Col 3:12-4:6 follow from 

this exhortation in Col 3:10. Instead of following from the conditional in Col 3:1, the 

“therefore” in Col 3:12 and the ensuing imperatives and cohortatives follow directly from 

Col 3:10 and the call to put on the “person.” Indeed, the imperatives in Col 3:12-4:6 do 

illustrate what it means to put on the “new person” described in Col 3:10. Yet, as argued 

in Chapter 3, the reference to “the image” in Col 3:10 echoes the “image” in the Christ 

 

83 See Chapter 3.2, especially 3.2.2.3 and 3.2.2.4 
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Hymn in Col 1:15.84 Colossians 1:15 describes Christ as the image of the unseen God, 

whereas Col 3:10 describes the new person as renewed in the image of the creator. The 

new person mentioned in Col 3:10 then is renewed in the image of God the Creator after 

the pattern of Christ, who himself is the perfect image of God. Colossians 3:11 supports 

reading the mention of image in Col 3:10 as a reference to Christ as the perfect image. As 

Col 3:11 continues, Paul claims that this image of the Creator (Col 3:10) obliterates old 

boundaries and creates a new people. Everything is in Christ. This echo, then, of the 

Christ Hymn provides a key image for the new life in Christ. Paul builds his case for this 

particular kind of moral life based around this renewed reference to the image of God. In 

that light, Paul’s presentation of the moral life ultimately derives from the Christ Hymn. 

Even if the exhortations in Col 3:12-4:6 depend on Col 3:10, the reference to “image” 

there still directs the audience back to Col 1:15. As such, the Christ Hymn in Col 1:15-20 

and its Christological instruction logically ground the letter’s moral instructions. 

4.2.2.2 The Christ Hymn as Rhetorical and Conceptual Foundation: The Role of the 
“Riffs” 

The Christ Hymn not only provides the logical foundation for the rest of the letter, 

it also fuels the rhetoric of the letter, and particularly the moral exhortations in Col 3:12-

4:6, through the reoccurrence of particular words and short phrases which initially appear 

in the Christ Hymn. In the last pages of his book, The Colossian Hymn in Context, 

Matthew Gordley tabulates twenty-five terms from the Christ Hymn which appear again 

 

84 See Chapter 3.2.2.3 above. 
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in the letter. Gordley also includes a chart that maps the thematic relationships between 

the Christ Hymn and the references elsewhere in the letter. He classifies most of the 

references as “applications” of the Christ Hymn.85 For instance, he claims that the 

reference to “body” (σώμα) and “reconciliation” (ἀποκαταλλάξαι as well as 

ἀποκατήλλαξεν ) found later in the letter “apply” the Christ Hymn to the Colossian 

situation.86 Gordley only comments at length on the reference to Col 1:18 in Col 3:16. In 

this section, I will expand his analysis by analyzing five particular references to the 

Christ Hymn—“image,” “ruler and authorities,” “body” and “head” imagery, 

“reconciliation,” and “dwelling of the fullness”—to argue that the Christ Hymn 

rhetorically as well as conceptually supports the rest of the letter, its arguments, and 

particularly its moral exhortations.  

While Gordley calls these reoccurrences of phrases from the Christ Hymn 

“references,” I will call them “riffs” because the musical allusion is illuminating in this 

case. Riffs in jazz are short phrases which reoccur—sometimes several times—after an 

initial statement. Jazz riffs echo an initial phrase, but they also improvise on it and so 

advance the musical line. Similarly, when these five terms and short phrases—“the 

image,” “rulers and authorities,” head and body imagery, “reconciliation,” and the 

“dwelling [of the fullness]—occur again in the letter, they do so with modifications—

slightly altered wording, new connotations, fuller explanations, and different contexts. 

 

85 Gordley, Colossians Hymn in Context, 265–66. 
86 Similarly, Fowl argues that the Christ Hymn functions as an exemplar by which the 
Colossians should live their lives; see The Story of Christ in the Ethics of Paul, 130–154. 
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While Gordley is right to note that these terms and phrases apply the Christ Hymn, we 

can say more exactly that the riffs develop, expand, and advance Paul’s arguments and 

exhortations. This point will be particularly significant when we observe the riff on the 

Christ Hymn in Col 3:16. 

4.2.2.2.1 “The Image” 
 

Colossians 1:15 claims that Christ is the “image of the unseen God” (εἰκών τοῦ 

θεοῦ τοῦ ἀοράτου), the “firstborn of all creation” (πρωτότοκος πάσης κτίσεως). The term 

“image” (εἰκών) together with accompanying creation imagery reappears in Col 3:10.87 

In Col 3:10, the “new person” is renewed “after the pattern of the image of the one who 

created it” (κατ' εἰκόνα τοῦ κτίσαντος αὐτόν). Below, the two verses are set side-by-side, 

and the common terminology—the riff—appears in bold type. 

 

Figure 8: The Riff on "Image" 

Like a riff in jazz, when term “image” and its accompanying creation language 

show up again in Col 3:10, they occur in a different context for a new purpose. In the 

 

87 For helpful overview of the range of interpretive possibilities of “image” here, see 
Martha King, An Exegetical Summary of Colossians, SIL International Exegetical 
Summaries 12, 2nd ed. (Dallas, TX: SIL International, 2008), 248. See also Murray J. 
Harris, Colossians and Philemon, Exegetical Guide to the Greek New Testament (Grand 
Rapids: Eerdmans, 1991), 153. See also Chapter 3.2.2.3 for a fuller argument for the 
claim that “image” here echoes the Christ Hymn. 
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Christ Hymn, “image” and creation exalt Jesus Christ. But, in Col 3:10, Paul uses them to 

ground his exhortation to live as the “new person.” In Col 3:10, Paul describes the 

Colossian congregation’s necessary moral and epistemic renewal in the image of the 

Creator. Here the audience learns that the “image of God” in Christ shapes the knowledge 

in which they are renewed as partakers in the new creation. The “riff” in Col 3:10 thus 

advances Paul’s instructions about how they to ought to live their life after baptism. 

Additionally, the riff helps the audience understand the claims of the Christ Hymn 

retrospectively. By reading further in the letter, the audience comes to understand that the 

claim that Christ is the “image of God” and the agent of creation has both moral and 

epistemic implications. The claim that Christ is the “image of the unseen God” as well as 

the lord and agent of creation is not merely descriptive. It makes a claim on the way they 

ought to live. 

4.2.2.2.2 “Rulers and Authorities” 
 

Second, the pairing “rulers and authorities” (ἀρχαὶ and ἐξουσίαι) from the Christ 

Hymn (Col 1:16) reoccurs in the warning passage of Colossians 2, in both Col 2:10 and 

Col 2:15. 

 

Figure 9: The Riff on "Rulers and Authorities" 
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In the Christ Hymn, the phrase appears within the context of claiming the 

superiority of Jesus Christ over all creation.88 Jesus Christ has created everything, 

including the “powers and authorities.” When the same pairing reoccurs in Col 2:10, it 

occurs in a passage which warns the audience about false teachers and their teachings. 

Paul cautions the Colossian congregation in v. 8 to watch out for any89 who would gain 

control over90 them by means of “philosophy and empty deception according to human 

tradition, according to the elemental spirits of the world, and not according to Christ.” 

Here Paul makes a contrast between Christ and “human tradition” associated with the 

“elemental spirits of the world.”91 While he does not elaborate on the specifics of such 

human tradition or the elemental spirits of the world, he does associate them with 

“philosophy” and “empty deception,” and he presents all four things—“philosophy,” 

 

88 See Robert Ewusie Moses for illuminating analysis of the powers and authorities. He 
argues that θρόνοι and κυριότητες refer to earthly powers, while ἀρχαί and ἐξουσίαι refer 
to heavenly ones. Yet the hymn presents Christ as lord over both and everything else as 
well; see Robert Ewusie Moses, Practices of Power: Revisiting the Principalities and 
Powers in the Pauline Letters (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 2014), 169. 
89 Harris points out that that Paul may have someone particular in mind, even though the 
singular pronoun here is indefinite and therefore ambiguous; see Harris, Colossians and 
Philemon, 92. 
90 συλαγωγέω is defined as “to gain control of by carrying off as booty,” to “make 
captive of” or to “rob.” See BDAG, s.v., συλαγωγέω, 955. 
91 See Moses, Practices of Power, 141. Moses notes that around the time of the New 
Testament, στοιχεῖα tended to refer to the four basic elements—earth, air, fire, and 
water—believed to constitute the universe; Moses directs attention to Wis. Sol. 7:17; 
13:1–19; 19:18–22 and Philo, Vit. Cont. 3–5 as a few examples. He also notes that those 
who worshipped these elements tended to venerate the higher powers behind them. 
Similarly, Lohse points out that the term στοιχεῖα frequently carried a sense of spirits; see 
Lohse, Colossians and Philemon, 96–99. Given the connection between the elements and 
the spiritual, I have chosen to translate the phrase as “the elemental spirits of the world.” 
For helpful overview of translation options, see Harris, Colossians and Philemon, 93. 
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“empty deception,” “human traditions,” and “elemental spirits of the world”—in 

opposition to Christ. As Robert Euwie Moses puts it, “The author of Colossians presents 

Christ—the image of the invisible God; the dwelling of the fullness of the deity—as a 

polemic against the στοιχεῖα τοῦ κόσμου.”92 In vv. 9-10, Paul claims that Christ is “the 

head of every ruler and authority.” Here the mention of “every ruler and authority” 

supports Paul’s claim about the superiority of Jesus Christ over and above any other 

philosophy, deception, tradition, or “elemental spirits.”  

In Col 2:15, Paul furthers the claim of Jesus Christ’s preeminence by arguing that, 

in the cross, God “stripped” (ἀπεκδυσάμενος) “the rulers and authorities.”93 God has 

“boldly made a public spectacle of them” (ἐδειγμάτισεν ἐν παρρησίᾳ), “triumphing over” 

them (θριαμβεύσας).94 In Col 2:15, Paul employs the same verb for “stripping” the 

powers and authorities that he does in Col 3:9 for “putting off the old person with all its 

deeds” (ἀπεκδυσάμενοι τὸν παλαιὸν ἄνθρωπον σὺν ταῖς πράξεσιν).95 Just as God in 

Christ disposes of the powers and authorities, the Colossian congregation should dispose 

of their evil deeds. Additionally, the assertion that God, “has boldly made a public 

 

92 Moses, Practices of Power, 173. 
93 See Chapter 3 n. 52 for more on this translation and the issues with it. 
94 While the early church writers tend to take “Christ” as the subject of the participle, I 
follow Lohse in taking “God” as the unstated subject, since God is the actor throughout 
the section; see Lohse, Colossians and Philemon, 111–112. 
95 He characterizes these deeds of the “old person” with a list of wicked actions in Col 
3:5–9. While it is important to note that the verbs are the same in Col 2:15 and Col 3:9, I 
do translate them differently. For Col 2:15, I use “strip,” but for Col 3:9 I use “put off.” I 
do so to preserve the play on clothing imagery in Col 3:9 and 3:10—“putting off” and 
“putting on.” 
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spectacle” of them (ἐδειγμάτισεν ἐν παρρησίᾳ) as well as the language of “triumphing” 

(θριαμβεύσας) evokes an image of contest between two hostile parties and the “defeat” of 

one. In Col 2:15, Paul presents the cross (v. 14) as a scene of public “exposure” for these 

powers and authorities. The verb θριαμβεύω carries connotations of Roman military 

processionals in which the defeated enemy would be led through the streets in a victory 

parade to shame them.96 As such, Col 2:15 indicates a hostility between the “rulers and 

authorities” and Christ.97 Significantly, Col 2:15 introduces this sense of hostility—the 

Christ Hymn only claims that Christ is superior to them. In this way, the riff in Col 2:15 

serves to develop, in a new context, the claim of Christ’s superiority by presenting a 

fuller characterization both of these powers and of Christ’s power over them. 

Thus, when Paul deploys the pairing in Col 2:10 and 2:15, he uses it both to 

reinforce the initial claim in the Christ Hymn regarding Jesus Christ’s preeminence as 

well as to draw out a specific injunction—that is, to “walk in [Christ]” (Col 2:6). Christ 

has created everything, including the powers and authorities (Col 1:16), and his power is 

 

96 BDAG, s.v., θριαμβεύω, 459. See also description in Horace, Ep., 1.17.33. In the New 
Testament, this verb only appears here in Colossians and in 2 Cor 2:14. In 2 Cor 2:14, it 
is Paul and his associates that are led in the victory procession to witness to all. See also 
Gerhard Delling, TDNT 3:159. 
97 See Moses, Practices of Power, 194–105. On the surface, this verse seems to support a 
“realized eschatology” in that Christ already seems to have defeated the powers. 
However, as Richard Hays observes, Paul here discusses this defeat as guaranteed by the 
cross and resurrection, though not yet complete, because of Paul’s present suffering 
mentioned in Col 1:24, his prayer for the Colossian congregation’s endurance in Col 
1:11, and his claim that they are still hidden in Christ, awaiting the final revelation of his 
glory in Col 3:3–4. See Richard B. Hays, “Operation Evil Power: If Christ Has Truly 
Defeated the Powers of Satan on the Cross (Col 2:15), Why Do the Powers of Evil 
Operate in the World?” Christianity Today 48.2 (2004): 74. 
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superior to theirs (Col 2:10; Col 2:15). By implication, then, the Colossian congregation 

should follow only Jesus Christ. So, we may say that with the riff in Col 2:10 and 2:15 

Paul expounds the initial claim in the Christ Hymn and educes a consequence of that 

claim for their behavior. 

4.2.2.2.3 “Head” and “Body” 
 

In the Christ Hymn (v. 18), the church is described as the body (σώμα) and Christ 

is described as the head (κεφαλή). The phrase reminds the audience of Christ’s lordship 

over the church and prompts them to exalt Christ. A similar phrase occurs again in Col 

1:24 (ὑπὲρ τοῦ σώματος αὐτοῦ, ὅ ἐστιν ἡ ἐκκλησία). Various iterations of “head” for 

Christ and “body” for the church reoccur in Col 2:10, 2:19, and 3:15, often juxtaposed 

with one another. The following chart shows where these two key terms from Col 1:18—

κεφαλή and σῶμα—show up again: 
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Figure 10: The Riff on "Head" and "Body" 

In Col 1:24, Paul deploys a phrase from the Christ Hymn almost verbatim. But 

here, he is reinforcing his claim to apostleship by discussing his own sufferings on behalf 

of the Colossian congregation and, indeed, the whole church:98  

Now I rejoice in my afflictions on your behalf, and I fill up what is lacking in the 

afflictions of Christ in my flesh on behalf of his Body, which is the church (τοῦ 

σώματος αὐτοῦ, [ὅ ἐστιν] ἡ ἐκκλησία).  

 

 

98 See Gordley, The Colossian Hymn in Context, 220. See also Witherington, The Letters 
to Philemon, the Colossians, and the Ephesians, 142, 145. 
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In this verse, Paul describes the nature of his ministry. As pointed out in Chapter 2, T.J. 

Lang has argued that the financial imagery in this verse depicts Paul’s ministry as one of 

distributing to the Gentiles the beneficence of God which has already been made 

available. Paul’s ministry involves dispensing this account of grace through his sufferings 

on behalf of the church.99 As such, in Chapter 2, we concluded that Paul characterizes his 

vocation as bound up with his relationship to the other members in the church.  

 The riff in Col 1:24, “of his Body, which is the church,” further reinforces this 

characterization of Paul’s vocation and relationship to the church by showing that he 

imitates Christ in Christ’s suffering. A few verses before, in Col 1:22, Paul comments 

that Christ has reconciled the Colossian congregation to God “by his fleshly body 

through his death.” This verse highlights Christ’s suffering for the sake of the church, his 

Body. Paul’s suffering for the church imitates Christ’s own suffering for it. In this sense, 

the riff in Col 1:24 draws on the phrase from the Christ Hymn to support Paul’s claim to 

apostleship. At the same time, it provides a fuller account of what it means to call Christ 

the Head and church the Body—namely, Christ’s headship involves his suffering. 

The other riffs on the head-and-body motif in Col 2:10, 2:19, and 3:15 continue 

both to advance Paul’s arguments and to shed more light on the claims in the Christ 

Hymn. In Col 2:10, Paul calls Christ the “head” of every power and authority (ἡ κεφαλὴ 

πάσης ἀρχῆς καὶ ἐξουσίας). While, as Lohse succinctly puts it, this image “is another 

 

99 T.J. Lang, “Disbursing the Account of God,” ZNW 107 (2016):116–136. See Chapter 
2.4.2, especially 2.4.2.1. 
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example of a flashback to the Christ hymn,”100 it appears in a new context and is used in 

a different way which draws out other facets of this image. As discussed earlier with 

respect to the riff on the pairing “power and authority,” Paul is issuing warnings in this 

passage about false teachings which stand in opposition to Christ (vv. 8-10). While in the 

Christ Hymn, the “head” imagery referred to Christ’s relationship with the church (Col 

1:18), here in Col 2:10, the same imagery refers to Christ’s relationship with other 

elements of his creation (Col 1:16), and specifically elements of creation hostile to him 

(Col 2:10, 2:15). The claim that he is the “head” implies his authority. As Douglas Moo 

notes, “As the head is the animating and directing force of the body, so Christ is the 

source of the spiritual being’s existence (1:16) and the one who ultimately determines 

what they can and cannot do.”101 Significantly, the “body” imagery is prominently absent 

here.102 While Christ is “head” over the “powers and authorities,” these entities are not 

named as Christ’s Body. 

 

100 Lohse, Colossians and Philemon, 101. 
101 Moo, The Letters to the Colossians and to Philemon, 196. See also BDAG, s.v., 
κεφαλή, 541–542. Wright, however, understands κεφαλή here in a different vein from the 
head-and-body metaphor of Col 1:18 and 2:19, citing the flexibility of the image in the 
Hellenistic world; see N.T. Wright, Colossians and Philemon, TNTC 12 (Grand Rapids: 
Eerdmans, 1986; repr., Downers Grove, IL: Intervarsity Press, 2008), 108–109; similarly, 
see F.F. Bruce, The Epistles to the Colossians, to Philemon, and to the Ephesians, 
NICNT (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1984), 102. 
102 As Lohse notes, the absence of the “body” imagery here suggests that Paul wants this 
term to retain an ecclesiological denotation; see Lohse, Colossians and Philemon, 101 n. 
56. See also Peter T. O’Brien, Colossians, Philemon, WBC 44 (Waco, TX.: Word Books, 
1982), 114; Barth and Blanke, Colossians, 316. 
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As such, Col 2:10 introduces two new facets of the “head” image. One, while 

Christ is “head” of the church (Col 1:18), he is also “head” over the powers and 

authorities. The repetition of “head” in this new context further demonstrates Christ’s 

preeminence by showing his authority over all his creation (see Col 1:16) as well as over 

hostile forces (see Col 2:15) and false teachings (see Col 2:8). Additionally, this new 

aspect of Christ’s authority reminds the audience of the right relationship between Christ 

and the church. For, the “powers and authorities” are not named as part of Christ’s Body, 

which implies that, as Lohse puts it, Christ’s authority “…is a present reality in the 

church over which he is head since he is ‘head of the body.’”103 While Christ is “head” of 

the church and the “head” of the powers and authorities, only the church shows forth that 

authority in a right and appropriate manner. The other new dimension of the “head” 

imagery in Col 2:10 involves the moral implications of the claim to Christ’s authority. 

Because Christ is superior to all of creation, the Colossian congregation should “walk in 

Christ” (Col 2:6).  

The next riff in Col 2:19 both illustrates an improper relationship to Christ and 

also clarifies that to be the church, as body of Christ, entails relationship with others in 

Christ. Christ is again identified as the “head” and the church as the “body,” though more 

allusively than earlier. Paul first turns the head-and-body motif “upside down,” so-to-

speak, by using it to illustrate that those who puff themselves up, namely, those who 

promote false teachings, do not submit to Christ. He describes the false teachers as those 

 

103 Lohse, Colossians and Philemon, 101–102 n. 57. 
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who are “not grasping onto the head” (οὐ κρατῶν τὴν κεφαλήν); the participle here could 

mean “hold onto”104  or “cling to.”105 When the Christ Hymn calls Christ the “head” of 

the “body” (the church), this claim means that their lord is Christ, not “teachings” 

constructed and promulgated to facilitate certain spiritual experiences (Col 2:17). As such 

the riff in Col 2:19 enjoins the Colossian congregation to stay oriented to Christ in the 

face of those who would pull them away with “human traditions.”  

The riff in Col 2:19 also clarifies that the nature of the church as the “body” is to 

be united, knit together in its joints and sinews, and growing together.106 The metaphor is 

certainly an odd one; as Barth and Blanke note, here “Paul falls back on ancient 

psychological concepts, yet the idea that the body is provided for by the head and 

receives growth therefrom is a distinctive one for which there are not exact parallels.”107 

With the prepositional phrase (ἐξ οὗ108), it is clear, though, that Paul is portraying the 

“head” as the source of the “body” as well as the body’s growth. Moreover, being the 

“body” means depending on others in Christ who are pursuing the post-baptismal life. In 

this way, the riff brings more clarity to what it means for Christ to be “head” and the 

church to be the “body.”  

 

104 See Revelation 2:25; 2:1; see also Barth and Blanke, Colossians, 349–350. 
105 See Acts 3:11; see also Barth and Blanke, Colossians, 350. 
106 This language also refers back to Col 2:2 in which Paul says he writes so that their 
hearts can be knit together in love for all wealth of understanding, for knowledge of the 
mystery. 
107 Barth and Blanke, Colossians, 350. 
108 Lohse claims that the masculine relative pronoun here is a construction according to 
sense, since it is Christ who is the head; see Lohse, Colossians and Philemon, 121 n. 59. 
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Finally, in Col 3.15, Paul exhorts his audience to come under the rule of peace of 

Christ, reminding them that they were called “into one body” (ἐν ἑνί σώματι). In Col 

3:15, the term “body” as an image for the church and its life together again propels Paul’s 

instructions to the congregation. Throughout the section beginning at Col 3:1, Paul 

coaches them regarding their life together. In Col 3:15, Paul tells the Colossian 

congregation to “let the peace of Christ rule,” because “peace” is the purpose109 for which 

they were called into “one body.” The term from the Christ Hymn (v. 18) provides the 

image for their life together. Additionally, the mention of peace in Col 3:15 also echoes 

the Christ Hymn at v. 20, where Christ is described as “making peace through the blood 

of his cross” (εἰρηνοποιήσας διὰ τοῦ αἵματος τοῦ σταυροῦ αὐτοῦ, [δι' αὐτοῦ]).110 The 

Christ Hymn again provides the language for what their life together in the church 

community should be like: namely, at peace with one another. And, in this new context, 

Paul reveals yet another facet of what it means for the church to be the “body” of 

Christ—namely, that it should be unified. 

In each of these riffs on the head-and-body motif (Col 1:24, 2:10, 2:19, and 3:15), 

Paul expounds his arguments about the relationship of Christ as Head and the church as 

Body, and he employs the motif to further his parenetic ends. These riffs expand the 

initial phrase from the Christ Hymn. Through the reoccurrence of these riffs, the audience 

learns what it means to be the “Body” and what it means for Christ to be the “Head.” At 

 

109 I interpret the prepositional phrase, εἰς ἥν, as telic here.  
110 Gordley also notes this reference in Col 3:15, which he calls an application of the 
Christ Hymn (at Col 1:20, see The Colossians Hymn in Context, 266). 
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the same time, these later riffs develop Paul’s argument about the audience’s vocation 

within in the church, and they advance his exhortations to remain faithful. 

4.2.2.2.4 “Reconciliation” 
 

The unusual term “to reconcile” occurs in the Christ Hymn (Col 1:20), and it 

reoccurs a mere two verses later in Col 1:22. 

While in the Christ Hymn “everything” (τὰ πάντα) is reconciled to God in Christ, in Col 

1:22 Paul narrates what has happened specifically to the Colossian congregation. In Col 

1:22, he describes how they, once enemies, have been reconciled to God in Christ’s 

physical body through Christ’s death to be presented as holy, blameless, and 

irreproachable in his presence (v. 23). The riff clarifies the “reconciliation” in the Hymn 

by shifting the focus from the reconciliation of all creation to the Colossian congregation 

specifically. It further clarifies how this reconciliation happened. It was accomplished in 

Christ’s fleshly body through his death: 

(v. 22) But now he reconciled by the body of his flesh through death 

(v. 22) νυνὶ δὲ ἀποκατήλλαξεν ἐν τῷ σώματι τῆς σαρκὸς αὐτοῦ διὰ τοῦ θανάτου  

Figure 11: The Riff on "Reconciliation" 
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The riff also advances a claim about the Colossians’ new identity in Christ. This new 

identity will provide the basis for Paul’s exhortations later in the letter. Once again, a riff 

on the Christ Hymn expands Paul’s theological and paraenetic argument. 

4.2.2.2.5 “Dwelling of the Fulness” 
 

Finally, the phrase “all the fullness dwells” first found in the Christ Hymn in Col 

1:19, occurs later in Col 2:9.  

 

Figure 12: The Riff on "Dwelling" 

While the phrase from Col 1:19 is not repeated word for word in Col 2:9, the recurrence 

of the same subject (“all the fullness”) and similar action (“was pleased to dwell” vs. 

“dwells”) indicates a riff. The riff clarifies the nature of the fullness, i.e. that it is the 

fullness of divinity (τῆς θεότητος). It also clarifies the manner in which the fullness 

dwells, i.e. bodily (σωματικῶς). These additions in Col 2:9 help expound what the Christ 

Hymn means.  

Additionally, in Col 2:9, Paul employs the riff in a new context. As discussed 

above, in this passage, Paul cautions the audience that they should watch out for those 

who would distract them with human traditions and “elemental spirits of the world” 

instead of Christ. By referencing the Christ Hymn’s claim that “all the fullness dwells in 

him [Christ] bodily,” Paul reminds them of Christ’s superiority. Again, while the riff 

appears in a new context, it shows continuity with the Christ Hymn in that Paul makes a 
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claim about the superiority of Christ. Yet he does so for a slightly different purpose: 

making a claim on how they ought to live (see Col 2:6). 

Furthermore, another, more subtle riff on the “dwelling of the fullness” is found 

in Col 3:16. 

 

Figure 13: Another Riff on "Dwelling" 

Several observations support a riff here. The term ἐνοικείτω (let dwell) recalls the 

verb κατοικῆσαι (to dwell) in the Hymn. The two verbal actions belong to the same 

semantic field in that they denote “dwelling.” In Pauline usage, both have a tendency to 

describe the act of the Holy Spirit dwelling in and with humanity. The verb ἐνοικέω 

denotes dwelling “in” or “with.” In Rom 8:11, it depicts the Holy Spirit’s residence with 

the faithful.111 In 2 Cor 6:16, Paul uses this term when he quotes God in Lev 26:12 as 

saying, “I will dwell [ἐνοικέω] with them and I will move around and I will be their God 

and they will my people.112 The verb κατοικέω occurs in Eph 3:17, but nowhere else in 

 

111 “God, who raised Christ from the dead, makes alive even your mortal bodies through 
the indwelling [ἐνοικέω] of his spirit in you (Rom 8:11). 
112 The verb (ἐνοικέω) also appears in 2 Tim 1:5 where it describes the faith that “dwells” 
in Timothy, his mother, and grandmother and in 2 Tim 1:14 where it describes the act of 
the Holy Spirit dwelling in us. O’Brien says that this “indwell’ language is always 
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the Pauline corpus.113 In Eph 3:17, the verb also depicts the act of the Holy Spirit 

dwelling “with us.” The verbs share an overlapping semantic range, and, in Pauline 

usage, they tend to connote the specific act of the Holy Spirit and God’s presence among 

the people.114 Additionally, Col 1:19 and Col 3:16 contain parallel themes: the “dwelling” 

of the “Word of Christ” in Col 3:16 parallels the “dwelling” of “the fullness” (τὸ 

πλήρωμα) in the Christ Hymn. The “fullness” dwells in Christ, while the “Word of 

Christ” dwells with the Colossian church, which is Christ’s body (see Col 1:18 and 24).  

The difference in terms can be explained by the different kinds of “dwelling.” As 

Gordley argues, the shift between κατοικέω and ἐνοικέω highlights both the similarly and 

difference between the Christ Hymn in 1:15-20 and the exhortation in Col 3:16. The 

dwelling (κατοικέω) of the fullness in Christ (Col 1:19) and the dwelling (ἐνοικέω) of the 

Word of Christ in the church (Col 3:16) are distinct events. Moreover, the (in)dwelling of 

the fullness in Col 1:19 is unique to Christ. The Colossians cannot imitate it. As such, the 

change in the verbs reflects the distinction between Christ and the Colossians. At the 

same time, these two events resonate with each other. In fact, the first dwelling (the 

dwelling of the fullness in Christ) makes the second (the dwelling of the Word of Christ 

 

metaphorical in the New Testament, see Colossians, Philemon, 207. See also Bruce, The 
Epistles to the Colossians, to Philemon, and to the Ephesians, 157–159. 
113 However, κατοικέω occurs frequently in Matthew (2:23, 4:13, 12:45; 23:21), Luke 
(11:26, 13:4), Acts (1:19, 1:20, 2:5, 2:9, 2:14, 4:16, 7:2, 7:4, 7:48, 9:22, 9:32, 9:35, 11:29, 
13:27, 17:24, 17:26, 19:10, 19:17, 22:12), Heb 11:9, 2 Peter 3:13, and Revelation (2:13, 
3:10, 6:10, 8:13, 11:10, 13:8, 13:12, 13:14, 17:2, 17:8). 
114 And/or deutero-Pauline usage. In this project, I assume Pauline authorship of 
Colossians. See Chapter 1 n. 6 for a fuller explanation. 



 

308 

among them) possible. The Colossian congregation take part in the effects of the dwelling 

of the fullness in Christ and participate in Christ’s reconciling work as the “Word of 

Christ” dwells in them.115  

In further support of identifying a riff in Col 3:16, I would also add that the appeal 

to “let the Word of Christ dwell” in Col 3:16 fills out the moral and social implications of 

the claim in the Christ Hymn that “all the fullness was pleased to dwell” in Christ and 

reconciles everything through him (Col 1:19). In Col 1:22, Paul expounds on what “all 

the fullness” was pleased to do in and through Christ’s fleshly body—namely, reconcile 

all creation, including the formerly estranged Colossian congregation, to God so that they 

can live worthily (Col 1:23, see also 1:10). Later, Col 2:9 confirms what the dwelling of 

“the fullness” means: it involves the fullness of divinity dwelling bodily in Christ. 

Finally, the riff in Col 3:16 indicates that, just as the fullness dwells bodily in Christ, 

“Word of Christ” dwells among them. As argued in Chapter 3, the “Word of Christ” 

denotes both the proclamation and presence of Christ,116 which ought to dwell with them 

by means of mutual instruction with psalms, hymns, and spiritual songs with singing. 

Consequently, the imperative in Col 3:16 spells out how the Colossians ought to respond 

to the claims of the Christ Hymn morally and socially. Once again, the riff advances 

Paul’s argument and his exhortation to the audience. 

 

115 Gordley, The Colossians Hymn in Context, 267. 
116 See Chapter 3.2.2.4.2. 
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4.2.3 The Christ Hymn as “Fuel” for the Social Imaginary 

In the preceding analysis, we found that the moral exhortations are not a mere 

secondary addendum to the Christological teaching in the Christ Hymn as some, such as 

Dibelius, would claim. We found that, in addition to providing a logical foundation for 

the letter, the Christ Hymn serves as the rhetorical and conceptual foundation to the rest 

of the letter, including the moral exhortations. In Gordley’s terms, the recurring 

references to the Christ Hymn indicate that the Christ Hymn is “theoretically 

foundational”117 to the rest of the letter.118 It provides a “verbal portrait of reality” which 

guides their actions.119 As such, Gordley’s account goes a long way toward rejecting a 

bifurcated account of belief and moral practice.  

The previous section built on Gordley’s observations and discovered that the 

references to the Christ Hymn advance Paul’s arguments and moral exhortations when 

they appear in new contexts with new connotations. Like riffs in jazz music, these 

recurring statements reappear often several times throughout the letter and bring out 

various dimensions of the initial statement found in the Christ Hymn. They draw on their 

source motif—the exaltation and accomplishments of Jesus Christ—and draw out what it 

 

117 Gordley, Colossian Hymn in Context, 269. 
118 Fowl makes a similar point regarding the moral implications found in the rhetorical 
devices of the Christ Hymn. As he argues, the symbolic and narratival dimensions 
(reconciliation, (re)creation, the image of God, head and body imagery) of the Christ 
Hymn provide the basis for how Paul exhorts the Colossians to live in the world (Col 
3:12–4:6). The Christ Hymn functions as an exemplar which normatively guides the 
actions of the community in their situation (Fowl, The Story of Christ in the Ethics of 
Paul, 123–154). 
119 Gordley, Teaching Through Song in Antiquity, 21, see also 289, 300–302. 
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means and propel the arguments forward. For example, when Paul riffs on the word 

“reconciliation” in Col 1:20 a couple verses later in Col 1:22, he includes the Colossian 

congregation in the reconciliation of “all things” (Col 1:20, 22). Their inclusion in the 

sweeping, cosmic story of reconciliation provides a fuller meaning of what 

“reconciliation” in Col 1:20 means and so also develops the claim in the Christ Hymn. In 

this way, while the Christ Hymn lays the foundation for Paul’s arguments and 

exhortations, the riffs on the Hymn give the audience a fuller understanding of the terms 

and phrases.  

This dynamic relationship between the Christ Hymn and the letter’s arguments 

and exhortations has important implications for our study: namely, it presents a challenge 

to the “cognitivist anthropology” often assumed in accounts of the relationship between 

the Christ Hymn and the exhortations. As James K.A. Smith puts it in his book, Desiring 

the Kingdom, a “cognitivist anthropology” holds that humans approach the world from a 

rational standpoint; they form reasoned beliefs and then act on those beliefs.120 On this 

understanding of humans, right belief is more basic than right action, and belief is the 

departing point for practice.  

When we say that the Christ Hymn lays the foundation for moral action, we 

reveal cognitivist anthropological assumptions insofar as we assume that the Hymn’s 

claims—as well as belief in them—drives moral action and practice. Gordley offers such 

 

120 James K.A. Smith, Desiring the Kingdom: Worship, Worldview, and Cultural 
Formation (Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2009), 39–88. 
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an account inasmuch as he posits that the “verbal portrait of reality”121 in the Christ 

Hymn communicates a “worldview”—or a set of beliefs—to the Colossian 

congregation.122 As Gordley writes, “The specific worldview emphasized in Colossians 

takes into account the belief that all powers are subject to Christ; accordingly, believers 

in Colossae should not be deceived into thinking that there is anything missing from the 

life that is offered in Christ.”123 In other words, the claims of the Christ Hymn fuel the 

worldview which then informs action—right “belief” influences right “practice.” So, 

while Gordley’s account helps to point out the inseparability of the story of Christ in the 

Christ Hymn from the moral exhortations, his analysis still assumes a cognitivist 

anthropology in the way it focuses on how the Christ Hymn informs the early Christian 

“worldview.”124 

 

121 Gordley, Teaching Through Song in Antiquity, 21, 289, 300–302. 
122 Ibid., 289, 300–302. See also Gordley, New Testament Christological Hymns, 112. 
Gordley references Brian J. Walsh and Sylvia C. Keesmat who discuss the letter to the 
Colossians as “a worldview book;” Brian J. Walsh and Sylvia C. Keesmat, Colossians 
Remixed: Subverting the Empire (Downers Grove, Ill.: Intervarsity Press, 2004), 99. 
Gordley also explores worship and ritual as undergirded by and reinforcing of worldview 
in the ancient world more generally; see, See also Gordley, New Testament 
Christological Hymns, 12, 13–14, 48 and 78. 
123 Gordley, Teaching Through Song in Antiquity, 300. 
124 Space does not permit a full treatment of Fowl’s or Wilson’s accounts, but they 
depend on a similar “cognitivist anthropology.” Wilson’s analysis focuses on how the 
letter to the Colossians contains a worldview embodied in particular narratives, and it 
strives to abstract that narrative from the teachings and exhortations in the letter. While 
his account recognizes that beliefs shape action and that moral practices are “value-
laden” (264), he does not consider the influence of practice on belief; see Walter T. 
Wilson, The Hope of Glory: Education and Exhortation in the Epistle to the Colossians, 
NovTSup 88 (Leiden: Brill, 1997), especially 208–219, 216, 257, and 261–262. Similar 
to Gordley’s account, Fowl’s analysis of Col 1:15–20 addresses the relationship between 
belief and practice. It examines the symbolic and narrative dimensions of the Christ 
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While belief does indeed play a significant part in shaping practice, practice also 

has a significant role in making sense of the world and even in forming belief itself. It is 

helpful here to return to Smith’s development of an “intentional” or “teleological” 

anthropology, which we briefly addressed in Chapter 1.125 Smith maintains that, rather 

than approaching the world from a rational, decision-making stance, humans approach 

the world affectively. They make decisions and act based on what they desire and love. 

These desires and loves are shaped by human habits and practices.126 While belief does 

shape moral action, practice also has a significant role in shaping desire, making sense of 

the world, and even forming belief. As such, Smith critiques the discourse about 

“worldview” because of its cognitivist assumptions. 

Instead, Smith draws on the work of Charles Taylor who discusses the 

relationship between practices and the “social imaginary.” The “social imaginary” 

describes something more comprehensive and fundamental than “worldview.” As Smith 

puts it,  

It is described as an imaginary (rather than a theory) because it is fueled by the 

stuff of the imagination rather than the intellect: it is made up of, and embedded 

in, stories, narratives, myths, and icons. These visions capture our hearts and 

imaginations by ‘lining’ our imaginations, as it were—providing us with 

 

Hymn’s influence on the community and its situation. As such, it considers the influence 
of belief on practice and does not consider the role that practice has on the formation of 
the person and community (The Story of Christ in the Ethics of Paul, 123-158). 
125 See Chapter 1.4.2. 
126 Smith, Desiring the Kingdom, 39–88. 
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frameworks of ‘meaning’ by which we make sense of our world and our calling in 

it.127 

 

According to Taylor, the “social imaginary” is a complex network of understandings 

“which enable us to carry out the collective practices which make up our social life.”128 

He also writes that “the social imaginary is not a set of ideas; rather, it is what enables, 

through making sense of, the practices of a society.”129 In another place, he claims, “the 

social imaginary is that common understanding that makes possible common practices 

and a widely shared sense of legitimacy.”130 The common understanding of the world 

found in the social imaginary enables the performance of practices, while at the same 

time, the practices bear and convey the common understanding. The practices of a given 

society depend on its social imaginary to make sense, and yet they also “carry” the social 

imaginary.131 

Taylor uses the example of holding a demonstration.132 Taking part in a 

demonstration depends, first, on a “repertory” of behaviors, that is a knowledge of how to 

put the demonstration together—making banners, gathering together, marching together, 

and so on. This “repertory” of behaviors designates a “demonstration” as significant 

 

127 Ibid., 68. Emphasis in the original. 
128 Charlies Taylor, A Secular Age (Cambridge: Belknap Press of Harvard University 
Press, 2007), 172. 
129 Charles Taylor, Modern Social Imaginaries (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 
2004), 2, see also 23–30; Charles Taylor, A Secular Age, 172–173. 
130 Taylor, Modern Social Imaginaries, 23. 
131 As Taylor writes, “If the understanding makes the practice possible, it is also true that 
it is the practice which largely carries the understanding” (Taylor, A Secular Age, 173). 
132 Taylor, A Secular Age, 173–174. 
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social practice. But taking part in the demonstration also depends on a complex 

“background” within which the participants understand themselves as “compatriots,” able 

to take part in social dialogue and discussion, and participants in a democratic moral 

order. This “background” to the demonstration is part of the larger social imaginary. 

Without that background and social imaginary, taking part in a demonstration loses its 

coherence.  

Yet, at the same time, the practice of demonstration enables the participant’s 

“indwelling” of that social imaginary.133 Taking part in the political protest, for example, 

makes sense of the social imaginary by allowing the protesters to inhabit that social 

imaginary. By taking part in the demonstration, the participants come to know something 

of what it means to be a “compatriot” and to take part in a democratic social dialogue. 

Thus, we may say that the practice of holding a demonstration “carries” the social 

imaginary. In sum, practices such as holding a demonstration—or making music—enable 

participants to inhabit the social imaginary which undergirds how they act in the world.  

Turning to the letter to the Colossians, we find the social imaginary of the early 

Christian movement captured in the story of the Christ Hymn. The Christ Hymn does not 

represent a full-blown Christological “theory” or “doctrine” of right belief. Rather, it 

encapsulates the story of the person of Jesus Christ as it poetically praises and narrates 

the effects of his life, death, resurrection, and ascension. In this way, the Christ Hymn 

poetically re-presents the significant story, the “good news” (εὐαγγέλιον). That story, as 

 

133 See Taylor, Modern Social Imaginaries, 2, 23–30; Taylor, A Secular Age, 172–173.  
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Smith would put it, “fuels” the social imaginary of the church community. As such, the 

story of the good news poetically told in the Christ Hymn influences how the Colossians 

should conduct their moral life in the community with others. 

The Christ Hymn thus fuels the social imaginary which provides the framework 

within which the moral exhortations make sense.134 N.T. Wright makes a similar point 

when he observes that the poetic content of the Christ Hymn serves an ecclesial and 

sociological function.  

Having Christ, God's true wisdom, the Colossian church possesses all that it needs 

(cf. 1 Cor 3. 22 f.) […] [T]herefore, it tells against paganism, in just the same 

way, mutatis mutandis, that Jewish polemic had done: there is one 

creator/redeemer God, and both dualism and polytheism are shown up as 

metaphysically incorrect (and, for that matter, morally bankrupt). The poem thus 

has an implicit ecclesiological and perhaps even sociological function, behind the 

issues of form, background and theology: a community that believed these things 

would be distinct from neighbours both Jewish and pagan.135  

 

The story of Jesus Christ in the Christ Hymn serves the creation of the church, a 

community distinct from its Jewish and pagan neighbors. As such, the Christ Hymn has a 

sociological effect in that commitment to the content of the Christ Hymn creates a 

different kind of community. 

 

134 For more on narrative as basic to human identity and understanding, see Alasdair 
MacIntyre, After Virtue: a Study in Moral Theory, 3rd ed. (Notre Dame: University of 
Notre Dame Press, 2007), 204–225. 
135 Wright, Poetry and Theology, 464. Emphasis added. 
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Drawing out Wright’s point further, we can also say that this “different kind of 

community” is constituted by particular practices. When a community forms by 

confessing Jesus Christ, it takes on certain practices oriented around that confession—

such as baptism, forgiveness, peace-making, thanksgiving, mutual instruction, singing, 

etc. These practices serve as particular markers of the community, and they support the 

social context which arises from that confession.  

To take a particular example, we can consider the practice of singing. This point 

will receive more attention in the next section. The practice of singing plays a role in the 

creation of the social context of the church community by orienting worship and gratitude 

to Jesus Christ. The famous letter of Pliny to Trajan provides corroborating evidence of 

this claim. Pliny informs the emperor Trajan that the Christians gather together to sing a 

hymn to Christ “as to a God.”136 Because the members of the church take part in the 

practice of singing, outsiders such as Pliny can identify them as a community. This point 

will receive more attention in the next section. 

4.2.4 Summary of Section 4.2 

Following Gordley’s work, I have argued that Col 1:15-20 constitutes a didactic 

hymn. Building on his analysis, I also contended that that the Christ Hymn logically, 

rhetorically, and conceptually grounds the moral instructions in Col 2:6-4:6. Moreover, I 

pressed his analysis further by challenging the “cognitivist” language about the Christ 

Hymn as a didactic hymn which shapes the Colossian congregation’s “worldview,” 

 

136 Pliny, Ep. Tra. 10.96; see Chapter 2.4.3.1 for more analysis of Pliny’s letter to Trajan. 
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choosing instead to follow Smith’s and Taylor’s notion of the “social imaginary” as that 

which renders practices intelligible. I have argued that the Christ Hymn fuels the social 

imaginary of the Colossian congregation, and that this social imaginary renders the 

exhortations to moral practices, especially those in Col 3:12-4:6, intelligible. 

4.3 Colossians 1:15-20 and Its Necessary Contexts 

While the Christ Hymn proves foundational because of the power of its words and 

poetic characteristics, it does not on its own obviously or immediately point to Jesus 

Christ or to the story of his life, death, resurrection, and ascension. As we have already 

discussed, the riffing in the letter reveals new and meaningful dimensions of the Hymn’s 

words and phrases. As Ernst Käsemann has observed, if one brackets out 8 key words 

from 112 words of this passage, the “Christ Hymn” is not obviously a hymn about Jesus 

Christ.137 Only two key phrases suggest a Christian audience: “of the church” (τῆς 

ἐκκλησίας) in Col 1:18 and “through the blood of his cross” (διὰ τοῦ αἶματος τοῦ 

σταυροῦ αὐτοῦ) in Col 1:20.138 On this basis, Käsemann posits that the text comes from a 

“Gnostic-Redeemer” hymn which has been reworked into a Christian baptismal liturgy. 

While his theory has fallen out of favor,139 Käsemann’s basic observation remains 

 

137 Ernst Käsemann, “A Primitive Christian Baptismal Liturgy,” in Essays in New 
Testament Themes, trans. W. Montague (Naperville, IL, Allenson, 1964), 149–168, 
especially 154. 
138 Käsemann argues that these phrases have been added to the text, see “A Primitive 
Christian Baptismal Liturgy,” 151–152. 
139 For instance, Wright points out that the very content of the hymn cuts against a 
Gnostic perspective on creation. The Christ Hymn clearly presents Christ as agent of 
creation and lord over creation. There is no Gnostic denigration of creation in this 
passage. Additionally, many have observed analogies between this passage and the 
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pertinent for our study. Even though the Christ Hymn should instruct its audience and its 

words do fuel the moral exhortations, it depends on “something more” to make plain that 

Jesus Christ is its subject.  

We find this “something more” both in the story which Paul assumes and in the 

community he addresses. Paul’s greeting in Col 1:5-6 and his quick sketch of the “good 

news” in the text surrounding the Hymn—Col 1:12-13 and Col 1:21-23—presume the 

audience’s prior familiarity with the gospel of reconciliation to God in Jesus Christ. 

Paul’s allusions to this gospel are brief, yet those brief reminders provide important 

context for the Christ Hymn. Additionally, Paul presumes his hearers’ participation in a 

church community which is constituted by particular practices. He addresses an audience 

in a local church community, which he assumes take part in baptism, forgiveness, peace-

making, thanksgiving, prayer, mutual instruction, and singing. These practices also 

provide necessary context for the Christ Hymn. Indeed, we will find that, though the 

Christ hymn's instruction grounds the church’s life and practices, that very life and those 

very practices contributes to the congregation’s “participatory knowledge” of what the 

Christ hymn claims. 

 

Rabbinic Wisdom tradition—again, hardly a theme belonging to Gnostic thought (see 
Wright, “Poetry and Theology in Col 1:15–20,” 451–458). 
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4.3.1 The Story of the “Good News” in the Immediate Epistolary Context: 
The Opening and Closing Frame (Col 1:12-14, 21-23) 

When he writes to the Colossian congregation, Paul assumes their familiarity with 

the story of the “good news,” and he depends on that familiarity as he launches into the 

Christ Hymn. For, at the beginning of the letter, he mentions the hope,  

which you heard about before in the word of the truth of the good news, which is 

present among you,140 just as it is bearing fruit and growing in the whole word, as 

it is among you, from the day you heard and knew the grace of God in truth (Col 

1:5-6). 

 

As he describes this “hope,” Paul acknowledges that they have already heard the good 

news. His reference to the presence of the good news among the Colossian congregation 

in v. 6 also indicates their prior reception of that good news. Given this familiarity, Paul 

does not need to explain the content of good news at length. But he does provide a brief 

reminder—a thumbnail sketch—in Col 1:12-14 and Col 1:21-23. Significantly for our 

study, these verses frame the hymn. Colossians 1:12-14 set the necessary stage, while Col 

1:21-23 offer a brief explication.  

In the opening frame, Col 1:12-14, Paul starts by informing the audience of the 

right response to God, the Father—namely, giving thanks.141 He then sketches the 

 

140 One could also translate the phrase τοῦ παρόντες εἰς ὑμᾶς as “which has come to 
you.” The NIV, RSV, and NASB all favor this translation. However, Lohse translates it 
as “that is present among” (see Lohse, Colossians and Philemon, 19 nn. 53, 54). Given 
the emphasis in vv. 3–5 on the prior reception of the “good news” in the Colossian 
congregation, I have chosen the second translation.    
141 Commentators have long noted the difficulty of identifying where the thanksgiving in 
this letter begins and ends. See, for example, Barth and Blanke, Colossians, 148. They 
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note that there is an initial thanksgiving in vv. 3–8 which extends into the intercession in 
vv. 9–11. Then a new thanksgiving resumes in v. 12, whose ending is hard to discern; 
only v. 23 and the new theme in v. 24 clearly mark a transition. Harris ends the 
thanksgiving at v. 8 (Colossians and Philemon, 14–27). F.F. Bruce divides the 
thanksgiving into a report (vv. 3–8) and prayer (vv. 9–14); see The Epistles to the 
Colossians, to Philemon, and to the Ephesians, 39–54. Lightfoot divides this way as well; 
see Saint Paul’s Epistles to the Colossians and Philemon, 131–143. Lohse divides vv. 3–
14 into two sections, a thanksgiving in vv. 3–8 and an intercession in vv. 9–11. However, 
he notes that these are very closely linked (Colossians and Philemon, 12–31). Eduard 
Schweizer divides similarly, but he claims that the thanksgiving and the intercession are 
clearly distinct. He finds a resumption of the thanksgiving at v. 12; see Schweizer, The 
Letter to the Colossians, 31–32. Moo also notes the difficulty in determining the 
boundaries of the thanksgiving and calls the thanksgiving a “complex” one; see The 
Letters to the Colossians and to Philemon, 80–82. He argues the thanksgiving is framed 
by giving thanks in v. 3 and v. 12. C.F.D. Moule identifies vv. 3–14 as the thanksgiving 
and subdivides the whole into petition in vv. 9–11 and thanksgiving in 12–14 (The 
Epistles of Paul the Apostle to the Colossians and to Philemon, Cambridge Greek 
Testament Commentary [Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1957], 47–48). 
O’Brien divides the thanksgiving in vv. 3–14 into a “report” and “prayer.” He notes the 
debate about where the thanksgiving ends; see Colossians, Philemon, 7–9. He follows 
Lohse in saying that 3–8 are closing linked to 9–14). Thompson focuses more on the 
content, though she subdivides the passage into vv. 3–8 and vv. 9–14 and notes the 
emphasis on thanksgiving in the former and intercession in the latter; see Thompson, 
Colossians and Philemon, 18–27. Robert W. Wall sees a chiastic structure to vv. 3–12 
and so identifies the whole as a thanksgiving (Colossians and Philemon, The IVP New 
Testament Commentary Series [Downers Grove, IL: Intervarsity Press, 1993], 39–43). R. 
McL. Wilson also notes the difficulty in determining the boundaries of the thanksgiving, 
but breaks down the passage from v. 3 to v. 23 into smaller sections for examination, 
concluding the first with v. 8, A Critical and Exegetical Commentary on Colossians and 
Philemon, ICC (London: T & T Clark International, 2005), 78–79. Witherington argues 
the thanksgiving extends from v. 3 to v. 14, but he notes the semi-artificiality in choosing 
v. 14 as the end of the thanksgiving (The Letters to Philemon, the Colossians, and the 
Ephesians, 118–120). In any case, vv. 12–14, whether part of the thanksgiving or the 
body of the letter, play the role of reminding the audience of what God has done and why 
they should give thanks. In other words, Paul reminds them of the “good news.” 
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reasons for this response142 by tracing the basic narrative arc of the good news: 

deliverance from darkness to light and transference into the kingdom of the “beloved 

Son”: 

(v. 12) … giving thanks to the father who makes us sufficient for a portion of the 

inheritance of the saints in light; (13) who delivered us from the power of 

darkness and transferred [us] into the kingdom of his beloved Son (14) in whom 

we have redemption, the forgiveness of sins 

 

In order to help sketch this story, Paul employs three references to the Exodus 

narrative—“a portion of the inheritance of the saints” in v. 12, “deliverance” in v. 13, and 

“redemption” in v. 14. First, two terms in the phrase “a portion of the inheritance of the 

saints” (μερίς and κλῆρος) are frequently juxtaposed in the Old Testament, particularly in 

Deuteronomy.143 Together, they reference Israel’s division of the land of Canaan, the 

Promised Land144 and so denote the inheritance of God’s people.145 As such, the 

 

142 Wright, Colossians and Philemon, 64. 
143 See Lohse, Colossians and Philemon, 35. 
144 And specifically to the tribe of Levi’s lack of “portion” and “inheritance” in the 
division of the land; the Lord is their inheritance; see Deut 10:9; 12:12; 14:27, 29; and 
18:1, as well as Deut 32:9 (which juxtaposes κληρονομία with μερίς) and Josh 19:9 
(references both μερίς and κλῆρος, as well as κληρονομία). See also the juxtaposition of 
μερίς and κλῆρος in Isa 57:6, Jer 13:25; and Acts 8:21. See also Gen 31:14 and Num 
18:20 (which both juxtapose κληρονομία with μερίς). See Lohse, Colossians and 
Philemon, 35–36, 35 n. 20. See also Wilson, Colossians and Philemon, 112–113; Moo, 
Letters to the Colossians and to Philemon, 101. 
145 Lohse holds that “the saints” here are angels based on parallels in the Qumran 
literature; see Lohse, Colossians and Philemon, 35–36. However, as Wright says, “This 
seems to me to conflict with Paul’s regular theology: God’s people inherit not angelic 
privileges – that is, according to many scholars, one of the ideas Colossians is written to 
counteract – but precisely human ones. These, in light of the incarnation, are if anything 
actually greater, not less than those of the angels” (Wright, Colossians and Philemon, 65 
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conjunction of the terms in Colossians alludes to Israel’s arrival in and apportionment of 

the Promised Land.146 Second, v. 13 evokes the Exodus narrative with the verb ῥύομαι, 

which is often used to describe God’s action on behalf of Israel when they were 

oppressed in Egypt.147 As Lohse explains,  

“the Greek ῥύεσθαι (to save, rescue, deliver) is usually the LXX translation of 

Hebrew hiphil לצנ , and it describes God’s helping and saving intervention. He 

delivered his people from the hands of the Egyptians (Exod 14:30; Judg 6:9, 13), 

from bondage (Exod 6:6), and from the hands of all its foes (Judg 8:34). This 

deliverance occurs according to his great mercy (Neh 9:28), according to his 

mercy (LXX Ps 32:18f), for his name’s sake (LXX Ps 78:9).148  

 

 

n. 12). I follow Wright here. See also Harris, Colossians and Philemon, 34. Harris points 
out the term οἱ ἅγιοι in Colossians usually refers to the community of believers (see 1:2, 
4, 26; 1:22 and 3:12); Bruce, The Epistles to the Colossians, to Philemon, and to the 
Ephesians, 49–50; and Moo, Letters to the Colossians and to Philemon, 102. Wilson, on 
the other hand, rejects the “either/or” of angels or humans and claims the term refers to 
both (Colossians and Philemon, 113). 
146 Wright, Colossians and Philemon, 65. See also Barth and Blanke, Colossians, 186; 
Douglas A. Campbell, Pauline Dogmatics: The Triumph of God's Love (Grand Rapids: 
Eerdmans, 2020), 259–260; Harris, Colossians and Philemon, 34–35; Lohse, Colossians 
and Philemon, 36. 
147 Wright, Colossians and Philemon, 65; Lohse, Colossians and Philemon, 36–37. See 
also Barth and Blanke, Colossians, 187; Harris, Colossians and Philemon, 35; 
Thompson, Colossians and Philemon, 26–27; Moo, Letters to the Colossians and to 
Philemon, 103. Moo points to an overemphasis on the connection to Exodus and argues 
that the reference is to the “new Exodus;” it is a spiritual, not physical reality here. 
148 Lohse, Colossians and Philemon, 36. See also Barth and Blanke, Colossians, 187–
188. 
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The verb ῥύομαι thus alludes to the story of God’s deliverance of Israel.149 According to 

Wright, the reference to “redemption” (ἀπολύτρωσις) in v. 14 does as well. 150 As Barth 

and Blanke note, while the noun form only appears in LXX Dan 4:34, the verbal form is 

“a firm designation for the release of the people out of Egypt.”151  

Paul employs these various allusions to Israel’s story of God’s deliverance and 

fulfillment of promises to help remind the Colossian congregation about the story of the 

good news. The audience already knows the good news (vv. 5-6). So, when Paul provides 

reasons for giving thanks to the Father (v. 12), he reminds the audience of what this 

Father has done and does so by making allusions to the Exodus narrative (vv. 12-14).  

Paul also employs a contrast between “light”152 (v. 12) and “darkness” (v. 13) to 

sketch the basic arc of the story. While light-and-dark dualism is common outside 

Scripture, here we can find its precedent in the biblical creation narrative (Gen 1:4), in 

Isaiah’s promises of hope to a people in exile (9:2), and in the imagination of the New 

Testament (see 1 Peter 2:9, 2 Cor 4:6; 1 John 1:5).153 The light-and-dark schematic in 

Colossians sets up a contrast which emphasizes the story of the good news as one of 

 

149 As Barth and Blanke note, this term has a “fixed place” in the Exodus narrative. They 
point to Ex 5:5; 6:6, 14:30 and compare them with Ex 12:27; Judg 6:9; Isa 51:10; Barth 
and Blanke, Colossians, 188. 
150 See Wright, Colossians and Philemon, 67. 
151 Barth and Blanke, Colossians, 190. See Ex 6:6; 15:13, 16; Deut 7:8; 9:26; 13:6; 15:15; 
21:8; 24:18; 2 Sam 7:23; 1 Chr 17:21; Neh 1:10, among others. 
152 I take the prepositional phrase “in the light” to modify the whole phrase and not only 
“the saints.” See Moo, Letters to the Colossians and to Philemon, 102. 
153 Wilson, Colossians and Philemon, 114–115; Bruce, The Epistles to the Colossians, to 
Philemon, and to the Ephesians, 51. 



 

324 

transference between two powers—“the power of darkness” and Christ.154 The phrase 

“power of darkness” also appears in Luke 22:53, when Jesus is in the garden of 

Gethsemane, and he tells the chief priest, the soldiers of the temple guard, and the elders 

that it is their hour and time for the “power of darkness.”155 As F.F. Bruce notes, “These 

words [the power of darkness] refer to the sinister forces marshalled against [Jesus 

Christ] for a decisive combat in the spiritual realm.” Yet, while the power of darkness 

had its moment, Christ has prevailed and has delivered those once under its control.156 

The contrast between light and darkness as well as between the power of darkness and 

Christ thus evokes a story of dramatic deliverance from the grip of darkness. 

Colossians 1:13 follows up this contrast by elaborating on the end goal of the 

transference—that is, a relocation to the “kingdom157 of the beloved Son.”158 As Lohse 

puts it, “Much like a mighty king who is able to remove whole peoples from their 

ancestral homes and to transplant them to another realm, so God is described as taking 

the community from the power of darkness and transferring it ‘to the domain of the rule 

of his beloved Son.”159 The deliverance from the power of darkness in the first part of v. 

 

154 Lohse, Colossians Philemon, 37. 
155 Wilson, Colossians and Philemon, 116. 
156 Bruce, The Epistles to the Colossians, to Philemon, and to the Ephesians, 51. 
157 Moo notes that this language of “kingdom” is unusual for Paul; Moo, Letters to the 
Colossians and to Philemon, 104–105. However, “kingdom” language does appear in 1 
Thess 2:12, Gal 5:21; 1 Cor 4:20; 6:9; 15:50; Rom 14:17; as well as 2 Thess 1:5, and Col 
4:11. But Paul only talks about the kingly reign of Christ in 1 Cor 15:23–28 and Eph 5:5. 
See also Bruce, The Epistles to the Colossians, to Philemon, and to the Ephesians, 52.  
158 See Harris, Colossians and Philemon, 36; Barth and Blanke, Colossians, 188. 
159 Lohse, Colossians and Philemon, 37. 
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13 is paralleled by transference into the “kingdom” in the second part. The language here 

sets up the basic structure of the story of the good news as a story of the Father’s act of 

establishing the congregation in the kingdom. 

Moreover, Paul specifies this kingdom as “of the beloved Son.” Schweizer 

comments that the reference to the “kingdom” hearkens to the Davidic promises (see 2 

Sam 7:16; Ps 2:7; 4QFlor 1:11; 4QPatr. 4; Luke 1:33), which indicates that “what is 

meant is not simply a kingdom of light in a transcendent world, but, as in 1 Cor 15, the 

sphere in which Christ reigns.”160 Paul proceeds in v. 14 to describe the “beloved Son” as 

the one in whom they have “redemption,” which is, in fact, the forgiveness of sins (Col 

1:14).161 Here we find two significant rhetorical features in play. By claiming that the 

“son” brings about redemption, Paul indicates that he is interpreting the Exodus allusions 

Christologically. He is using the Exodus allusions to tell the story of the good news. 

Additionally, the mention of the “son” becomes the pivot point into Christ Hymn. For the 

ὅς in v. 15 refers back to “his beloved son.”162 

 

160 Schweizer, The Letter to the Colossians, 52. He also observes that Paul takes up the 
“kingdom” language in 1 Cor 15:24–28 where he sees the Son’s kingdom as a 
preliminary phase before the end.  
161 Lohse points out that the “redemption” is defined as “forgiveness of sins;” see Lohse, 
Colossians and Philemon, 40. Others who take this view include: Harris, Colossians and 
Philemon, 37; Moo, Letters to the Colossians and to Philemon, 106. Bruce calls it a 
“companion blessing” (The Epistles to the Colossians, to Philemon, and to the Ephesians, 
53). The phrase is unusual for Paul, who prefers to speak in terms of justification. But see 
Eph 1:7; 1:14; 4:30, as well as Rom 3:24; 8:23; 1 Cor 1:30. 
162 Additionally, the phrase “beloved son” may refer to Jesus’ baptism—the phrasing 
differs in that Col 1:14 reads τοῦ υἱοῦ τῆς ἀγάπης αὐτοῦ and the Gospels read “ὁ υἱος … 
ὁ ἀγαπητός” in Μatt 3:17; Mark 1:11; Luke 3:22. But the concept remains the same. 
Lohse calls the construction in Colossians a Hebraized Greek construction; Lohse; 
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These three verses remind the audience of the basic sketch of the good news 

(vv.5-6) and provide the essential background for understanding the Christ Hymn: the 

Father (v. 12) has delivered and transferred “us”—Paul, his coworkers, the Colossian 

congregation, the Laodicean congregation, and the church throughout the world (v. 18)—

from the grip of the power of darkness into the “kingdom of the beloved Son,” who is 

Jesus Christ. In this Son, “we” have “redemption, the forgiveness of sins” (Col 1:14). 

Colossians 1:12-14 thus frames Colossians 1:15-20 by making it clear that the Christ 

Hymn does not give honor to a Gnostic Redeemer, to Isis, or to anyone else. It very 

particularly exalts the “beloved son,” Jesus Christ, for what the Father has done through 

him. As the “beloved son” in this story, Christ is worthy of the honorific names and 

description in the Christ Hymn (vv. 15-20): for example, “image of the unseen God” (v. 

15), “firstborn of all creation” (v. 16), “head of the body, the church” (v. 18), and 

“firstborn of the dead” (v. 18).  

While the opening frame in Col 1:12-14 reminds the audience of the story of the 

good news and introduces the main character who receives praise in the Christ Hymn, the 

closing frame in Col 1: 21-23 both expounds the claims in the Christ Hymn and wraps up 

the narrative sketch begun in Col 1:12-14: 

(21) And you who were once estranged and enemies with your mind in evil works 

(22) now he has reconciled by means of his fleshly body through death to present 

you holy, blameless, without fault before him, (23) if you remain in faith having 

 

Colossians and Philemon, 38; see also Wright, Colossians and Philemon, 66; Harris, 
Colossians and Philemon, 36; Moo, Letters to the Colossians and to Philemon, 105; 
Wilson, Colossians and Philemon, 118. 
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been established and rooted and not being moved from the hope of the good news 

which you have heard, which has been preached in all creation that is under 

heaven, of which I became a minister. 

 

The closing frame draws out the claims of the Christ Hymn in several ways. For example, 

in the final line of the Christ Hymn (Col 1:20), everything in creation has been reconciled 

through Christ—the act of reconciliation is cosmic: 

And through him, to reconcile all things to himself; making peace through the 

blood of his cross”  

 

When Paul brings up reconciliation in v. 22, he zooms in on one specific feature of this 

cosmic vista—the Colossian congregation. In doing so, he connects them to what the 

hymn describes,163 making them, as Thompson puts it, “a concrete example of God’s 

reconciling work.”164  

Additionally, Col 1:21—the verse immediately after the hymn and immediately 

prior to this claim about reconciliation—elaborates the reason for their reconciliation. 

The members of the Colossian congregation were once “estranged” and “enemies.” The 

first verb, ἀπαλλοτριόω, also appears in Eph 2:12 and 4:18 to describe the state of the 

Gentiles who do not know the true God. As Lohse notes, “To be estranged from God 

means not to serve him, but to worship false gods and idols and thus to become enmeshed 

 

163 Barth and Blanke, Colossians, 218. See also Lohse, Colossians and Philemon, 62; 
Schweizer, The Letter to the Colossians, 91; Wilson, Colossians and Philemon, 162. 
164 Thompson, Colossians and Philemon, 40. 
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in idolatry and in slavery to sin.”165 However, Thompson notes that the grammatical 

object of their estrangement is unstated: are they estranged from God or other humans?166 

Thompson points out that Eph 2:12 points to the alienation from both God and his 

people; “Paul’s cryptic statement here reflects Jewish and Christian belief in a strong 

connection between proper relationship to God and relationship to one’s fellow human 

beings.”167 Such estrangement leads to enmity, which Paul further qualifies as “with the 

mind in evil works.” The word διανοία indicates more than mere intellect; it refers to 

intellect, understanding, and the whole person.168 Moreover, the subsequent prepositional 

phrase, “in evil work,” shows that this state of enmity was demonstrated with behavioral 

evidence. As Barth and Blanke note, “The additive ‘in evil works’ underscores the idea 

that the orientation is not only a spiritual affair, but is also associated with the 

corresponding actions.”169 Herein lies the need for their reconciliation—the Colossian 

congregation experienced and participated in separation and enmity with God and others. 

 

165 Lohse, Colossians and Philemon, 62. See also Wilson, Colossians and Philemon, 160; 
Schweizer, The Letter to the Colossians, 90. Moo observes that, while Eph 2:12 is clear 
that the author is speaking about alienation of the Gentiles from Jews and Eph 4:18 
speaks of the alienation of the Gentiles from God, here the alienation is more ambiguous. 
But Moo finds the stronger parallel with Eph 4:18 (The Letters to the Colossians and to 
Philemon, 139–140). 
166 Thompson, Colossians and Philemon, 40. 
167 Ibid. 
168 Barth and Blanke observes that this word is frequently used to translate the Hebrew 
בבל , which refers to all of human being (Colossians, 219); also, Wright, Colossians and 

Philemon, 85. Paul does not usually use this word, though it does appear in Eph 2:3 and 
4:18 to describe the relationship of the Gentiles to God. 
169 Barth and Blanke, Colossians, 219. See also Moo, The Letters to the Colossians and 
to Philemon, 140. 
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As such, Col 1:21 provides more information about the Colossian congregation’s need 

for the reconciliation celebrated in the Christ Hymn. 

Colossians 1:22 then elaborates on the nature of this reconciliation as well as on 

how it was accomplished. Paul claims that the Colossians are no longer estranged from 

God and from one another. Now, they have been “reconciled.” The verb here, 

ἀποκαταλλάσσω, is related to political language for ending a conflict.170 While this 

specific “double composite” (ἀπο + κατά + ἀλλάσσω) occurs only in Eph 2:16 and Col 

1:20, 22, the composite καταλάσσω occurs several times in Paul’s letters (Rom 5:10; 1 

Cor 7:11; 2 Cor 5:18-20).171 With the exception of 1 Cor 7:11, where it refers to the 

relationship between husband and wife, καταλάσσω refers to the relationship between 

God and humans, and God is the one who initiates the reconciliation of humanity to 

himself. The use of ἀποκαταλλάσσω in Colossians and Ephesians also presents God as 

the agent.172 Yet, here in Col 1:22, Paul introduces some ambiguity as both the subject 

and the object of “to reconcile” are left unspecified.173 Some have understood the subject 

as “God,” while others argue it is “Christ.” For instance, Lohse takes the subject as God 

 

170 Thompson, Colossians and Philemon, 33. She points to the word from the same root 
(διαλλάττειν) which describes the reconciliation that ambassadors negotiate in Josephus, 
Ant., 15.136. 
171 Barth and Blanke, Colossians, 214. 
172 For instance, reconciliation is divinely initiated in Col 1:20 and Eph 2:16. 
173 The wrestling with this ambiguity is reflected in the textual history: 𝔓46 and B have 
ἀποκατήλλαγητε (you have been reconciled); D* F G b vgms Irlat Ambst Spec have  
ἀποκατήλλαγεντες (having been reconciled); 33 has ἀποκατήλλακται (it has been 
reconciled); and א A C D2 Ψ 048. 075. (0278. 104). 1739. 1881. 𝔐 lat sy all have 
ἀποκατήλλαξεν (he has reconciled). For helpful overview of the textual history, see Barth 
and Blanke, Colossians, 220; Moo, The Letters to the Colossians and to Philemon, 141. 
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since the Hymn is about God’s action (Col see 1:20).174 On the other hand, Wilson 

highlights the ambiguity.175 In v. 22, Paul focuses on Christ’s work in reconciliation, 

which makes it possible that Christ himself is the subject of “to reconcile.” However, 

these two potential subjects are not mutually exclusive. Wilson sums it up well, “The 

meaning our author wishes to convey is plain enough, although his form of words may be 

somewhat ambiguous. It is God who has acted to bring about the reconciliation, and he 

has done so in Christ, who is after all the central figure in the preceding ‘hymn.’”176  

While the direct agency of the reconciliation in v. 22 may be ambiguous, Paul 

clearly expands on the manner of this reconciliation. The reconciliation of the Colossian 

congregation has occurred “by means of Christ’s fleshly177 body through death.”178 The 

reference to “death” here picks up the claim in the Hymn that “he is the firstborn of the 

dead” and gives it more context.179 Christ has experienced death in his physical body, and 

this death brought about reconciliation for the Colossians. 

 

174 Lohse, Colossians and Philemon, 64. Moo also concludes that “God” is the subject 
based on the syntax of v. 19 and a similar pattern in other Pauline references to 
reconciliation; see Moo, The Letters to the Colossians and to Philemon, 141. See also 
Harris, Colossians and Philemon, 57.  
175 Wilson, Colossians and Philemon, 164. 
176 Ibid. 
177 I take τοῦ σαρκὸς here as an adjectival genitive. See Harris, Colossians and Philemon, 
58. Here it carries the sense of “physical.” See also Wilson, Colossians and Philemon, 
162. 
178 Wilson points out that this phrase tells how the reconciliation is effected (Colossians 
and Philemon, 162). 
179 Barth and Blanke, Colossians, 221. 
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The closing frame in vv. 21-23 not only wraps up the Christ Hymn by expanding, 

clarifying, and applying its claims; in these three verses Paul also reiterates and further 

expands the opening frame in vv. 12-14 in several ways. First, having begun in the 

opening frame with the image of deliverance from the power of darkness and 

transference into the kingdom of the son, Paul highlights a similar pattern in vv. 21-22 

but develops it in terms of moving from an estranged enmity with God to reconciliation. 

When Paul pointedly reminds the audience that at one time they have been alienated from 

and enemies of God, he calls the congregation’s attention back to the narrative arc of vv. 

12-14: once they were in the grip of the “power of darkness.” Moreover, when he 

reminds the Colossian congregation in v. 22 that they are now reconciled, he calls their 

attention to reality that the Father has delivered the congregation and transferred them 

into the kingdom of the beloved son (vv. 13-14).  

Second, in the closing frame, Paul also picks up the thread of the “beloved son in 

whom we have redemption, forgiveness of sins” from vv. 13-14 and expands on what this 

son has done. He specifies that the deliverance from the grip of darkness and the 

transference into the kingdom of the son (v. 13) has taken place by means of the son’s 

death in his physical body (v. 22). The Christ Hymn exalts the son, applying honorific 

titles and sketching his work in creation and the church, the making of the world and its 

reconciliation. In the closing frame in v. 22, Paul also reminds the Colossian 

congregation that the “beloved son’s” death on the cross accomplishes the reconciliation 

of all creation (v. 20), including the Colossian audience (v. 21).  
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Finally, the closing frame in Col 1:22-23 explains the purpose180 of the events in 

the story that Paul briefly tells in vv. 12-13 and throughout vv. 15-20—namely, Jesus 

Christ died and rose so that he might present them, the Colossian congregation, as holy, 

blameless, and without fault before God. The verb “to present” is often used of sacrifice 

(see, for example, Rom 12:2) and sometimes as legal language for bringing someone 

before the court (see 1 Cor 8:8; 2 Cor 4:14; 11:2; Rom 14:10; 2 Tim 2:15).181 The 

language of “holy” and “blameless” is also related to sacrifice (see, for example, Heb 

9:14 and 1 Peter 1:19). In this way, Col 1:23 makes clear that the goal of reconciliation is 

that God in Christ has made them—the Colossian congregation—holy and blameless 

before none other than himself. As Barth and Blanke say, “Christ is not only the agent but 

also the target of this action: he puts those who have been reconciled before himself.”182 

The Colossian congregation has been delivered from evil and transferred into the son’s 

kingdom so that they can be at peace and united with him. Colossians 1:23 then closes 

the frame by telling the audience that they must continue in faith and become established 

and rooted in the “hope of the good news which you heard.” This reference to the hope of 

the good news echoes the earlier reference to the hope “in the word of the truth of the 

 

180 Lohse, Colossians and Philemon, 64. See also Moo, The Letters to the Colossians and 
to Philemon, 142; Thompson, Colossians and Philemon, 41. 
181 Lohse, Colossians and Philemon, 65. See also Barth and Blanke, Colossians, 222; 
Schweizer, The Letter to the Colossians, 93; Wilson, Colossians and Philemon, 163; 
Harris, Colossians and Philemon, 59. Harris holds that this infinitive is telic. 
182 Barth and Blanke, Colossians, 222. 
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good news” (Col 1:5-6). With this comment, Paul concludes his brief reminder of that 

good news.  

Thus vv. 12-14 and vv. 21-23 provide an opening and a closing frame for the 

Christ Hymn. This frame presents a brief sketch of the good news through evocative 

allusions and a basic outline, and it reminds the audience of the story because of which 

they have hope (vv. 5-6). The brevity of the sketch evidences the audience’s prior 

familiarity with the good news. At the same time, its thumbnail narrative provides 

essential background for the Christ Hymn by introducing its proper subject—the 

“beloved son”—and by expounding the nature and manner of the reconciliation he has 

accomplished, specifically on behalf of the Colossian congregation. 

4.3.2 The Church Community Constituted by Particular Practices 

Just as familiarity with the “good news” provides necessary context for the Christ 

Hymn, so does participation in the church community and its practices. When Paul writes 

this letter, he addresses it to a church gathering (Col 1:1-2). This church gathering is 

constituted by particular practices—such as baptism (Col 2:12-13), forgiveness (Col 

3:13), peace-making (Col 3:15), prayer (Col 4:2-3), mutual instruction (Col 3:16), and 

singing (Col 3:16). As argued in Chapter 3, the practice of baptism is a foundational 

characteristic of the church’s social context (see Col 2:12-13, 20-23; 3:1).183 Baptism 

 

183 See Chapter 3.2.2.3. See also George E. Cannon, The Use of Traditional Materials in 
Colossians (Macon, GA: Mercer University Press, 1983), 36; Meeks, The First Urban 
Christians, 150–157. Margaret Y. MacDonald, The Pauline Churches: A Socio-historical 
Study of Institutionalization in the Pauline and Deutero-Pauline Writings, SNTSMS 60 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1988), 92–93, 142–148. 
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marks the members’ initiation and incorporation into the community, and also lays the 

groundwork for the exhortations to “walk184 [in Christ]” (Col 2:6) and to “put on the new 

person” (Col 3:10). For instance, the two protases “if you died” and “if you were raised” 

in the conditional statements in Col 2:20 and Col 3:1, respectively, echo the earlier 

language of Col 2:12-13, which portrays baptism as “dying” and “rising” with Jesus 

Christ.185 The respective conditions in Col 2:20 and Col 3:1 presume that the Colossians 

have not only heard the “word of truth of the good news” of Jesus Christ (Col 1:5-6), but 

that they have also responded to, taken hold of, and joined in that story by taking part in 

the practice of baptism (Col 2:12-13). The accompanying moral injunctions in the two 

conditional statements then reinforce that baptismal initiation and incorporation into this 

community entails a certain way of life. Since the members of the congregation have 

“died with Christ,” they ought not to submit to regulations as though living in the world 

 

184 “Walking” as a metaphor for “living” and “conducting one’s life” also occurs in Col 
1:10 and Col 3:7. In the undisputed letters of Paul, this metaphor also appears in Rom 
6:4, 8:4, 13:13, and 14:15; 1 Cor 3:3 and 7:17; 2 Cor 4:2, 5:7, 10:2, 10:3, and 12:18; Gal 
5:16; Phil 3:17–18, and 1 Thess 2:12, 4:1, and 4:12. The metaphor appears similarly in 
the disputed corpus, particularly Ephesians (2:2, 2:10, 4:1; 4:17; 5:2; 5:8, 5:15). It 
appears in 2 Thess too in connection with how not to conduct life (cf. 2 Thess 3:6, 2 
Thess 3:11). For the secondary literature on this point, see James Thompson, Moral 
Formation according to Paul: the Context and Coherence of Pauline Ethics (Grand 
Rapids, Mich.: Baker Academic, 2011), 61, 182. Robert Banks, “‘Walking’ as a 
Metaphor of the Christian Life: The Origins of a Significant Pauline Usage,” in 
Perspectives on Language and Text: Essays and Poems in Honor of Francis I. Andersen's 
Sixtieth Birthday, July 28, 1985, ed. Edgar W. Conrad and Edward G. Newing (Winona 
Lake, IN: Eisenbrauns, 1987), 303–313. Karin Finsterbusch, Die Thora als 
Lebensweisung für Heidenchristen: Studien zur Bedeutung der Thora für die paulinische 
Ethik, Studien zur Umwelt des Neuen Testaments 20 (Göttingen: Vandenhoeck und 
Ruprecht, 1996), 113–120. 
185 See Chapter 3.2.2.3. 
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(Col 2:20). Since they were “raised with Christ,” they ought to seek the things above (Col 

3:1). Paul further spells out this way of life in Col 3:12-4:6 with exhortations to the 

practices of forgiveness, peace-making, prayer, mutual instruction, and singing. These 

practices give further body to what Paul means when he writes that the Colossian 

congregation ought to walk “in Christ” (Col 2:6), “seek the things above” (Col 3:1), and 

“put on the new person” (Col 3:10).  

While the exhortations to particular practices in Col 3:12-4:6 emphasize the 

individual’s right conduct, they also stress relationship and fellowship in the church 

community as the Body of Christ. As argued in Chapter 2, with the exception of the 

closing greetings in Col 4:17, the imperatives are plural throughout the letter, showing 

that Paul addresses an audience that participates fully in a life together—no passive 

“community” of listeners. Moreover, the exhortations in Col 3:12-4:6 can only be 

answered and fulfilled through ongoing relationship with others.186 Consequently, as 

shown above in Chapter 2, following through on these practices generates a social 

context that is corporate and “other-related.” This social body is also Christologically-

oriented: the practices of Col 3:12-4:6 concern life after baptism into the life, death, 

resurrection, and ascension of Jesus Christ. 

 

186 See Chapter 2.4. 
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4.3.3 Church Community Constituted by Certain Practices, “Participatory 
Knowledge,” and the Christ Hymn 

It is this social context, constituted by particular practices, where the congregation 

gains “participatory knowledge” of the Christ Hymn’s subject. By “participatory 

knowledge,” I mean more than mere intellectual assent.187 Michael Polanyi writes that 

humans “know more than we can tell and we can tell nothing without relying on our 

awareness of things we may not be able to tell.”188 Polanyi posits that humans come to 

“know” by “indwelling” the world through actions, habits, and practices rather than by 

merely observing or theorizing about it.189 For example, a child cannot explain the 

physics behind pedaling her bicycle, but we still say she “knows how to ride” her bicycle. 

She “knows” how to ride a bicycle by doing it. Polanyi posits that, like the child riding 

her bicycle, humans come to know the world around them through experiencing it bodily. 

All human knowledge is fundamentally based on the bodily know-how acquired through 

such “indwelling.”  

 

187 Susan K. Wood, “The Liturgy: Participatory Knowledge of God in the Liturgy,” in 
Knowing the Triune God: The Work of the Spirit in the Practices of the Church, ed. 
James J. Buckley and David S. Yeago (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2001), 95–118, 
especially 95. She draws on Polanyi and his account of “tacit knowledge”; see Michael 
Polanyi, Personal Knowledge: Towards a Post-Critical Philosophy (New York: Harper 
& Row, 1964), x. Steven R. Guthrie builds on Wood’s account of participatory 
knowledge and liturgy with particular attention to music and song in his essay, “The 
Wisdom of Song,” in Resonant Witness: Conversations between Music and Theology, ed. 
Jeremy S. Begbie and Steven R. Guthrie, The Calvin Institute of Christian Worship 
Liturgical Studies (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2011), 382-407. 
188 Polanyi, Personal Knowledge, x. Italics in the original. See discussion in Chapter 
1.4.2. 
189 Ibid., x–xi. See also Michael Polanyi, Tacit Knowledge (London: Routledge & Kegan 
Paul Ltd., 1966), 17–18. 
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Susan K. Wood and Steven R. Guthrie each build on Polanyi’s account of human 

knowledge in conversation with Christian practices. Wood applies Polanyi’s 

epistemology to the church’s liturgy, arguing that taking part in liturgical practices like 

prayer brings about “participatory knowledge” of God.190 By reading the scriptures, 

doing the liturgy, receiving the sacraments, and praying, the participants grow in “a 

knowledge of who God is for us within a trinitarian economy wherein God sends the Son 

to give the Spirit that we may be constituted into the body of the Son and return to the 

Father in his gift of himself and our gift of ourselves.”191 The practices of the liturgy help 

participants grow in knowledge of the relationship between themselves and God, and 

ultimately in the knowledge of God.192  

Doing these practices brings about a fusion of bodily and intellectual knowledge. 

As Steven Guthrie explains further, by taking part in such practices, we come to “know” 

the ways of the church, “not by having these articulated for us verbally and conceptually, 

but by participating in them.”193 Furthermore, as Guthrie says, the “core practices” of the 

church, like prayer, Scripture reading, Eucharist, and singing, are the “means by which 

the Holy Spirit mediates knowledge of God.”194 By taking part in the “core practices” of 

 

190 Wood, “The Liturgy,” 96–97, 100–102. See also Guthrie, “Wisdom of Song,” 395–
397.  
191 Wood, “The Liturgy,” 95. 
192 Ibid., 96. 
193 Guthrie, “The Wisdom of Song,” 396. Significantly, Guthrie argues particularly with 
respect to the practice of singing. 
194 Ibid., 396. 
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the church community, the participants gain knowledge of God, which goes deeper than 

knowledge about God.195 

Turning to the letter to the Colossians, we may thus say that taking part in the 

practices of baptism, forgiveness, peace-making, thanksgiving, prayer, mutual 

instruction, and singing brings about “participatory knowledge” of the subject of the 

Christ Hymn. To take one example, Paul enjoins the Colossians to practice peace-making 

in Col 3:15. The Christ Hymn captures the story which renders this practice intelligible—

for, as the Hymn claims, Christ is the “head of his Body, the church” (Col 1:18); he has 

“reconciled everything to himself” and has “made peace through the blood of his cross” 

(Col 1:20). The church community exists because of what Christ has done to make the 

church His Body. Moreover, as argued above,196 riffing on the head-and-body imagery 

from the Christ Hymn advances the moral instructions for how the Colossian 

congregation ought to live after baptism by providing both negative and positive models 

for the post-baptismal life. In Col 2:19, Paul criticizes the false teachers for “not grasping 

the head.” The failure to “hold onto” the head—that is, Christ—exemplifies what the 

transformed, post-baptismal life does not look like. In the same verse, Paul provides a 

positive model when he describes the “head” as that “from which all the body, supported 

and knit together through the sinews and ligaments, grows the growth from God.”197 The 

 

195 Wood, “The Liturgy,” 106. 
196 See Section 4.2.2.2.4 in this chapter. 
197 I take the genitive τοῦ θεοῦ as a genitive of source; see Harris, Colossians and 
Philemon, 124; Lohse, Colossians and Philemon, 114, 122 n. 64. 
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participial phrase in Col 2:19 further describes the “body” as a unified entity198 whose 

unity depends on the “head.” As such, in Col 2:19, Paul emphasizes that the church in its 

life together must follow Christ and that Christ is the source of unity in their life 

together.199 Later, in Col 3:15, Paul urges them to practice peace-making—for which they 

“were called into one body.” Throughout Col 3:12-4:6, Paul exhorts them to do certain 

actions in order to be “one body.” In contrast to the false teachers who practice “puffing 

themselves” up,200 the Colossian congregation ought to practice peace-making (Col 3:15), 

which promotes unity. 

Significantly, it is their participation in this practice of peace-making that allows 

the congregation to inhabit what the Christ Hymn claims. By making peace with one 

another, they become one community, one church, one Body of Christ. This practice 

promotes a unified life together. As such, the practice allows them to gain a 

“participatory knowledge” of being Christ’s Body, the church. 

 

198 The second participle here with its verb choice echoes Paul’s hope in Col 2:2 that 
“their hearts would be encouraged, being knit together in love” (συμβιβασθέντες in 2:2; 
συμβιβαζόμενον in 2:19), while the prepositional phrase’s reference to “ligaments” 
(συνδέσμων) foreshadows the claim in Col 3:14 that love is the “ligament” or “bond” of 
perfection (συνδέσμος τῆς τελειότητος). 
199 See Lohse, Colossians and Philemon, 121. 
200 For helpful review of this issue, see Fred O. Francis and Wayne A. Meeks, eds., 
Conflict at Colossae: a Problem in the Interpretation of Early Christianity, Illustrated by 
Selected Modern Studies, SBLSBS 4 (Missoula, MT: SBL/Scholars’ Press, 1975). See 
also Fred O. Francis, “Humility and Angelic Worship in Col. 2:18,” ST 16 (1962):109–
134. M.D. Hooker, “Were there False Teachers in Colossae?” in Christ and Spirit in the 
New Testament: In Honour of Charles Francis Digby Moule, ed. Barnabas Lindars and 
Stephen S. Smalley (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1973), 315–331. 
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4.3.4 Summary of Section 4.3 

In this section, I have argued that, familiarity with the story of the “good news” 

and participation in the church community constituted by particular practices provide the 

context necessary to situate the Christ Hymn and its rightful subject. The opening and 

closing frames (Col 1:12-14 and Col 1:22-23) show that Paul assumes the audience 

already knows the story of Jesus Christ, while these frames also provide the essential 

background for understanding that the Hymn is about Jesus Christ. Additionally, the 

practices in Col 2:6-4:6 carry that social imaginary and the story which fuels it. Taking 

part in the practices generates the context within which the members of the congregation 

together gain a “participatory knowledge” of the subject of the Christ Hymn. 

4.4 The Practice of Singing, “Participatory Knowledge,” and 
Contributions to Formation 

In this section, we turn to the specific practice of singing in Col 3:16 and explore 

how it brings about “participatory knowledge” of the Christ Hymn. As argued earlier,201 

the imperative ἐνοικείτω (“let dwell”) in Col 3:16 riffs on κατοικήσαι (“to dwell”) in the 

Christ Hymn (Col 1:19). Immediately following the Christ Hymn, in Col 1:22 Paul 

incorporates the Colossian community into the sweeping, cosmic narrative of 

reconciliation with God in Christ, in whom all the “fullness” dwells. Col 3:16 further 

pulls this community into the work of reconciliation by urging them to “let the Word of 

Christ” dwell with them through mutual instruction with singing. While the Christ Hymn 

 

201 See Section 4.2.2.5. 



 

341 

provides the conceptual foundation for the vision of reconciled community, the 

exhortation in Col 3:16 gives body to the Christ Hymn’s claim that all things have been 

reconciled in Christ.  

The practice of mutual instruction through singing contributes to the 

“participatory knowledge” of Christ as the one through whom all things are reconciled 

(vv. 19-20). For, as we explored in Chapter 3, singing has the capacity to support social 

bonding and the formation of communal identity. The “voice” is an epistemic medium,202 

and singing reinforces significant social narratives both in the content of the songs and in 

the very bodily act of singing together.203 As such, taking part in the corporate practice of 

singing allows the “Word of Christ”—the proclamation of Jesus Christ and his 

presence”—to dwell among them.204 It lets the members inhabit the story of 

reconciliation to God and others found in the Christ Hymn—the story which Paul, 

Epaphras, and his coworkers proclaim and which, Paul believes, Christ himself 

accomplishes in them. 

4.4.1 Singing Shapes a Community 

As we explored in Chapter 3, corporate music-making can facilitate social 

bonding in groups through musical entrainment,205 and so supports communal formation. 

 

202 See Chapter 3.3.1 and 3.3.1.2. 
203 Thompson notes this reinforcing role; see Thompson, Colossians and Philemon, 86–
87. 
204 See Chapter 3.2.2.4.2. 
205 Ian Cross, Felicity Laurence, and Tal-Chen Rabinowitch, “Empathy and Creativity in 
Group Musical Practices: Towards a Concept of Empathic Creativity,” in The Oxford 
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The Colossians’ bodily act of singing physically enacts their unity and reconciliation.206 

We find an emphasis on the communally formative role of singing in two features of the 

imperative in Col 3:16. First, Paul urges them to teach and instruct one another (ἑαυτούς). 

The act of singing brings the church community face-to-face with one other in mutual 

instruction. The “psalms, hymns, and spiritual songs” specifically serve the end of 

“letting the Word of Christ dwell among you.” The act of mutual instruction through 

singing brings them together to proclaim Jesus Christ and to be in his presence.207 

Significantly, because Jesus Christ is the reason for their gathering, they form a specific 

kind of community—one oriented toward Jesus Christ and his life, death, resurrection, 

and ascension.208  

 

Handbook of Music Education, eds. Gary E. McPherson and Graham F. Welch, 2nd ed. 
(New York: Oxford University Press, 2012), 2:337–353, especially 341–342. 
206 Ian Cross, “Music and Meaning, Ambiguity and Evolution,” in Musical 
Communication, ed. Dorothy Miell, Reynold MacDonald; David J. Hargreaves (Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 2005), 27–44, 36. Ian Cross, “Music as a Social and Cognitive 
Process,” in Language and Music as Cognitive Systems, ed. Patrick Rebuschat, Martin 
Rohmeier, John A. Hawkins, Ian Cross (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2012), 315–
328, especially 320–321; Ian Cross, “The Nature of Music and Its Evolution,” in The 
Oxford Handbook of Music Psychology, eds. Susan Hallam, Ian Cross, and Michael 
Thaut (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2009), 3–13; Cross, Laurence, and Rabinowitch, 
“Empathy and Creativity in Group Musical Practices: Towards a Concept of Empathic 
Creativity,” 341–342; Ian Cross and Ghofur Eliot Woodruff, “Music as Communicative 
Medium,” in The Prehistory of Language, ed. Rudolf Botha and Chris Knight (Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 2009), 77–98, especially 88–89, 93, 95. Nathan Myrick, 
“Relational Power, Music, and Identity: the Emotional Efficacy of Congregational Song,” 
Yale Journal of Music and Religion (2017): 77–92. DOI: https://doi.org/10.17132/2377-
231X.1060. See also Chapter 3.3 and 3.3.2. 
207 See Chapter 3.2.2.4.2. 
208 See Wright, “Poetry and Theology in Col 1:15–20,” 464. 
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Moreover, if the analysis in Chapter 2 is correct, when they gathered together, the 

Colossian congregation would have sung together in unison response to the chanting of a 

soloist.209 Someone would chant a line from a composition like the psalms, and the rest of 

the congregation would respond together with “Amen,” “Hallelujah,” or other longer 

refrain. As argued in Chapter 3, this kind of musical practice would lend itself to the 

congregation experiencing musical entrainment, which would facilitate social bonding 

within the community. As such, we may say that Paul’s appeal to musical practice in Col 

3:16 involves the formation of a church community.  

This formation into one community is especially significant given the probability 

that the Colossian congregation comprises persons from diverse ethnic and social 

 

209 Many historians of music think that such early singing was monophonic and in unison, 
see Chapter 2.3.3.1.3 and 2.3.3.3. Also see Johannes Quasten, Music & Worship in Pagan 
and Christian Antiquity, NPM Studies in Church Music and Liturgy, trans. Boniface 
Ramsey (Washington, D.C.: National Association of Pastoral Musicians, 1983), 66–72; 
Calvin R. Stapert, A New Song for an Old World: Musical Thought in the Early Church 
(Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2007), 26–27; J.A. Smith, Music in Ancient Judaism and 
Early Christianity (Farnham, Surrey, England: Ashgate, 2011), 211. Others also say the 
early singing, particularly with respect to psalmody, was responsorial; see James 
McKinnon, Music in Early Christian Literature, Cambridge Readings in the Literature of 
Music (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1987), 10–11; Christopher Page, The 
Christian West and Its Singers: the First Thousand Years (New Haven: Yale University 
Press, 2010), 30–31, 81, 83–84, 138–39. William Sheppard Smith, Musical Aspects of the 
New Testament (Amsterdam: Uitgeverij W. ten Have N. V., 1962), 30, 35–40; Francois 
P. Viljoen, “Song and Music in the Early Christian Communities: Paul’s Utilisation of 
Jewish, Roman and Greek Musical Traditions to Encourage the Early Christian 
Communities to Praise God and to Explain his Arguments,” in Zwischen den Reichen: 
Neues Testament und Römische Herrschaft: Vorträge auf der Ersten Konferenz der 
European Association for Biblical Studies, ed. Michael Labahn and Jürgen Zangenberg, 
TANZ 36 (Tübingen: A. Francke Verlag Tübingen und Basel, 2002): 195–211, especially 
210–11.  
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backgrounds.210 In their singing, they enact their new social bonds as those reconciled to 

God in Christ. They become one community, one body. As Steven Guthrie similarly 

argues with respect to the parallel passage in Eph 5:19,  

What was unique about the New Testament church […] was not that it was a 

group of people experiencing community, nor that this community manifested in 

song. What was extraordinary was those among whom the ‘boundaries’ were 

being crossed and which parties were experiencing ‘fellow feeling.’ In its 

congregational song one would have been able to hear the gathered church of Jew 

and Gentile—with all of its various regional accents, all the distinctive 

pronunciations of aristocrats, slaves, and free people; male and female voices, 

voices of young and old—all of these perceived at once in a single melody.211 

 

As they sing, the members of the Colossian congregation remind each other of their 

reconciliation to God because of Jesus Christ. Those who take part in the church’s 

singing embody the reconciliation of all creation—including themselves. Taking part in 

mutual instruction through singing enables the congregation to “indwell” the unity Paul 

urges in Col 3:15 as well as the reconciliation of all creation which the Christ Hymn 

describes in Col 1:19-20.  

One might argue that the nature of a sung response in unison would signal an 

erasure of the individual members’ particularity. The vocal practice of conforming to one 

musical line would stress unity of the group over against the particularity of the 

individuals who take part in the community. On this reading, corporate singing would 

 

210 See Chapter 3.3, especially 3.3.2. 
211 Guthrie, “The Wisdom of Song,” 398. 
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facilitate the formation of new social bonds and a new identity in Christ—to the 

exclusion and erasure of the individual’s previous particular identity.  

Some interpretations of Col 3:11—that “there is no Greek, Jew, circumcised, 

uncircumcised, barbarian, Scythian, slave, or free, but all are in Christ…”—may seem to 

reinforce that conclusion. Daniel Boyarin argues for a similar interpretation of the 

parallel verse in Galatians 3:28. According to Boyarin, “In Christ, that is, in baptism, all 

the differences that mark off one body from another as Jew or Greek […], male or 

female, are effaced, for in the Spirit such marks do not exist… The individual body itself 

is replaced by its allegorical reference, the body of Christ of which all the baptized are 

part.”212 One’s identity prior to baptism is “absorbed” into a human Oneness, which—

while admirable in its equality—threatens Jewish difference.213 Paul preaches, as Boyarin 

puts it, a “tolerant” gospel, which presents as respecting differences between Jew and 

Gentile. Yet, as Boyarin presses further, to assert that practices such as circumcision or 

dietary rules no longer matter to a Jew ultimately diminishes particularity and difference. 

As he writes, “… for a Pharisee of Paul’s day or a religious Jew of today, to be told that it 

is a matter of indifference whether Jews circumcise their sons or not, and therefore that 

there is no difference between Jews and gentiles hardly feels like regard for Jewish 

 

212 Daniel Boyarin, A Radical Jew: Paul and the Politics of Identity (Berkeley: University 
of California Press, 1997), 23. 
213 Boyarin, A Radical Jew, 32. 
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difference.”214 He argues that Paul’s emphasis on the new identity in Christ, in the end, 

renders particularity and difference meaningless.215 

However, at least in Colossians, Paul’s emphasis on the new identity in Christ is 

not a gospel of “tolerance.” It is one of “reconciliation.” In Colossians, Paul begins from 

a recognition of the particularity of various social identities within the church 

community. Several features of his arguments demonstrate that this particularity persists 

even in the post-baptismal church community. 

First, as argued in Chapter 3, Paul’s attention in the letter to the ethnic and socio-

economic differences between Jew, Greek, slave and free indicates that the local 

Colossian community most likely consists of Greeks, Jews, slaves, and free persons who 

have all received baptism into the life, death, resurrection, and ascension of Jesus Christ 

(Col 2:12-13, Col 3:11). The applicability of the household codes to the post-baptismal 

life provides evidence for the persistence of particular social identities in the community 

(Col 3:18-4:1). The particular ethnic and socio-economic identities such as Jew and 

Gentile, husbands and wives, parents and children, masters and slaves are still realities in 

the post-baptismal life together in the church community. Particularity is therefore a 

feature of this post-baptismal community. 

Second, Paul reminds the audience at the beginning of the letter that, in baptism, 

they have been transferred into the kingdom of “the son of God’s love” (Col 1:12-13). 

 

214 Ibid., 9. Emphasis in original. Boyarin defines Jewish difference as keeping practices 
of circumcision and dietary rules, but also remaining unconvinced by the gospel.   
215 Ibid., 9, 24. 
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They now belong in this kingdom in which the son (Christ) has reconciled all creation to 

God, including them (Col 1:15-20, 22). They have received a new social identity in 

Christ. Significantly, this new identity is defined by their incorporation into Christ’s 

Body, the church, as well as by their reconciliation to God and so also to one another 

(Col 1:18, 20, 22). In their reconciliation to God in Christ, they also have reconciliation 

with one another—and, as such, they must now live as “one body” (Col 3:15), called to 

put on the “new person” (Col 3:9-10) in ways answerable to the exhortations in Col 3:12-

4:6. “Reconciled” is a defining aspect of their new social identity.  

The story of reconciliation ensures the persistence of their particularity. They 

know themselves as “reconciled” because who they were before baptism is now 

reconciled to God and to others. “Reconciliation” ceases to have meaning if the history of 

their prior particular identities is wiped away. Given that “reconciliation” is a marker of 

their new identity after baptism, the particularity of their prior identities remains even 

after they have received baptism and incorporation into the church, their new community. 

Paul’s emphasis on reconciliation within the church community thus acknowledges the 

continuance of diverse particularities found in the members’ ethnic and socio-economic 

social identities—even after baptism.  

Therefore, when Paul reminds the Colossian congregation of their new social 

identity in Christ, his admonition does not entail the erasure of their prior social 

identities. Paul writes to them while recognizing the reality of friction between their 

particularities. The difference between “Greek” and “Jews,” for example, could lead to 

division and conflict in the church community; other categories such “slave” and “free,” 
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“woman,” “man,” and “child” could as well. Indeed, some hypothesize that the letter to 

the Colossians is written to the same church community where the slave Onesimus and 

his master Philemon had their conflict.216 If that hypothesis holds true, then Paul’s 

emphasis on unity and reconciliation has an added urgency to it. Paul urges unity in the 

congregation in the face of divisions potentially aggravated by its members’ 

particularities. The church community could collapse under the pressure of these existing 

social identities attempting life together. Recognizing the fragility of the community, 

Paul urges them to take on their new identity as reconciled followers of Jesus Christ, and 

he urges them to do so by singing together. Singing together reinforces their identity in 

Christ as the Reconciler over against the forces which would divide them.  

To hear, then, corporate singing in unison response as an erasure of particularity 

is to mishear the hope and purpose of the letter. In fact, this kind of singing provides a 

way to understand how Paul’s hope for the Colossian congregation might begin to be 

realized. In song, their particular voices follow and are “entrained” to a song which tells 

 

216 F.F. Bruce comments, “[…] Colossians and Philemon were, to all appearances, 
written at the same time and sent to the same place, carried by the same messenger or 
messengers. Of the six companions of Paul who send their greetings in Colossians, five 
send greetings to Philemon. Apart from these, Archippus is mentioned in both, and 
Onesimus evidently reaches his destination at the same time as both letters”; Bruce, The 
Epistles to the Colossians, to Philemon, and to the Ephesians, 191. See also Douglas 
Campbell, Framing Paul: an Epistolary Biography (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2014), 
272–273; Thompson, Colossians and Philemon, 5, 196; Moo, The Letters to the 
Colossians and to Philemon, 363–364; Lightfoot, Saint Paul’s Epistles to the Colossians 
and Philemon, 303–312; Moule, The Epistles of Paul the Apostle to the Colossians and to 
Philemon, 14–21; O’Brien, Colossians, Philemon, 265–266; Wilson, Colossians and 
Philemon, 320–324. 
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the story of what makes them one—Jesus Christ. As discussed in Chapter 3, Ian Cross’s 

analysis of music-making’s capacity for “floating intentionality” demonstrates that 

music-making provides a means of social cohesion—even when individuals in the social 

group hold differing or conflicting goals, desires, and motivations—because of the 

common rhythm. The coordination of their behavior to that rhythm enables social 

bonding even in the face of difference and conflict. In short, the act of singing in Col 3:16 

not only forms the singers into a new communal identity, it does so without erasing their 

prior identities and social histories. 

4.4.2 Singing in Col 3:16 Shapes the Community’s Knowledge 

Furthermore, by taking part in the bodily act of singing, the members of the 

church community gain a “participatory knowledge” of themselves as people with 

particular, diverse backgrounds gathered together because of what God has done in 

Christ. Further still, they gain “participatory knowledge” of God as the one who 

reconciles them in Jesus Christ. The practice of singing enacts what it means to be a 

people reconciled in and through Jesus Christ as his Body, the church.  

As argued in Chapter 3, the “voice” plays a significant role in the navigation of 

individual and community identity.217 As Harkness puts it, the voice is a “phonosonic 

nexus” because it both allows participants to express themselves and also mediates 

cultural expression. The voice, the singing voice included, enables access to knowledge 

 

217 As explored through the ethnomusicological studies performed by Fox and Harkness. 
See Chapter 3.3, especially 3.3.1 and 3.3.2. 
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of the self, the world, and the stories which explain reality itself.218 We can understand 

the singing voice in the letter to the Colossians in a similar manner. As argued in Chapter 

2, singing in Col 3:16 refers to a corporate and vocalized act, most probably as a unison 

response to the chanting of a leader. Their vocal participation both enables them to 

express themselves and mediates knowledge of themselves, community, and the world. 

We find corroboration of such epistemic formation in the letter itself. Paul associates 

singing with moral action (by virtue of its placement in the midst of moral 

exhortations).219 By joining the participle “singing” with the other two, “teaching and 

instructing,” Paul associates singing with instruction. This instruction takes place both in 

the content of what they sing and in the bodily act of their singing.  

In terms of the content, Paul exhorts them to instruct each other with psalms, 

hymns, and spiritual songs. He does not urge them to practice just any kind of singing—

or even wordless singing. He instructs them to employ these kinds of compositions.220 

Such compositions present the singer with verbal images, stories, and narratives in poetic 

form. Yet, without access to a historical “hymnbook” with lyrics and melody, what can 

we say about the instruction found in the content of their songs? What are they teaching 

each other and what do they come to know in the act of singing? Do they draw on the 

 

218 See Aaron A. Fox, Real Country: Music and Language in Working-Class Culture 
(Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2004); Nicholas Harkness, Songs of Seoul: An 
Ethnography of Voice and Voicing in Christian South Korea (Berkeley: University of 
California Press, 2014). 
219 See Chapter 2.4. 
220 See also Chapter 2.3.2. 
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song traditions of Israel and, further, do they recast the song traditions of Israel 

Christologically?  

The letter, though short on lyrical and musical details, does provide significant 

clues. We can say that whatever specific kinds of compositions that the Colossians were 

singing, or that Paul wanted them to sing, the content would orient the community to 

Christ. As maintained in Chapter 3, singing in Col 3:16 serves the indwelling of the 

“Word of Christ,” which refers both to the proclamation of Christ and to his presence in 

the church community.221 Whatever textual compositions they sing should orient them 

toward this Christological end. As such, while it may or may not have been composed for 

singing, the Christ Hymn provides a prime example of their songs’ probable content.222 

Like the Christ Hymn, the songs would tell the story of the cosmos so that the singer 

would glorify Jesus Christ who reconciled and made peace between God and all creation, 

including the Colossian congregation (Col 1:19-20, 21-22).223  

In addition, the act of singing in Col 3:16 contributes to epistemic formation 

through the very bodily act of employing the singing voice. It not only teaches the 

Colossians about this story, but it also enacts it through the community’s vocal 

participation. As argued above, in the physical act of singing, the members of this diverse 

 

221 See Chapter 3.2.2.4.2. 
222 See Section 4.2.1 in this chapter, Chapter 3.2.2.4.2, and Gordley, The Colossian Hymn 
in Context, 268. 
223 The songs would likely also reorient the church’s understanding of time. As indicated 
in Col 3:1–4, time is now keyed to the future revelation of Jesus Christ. Their songs 
would celebrate a Christologically-oriented eschatology. 
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ethnic and socio-economic congregation both retain their individual identities and unite 

in their shared identity in Christ. In the bodily act of singing, they hear one another; they 

join their voices together in unified response.224 They have been reconciled to God 

through Christ and consequently to one another as well. By employing the singing voice 

together, they experience this reconciliation to Christ and to one another. They come to 

know their identity as members of the Body of Christ. 

In sum, vocal participation in corporate singing provides the members with 

“participatory knowledge” that, by means of Christ’s fleshly body, they are reconciled to 

God (Col 1:21-22) and now belong in the Body of Christ. In both the content of their 

songs and their bodily act of vocal participation, the Colossian congregation comes to 

know who they are—reconciled to God and to one another in Christ. They have died and 

been raised (Col 2:12-13, 3:1-4); they are now members of the church, Christ’s Body 

(Col 1:18; 3:15). They now put on the “new person” (Col 1:10-11). In short, the practice 

of corporate singing allows the Colossian congregation to inhabit reconciliation to God 

and to each other through Christ. 

4.5 Conclusion: Towards Maturity in Christ 

In this chapter, we have explored the Christ Hymn and its relationship to the 

moral exhortations. Following Gordley, we identified the passage in Col 1:15-20 as a 

didactic hymn that grounds the moral exhortations logically, rhetorically, and 

conceptually. The Christ Hymn, and the story of Jesus Christ it tells, fuels the social 

 

224 See Chapter 2.3.3.3. 
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imaginary of the Colossian congregation. At the same time, we found that prior 

familiarity with the good news and continued participation in the church community 

constituted by certain practices provide necessary background for the Christ Hymn as a 

story about Jesus Christ. We also discovered that the practices of the church community 

are instrumental for “participatory knowledge” of the Christ Hymn and its subject, Jesus 

Christ.225  

Singing is one such practice. As evidenced by the riff on “dwelling” in Col 3:16, 

the Christ Hymn lays the foundation for the exhortation to sing. Yet, the practice of 

singing gives the Colossian congregation “participatory knowledge” of the Christ Hymn 

by supporting communal formation, reinforcing their identity as the reconciled Body of 

Christ, and enacting reconciliation. As a cooperative human practice, corporate singing 

brings about unity among participants through its facilitation of social bonding. It taps 

into something deeply human,226 physiologically and socially uniting those who take part 

 

225 For more on the relationship between practices and formation, see MacIntyre, After 
Virtue: a Study in Moral Theory, 181–203. See also Sarah Coakley, “The Identity of the 
Risen Jesus: Finding Jesus Christ in the Poor,” in Seeking the Identity of Jesus: A 
Pilgrimage, ed. Beverly Roberts Gaventa and Richard B. Hays (Grand Rapids: 
Eerdmans, 2008), 301–319, especially 319; Craig Dykstra, “Reconceiving Practice,” in 
Shifting Boundaries: Contextual Approaches to the Structure of Theological Education, 
ed. Barbara G. Wheeler and Edward Farley (Louisville: Westminster/John Knox Press, 
1991), 35–66; Craig Dykstra, “The Power of Christian Practice,” in Growing in the Life 
of Faith: Education and the Christian Practices (Louisville, KY: Geneva Press, 1999), 
53–65; Craig Dykstra, “Education in Christian Practice,” in Growing in the Life of Faith: 
Education and the Christian Practices (Louisville, KY: Geneva Press, 1999), 66–79; 
Smith, Desiring the Kingdom, 75–88. 
226 See Don Saliers and Emily Saliers, A Song to Sing, a Life to Live: Reflections on 
Music as a Spiritual Practice (San Francisco: Jossey-Bass, 2005), 21–37, 83–95. See also 
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in the act.227 Hence, by virtue of its nature as a musical, corporate act, singing brings 

about unity and community.228 Yet, as argued in Chapter 3, the act of singing is also 

always enculturated; it carries a social imaginary fueled by particular social narratives. In 

Colossians, the practice of singing carries of the story of reconciliation to God in Christ 

as told in the Christ Hymn. Reconciliation comes about because of the fullness of divinity 

dwelling bodily in Christ (Col 2:9), because of his death in his fleshly body (see Col 

1:22). In Christ, hostility and alienation are consumed (Col 1:21). It is because of and in 

Christ that there is no Jew, Gentile, etc. (Col 3:11). Paul’s instruction to sing helps the 

diverse members join with and come to love their brothers and sisters as the Body of 

Christ. But, importantly, it is because of the life, death, resurrection, and ascension of 

Jesus Christ that singing can enact reconciliation to God and also to the other members of 

the church community. 

 

Don Saliers, “Singing Our Lives,” in Practicing Our Faith: A Way of Life for Searching 
People, ed. Dorothy C. Bass (San Francisco: Jossey-Bass, 2010), 177-92. 
227 See Chapter 3.3.2 for more on this point. Singing and music bring about entrainment 
among participants. Music-making synchronizes pulses and bodily rhythms. Song and 
music also enable the listeners to remember different stories and have different memories 
in non-competitive ways. In this way, song and music bring people together and produce 
a sense of unity.  
228 However, singing is not a universally unifying practice. Music-making can also be 
divisive (as anyone who has been in a church engaged in the “worship wars” knows—or 
anyone who has come into conflict with parents over what qualifies as appropriate 
music). While it can produce feelings of unity, it can also produce feelings of isolation, 
exclusion, and even oppression. For example, there is a tendency among hegemonic 
powers to suppress local folk songs for the purpose of political and cultural domination; 
see Saliers and Saliers, A Song to Sing, a Life to Live, 97–114.  
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Given that it enables the Colossian congregation grow in “participatory 

knowledge” of God in Christ, the practice of corporate singing helps them become 

mature in Christ. As a letter of moral exhortation,229 the letter to the Colossians serves to 

instruct, admonish, and exhort the Colossians with the purpose that they become mature 

in Christ (Col 1:28, compare with 1:23, 3:14; 4:12). At the beginning of the letter, Paul 

claims that he writes to the Colossian congregation so that they might “know the will of 

God” (Col 1:9) with the goal that they “walk worthily of the Lord” (περιπατῆσαι ἀξίως 

τοῦ κυρίου, Col 1:10).230 In writing to the Colossian congregation, Paul desires to shape 

them into a community which lives a certain way and takes part in certain practices for 

the purpose of growing in maturity (Col 1:10). The practice of singing supports this end. 

 

 

 

 

229 See Walter T. Wilson, The Hope of Glory: Education and Exhortation in the Epistle to 
the Colossians, NovTSup. 88 (Leiden: Brill, 1997), especially 229–54. For more on the 
parenetic content of Colossians, see also Chapter 1.2, particularly 1.2.1 and 1.2.2. 
230 I read the infinitive περιπατῆσαι as an infinitive of purpose, although it could be an 
infinitive of result. Whether the infinitive περιπατῆσαι denotes purpose or result, the 
writer represents behavior and conduct as springing from instruction in knowledge. For 
more on this point, see Chapter 1 n. 25. 
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5. Conclusion 
“Barna also stated that although music is important in the worship process, it is often 
elevated beyond its rightful place in the worship effort. ‘Music is just a tool meant to 
enable people to express themselves to God, yet we sometimes spend more time arguing 
over the tool than over the product and purpose of the tool.’”1 

 

5.1 Introduction 

Over the last three chapters, I have argued that the practice of singing in Col 3:16 

enables the members of the church community to inhabit the story of reconciliation to 

God in Christ. Chapter 2 demonstrated that the act of singing in Col 3:16 refers to 

corporate, vocal music-making and most probably involved the chanting of a leader and a 

corporate, unison response. Chapter 3 drew on studies in ethnomusicology, anthropology 

of the voice, and music psychology to develop a framework for music-making as social 

action which arises in specific social contexts.2 These studies also helped us understand 

 

1 “Focus on the ‘Worship Wars’ Hides the Real Issues Regarding Connection to God,” 
the Barna Group, November 19, 2020, https://www.barna.com/research/focus-on-
worship-wars-hides-the-real-issues-regarding-connection-to-god/?fbclid=IwAR0P8a-
ccmm7r1ynl5S9n3mi5Z2RvM-O4k5gSxYi-nwoG2rlTGlIYW5QIFo. While the latter 
half of this observation dovetails with mine (namely that congregations do not spend 
enough time training for and learning to understand the “tool” of music, my project does 
not treat music as a mere “tool” for expression).  
2 Christopher Small, Musicking: The Meanings of Performing and Listening (Hanover, 
NH: Wesleyan University Press, 1998). Small argues that “music” is social action in a 
social context. For a broader examination of social imaginaries and practice, see Charles 
Taylor, Modern Social Imaginaries (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2004), 2, 23–
30; Charles Taylor, A Secular Age (Cambridge: Belknap Press of Harvard University 
Press, 2007), 172–173. For the specific practice of music-making and its relationship to 
the social imaginary see Jeffers Engelhardt, Singing the Right Way: Orthodox Christians 
and Secular Enchantment in Estonia (New York: Oxford University Press, 2014), 221–
222; Monique M. Ingalls, “Awesome in the This Place: Sound, Space, and Identity in 
Contemporary North American Evangelical Worship,” (PhD diss., University of 
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that participation in corporate singing can shape participants’ knowledge of the world3 as 

well as strengthen social bonding in the community.4 We considered the letter to the 

Colossians in light of these studies, and we concluded that the singing commanded in Col 

3:16 belongs among a series of practices which contribute to knowledge of the story of 

reconciliation to God in Christ and to the formation of a community whose members 

come from diverse backgrounds. While these studies revealed important aspects of how 

music-making forms its participants, the letter itself must be our source for understanding 

the purpose of such formation. Chapter 4 thus examined the letter and contended that the 

Christ Hymn (Col 1:15-20)—a didactic hymn—provides the logical, rhetorical, and 

theological foundation for moral action through its poetic telling of the story of 

reconciliation to God in Christ. Chapter 4 also argued that singing allows the participants 

 

Pennsylvania, 2008); Monique M. Ingalls, “Singing Heaven Down to Earth: Spiritual 
Journeys, Eschatological Sounds, and Community Formation in Evangelical Conference 
Worship,” Ethnomusicology 55 (2011): 255–279. 
3 See Nicholas Harkness, Songs of Seoul: An Ethnography of Voice and Voicing in 
Christian South Korea (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2014), 10–21. 
4 See, for example, Ian Cross, “Music and Meaning, Ambiguity and Evolution,” in 
Musical Communication, ed. Dorothy Miell, Raymond MacDonald, David J. Hargreaves 
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2005), 27–44, 36; Ian Cross, “Music as a Social and 
Cognitive Process,” in Language and Music as Cognitive Systems, ed. Patrick Rebuschat, 
Martin Rohmeier, John A. Hawkins, Ian Cross (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2012), 
315–328, especially 320–321; Ian Cross, “The Nature and Evolution of Music,” in The 
Oxford Handbook of Music Psychology, ed. Susan Hallam, Ian Cross, and Michael Thaut 
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2009), 3–13; Ian Cross, Felicity Laurence, and Tal-
Chen Rabinowitch, “Empathy and Creativity in Group Musical Practices: Towards a 
Concept of Empathic Creativity,” in The Oxford Handbook of Music Education, eds. 
Gary E. McPherson and Graham F. Welch, 2nd ed. (New York: Oxford University Press, 
2012), 2:337–353; Ian Cross and Ghofur E.Woodruff, “Music as a Communicative 
Medium,” in Prehistory of Language, ed. Ruldolf Botha and Chris Knight (Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 2009), 77–98, especially 88–89, 93, 95. 
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to inhabit the story of reconciliation articulated in the Christ Hymn. The practice of 

singing shapes the participants into the church, the Body of Christ, which takes part in the 

reconciliation brought about by the life, death, resurrection, and ascension of Jesus 

Christ. As such, singing helps the congregation grow into the mature, Christian life. 

My analysis contributes to discussions in biblical studies about the unity of 

theology and ethics in the Pauline letters in three ways. First, it incorporates the letter to 

the Colossians into the discourse. As pointed out in Chapter 1 (Introduction), my project 

resonates with the conclusions of the respective analyses of Richard Hays, Victor 

Furnish, and David Horrell—who mainly address the undisputed Pauline letters—in that I 

defend the claim that the exhortations to moral action in Colossians derive from a larger 

theological vision.5 This ethical material is not unreflectively derived from the 

surrounding culture.6 The moral injunctions in Colossian cohere within a social 

imagination shaped by the confession of Jesus Christ as Lord.7  

 

5 See the Chapter 1.4.1 for a more thorough overview of the debates in Pauline ethics and 
where this dissertation sits with respect to them. 
6 Contra Martin Dibelius, From Tradition to Gospel, trans. Bertram Lee Woolf, 2nd ed., 
(Cambridge: James Clarke, 1971). See Chapter 1.4.1. 
7 Richard B. Hays, Moral Vision of the New Testament: Community, Cross, and New 
Creation: a Contemporary Introduction to New Testament Ethics (San Francisco: 
HarperSanFrancisco, 1996); David G. Horrell, Solidarity and Difference: a 
Contemporary Reading of Paul’s Ethics, 2nd ed. (London: T & T Clark International, 
2016); Stephen E. Fowl, The Story of Christ in the Ethics of Paul: An Analysis of the 
Function of the Hymnic Material in the Pauline Corpus, JSNTSup 36 (Sheffield: 
Sheffield Academic Press, 2005). 
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My project also furthers the work of Matthew Gordley and John Frederick, who 

draw Colossians into this conversation.8 Specifically, Gordley’s work demonstrates that 

the Christ Hymn is a didactic hymn that invites the audience to understand reality under 

the headship of Jesus Christ and so informs their moral action. I build on Gordley’s 

conclusions by arguing that the moral exhortations to particular actions in Col 2:6-4:6 are 

grounded in the social imaginary propelled by the Christ Hymn’s story of reconciliation 

to God and others. 

Second, my analysis furthers the discussion about the unity of Paul’s theology and 

ethics by giving attention to singing as a moral practice which both carries the social 

imagination shaped by the story in the Christ Hymn and also enables the participants to 

inhabit that story. My analysis of Col 3:16 contributes to these scholarly conversations by 

taking seriously an anthropology and a related epistemology which posits that human 

identity is a bodily identity and that humans are affectively oriented to the world. As 

explored in Chapter 1, my project assumes that humans have “tacit” knowledge—

knowledge based in our pre-rational, pre-linguistic experience of the world. We gain 

 

8 See Matthew E. Gordley, The Colossian Hymn in Context: An Exegesis in Light of 
Jewish and Greco–Roman Hymnic and Epistolary Conventions (Tübingen: Mohr 
Siebeck, 2007); Matthew E. Gordley, Teaching Through Song in Antiquity: Didactic 
Hymnody among Greeks, Romans, Jews, and Christians, WUNT 2/302 (Tübingen: Mohr 
Siebeck, 2011); Matthew E. Gordley, New Testament Christological Hymns: Exploring 
Texts, Contexts, and Significance (Downers Grove: IVP Academic, 2018); John 
Frederick, The Ethics of the Enactment and Reception of Cruciform Love: a Comparative 
Lexical, Conceptual, Exegetical, and Theological Study of Colossians 3:1–17, WUNT 
2/487 (Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2019). 
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knowledge by “indwelling” the world through our actions, habits, and practices.9 This 

anthropology and epistemology resonate with the letter, which assumes that humans are 

individuals-in-community.10 Moreover, it assumes the moral practices in Col 2:6-4:6 play 

a meaningful role in “putting on” life as the “new person,” and they shape these 

individuals-in-community toward a particular end: namely, a mature Christian life. The 

singing in Col 3:16, I contend, is one such formative practice. Studies in the fields of 

ethnomusicology, anthropology of the voice, and music pyschology support this claim.11  

Finally, my project contributes to conversations in biblical studies by attending to 

the ways that practices allow participants to inhabit the social narratives which fuel the 

social imaginary. My analysis examines how singing carries the Christ Hymn’s story of 

reconciliation to God and others; the Colossians sing because Christ’s life, death, 

resurrection, and ascension have brought about reconciliation with God and each other 

and their incorporation in the church. But, by taking part in singing, they gain 

“participatory knowledge”12 in that story of reconciliation. So, while my analysis builds 

on the work of scholars such as Furnish, Hays, Horrell, Gordley, and Frederick by taking 

seriously their arguments about the theological and Christological foundations of moral 

 

9 See James K.A. Smith, Desiring the Kingdom: Worship, Worldview, and Cultural 
Formation (Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2009), 37–73. See Chapter 1 for more on the 
matter. 
10 See Chapter 2.4. 
11 See also Horrell, Solidarity and Difference: a Contemporary Reading of Paul’s Ethics, 
91–108. Horrell also draws on social-scientific studies to buttress his exegesis. See 
Chapter 1 n. 65 and 84 for how my project differs from his. 
12 See Chapter 1.4.2 and Chapter 4.3.3, 4.4 for more on this matter. 
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actions, my project also considers how practices, specifically music-making, come to 

make sense within the Christological story and allow participants to inhabit this story in 

which Jesus Christ is both the head and reconciler of all creation.  

5.2 Implications for the Notion of “Church” in the Letter  

To take this analysis of Col 3:16 a step further, my project challenges how 

scholars have understood the “church” in Colossians. The letter seems to suggest a 

universal and hierarchical ecclesiology, which, some argue, conflicts with the local and 

interdependent ecclesiology in the undisputed letters. However, my analysis indicates that 

the notion of the church in Colossians is essentially local and interdependent and thus is 

in concert with Paul’s undisputed letters.13   

 

13 While I am setting the authorship question to the side in this project (see Chapter 1 n. 
6), it is worth noting that the arguments about ecclesiology in Colossians usually play 
into authorship arguments. For example, in his overview of arguments for and against 
Pauline authorship of the letter, John Barclay points out that one of the theological 
criteria in the authorship discussion revolves around the body metaphor and what it 
connotes with respect to ecclesiology. He notes the similarity in body imagery between 
Col 1:18, 2:19 and 1 Cor 12:12-31 and Rom 12:4-8 as well as the move toward “head” 
imagery in Colossians. Barclay observes that the difference suggests a new (and perhaps 
a development of the) concept of the church. See John M.G. Barclay, Colossians and 
Philemon, NTG 12 (Sheffield: Sheffield Academic Press, 1997), 27, 86–88. On the other 
hand, when Ernest Best points to the cosmic dimensions of the church in Col 1:15–20, he 
maintains that this cosmic dimension does not transfer over to the other occurrences of 
“church” or “body” in the letter. He sees no fundamental difference between the body 
metaphor in Colossians and other Pauline epistles. See Ernest Best, One Body in Christ: 
A Study in the Relationship of the Church to Christ in the Epistles of the Apostle Paul 
(London: S.P.C.K., 1955), 115–138. N.T. Wright mentions that some have argued that 
Paul’s ecclesiology is different in Colossians and discusses it in the context of the Pauline 
authorship debate. However, Wright takes the line that the metaphor does not differ 
fundamentally from the same use of the body metaphor in 1 Cor 12 and Rom 12. See 
N.T. Wright, Colossians and Philemon, TNTC 12 (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1986; repr., 
Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 200), 36, 78. Peter T. O’Brien comments on the 
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“advance” in Paul’s thought from 1 Cor 12:12–27 and Romans 12:4 to Col 1:18 (xiv, 49) 
but thinks that the rejection of Pauline authorship is unnecessary. The difference can be 
accounted for in the difference of audience. See Peter T. O’Brien, Colossians, Philemon, 
WBC 44 (Waco, TX: Word Books, 1982), 49–50. J.A.T. Robinson holds that the use of 
“body” (σῶμα) for the church in Colossians (and Ephesians) is continuous with other 
Pauline usage. See J.A.T. Robinson, The Body: A Study in Pauline Theology (Bristol, IN: 
Wyndham Hall Press, 1988), 10. In the TDNT entry for ἐκκλησία, K.L. Schmidt does not 
see how the language of head (Christ) and body (Church) in Ephesians (and thus also 
Colossians) could have developed from Rom 12 and 1 Cor 12. However, he does see the 
Pauline substance of thought in Colossians and Ephesians; see “ἐκκλησία,” TDNT 3:501–
536, especially 510–511. Robert W. Wall observes that some say the ecclesiology in 
Colossians is more “universal” than “congregational,” and he challenges this argument by 
noting that Paul makes “theological adjustments” for his audiences. Wall casts doubt on 
the ability to determine the boundaries of “Pauline theology;” see Robert W. Wall, 
Colossians and Philemon, The IVP New Testament Commentary Series (Downers 
Grove, IL: Intervarsity Press, 1993), 18–20. To make this argument, Wall draws on 
George E. Cannon, The Use of Traditional Materials in Colossians (Macon, GA: Mercer 
University Press, 1983), 25–27. R. McL. Wilson highlights the difference between the 
notion of the church in Colossians and 1 Corinthians, but he thinks that 1 Corinthians 
paves the way for Colossians in A Critical and Exegetical Commentary on Colossians 
and Philemon, ICC (London: T & T Clark International, 2005), 145. Pervo notes the 
difference in metaphor for the church in Colossians (namely, that the church is a “body” 
with a “head,” that is, Christ). He holds that the metaphor in Colossians associates 
ecclesiology with soteriology, shifting ecclesiology away from justification as it was in 
the undisputed letters. In the undisputed letters, Paul understood the church as comprised 
of justified sinners awaiting deliverance. By contrast, in Colossians (and Ephesians), the 
believers have been delivered from sin and now comprise the church. The difference, 
according to Pervo, suggests a later, Pauline author; see Richard I. Pervo, The Making of 
Paul: Constructions of the Apostle in Early Christianity (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 
2010), 67. See also Bart D. Ehrman, Forgery and Counterforgery: the Use of Literary 
Deceit in Early Christian Polemics (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2013), 177–178. 
Ehrman contends that Colossians is a forgery, and his arguments depend heavily on the 
theological differences between the undisputed letters and Colossians. He acknowledges 
that Paul generally tends to shift his metaphors, and so he does not give much weight to 
the shift in metaphor from the church as “body” to the church as “body” with Christ as 
the “head.” He does, however, say “the usage does give one pause” (178). Ehrman also 
points out that the way in which the author of Colossians envisions church life differs 
from Pauline ideas, particularly with respect to the Household Codes. In them, he finds a 
“domestication of Paul in his embrace of family ideals,” a celebration of Greco-Roman 
ethics, and a realized eschatology foreign to Paul’s thought. Douglas A. Campbell, 
however, argues that Ehrman’s arguments depend on a “zero-sum” account of 
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On one hand, the letter to the Colossians does talk about the church from a cosmic 

perspective. Paul writes about the Gospel growing “in the whole world” (Col 1:5), and 

the Christ Hymn sets the church on a grand scale by comparing it with all creation (Col 

1:15-20). Additionally, when he writes about his vocation to serve the “body of Christ, 

which is the church” (Col 1:24), he claims that his mission entails “teaching and 

admonishing every person” (Col 1:28). In this way, he writes about his vocation as 

serving more than the local congregation at Colossae. These aspects emphasize the non-

local nature of the church. Some press that observation further to say that the letter holds 

a universal ecclesiology over against a local one.14  

Moreover, in Col 1:18, 24 and 2:19, Paul identifies Christ as the “head” when he 

talks about the church as the “body.” The mention of a “head” differs from the body 

metaphor in the undisputed letters, particularly 1 Cor 12:12-31 and Rom 12:4-8, where 

Paul only mentions the “body” and no “head.” In 1 Corinthians and Romans, Paul uses 

the body metaphor to discuss the distribution of spiritual gifts among those in the local 

Corinthian church and local Roman church. Just as the various members of body have 

 

eschatology. “More” of an emphasis on realized eschatology means “less” of an emphasis 
on imminent eschatology. This “zero-sum” account is actually foreign to Paul’s thought; 
see Framing Paul: An Epistolary Biography (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2014), 295–304. 
14 Ben Witherington III notes the universal meaning of ἐκκλησία in Col 1:18 (135). He 
also comments that this broader understanding of the church is tied to the cosmic 
Christology in letter; see Ben Witherington III, The Letters to Philemon, the Colossians, 
and the Ephesians: A Socio-rhetorical Commentary on the Captivity Epistles, (Grand 
Rapid: Eerdmans, 2007), 111. George Cannon also draws attention to the cosmic 
significance of the church in the Hymn and concludes that the ecclesiology differs from 
Paul’s ecclesiology. Later, though, he argues for Pauline authorship of the letter. See 
Cannon, The Use of Traditional Materials in Colossians, 25–27. 
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different capacities, the members of the church have various spiritual gifts. Just as the 

members of the body make up one body, the members of the church make up one body as 

well. As such, the vision of the church in the undisputed letters is one of interdependence 

within the local community.  

By contrast, when Paul identifies the church as the “body” in Col 1:18, 24 and 

2:19, he also identifies Christ as the “head.” The image shifts to emphasize dependence 

on Christ instead of interdependence among the members. Some, such as Barth and 

Blanke, note that Colossians makes particular use of the vertical relationship between 

Christ as the Head and the Church as the Body, and it does not make the horizontal 

relationship explicit.15 The introduction of the “head” to the “body” also seems to suggest 

hierarchy in that Christ has power and authority over the Colossian church. The 

difference between the use of the body metaphor in the undisputed letters and in 

 

15 They also comment that Colossians implies a local church with the term ἐκκλησία in 
Col 4:15–16, but the term refers to the universal church in Col 1:18, 24, as it does in 
Ephesians. But unlike Ephesians which stresses diversity, Colossians stresses unity; 
Markus Barth and Helumt Blanke, Colossians: A New Translation with Introduction and 
Commentary, The Anchor Bible 34B, trans. Astrid B. Beck (New York: Doubleday, 
1994), 95–96. C.F.D. Moule also holds that the notion of the Church as the Body and 
Christ as its Head is unique to Colossians and Ephesians, though he finds an underlying 
“conception” of the universal church in the greetings of all the letters (154). Moule also 
notes that the term “church” still can refer to the local community. See C.F.D. Moule, 
The Epistles of Paul the Apostle to the Colossians and to Philemon, Cambridge Greek 
Testament Commentary (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1957), 6–8, 67–69. 
Eduard Lohse claims that the concept of the church differs from 1 Cor 12, but that 
ἐκκλησία still refers to the local church. However, Lohse argues that the differences in 
the theology between Colossians and the undisputed letters indicate a different author. 
See Eduard Lohse, Colossians and Philemon: A Commentary on the Epistles to the 
Colossians and to Philemon, Hermenia, ed. Helmut Koester; trans. William R. 
Poehlmann and Robert J. Karris (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1971), 55, 179–181.  
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Colossians suggests a shift from an emphasis on a local, interdependent community to a 

universal, hierarchical one.  

However, my analysis provides two lines of argument for the claim that the 

ecclesiology in Colossians is still essentially local and interdependent, even though 

Colossians introduces a cosmic perspective and employs “body” imagery differently from 

1 Cor 12:12-14 and Rom 12:4-8.16 First, the anthropology of the letter assumes that the 

participant in the post-baptismal life is an “individual-in-relation” to others.17 Life after 

baptism takes shape through the practices of forgiveness (Col 3:13), peace-making (Col 

3:15), thanksgiving (Col 3:15), prayer (Col 4:2-3), mutual instruction (Col 3:16), and 

singing (Col 3:16). These practices require the presence of others in community to fulfill 

them.18 They thus depend on relationship with others, and this dependence presumes a 

local gathering which indicates that the local church is of essential importance. While the 

letter to the Colossians places the church on a cosmic stage, its church must also be local 

so that the participants can live out faith together in communities which hold to the 

Christological story and worship Jesus Christ as Lord.  

Second, the injunction in Col 3:16 also indicates interdependence of the members 

of the church community. In Col 3:16, Paul invites the members of the Colossian church 

 

16 We may also go so far as to say it even resonates with the ecclesiology in 1 Cor 12:12–
14 and Romans 12:4–8. Relatedly, others have also argued that other, undisputed Pauline 
letters do, in fact, suggest a broader ecclesiology, see Moule, The Epistles of Paul the 
Apostle to the Colossians and to Philemon, 154. 
17 See Chapter 2.4. 
18 See Chapter 2.4 and Chapter 4.3.3. 
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to take on his ministry in their community. Earlier in the letter, in Col 1:25-28, Paul 

discusses the ministry that he and his coworkers have in “teaching and instructing every 

person in all wisdom” (νουθετοῦντες πάντα ἄνθρωπον καὶ διδάσκοντες πάντα ἄνθρωπον 

ἐν πάσῃ σοφίᾳ). In Col 3:16, Paul draws the Colossian church into that same work. They 

also ought to be “teaching and instructing in all wisdom” (ἐν πάσῃ σοφίᾳ διδάσκοντες 

καὶ νουθετοῦντες). But, significantly, they should teach and instruct each other (ἑαυτοὺς). 

While the similarity of these phrases indicates that the Colossians should take part in 

Paul’s work, the change in the object—from “every person” to “each other”—shows the 

interdependence of the community.  

In short, this project’s approach to singing as a practice of moral formation 

supports the conclusion that the idea of “church” in Colossians is fundamentally local and 

interdependent. The letter contains cosmic language and introduces a “head” to the body 

image for the church. Yet, the local, interdependent church is still necessary for taking 

part in the moral instructions which Paul gives in Col 3:12-4:6 and for growing in 

maturity. 

5.3. Implications for the Christian Imagination for Worship 

Because Col 3:16 has played a part in the formation of the Christian imagination, 

how we interpret the role of singing in Colossians has implications for contemporary, 

Christian corporate worship and its music-making.19 The influence of Col 3:16 can be 

 

19 The implications in this section directly pertain to the “hearing world” and are “audio-
centric”—terms which I have learned, respectively, from Noah Buchholz, “‘Seeing 
Music?’ An Inquiry into the Place of Music in Deaf Culture,” in Journal of American 
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summed up in an anecdotal example; in a brief report in The Hymn, Swee Hong Lim 

relates a story about a guest lecturer who visits his hymnology course and asks the 

students, “What is the difference between a hymn and a song?”20 The guest lecturer 

depends on the categories in Col 3:16 to shape how the students understand worship. As 

such, the story shows the impact of Col 3:16 on the formation of the worship 

imagination. 

To cite other examples, the worship textbook, Sing with Understanding, cites Col 

3:16 and Eph 5:1921 in a review of the biblical background for worship,22 as does 

 

Sign Languages and Literatures (2018): 1–7 and Renca Dunn, “Deaf People and the Role 
of Music in Churches,” in Journal of American Sign Languages and Literatures (2018): 
1–6. I recognize that attention to the vocalized and heard aspects of music in the practical 
implications of this Conclusion excludes certain persons. However, I think the core of 
what I argue about Col 3:16, participation in music-making, and worship is—albeit with 
some creativity—also relevant to worship practices in the Deaf Church. The Deaf 
Community and Deaf Church have means of participation in communal worship, and as 
such, what I say about participation could also apply to that community. Buchholz, in his 
article mentioned above, has an illuminating overview of Deaf Culture and music. Renca 
Dunn has a helpful analysis of music in Deaf Churches in Dunn, “Deaf People and the 
Role of Music in Churches,” 1–6. Another helpful analysis of music-making in the 
hearing world and in Deaf culture can be found in Katelyn E. Best, “Musical Belonging 
in a Hearing-Centric Society: Adapting and Contesting Dominant Cultural Norms 
through Deaf Hip Hop,” in Journal of American Sign Languages and Literatures 
(2018):1–7. 
20 Lim, “Research Director’s Report,” 6. 
21 In this project, I have chosen to focus on Col 3:16 in order to give specific attention to 
the role of singing in a particular social context. Hence, the paper has limitations—Eph 
5:19, and other passages in the Old and New Testaments have also proven significant to 
the imagination for worship and for worship practices. However, as one of the normative 
verses for Christian worship, Col 3:16 and our interpretation of it is significant. 
22 Harry Eskew and Hugh T McElrath, Sing with Understanding: An Introduction to 
Christian Hymnology (Nashville: Broadman, 1980), 73, 210.  
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Reynolds’ Survey of Christian Hymnody.23 In terms of worship resources, hymnals often 

use the phrase “psalms, hymns, and spiritual songs” as part of the title or mention Col 

3:16 in the prefatory material.24 Colossians 3:16 also influences the biblical theologies of 

Christian worship that fuel the Christian worship imagination.25 David Blomgren turns 

his exegetical description of the historical genres of “psalms, hymns, and spiritual songs” 

into the foundation for a theological account of musical technique in worship and of 

prophetic, spiritual song.26 Robb Redman also sketches a historical account of these 

musical forms before “translating” them into a “new song” for today.27 Given that 

 

23 William J. Reynolds, A Survey of Christian Hymnody (New York: Holt, Rinehart, 
Winston, Inc., 1963), 5–6. 
24 For example, Hymns, Psalms, and Spiritual Songs (Louisville: Westminster John Knox 
Press, 1990); The Hymnal of the Christian Methodist Episcopal Church (Memphis: The 
CME Publishing House, 1987), which cites Col 3:16 in the preface; Psalter Hymnal 
(Grand Rapids: CRCPublications, 1987) which cites “psalms, Bible songs, and hymns” in 
the preface; and Lift Up Your Hearts: Psalms, Hymns, and Spiritual Songs (ed. Joyce 
Borger, Martin Tel, and John D. Witvliet; Grand Rapids: Faith Alive, 2013). 
25 Both Blomgren’s essay and Redman’s book illustrate what James White has called 
“liturgical Biblicism” in worship—the drive to return to the Bible over and against the 
traditions of the church. White discusses the desire to return to “biblical worship” and the 
impossibility of that goal: “Every period of renewal since [the New Testament period] 
has aspired to reach back to the principles and practices of the first Christian century; 
most debates about Christian worship have argued over the biblical evidence,” see James 
F. White, A Brief History of Christian Worship (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1993), 13. 
Also see, James F. White, Protestant Worship (Louisville: Westminster/John Knox Press, 
1989), 15. Lim and Ruth offer an illuminating analysis of such “liturgical Biblicism” in 
the Contemporary Praise and Worship Music movement. See Swee Hong Lim and Lester 
Ruth, Lovin' on Jesus: A Concise History of Contemporary Worship (Nashville: 
Abingdon Press, 2017), 111. 
26 David Blomgren, “Spiritual Songs,” in An Anthology of Articles on Restoring Praise & 
Worship to the Church, ed. David Blomgren, Dean Smith, and Douglas Christoffel 
(Shippensburg, PA: Destiny Image Publishers, 1989), 115–120.  
27 Robb Redman, The Great Worship Awakening: Singing a New Song in the Postmodern 
Church (San Francisco: Jossey-Bass, 2002), 185–191. To be sure, in their account of the 
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interpretation of Col 3:16 has shaped the Christian imagination for worship, the analysis 

in this project poses questions for how that imagination is formed. 

Second, as a paraenetic letter,28 Colossians has both particular and general 

ramifications. Letters of exhortation are addressed to particular people, but also to 

groups.29 In Col 4:16, Paul makes clear that the letter to the Colossians should be read in 

Laodicea, which indicates that it is a general letter with a wider audience in mind. Thus, 

while the letter to the Colossians is addressed to a specific community, the letter also 

makes claims on a wider network of church communities.  

That “wider audience” can include contemporary worshipping communities, 

particularly by virtue of the inclusion of the letter in the Christian canon of Scripture.30 

Church communities hold that Col 3:16 belongs in a text which reveals God’s word to the 

church and is normative for Christian life. In other words, not only has Col 3:16 shaped 

the Christian worship imagination, but it should shape that imagination. For all these 

 

history of contemporary music, Swee Hong Lim and Lester Ruth point out that theologies 
of worship more frequently draw on the Old Testament (particularly the Psalms) than 
they do the New Testament. Lim and Ruth demonstrate that the Pentecostal strand of 
worship often draws on the Psalms, David/Moses typologies, and word studies on 
thanksgiving and praise in the Psalms in the development of biblical theologies of 
worship. See Lim and Ruth, Lovin' on Jesus, 111–115. At the same time, though, essays 
like Blomgren’s and books like Redman’s also suggest the significance of the mention of 
“psalms, hymns, and spiritual songs” in Col 3:16 and Eph 5:19. 
28 See Chapter 1.2, especially 1.2.1 and 1.2.2. 
29 See Abraham J. Malherbe, Moral Exhortation, A Greco-Roman Sourcebook, ed. 
Wayne A. Meeks, LEC 4 (Philadelphia: The Westminster Press, 1986), 48. 
30 N.T. Wright sums it up well, “We, too need the warning that true maturity, whether 
Christian or human, is not to be had by any other road. We are not Colossians, but we are 
Christians. Therein lies the problem of hermeneutics, and its solution,” see Colossians 
and Philemon, 46. 
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reasons, we can explore the implications of this project and its analysis of Col 3:16 for 

Christian worship communities. 

5.3.1 Contemporary Praise and Worship Music (CPWM)—Individual, 
Affective Expression of Devotion to Christ 

Before examining those implications, we will first consider some relevant 

tendencies of Contemporary Praise and Worship Music (CPWM), a prominent type of 

music-making within Christian churches in North America and now across the globe.31 In 

their book, Lovin’ on Jesus, Lester Ruth and Swee-Hong Lim maintain that CPWM has 

three particular characteristics: first, “intentional use of current types of popular music to 

provide the musical style for music in worship;”32 second, extended periods of 

continuous congregational singing; and, third, a focus on the role of the musician, 

particularly the worship leader.33 While CPWM has charismatic and Pentecostal origins, 

it has moved into mainline churches34 as well as mainstream evangelicalism.35 Many who 

grew up within the evangelical movement have sung CPWM at some point in their 

lives—some have also experienced significant church conflict and even division over its 

 

31 Lester Ruth, “Introduction,” in Essays on the History of Contemporary Praise and 
Worship, ed. Lester Ruth (Eugene, OR: Pickwick, 2020), 1; Lim and Ruth, Lovin’ on 
Jesus, 2–23. 
32 Lim and Ruth, Lovin’ on Jesus, 5. 
33 Ibid., 3–6. 
34 Ruth, “Introduction,” 2. 
35 Lim and Ruth, Lovin’ on Jesus, 7–23. See also Monique M. Ingalls, Singing the 
Congregation: How Contemporary Worship Music Forms Evangelical Community (New 
York: Oxford University Press, 2018), 1–2. In the introduction to her book, she 
succinctly describes the impact of CPWM on evangelical Protestantism; it has influenced 
congregational singing, the structure of worship, and evangelical self-understanding. 
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inclusion in Sunday morning worship. Additionally, as Lester Ruth has observed, “For 

many newer churches and younger Christians, it is the only music they know.”36 CPWM 

remains significant in Christian worship practices across denominations. 

In recent scholarship, CPWM has received more attention for its historical impact 

and theological trajectories. According to Lester Ruth, CPWM draws from two different 

sources: the “Praise & Worship” movement, which had charismatic and Pentecostal 

origins, and the “Contemporary Worship” movement in North America, which was 

concerned with bridging the gap between worship and the people, particularly youth. The 

CPWM we know today represents a confluence of these two movements during the late 

1990s and early 2000s. Because of this confluence, Ruth and others use the term 

“Contemporary Praise and Worship Music.”37   

 

36 Lester Ruth, “Lex Amandi, Lex Orandi: The Trinity in the Most-Used Contemporary 
Christian Worship Songs,” in The Place of Christ in Liturgical Prayer: Trinity, 
Christology, and Liturgical Theology, ed. Brian D. Spinks (Collegeville: Liturgical Press, 
2008), 342–359, especially 342. 
37 See also Ruth, “Introduction,” 1–12. Ruth uses a fluvial analogy to talk about the 
various streams of influence which have converged to form CPWM—“the Praise & 
Worship” movement and the “Contemporary Worship movement.” The first stream has 
its origins in the Latter Rain Movement, which began around 1946 and drew on Psalm 
22:3 to focus on the centrality of praise and the Jesus People movement, which sprang up 
in the 1980s. This stream grew throughout the 1990s and began to shift to Sunday 
morning worship. The other stream, “Contemporary Worship,” was a movement deeply 
concerned with authenticity and attraction to newness. There was a perceived gap 
between worship and the people, and those in this movement emphasized drawing in the 
youth. The Church Growth movement plays an important part in the development of 
“Contemporary Worship” too. Key churches include Saddleback Church in California 
and Willow Creek Community Church in Illinois, among others, and eventually the 
mainline churches begin imitating them. These two streams converge in the early 2000s, 
though in the 1990s, figures like John Wimber of the Vineyard Fellowship anticipate the 
merging of the two streams. Given this convergence, Ruth and others use the term 
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In what follows, I engage this research and two particular CPWM characteristics 

that it identifies: first, that through its lyrics and accompanying musical practices, CPWM 

tends to emphasize the individual, and, second, that it tends to express the individual’s 

personal, affective relationship to Jesus Christ. This project poses two questions to those 

who employ, write, and publish such music for Christian communities. 

5.3.1.1 Lyrical Factors in CPWM 

In an essay, “Lex Amandi, Lex Orandi: The Trinity in the Most-Used 

Contemporary Christian Worship Songs,” Lester Ruth establishes a set repertoire of 

CPWM songs by obtaining lists of the top 25 songs used by churches with CCLI licenses 

(Christian Copyright Licensing International, the organization which handles royalties) 

from the first fifteen years of CCLI, between 1989 and 2004. These top 25 lists are 

published bi-annually, making a total of 30 lists. According to Ruth’s analysis, 72 songs 

appear across these 30 lists.38 Ruth analyzes the Trinitarian aspects of these most-sung 

songs with the questions:  

 

“Contemporary Praise and Worship Music” to designate the coming together of these 
different streams. Now, in 2020, CPWM has become mainstream in the North American 
context and has a global influence. 
38 Ruth, “Lex Amandi, Lex Orandi,” 343. See also Lester Ruth, “How Great is Our God: 
The Trinity in Contemporary Christian Worship Music,” in The Message in the Music: 
Studying Contemporary Praise and Worship, eds. Robert H. Woods, Jr. and Brian D. 
Walrath (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 2007), 29–42. In this second article, Ruth looks at 
77 songs on the lists between 1989–2005, and his analysis yields similar results. These 
lists reflect use of songs at that time, and certainly the numbers have increased since this 
article was written, though the songs have only shifted slightly in terms of their 
Trinitarian and communal dimensions; Lester Ruth, email to Amy Whisenand, March 17, 
2020. In a more recent article, he examines the 112 songs that appeared on the top-25 
CCLI lists between 1989–2015, which yields results similar to the other articles; Lester 
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Do the songs name the Trinity or all three Persons of the Trinity? Do the songs 

direct worship toward the Trinity as a whole or toward one of the Persons of the 

Trinity? Do the songs remember the activity of the divine Persons among 

themselves? Do the songs see Christian worship as participation in the inter-

trinitarian dynamics or activity? Do the songs use the character of inter-trinitarian 

relationships to explore a desired character for relationships among Christians, for 

example, unity, love, sacrifice, humility?39 

 

In his analysis, Ruth, concludes that very few of the songs name, worship, or reflect on 

the activity of the Trinity.40 Additionally, few of them reflect on the dynamics of the 

Trinity to probe the communal dimensions of the church.41 While Ruth’s emphasis on the 

Trinitarian dimensions of these songs may seem to take us far afield from the 

Christological thrust of the letter to the Colossians,42 this framework yields helpful 

conclusions about the emphases and trajectories of CPWM.43 For example, examining 

which persons of the Trinity these songs name reveals that the second person, Jesus 

 

Ruth, “Some Similarities and Differences between Historic Evangelical Hymns and 
Contemporary Worship Songs,” The Artistic Theologian 3 (2015): 68–86. 
39 Ruth, “Lex Amandi, Lex Orandi,” 343, 346. 
40 Only three songs—“Glorify Thy Name,” “Father I Adore You,” and “Shine Jesus 
Shine”—mention all three persons, see Ruth, “Lex Amandi, Lex Orandi,” 343. There are 
few references to the first and third members of the Trinity (“Father” and “Holy Spirit”). 
By contrast, the second member, Jesus, is named frequently, see Ruth, “Lex Amandi, Lex 
Orandi,” 344. 
41 Ibid., 350. 
42 There is, of course, no mention of the Trinity in Colossians. Paul barely mentions the 
Spirit.  
43 And, it is ultimately and canonically accurate and true to say that the Christological 
focus in Colossians does still resonate with a Trinitarian framework and theological 
perspective. Michael Tapper (whose work I also draw on in Section 5.3.1.1 below) also 
evaluates CPWM from this perspective, so this justification applies to his work as well. 
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Christ, figures most prominently in these songs. As Ruth notes, of the thirty-five songs 

that name Jesus, thirty-two of them involve the worship of Jesus.44  

Thus, approaching the songs from a Trinitarian framework shows that many of 

these songs dwell on the worship of Jesus Christ. Yet, not only do the songs name and 

worship Jesus Christ, they also tend to emphasize his relationship with the individual 

worshipper. Few of these songs mention the church or the individual-in-relationship with 

others in the Christian community. In fact, Ruth points out that, among this set of 

commonly sung songs, the word “church” only occurs in “Lord Be Glorified.” Only a 

few of the songs have a sense of Christian fellowship and community. For example, Ruth 

remarks that CCLI only classifies “We Have Come Into His House” under a “church” 

theme and “We Have Come Into His House” and “Bind Us Together” under a 

“fellowship” theme.45 Ruth identifies the songs, “We Bring the Sacrifice of Praise,” 

“Holy Ground,” “Our God Reigns,” and maybe “Joy to the World” as having a theme of 

community. But only “Bind Us Together” petitions God based on the triune nature for 

more unity in the church.46 As Ruth sums it up bluntly, “…the music has little to say 

about relationships among Christians.”47  

 

44 Ruth, “Lex Amandi, Lex Orandi,” 346. In another article, Ruth also finds that there are 
more verbs for Jesus Christ among the verbs which depict divine action. Ruth, “Some 
Similarities and Differences between Historic Evangelical Hymns and Contemporary 
Worship Songs,” 72. 
45 Ibid., 350. 
46 Ibid. 
47 Ibid. For a similar point, see Ruth “Some Similarities and Differences between Historic 
Evangelical Hymns and Contemporary Worship Songs,” 72. 
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In addition to noting the emphasis on the individual, Ruth also argues that these 

most-used songs stress personal expression of devotion and relationship with Christ. In 

this way, they tend to dwell on affective experience. On terms set by the songs, worship 

is about expressing one’s heart, even “ministering to the heart of God.”48 Ruth also finds 

that similar language of affect and relationship appears in the literature written by and 

about CPWM’s composers. As he says, “Terms like relationship, closeness, intimacy, and 

the immediacy of divine presence are common. Composers who write songs that express 

their heart and create a sense of closeness with God do not see a need for the Trinity.”49 

Music plays a key role in this expression of worship. As Ruth comments, “If worship’s 

primary end is in communion or intimacy with the Son, not with God the Father, the need 

for Christ as mediator is itself lessened. Mediation is shifted to the music. Thus, prayer in 

[CPWM] is not to the Father through the Son but to the Son through music.”50 In short, 

instead of focusing on Jesus Christ as mediator, CPWM focuses on the relationship with 

Christ as mediated through music. 

In another article, Ruth remarks that this individualistic, affective tendency in 

CPWM resonates with a similar tendency in historical evangelical hymnody.51 As Ruth 

puts it, 

 

48 Ruth, “Lex Amandi, Lex Orandi,” 351. 
49 Ibid. 
50 Ibid., 354. 
51 See Ruth, “Some Similarities and Differences between Historic Evangelical Hymns 
and Contemporary Worship Songs,” 72–73. For this analysis Ruth draws on the work of 
Stephen Marini. Marini has catalogued the hymns appearing in 86 major evangelical 
hymnals between 1737 and 1860 and has identified 70 hymns that occur in at least one 
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For example, both bodies of song contain strongly worded sentiments by which a 

worshiper responds in loving gratitude while contemplating the moral influence of 

his [Christ’s]death. Isaac Watts’s “Alas! And Did My Savior Bleed?” thus has the 

worshipers admit that the “dear cross” dissolves our hearts in thankfulness and 

melts our eyes to tears. Likewise, Kurt Kaiser’s 1975 song “O How He Loves 

You and Me” wonders at how Jesus’ journey to Calvary shows the marvel of his 

love.52 

 

While there are similarities between CPWM and early evangelical hymns, there is a 

significant difference. This difference concerns the manner in which the singer addresses 

the divine in the words of the song or hymn. Early evangelical hymns tend to address the 

divine indirectly, while CPWM tends to do so directly. For example, Ruth contrasts the 

manner of address represented in the titles of the evangelical hymn, “All Hail the Power 

of Jesus’ Name” and the contemporary song, “I Exalt Thee” (emphasis added). In the first 

title, the singer addresses Jesus indirectly, while in the second, the singer addresses Jesus 

directly. Moreover, in their indirect address, early evangelical hymns also tend to 

acknowledge the presence of the church community. For example, in the two titles above, 

the singer in the first one calls the congregation to join in praise of Jesus, while in the 

second, the singer sings to Jesus. As Ruth observes, 

The prevalence of direct speech to God in [CPWM] contrasts with a distinctive 

element in EH (Ruth’s shorthand for Evangelical Hymns), which has a greater 

 

third of these hymnals. For breakdown of how he uses Marini’s work, see Ruth, “Some 
Similarities and Differences between Historic Evangelical Hymns and Contemporary 
Worship Songs,” 69. 
52 Ibid., 73. 
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likelihood of including direct address to people in the form of exhortation for a 

variety of purposes. On the whole, a corporate consciousness permeates 

Evangelical hymnody but is lacking in contemporary songs. That quality is easily 

seen in the numerous constructions in EH using the archaic first person vocative 

pronoun “ye” as in “ye saints,” “ye ransomed sinners,” or “ye that love the Lord.” 

In these cases this acknowledgement of other people is linked with some sort of 

charge or instruction, often to come to God to worship him or accept grace. While 

this sort of corporate awareness can be found in CWS, with (e.g., Karen 

Lafferty’s “Seek Ye First” from 1972) or without archaic English, it is generally 

less prevalent in the newer songs.53 

 

Thus, while early evangelical hymns and CPWM also center the individual, affective 

relationship with Jesus Christ, early evangelical hymnody acknowledges the presence and 

role of the church community in a way that CPWM does not. 

Other recent research confirms Ruth’s conclusions. For example, in his recent 

book, Canadian Pentecostals, the Trinity, and Contemporary Worship Music, Michael 

Tapper furthers Ruth’s analysis by examining the musical habits of the Pentecostal 

Assemblies of Canada (PAOC).54 Tapper notes that the PAOC makes specific doctrinal 

claims about the Trinity, and Tapper’s goal in the book is to try to show the relationship 

between these claims and church practice. He begins by identifying “measurable” 

 

53 Ibid., 74. 
54 Michael A. Tapper identifies the Pentecostal Assemblies of Canada (PAOC) as the 
largest Evangelical denomination in Canada; see Canadian Pentecostals, the Trinity and 
Contemporary Worship Music: The Things We Sing, Global Pentecostal and Charismatic 
Studies 23 (Leiden: Brill, 2017), 1. 



 

378 

expressions of belief in the Trinity,55 and he turns to musical practice as one such 

“measurable” expression as it is both reflective of, and formative for, concepts of God.56 

Given that the PAOC largely favors CPWM,57 Tapper like Ruth examines the most used 

CPWM songs58 and analyzes their lyrical content from a Trinitarian framework.59 Some 

of his questions that are relevant to this project include: “Is human self-identification in 

the songs depicted as singular, plural, or neutral?”60 “Do the actions of the worshipper in 

the songs acknowledge the horizontal-orientation of human relationality?”61  

Briefly summarized, Tapper finds that the majority of songs depend on first 

person singular pronouns.62 They have little to do with human relationality63 and lack a 

 

55 Tapper, Canadian Pentecostals, the Trinity and Contemporary Worship Music, 2.  
56 Ibid., 3–5. 
57 Ibid., 3, 133–161, especially 133–136. 
58 Ibid., 122–161 for a more detailed account of his methodology. 
59 Tapper develops a framework and set of questions based on Colin Gunton’s Trinitarian 
theology (Ibid., 46–108). This framework includes questions such as: “Do the songs, 
explicitly and/or implicitly, name and identify all the persons of the Trinity? (162) “Do 
the songs speak of the actions of the triune God with reference to salvation history as 
recorded in biblical scripture?” (165) “Do the songs acknowledge the perichoretic 
relationality that exists among the persons of the immanent Trinity?” (166) “Do the songs 
reinforce the mediatorial worship of the worshipper as to, in, and through the different 
persons of the Trinity?” (171) “What is the perception of time in relation to the action of 
the worshipper in the songs?” (173) “Is there a balance between material and immaterial 
objects in the songs?” (175). 
60 Ibid., 168. 
61 Ibid., 170. 
62 Ibid., 230–232. 
63 While there are verb phrases with which worshippers encourage each other to “join,” 
“gather,” “praise” together, these commands generally refer to singing as part of the act 
of worship itself (Tapper, Canadian Pentecostals, the Trinity and Contemporary Worship 
Music, 236). 
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corporate conceptuality of the church.64 He also notes that the low occurrence of the 

mediatorial prepositions “by” and “through” reinforces the notion that the worshipper 

initiates worship, instead of worship being a participation in a divinely-initiated 

experience.65 Tapper concludes that the lyrical content of these songs suggests an 

anthropology which conceives of the worshipper as autonomous66 and leans on the 

human agent as initiator in worship, which emphasizes “the immediate, experiential 

character of Christian worship.”67 

5.3.1.2 Musical Practices in CPWM 

While CPWM lyrics tend to center individual, affective experience, its musical 

practices both complicate and confirm the claim to such an emphasis. In the brief 

subsequent survey, we will find that musical practices associated with today’s CPWM 

stress individual, affective experience, albeit in a collective context. We will first focus 

on the model which John Wimber and Eddie Espinosa developed in the second half of the 

1980s and into the 1990s. Wimber and Espinosa, both influential leaders in the growing 

 

64 Ibid., 250. See also Jeffery A. Crabtree, “Colossians 3:16 and the Deliberate Growth of 
Disciples,” (D.Min thesis, Arcadia University, 2005). Crabtree identifies the 103 most 
copied songs in about 30,000 North American Churches between April and September 
2004 (according to CCLI). He then tabulates the doctrinal content of these songs in a 
couple tables. According to Table 3 (71–74) and Table 4 (74–76), only 7 of these songs 
address the role of the church, including “Shout to the North and the South,” “There is a 
Redeemer,” “Holy and Anointed One,” “Cry of My Heart,” “Holy Ground,” “The Name 
of the Lord,” and “Awesome In This Place.” 
65 Tapper, Canadian Pentecostals, the Trinity and Contemporary Worship Music, 240. 
“As such, expressions of worship ‘to’ and ‘for’ God were more generally exemplified in 
the song list than worship experienced ‘by’” (240). 
66 Ibid., 241–251. 
67 Ibid., 251–259. See also Ruth, “Lex Amandi, Lex Orandi,” 349–350 on this matter. 
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Vineyard movement which had begun in California, promoted an influential model for 

structuring worship and selecting songs. While earlier theologies and models of worship 

hold to the significance of the congregational voice, Wimber’s and Espinosa’s Vineyard 

model strives for the worshipper’s intimacy with God, and so highlights affective 

experience. We will also give attention to evangelical music-making practices from the 

2000s which stress the “worship experience” and so also emphasize the affective 

relationship to God. 

5.3.1.2.1 “Worship Sets”: The Vineyard Model and its Roots 
 

Wimber and Espinosa popularized influential guidelines for selecting music and 

structuring “worship sets”68 which would bring worshippers into the presence of and 

intimacy with God.69 Their Vineyard model embodies well the confluence of the Praise & 

Worship and Contemporary Worship movements. As Ruth observes, “[T]he heart of the 

Vineyard ethos of worship, i.e., an encounter with God in music-driven worship 

expressed under the category of intimacy, is solidly within the Praise & Worship channel 

even as Wimber’s pragmatism about how to reach people was a common aspect of the 

Contemporary Worship channel.”70 Wimber’s and Espinosa’s approach to worship 

 

68 Lim and Ruth, Lovin’ on Jesus, 129–130. See also Redman, The Great Worship 
Awakening, 36. 
69 Another approach—frequently associated with Pentecostal and charismatic churches—
moves the congregation from “praise” to “worship” mapped by the Jewish tabernacle and 
later temple; see Lim and Ruth, Lovin’ on Jesus, 129–130. Redman, The Great Worship 
Awakening, 36. 
70 Ruth, “Introduction,” 6. 
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resonates with the convictions of the Contemporary Worship movement in that they held 

that the church must reach beyond its walls to the broader culture. Their approach also 

popularizes models of worship and their undergirding theologies which stretch back 

around forty years earlier to the Latter Rain movement—a revival that began in Western 

Canada (Saskatchewan and British Columbia) and extended up and down the West Coast, 

across the United States, and the world. In the following section, we will briefly trace the 

theologies of worship and some practices in the Praise & Worship movement. They 

provide an illuminating backdrop for Wimber’s and Espinosa’s model for selecting songs 

and structuring worship sets. After exploring this historical backdrop briefly, we will 

delve into the criteria for the Vineyard approach to worship and music-making. 

The beginnings of the Praise & Worship movement may be found in 1946 in 

Abbotsford, British Columbia, when Reg Layzell’s ministry as a guest preacher was 

struggling. As he prayed for God’s help, Ps 22:3 came to him—“But thou art holy, O 

thou that inhabitest the praises of Israel” (KJV).71 Building on this verse, he began 

teaching and preaching that praise is essential because God is present when Christians 

worship. Because God’s presence is mediated through the congregation’s praise, the 

congregation’s voice is of central importance. This conviction became a key tenet of the 

 

71 See Lim and Ruth, Lovin’ on Jesus, 112–113, 123. Psalm 22:3 continued to be one of 
the key passages for Layzell and the Latter Rain revival—the other being Hebrews 13:15 
“By him therefore let us offer the sacrifice of praise to God continually, that is, the fruit 
of our lips giving thanks to his name” (KJV), which Layzell interpreted as a command to 
praise at all times regardless of one’s feelings. For the influence of Ps 22:3, see also Bob 
Sorge, Exploring Worship: A Practical Guide to Praise and Worship, (Canandaigua, NY: 
Bob Sorge, 1987), 32. Other key passages are Ps 96:1, 1 Cor 9:22, and Ps 100:4. 
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Latter Rain revival that spread across Canada, the United States, and the globe. Its 

preachers and teachers expounded on the role of corporate praise and manifestations of 

the Spirit in renewal and restoration of scriptural truth. In their worship, those in the 

Latter Rain movement would sing songs with Scripture-based choruses, many of which 

were based on the Psalms.72 They would also “sing in Spirit,” which involved long 

periods of unplanned, ecstatic congregational singing; they would sing short phrases of 

praise in their own languages or in tongues.73  

While the main Pentecostal denominations rejected the Latter Rain movement, its 

teachings continued to spread.74 Latter Rain-influenced teaching and theology of worship 

grew to provide a foundation for planning and organizing worship services. Between the 

1940s and 1980s, there was an explosion of songwriting, and the new songs were 

influenced more and more by pop musical styles. The term “worship leader” became 

more common, as did the notion of “worship sets.” As Lim and Ruth put it, 

By the 1980s the teaching had evolved into a system that could explain how and 

why sets of congregational songs should be put together in a certain way. In other 

words, by the 1980s the teaching had developed into a sacramental theology and 

piety explaining contemporary worshippers’ liturgical experience of encountering 

God in congregational singing during the worship set.75  

 

72 Lim and Ruth, Lovin’ On Jesus, 109. 
73 Ibid., 125. 
74 It also influenced the Charismatic Renewal movement in the 1960s and 1970s; D. 
William Faupel, “The New Order of the Latter Rain: Restoration or Renewal?” in Winds 
From the North: Canadian Contributions to the Pentecostal Movement, ed. Michael 
Wilkinson and Peter Althouse (Leiden: Brill, 2010), 239–263, especially 259–260. 
75 Lim and Ruth, Lovin’ on Jesus, 124. 
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Significantly, as a new generation of leaders arose in the 1960s through the 1980s, new 

developments in this teaching did as well. These leaders began to expound new scriptural 

and theological dimensions of worship. While they continued to stress the importance of 

corporate praise, they also established theologies of worship based on typologies of the 

Davidic76 and Mosaic77 tabernacles.78 Teachers such as David Blomgren, noticing the 

musicianship of the priests in the Davidic tabernacle, made a connection between praise 

and music. In fact, they interpreted “praise” in Ps 22.3 as musical in nature.79 Still further, 

they highlighted the priestly role of musicians. “Worship”—i.e., music-making—

becomes a “sacrifice of praise,” and the worship leader becomes a “priest.” Teachers 

such as Judson Cornwall, noticing the construction of the Mosaic tabernacle, developed a 

spatial-spiritual framework for worship, structuring its pattern on the spatial arrangement 

of the tabernacle. Just as Israel would move from the outer courts to the Holy of Holies, 

worshippers should move from “thanksgiving” to “praise” into “worship.”80 Moreover, 

he and others began to make more distinctions between “praise” and “worship;” in 

 

76 According to Lim and Ruth, the writings of Kevin Connor, David Fischer, Graham 
Truscott, and David Blomgren particularly stress the Davidic tabernacle; see Lim and 
Ruth, Lovin’ On Jesus, 113.  
77 For example, Judson Cornwall emphasizes Psalm 100 and the Mosaic tabernacle as a 
model for worship leading; Judson Cornwall, Let Us Worship: The Believer’s Response 
to God (South Plainfield: Bridge Publishing, 1983), 143, 153. Lim and Ruth have a 
helpful summary in Lovin’ On Jesus, 113–114. 
78 Ibid., 112–113. 
79 Thanks to Lester Ruth for drawing my attention to this point. 
80 This brief synopsis of the Praise & Worship movement is heavily indebted to the 
account that Lester Ruth provides in a forthcoming book, Lester Ruth and Swee Hong 
Lim, Presence and Purpose (Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, forthcoming). 
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“worship,” the worshipper has a more intense and personal—even intimate—connection 

with God. The goal of “worship”—i.e., musical practice—was to invite the worshipper 

into more intimacy with God. 

As the Praise & Worship movement continued to grow in influence throughout 

the 1980s and into the 1990s, the worship leader’s responsibilities also grew. As Lim and 

Ruth note,  

A sign that a theological thought has developed and spread is when that idea can 

help frame job expectations for church staff. And so, perhaps a sure indication 

that associating God’s presence with music has become widespread in 

contemporary worship is the expectation that the worship leader can facilitate the 

congregation’s encounter with the divine by ‘ushering them into the presence of 

God.’81  

 

The worship leader’s job takes on more responsibility for the worshipper’s experience of 

God’s presence through praise and worship—that is, through music. 

Within this context, Wimber’s and Espinosa’s Vineyard model of worship 

popularizes these earlier theologies with their accompanying practical models by making 

them known to a broader audience. Wimber leans hard into the idea of “worship as 

intimacy” with God. When he sets forth some of some theological principles and 

practical criteria for how to select songs and structure the worship gathering, he uses the 

analogy of friendship, comparing worship to intense friendship—like a marriage, “a bride 

and groom experience intimacy in friendship that surpasses all others. They experience a 

 

81 Lim and Ruth, Lovin’ On Jesus, 122. 
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foretaste of the joy that will be experienced during the consummation of the Kingdom.”82 

Worship should bring about such intimacy with God.  

To that end, Wimber and Espinosa structure the worship service with musical 

“flow”—a term which describes the selection and order of the songs. Musical flow 

should move the worshippers from singing “about” God to singing “to” God through five 

phases: invitation, engagement, expression, visitation, and giving of substance or self-

giving to others.83 While Wimber’s instructions do discuss congregational participation in 

singing, we also find a strong emphasis on the individual’s affective experience. 

In the broadest stokes, the way in which this flow manifests generally involves 

moving from more upbeat songs (usually three) to softer, gentler songs and finally to 

 

82 Wimber, “The Worship Experience,” 171. 
83 In the analysis that follows, I have followed Wimber’s five stages from his essay, 
“Worship: Intimacy with God;” see John Wimber, “Worship: Intimacy with God,” 
Equipping the Saints 1.1 (1987): 4–5, 13; see also Lim and Ruth, Lovin’ on Jesus, 130. 
However, in my subsequent description of the stages, I have supplemented from other 
sources, leaning most heavily on Wimber’s essay, “The Worship Experience” in Worship 
Leaders Training Manual. The number of stages differs between sources, including in 
Wimber’s writings themselves. In his essay from the “Worship: Intimacy with God,” 
Wimber lists five stages, while the essay, “The Worship Experience” in Worship Leaders 
Training Manual, Wimber lists seven stages. Moreover, Eddie Espinosa lists his own 
version of the five stages, also in the Worship Leaders Training Manual; see Eddie 
Espinosa, “Worship Leading,” in Worship Leaders Training Manual (Anaheim, CA: 
Worship Resource Center/Vineyard Ministries International, 1987): 55–83. Others also 
list different stages when they summarize the “Vineyard Model;” see, for example, Barry 
Liesch, People in the Presence of God: Models and Directions for Worship (Grand 
Rapids: Zondervan Publishing House, 1988), 90–94. Liesch uses different category 
titles— “invitation, engagement, exaltation, adoration, intimacy, close-out.” While there 
are several variations, I have chosen to follow the version from the essay “Worship; 
Intimacy with God” because that is version that was reprinted and so had wider 
circulation. Thanks to Lester Ruth for helping me understand these different stages and 
their descriptions. 
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quiet ones.84 The first stage is the “Invitation” or “Call to Worship.” In this stage of the 

service, worshippers invite God to come to them. As Wimber puts it, this time 

communicates that “We want to be close, alone and private with our heavenly Father.”85 

There can be a prayer of invocation, a Scripture reading, and/or a song. Wimber 

comments that the worship leader needs to choose songs that direct the worshippers’ 

attention to God. The worship leader should also be sensitive to the congregation’s 

readiness for encounter with God and ought to select songs that correspond to that 

readiness.86 The songs in this initial stage should not have large melodic leaps; they 

should only span an octave; and they should be pitched in the medium range. The tempo 

can be fast or slow. Examples include, “Come Holy Spirit,” “Ancient of Days,” “Don’t 

You Know It’s Time to Praise the Lord.”87 Barry Liesch, in his analysis of this stage, 

cites further examples: “I just came to praise the Lord” or “The Celebration Song.”88 In 

short, the call to worship should tell the worshippers that it is time to praise and worship 

God. 

Wimber compares the second stage, “Engagement” to an “ice-breaker”—it is an 

“electrifying dynamic of connection to God and to each other”89 like “light-hearted play 

 

84 Redman, The Great Worship Awakening, 34–35.  
85 Wimber, “The Worship Experience,” 172. 
86 Ibid. 
87 Wimber, “Worship: Intimacy with God,” 5; see also Wimber, “The Worship 
Experience,” 172–173. 
88 Liesch, People in the Presence of God, 92. 
89 Wimber, “Worship: Intimacy with God,” 13. 
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that frequently precedes intense times together.”90 In this part of the service, the 

worshippers come nearer to God, and they transition from a light-hearted playfulness to 

intensity, from “introduction” to “connection” with God as they anticipate his presence. 

Wimber also contrasts personal and corporate worship, saying that, “There is a 

multiplication of God’s presence when many believers are united in singing praises to 

God. This is the result of the synergism that happens when the church is ‘gathered’ (vs. 

‘scattered’).”91 This “synergism” propels worship and the sense of connection to God. As 

Barry Liesch helpfully explicates, “[The worshippers] are now singing to God, not 

encouraging one another. Espinosa likens it to the engagement period before marriage 

(e.g. “Praise Song”).”92 Wimber notes that the songs in this part should span an octave to 

an octave and a half; they should not have large leaps; and the range should be in the 

medium to medium high range. The tempo of these songs should be medium to medium-

fast.93 The song “Majesty” is a good example.94 

In the third stage, “Expression,” worshippers become more open, personal, and 

intimate with God. Wimber writes, “We express intimacy through loving, intimate 

language. We tell God that He is special, that He is our only God and that we can’t do 

without Him.”95 This time also makes space for confession of sin, forgiveness, and 

 

90 Wimber, “The Worship Experience,” 174. 
91 Ibid. 
92 Liesch, People in the Presence of God, 92. 
93 Wimber, “The Worship Experience,” 175–176. 
94 Ibid., 176. 
95 Ibid., 177. 
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healing. In recognizing incompleteness, the worshippers turn to God. The selected songs 

should reflect this turn to God in that they should address God directly and become more 

personal. For example, they should have more “I” and “we” language as well as “you” 

language, instead of “He.” Wimber compares these songs to love songs. The songs 

should have an octave to octave and a half range; they should not have large jumps in key 

or in scale; and the pitch should be in the medium range. In contrast to the songs in the 

first two stages, the tempo of these songs should be slow, “like a sweet and gentle 

ballad.”96 Examples include “Praise Song,” “You Are Here.” Liesch also includes the 

well-known example, “Father, I Adore You.”97 

In the essay, “The Worship Experience,” Wimber also closely associates 

“Expression of Ecstasy” and “Awaiting God’s Response” with this third stage.98 Wimber 

assures the worship leader that God will respond to the church’s praise; “When the 

church worships God, He visits! When people get caught up in God and relate to Him, He 

 

96 Ibid. 
97 Liesch, People in the Presence of God, 93. 
98 This phase is critical. In other models in the Praise and Worship stream, it is at this 
point in the service that the worshipper(s) enter into prophetic song under the influence of 
the Spirit. For example, David Blomgren writes, “The flow of worship should be paced 
so that a high peak of worship may be realized. A high flow of worship is not automatic 
in any service but must be raised in the singing of choruses and spontaneous praise. It is 
usually better to begin with faster choruses and then change to a series of slower 
choruses;” David K. Blomgren, The Song of the Lord (Portland: Bible Press, 1978), 47. 
He writes about how the time of worship should begin with “hymns,” should move into 
“psalms,” and then finally flow into “spiritual songs.” “Hymns” are older texts written by 
humans, and “psalms” are songs from Scripture. “Spiritual songs” are songs that the 
congregation sings in the Spirit, when God is inhabiting the praise of his people. See 
Blomgren, The Song of the Lord, 40–48, 50–54, 56–68; also, Blomgren, “Spiritual 
Songs,” 115–120. 
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relates back.”99 Wimber continues, “For God to respond is only natural. Relationships are 

based on dynamic interaction in which both parties participate. God is the initiator of our 

relationship with him.” The fact that God has already initiated relationship is the proof 

that he will respond to the church’s worship. Wimber also argues that God responds in a 

multiplicity of ways: through intimacy, exhortation, joy, movement of the spirit, 

prophecy, Scripture readings, and so on. In “The Expression of Ecstasy,” the worshipper 

“is engulfed in God’s presence.”100 Wimber comments that this stage is rare—in the 

Vineyard churches, they usually only approach this stage at conference settings after 3 to 

5 days of worship and God’s presence. This stage is also called “celebration”; it is a full 

response to God’s work. Song selection is similar to the selection of songs for the stage 

of praise, but everything is intensified. This phase includes bold statements of God’s 

majesty and frequently recalls God’s deeds in prayers of thanksgiving. The songs can 

range from two to two and a half octaves and can have large leaps. The songs may be 

pitched low or high, and the tempo can be on the faster side; Wimber comments that 

“danceable songs are best.”101 Examples include “Hosanna” and “Lift Jesus Higher.”  

In the fourth phase, “Visitation” (of God), God responds—this is the result and 

purpose of worship. Wimber notes that God can respond in a multiplicity of ways, and 

these are impossible to predict. “We can be certain, however, that the visitation of the 

 

99 Wimber, “The Worship Experience,” 178. 
100 Ibid., 179. 
101 Ibid., 181. 
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Spirit of God will be passionate and beautiful.”102 After this stage, the worshippers can 

return to the earlier stages or conclude the time of worship. Wimber writes, “The only 

law governing worship is the law of love. Because worship is dynamic, it has a life and 

needs room to breathe in order to be properly expressed.”103 

The final phase is the “Giving of Self and Substance to God.” Wimber writes that 

worship continues after the service. It is a lifestyle which “can continue until the next 

corporate meeting while the church is scattered. Time alone [with God] is only one facet 

of intimate friendship. When it is not supplemented with other activities, it quickly loses 

its meaning and becomes shallow.”104 Wimber further describes this lifestyle as the 

giving of money, as well as time, agendas, wants, needs, and so on. Such a life 

“surrender[s] everything to Him.”105  

In sum, Wimber writes that he hopes that worshippers enjoy more intimacy with 

God,106 and his guidance to worship leaders evidences this hope. The selection and 

organization of songs—the “flow” in these musical sets—should draw the worshipper 

into greater intimacy with God. As such, this model for the structuring of the worship set 

centers the affective experience. 

As pointed out above, the congregational voice plays an important part in growing 

in intimacy with God. Wimber notes the “synergism” that comes from corporate 

 

102 Ibid., 182. 
103 Ibid. 
104 Ibid. 
105 Ibid. 
106 Ibid., 183. 
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singing.107 Yet, though the corporate nature of worship is integral for the visitation of 

God’s presence, other than the “invitation” or “call to worship,” there is little recognition 

of one’s singing neighbor. For example, the song, “Father, I Adore You,” with its 

singular first-person language addressed directly to “You” and its slow, soft, sweet 

melodic line connects the worshipper to God. But neither the content of the lyrics nor the 

sweet intimacy of the melody serves to connect the individual worshipper to her 

neighbor. Moreover, Wimber’s discussion of the last stage of worship, “Giving of Self 

and Substance to God,” only discusses giving to God; it does not mention one’s 

neighbor.108 In fact, the image one gets from reading Wimber’s essay in the Worship 

Leaders Training Manual is one of a gathering where each person connects with God on 

their own. The “synergism” of corporate singing serves to support each singer’s own 

individual connection to God. 

5.3.1.2.2 The “Worship Experience”: CPWM in Evangelical Worship since the 
2000s 

 

Attention to evangelical worship practices from the 2000s forward reveals a 

similar tendency to conceptualize “worship” as corporate music-making and to stress 

 

107 Others in this charismatic-Pentecostal stream also stress the significance of the 
congregational voice. For example, Bob Sorge in his book, Exploring Worship, discusses 
the benefits of congregational singing, saying “…surely the Lord is pleased with the unity 
and variety characteristic of congregational worship. A special sort of unity comes when 
God’s people lift their voices with the same melody and words at the same in time praise 
to God,” Sorge, Exploring Worship, 13–14. Both Wimber and Sorge emphasize the 
importance of praising and worshipping God together as the church. See also Lim and 
Ruth, Lovin’ on Jesus, 124–31. 
108 Wimber, “The Worship Experience,” 182–183. 
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personal, affective experience. In her ethnomusicological research, Monique Ingalls 

shows the prevalence of CPWM in the music-making practices of evangelicals109 and its 

influence on the formation of the evangelical social imagination. She notes that 

participatory music-making creates powerful social bonds110 and that the experience of 

congregational music-making is so formative that it constitutes the defining activity of 

“worship” for evangelicals. She writes about doing a Google search for the word 

“worship” which yields images of groups of people with raised hands, most frequently at 

something that looks like a concert. This simple Google search illustrates how “music-

making” dominates notions of “worship.” Her work strives to “identify how the 

collective performance of contemporary worship music shapes the activities that 

evangelicals define as ‘worship’ and how these musically centered performances have 

brought into being new social constellations,”111 which she calls “congregations.” She 

identifies the activities that form these “congregations”—the concert, conference, local 

church, public march, and online service, which she calls “modes of congregating.” 

Significantly, these modes of congregating are found outside weekly Sunday morning 

worship in local churches, while at the same time, these modes of congregating influence 

and create expectations for local, weekly worship. Space constraints preclude a review of 

all five modes of congregating, so we will consider Ingalls’ analysis of “the worship 

concert” and her account of the “worship experience.”  

 

109 Ingalls, Singing the Congregation, 1–4. 
110 Ibid., 17. 
111 Ibid., 4.  
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With respect to the “worship concert,” Ingalls gathers her ethnographic research 

on concerts that took place between 2007 and 2011 in Atlanta, Nashville, and Toronto, as 

well as the Creation Festival Northeast in Mount Union, Pennsylvania—the largest 

Christian music festival in the United States.112 The musicians at these concerts introduce 

and promote new songs and new musical styles, “and, crucially, help to set aesthetic 

expectations and discipline the worshiping body in particular ways. In the context of a 

worship concert, participants learn to frame their affective experience as worship and 

thus experience the concert as congregation as well as an audience of fans.”113 In her 

analysis of the performative strategies at these “worship concerts,” she describes how 

certain musical and bodily gestures authenticate the concert as worship which “forms” a 

“concert congregation.”114 She notes that “[t]hrough musical style, song lyrics, and 

extramusical discourse, many of the activities associated with stadium rock concerts are 

ritualized and reframed as acts of public worship.”115 The music leader demonstrates 

“authentic” worship with verbal framing—or banter—between the songs to refocus the 

worshippers on God, e.g. “All we are here to do is to worship God” or “You have come 

not to a concert, but to enter into a time of worship.”116 Another performative strategy 

involves frequent ascriptions of sincerity, such as reminders to have “heart of worship,” 

and still another involves bodily gestures such as hand raising, body swaying, and even 

 

112 Ibid., 39–40. 
113 Ibid., 42. 
114 Ibid. 
115 Ibid. 
116 Ibid., 49. 
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dancing. While these performative strategies direct the concert goers’ attention to God, 

the style, lyrics, and extramusical discourse at these evangelical worship concerts 

emphasizes the “worship experience,” which, as Ingalls puts it, denotes “an affective time 

of personal communion with God mediated through contemporary worship music.”117 

This phrase—“worship experience”—has become more and more prevalent in 

evangelical circles since the late 1990s.  

In her discussion of “worship experience,” Ingalls draws on the work of Anna 

Nekola who examines how the Christian music and media industries began “collapsing 

the boundaries between public and personal worship through the medium of 

contemporary worship music.”118 Nekola follows the development of “experience 

discourse” in contemporary worship music advertising in worship leading magazines 

between the 1990s and late 2000s, and she argues that the marketing for worship music in 

this period shifts from a “tool for congregational singing to a resource for personal 

worship whenever and wherever the devoted listener chooses to play it.”119 Moreover, the 

“experience” is associated with deep emotion and “overwhelming” feelings. Nekola 

associates the shift with the increasing privatization of the worship experience, and she 

demonstrates that this kind of discourse makes its way into congregational worship by the 

late 2000s when churches start describing their weekly worship services as “worship 

 

117 Ibid., 174. 
118 Ibid., 45. 
119 Ibid., 46. 
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experiences.”120 Ingalls further notes that the worship concert sets aesthetic ideals and so 

has consequences for local churches’ worship practices; the “desire to realize these ideals 

in communal and private devotional settings, in turn, has fueled the sale of commercial 

worship music on which the Christian recording industry has come to depend.”121 The 

concerts shape evangelical expectations for “worship experience” in the local church.  

Thus, we may say that the musical practices associated with CPWM in 

evangelical circles since the 2000s dwell on personal affective experience. Ingalls’ 

analysis of the “worship experience” demonstrates that “the affective, collective practice 

of singing contemporary worship songs […] has become for many contemporary 

evangelicals the sum total of worship.”122 While evangelical music-making facilitates 

social bonding and contributes to the formation of the larger evangelical social 

imaginary, their CPWM music-making practices tend to highlight the affective 

experience of the individual.123 

 

120 Ibid.; see also Anna E. Nekola, “’I’ll Take You There’: The Promise of 
Transformation in the Marketing of Worship Media in US Christian Music Magazines,” 
in Christian Congregational Music: Performance, Identity, and Experience, ed. Monique 
M. Ingalls, Carolyn Landau, and Thomas Wagner (Farnham, Surrey, UK: Ashgate, 
2013): 117–136, especially 131–134. 
121 Ingalls, Singing the Congregation, 42. 
122 Ibid., 18. 
123 See also Jeremy S. Begbie’s discussion of the turn from the cosmological to 
anthropological understanding of music in Resounding Truth: Christian Wisdom in the 
World of Music (Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2007), 77–95. Also, when there is a 
recognition of the formative dimensions of music, it is often connected to a fear of 
manipulation, see Jeremy S. Begbie, “Faithful Feelings: Music and Emotion in Worship,” 
in Resonant Witness: Conversations between Music and Theology, The Calvin Institute of 
Christian Worship Liturgical Studies Series, ed. Jeremy S. Begbie and Steven R. Guthrie 
(Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2011), 323–354. 
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5.3.2 Some Questions for CPWM 

If these analyses hold—that CPWM tends toward personal expression of the 

individual’s devotion to Christ and the affective dimension of one’s relationship with 

Christ—then my analysis of Col 3:16 raises at least two questions for how music leaders, 

songwriters, and music executives approach the selection, writing, and production of 

songs for Christian worship. First, how might we shift the emphasis in our music-making 

in worship beyond the individual to the individual-in-relationship to others in the church, 

the Body of Christ? And, second, how might our music-making in worship affirm and yet 

broaden the affective dimension in CPWM? 

5.3.2.1 Other-Relation in Music-making? 

While affirming the significance of individual devotional expression through 

music-making, my analysis and interpretation of Col 3:16 underscores the importance of 

singing in, for, and from the church community. As argued in Chapter 2, an “other-

related” anthropology undergirds the letter to the Colossians. Not only does Paul address 

the letter to a church community, but his instructions for life after baptism both presume 

life together and require others for fulfillment.124 Thus, while the injunction to sing in Col 

3:16 does concern individual expression, it refers to and even requires the corporate 

 

124As I demonstrate in Chapters 3 and 4, baptism is central to the church community in 
Colossians. However, I recognize baptism’s complexity in contemporary church practice; 
not all Christian denominations observe baptism in the same way or have the same 
understanding. I mention baptism here because it is significant to the theology, 
Christology, and ecclesiology of Colossians. On this issue, see also Stephen Neill and 
N.T. Wright, Interpretation of the New Testament (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
1988), 202.  
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context of the church community. Moreover, as argued in Chapter 3, such corporate 

singing can form members of the congregation into a community and shape their 

knowledge of the surrounding world. As Nicholas Harkness puts it, the voice is a 

“phonosonic nexus,”125 which mediates individual and social expression. The individual 

voice receives and mimics the sounds of its environment; immersion in that social 

environment is necessary for individual expression. The sonic-musical environment of 

the church community contributes to the individual members’ formation. When the 

members of the church community come together to make music and sing together, they 

form a community of those reconciled to God and come to inhabit the “knowledge”126 of 

God as reconciler and themselves as reconciled to God and to one another.127 

Thus, this analysis of Col 3:16 offers several considerations for worship leaders, 

songwriters, and music executives. First, as Lester Ruth has noted, the lyrics of the most-

sung CPWM songs have little ecclesial awareness, and instead they tend to dwell on the 

individual’s relationship to Jesus Christ.128 While current CPWM does well to prompt 

individual participants to express their relationship to Jesus Christ, it can do more by 

enabling the congregation to take part in the reality that the Christian life is lived in 

 

125 See Chapter 3.3.1.1. 
126 See Chapter 1.4.2 and Chapter 4.3.3. as well as 4.4. 
127 Listening to music-making does also contribute to identity formation. For example, 
Sarah Bakker Kellogg, “Ritual Sounds, Political Echoes: Vocal Agency and the Sensory 
Cultures of Secularism in the Dutch Syriac Diaspora,” American Ethnologist 42 (2015): 
431–445, especially 433, 435–436, 442.  
128 See “Lex Amandi, lex orandi,” 350. 
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relationship to others in the community.129 By taking part in singing, members of the 

church hear one another’s voices, which enacts and reinforces the “other-oriented” 

anthropology in the letter to the Colossians, other Pauline letters,130 and indeed the 

Christian faith.131 

Those who plan, write, and produce CPWM thus have a responsibility to consider 

how their song choices, writing, and production facilitate both individual expression and 

“other-relation” within the congregation through lyrical content and everyone’s 

participation.132 With respect to lyrical content, perhaps our songs need to re-incorporate 

 

129 See Chapter 2.4. 
130 See Susan Grove Eastman, Paul and the Person: Reframing Paul’s Anthropology 
(Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2017). Also, see Susan Grove Eastman, “Double Participation 
and the Responsible Self in Romans 5–8,” in Apocalyptic Paul: Cosmos and Anthropos 
in Romans 5–8, ed. Beverly Roberts Gaventa (Waco, TX: Baylor University Press, 2013), 
93–110. 
131 See also David F. Ford, “Communicating God’s Abundance: A Singing Self,” in Self 
and Salvation: Being Transformed, Cambridge Studies in Christian Doctrine 1 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1999), 107–136, especially 120–129. Ford 
gives attention to Eph 5:19 and develops an account of the letter’s “soteriology of 
abundance” which is enacted in everyday kinds of communication—like marriage, 
family, and worship, including singing (119). In Ford’s account, singing plays a vital role 
in solidifying identity in the church community brought together by such a soteriology. 
132 The probable nature of singing in Col 3:16 as responsorial singing in unison could be 
understood as a diminishment of congregational participation. As argued in Chapter 1 
(Introduction), the mentions of musical practice identified in the biblical texts and 
comments of the church fathers all suggest solo chanting with responsorial musical 
practice, which tends to foreground the soloist/leader. The congregation could be seen as 
passive recipients of the vocalized compositions rather than active participant: for 
example, the soloist sings the psalms, hymn, or song, and everyone else listens passively. 
However, it is important to note that a response with an “Hallelujah” or an “Amen” (at 
the very least, and perhaps with more robust choruses) is still expected. Such an 
expectation of response implies that the congregation should actively listen and receive 
this vocalized text. The congregation still does participate and give affirmation through 
its response. While such responsorial, unison singing may not sound like the participation 
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elements from early evangelical hymnody such as the second person plural—“you all” or 

“ye”—in order to remind the worshippers of their brothers and sisters and to provide the 

opportunity to encourage one another to praise and worship God.133  

One of the songs from Red Mountain Music’s 2010 album, “Come all ye, Pining 

Hungry Poor,” provides a good example of such a shift. With this song, the band has 

taken a hymn text written by Anne Steele in the eighteenth century and reset the text to a 

melody that a congregation can easily sing. They have made one of the original verses 

into a chorus: 

Come, all ye pining, hungry poor, 

The Savior’s bounty taste; 

Behold a never-failing store 

for every willing guest. 

The chorus begins by addressing “ye”—others who long and hunger—and exhorts them 

to “come” and “taste” the goodness Jesus Christ gives, which the other verses unpack 

through descriptions of his abundance and generosity. In this simple redirection of 

address, the song exemplifies “other-relation” in its lyrical content in that words remind 

the singer of others who are worshipping. Even more significantly, the words let each 

singer invite the others to praise. 

With respect to musical practices involving CPWM, worship leaders, songwriters, 

and music executives should ask whether the songs they choose, write, and produce 

 

heard in contemporary, Western congregational singing, this responsorial singing still 
involves an active response. 
133 See discussion above in Section 5.3.1.1. 
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encourage congregational vocal participation. Communal participation in singing matters 

for gaining “participatory knowledge” of the reconciliation to God and others. To 

facilitate participation, then, those who plan, write, and produce music should ask 

whether the melodies span comfortable ranges for the average voice and whether the 

rhythms are too difficult for communal participation. Additionally, because singing is a 

less common practice in current Western culture, especially when contrasted with other 

and earlier cultures,134 churches could also offer more musical training to expand vocal 

ranges, train people’s voices, and so enable more participation. Such training would 

communicate to the congregation that they have a part to play in music-making, which 

builds up the community. Logistically, too, perhaps the worship leader and the band 

might move to the back of the worship space, which would communicate that the leader 

and band play a supporting role to the congregation’s vocal participation and would 

implicitly communicate that the congregation’s voice is vital for the experience of 

worship. 

5.3.2.2 Beyond Mere Affective Experience 

The analysis in this project also prompts worship leaders, songwriters, and music 

executives to reevaluate, while not abandoning, the centrality of the worshippers’ 

 

134 See Nicholas Wolterstorff, Art Rethought: the Social Practices of Art (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 2015), 269. In his discussion of song that arises from manual labor 
(“work songs”), Wolterstorff discusses the disappearance of such work songs in the 
modern world due to mechanization, sound production, and professionalization. He 
draws on the work of Ted Gioia. See also Ted Gioia, Work Songs (Durham, NC: Duke 
University Press, 2006), 242–255. Gioia, however, points out that the work song has been 
transformed; it has not disappeared (244, 255). 
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personal, affective experience. My analysis depends on the presupposition that humans 

“know more than they can tell”135—that human knowledge is first and foremost a bodily 

knowledge that we gain through “inhabiting” the world by our actions, habits, and 

practices, and that music-making is one of these practices. As set out in Chapter 1, 

humans are creatures that come to know in a bodily way, and they are also the kinds of 

creatures primarily motivated by desire and love.136 With respect to the letter to the 

Colossians, the practice of singing in Col 3:16 helps the participants to inhabit the story 

of reconciliation to God in Christ as told in the Christ Hymn. By taking part in singing, 

the members of the church gain “participatory knowledge” of this story, of one another as 

reconciled, and of God who reconciles them in Christ. The focus in CPWM on intimacy 

with God in the “worship experience” and the concern for the individual’s affective 

connection to God through music-making rightfully acknowledges the central role that 

desire and love have in coming to know God.  

However, we must also ask if emphasizing affective experience in worship always 

leads to desiring and loving the God who desires reconciliation with humans so much that 

he sent Jesus Christ. Others have also raised this question. To take one example, in 2015, 

Andrea Lucado published an article in Relevant magazine, a prominent Christian 

 

135 Michael Polanyi, Personal Knowledge: Towards a Post-Critical Philosophy (New 
York: Harper & Row, 1964), x. 
136 A point which resonates with the anthropological and epistemological assumption of 
this project; see Chapter 1.4.2. 
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resource, called “Worshipping Our Experience or God/Christ?137 Her article begins with 

a personal anecdote of attending a friend’s church—a church which “felt wrong.” It did 

not begin on time, the church was diverse such that she was in the minority, the band 

could have played better, and the worship service was mediocre. But it also “felt right”—

and her friend informed her that the members of the church serve the homeless in their 

church building and make sandwiches for the homeless after gathering for worship. 

Lucado describes her conviction that worship for her had become “an experience that 

makes me feel good.”138 She then argues that true worship across the Old and New 

Testaments is “active” and involves serving one’s neighbor. She concludes by saying, 

“What if the Sunday morning service was ok, but the Monday through Saturday service 

was life-changing?”139 In short, her article criticizes the evangelical passion for the 

worship experience and looks beyond that “feel-good” experience to the significance of 

service. 

In Singing the Congregation, Monique Ingalls calls attention to the fact that 

Lucado’s article had over 11,000 shares on social media and was one of the most popular 

articles in the magazine’s history.140 Lucado’s perspective clearly resonates with a 

segment of young evangelicals, and, in some ways, her article also resonates with the 

 

137 Andrea Lucado, “Do You Worship Your Worship Experience?” in Relevant 
Magazine, April 3, 2015 https://relevantmagazine.com/god/church/do-you-worship-your-
worship-experience#yA1C8RYjAkvdTtl6.99.  
138 Lucado, “Do You Worship Your Worship Experience?” 
139 Ibid. 
140 Ingalls, Singing the Congregation, 47. 
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analysis in my dissertation. Indeed, as I contended in Chapter 4, other practices are 

necessary for Christian life, such as forbearance, forgiveness, peace-making, prayer, 

mutual instruction, singing, reconciliation, thankfulness. Christian life does involve more 

than worship and music-making alone. 

At the same time, Lucado’s article creates an unnecessary binary between music-

making in worship and a Christian life of service. While she rightfully stresses the 

importance of service, she unnecessarily diminishes the role of music-making for 

Christians. As argued throughout this project, music-making in Col 3:16 plays a part in 

the creation of a church community which knows itself and its members to be reconciled 

to God because of Jesus Christ. Taking part in music-making enables participatory 

knowledge of this reconciliation which undergirds all the practices that pertain to a 

Christian life—including acts of service. The danger of Lucado’s article is that it shifts 

from the individual experience of feeling close to God to the communal experience of 

serving one’s neighbor. As such, it would fail to achieve the wholistic Christian life 

which she and others deeply desire. 

Instead of diminishing affective experience in music-making and worship, the 

analysis in my project affirms and yet reorients this emphasis. It implies that worship 

leaders, songwriters, and music executives have a responsibility to choose, write, and 

produce songs whose lyrics tell the story of who Jesus Christ is and what he has done and 

whose musical practices draw the participants into that story. And it also prompts them to 

ask whether the lyrical and musical dimensions of CPWM contribute to the formation of 

the whole person—mind and body in addition to emotion—in relationship with others for 
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the sake of knowing Jesus Christ as the one who reconciles all creation and the church to 

God.  

For instance, the Colossians Christ Hymn can provide helpful prompts for 

contemporary Christian hymns and songs.141 Significantly, the Christ Hymn tells who 

Jesus Christ is by telling what he has done, particularly in the manner in which it relates 

to its audience that Jesus Christ is the creator and reconciler of both the created world 

(Col 1:15-17) and the church (1:18-20). In that light, those who choose, write, and 

produce CPWM should ask if a hymn or song tells about Jesus Christ and what he has 

accomplished in his life, death, resurrection, and ascension.142   

Early evangelical hymnody provides examples of similar theological storytelling. 

As Ruth explores in his article, “Some Similarities and Differences between Historical 

Evangelical Hymns and Contemporary Worship Songs,” early evangelical hymns tend to 

praise God indirectly by describing divine activity and recounting the attributes which 

merit human worship, instead of directly addressing God. For example,  

All hail the power of Jesus’ name! 

Let angels prostrate fall. 

Bring forth the royal diadem, 

and crown him Lord of all. 

 

141 While biblical texts like the hymns in Revelation 4:8, 11 and 5:9–14 and the 
Magnificat in Luke 1:46–55, among others, have historically provided models for lyrical 
content in worship, I have chosen to focus on the Christ Hymn in Col 1:15–20 here 
because of its relationship to Col 3:16. 
142 See MacIntyre on the unity of human life, personal identity, and the significance of 
story, Alasdair MacIntyre, After Virtue: a Study in Moral Theory, 3rd ed. (Notre Dame, 
IN: University of Notre Dame Press, 2007), 204–225. 
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Bring forth the royal diadem, 

and crown him Lord of all.143 

By singing this hymn, the singer indirectly praises Jesus by reminding others of the 

“power” of his name, evoking Phil 2:10, and by exhorting others to engage in worship, 

evoking Rev 4:8, 11 and Rev 5:9-13. The hymn’s lyrical content reminds the one who 

sings and the one who hears of the attributes of Jesus Christ. 

Ruth’s analysis shows that the early evangelical hymns tend to be limited in the 

historical scope of their storytelling. As he writes,  

Apart from recognizing God’s act of creation, there is little sense of God’s 

historical interaction with Israel prior to the coming of Jesus Christ or any sense 

of divine participation during the life and ministry of Jesus. One could know little 

of Old Testament scriptures or of the Gospels and not be theologically confused 

[…]. The most significant exception to that claim is the typological and 

allegorical use of a certain cluster of stories, especially from the narrative of 

Exodus and arrival in the Promised Land, that provide a poetic way of describing 

Christian hope and experience […].144 

 

The model the Christ Hymn provides certainly presses future song and hymn writing 

further in the direction of telling the story of who this God is and what this God has done. 

The Christ Hymn draws attention to the historical scope of Christ’s action by beginning 

 

143 This example comes from Ruth’s essay, “Some Similarities and Differences between 
Historical Evangelical Hymns and Contemporary Worship Songs,” 74. 
144 Ibid., 73. 
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with creation in v.15 and v. 18 as well as to the cosmic scope of Christ’s supremacy by 

naming his authority over all other powers in vv. 16-17.   

The model the Christ Hymn provides also encourages worship leaders, 

songwriters, and music executives to ask if the lyrical content of the hymn or song 

poetically tells that story with images and metaphors, also incorporating allusions to other 

parts of Scripture. For, the Christ Hymn employs phrases such as “image” (v. 15) 

“fullness” (v. 19) to honor Jesus Christ. The term “image” is as old and deep as Genesis 

1:26—and the author of the Christ Hymn bends it Christologically to extol Jesus Christ. 

By contrast, the term, “fullness” appears in a plethora of contexts outside the Christ 

Hymn, but here, the author draws on that image for the purpose of exalting Jesus 

Christ.145 Thus, the Christ Hymn exemplifies how the songs Christians sing should tell 

 

145 Lightfoot provides a helpful history of the term in his commentary, see J.B. Lightfoot, 
Saint Paul's Epistles to the Colossians and to Philemon: a Revised Text with 
Introductions, Notes, and Dissertations, A Zondervan Commentary: The Epistles of Paul; 
III: The first Roman captivity; 2, 3 (London: Macmillan, 1879), 257–273. Lohse 
comments that “In the linguistic usages of the syncretism of late antiquity the concept of 
‘pleroma’ was variously employed” (55). Lohse observes that the term plays a significant 
role in second century Christian Gnosticism, but he also notes that this field of meaning 
provides little help in understanding the term in Colossians, Eduard Lohse, Colossians 
and Philemon, 54–58. See also Gerhard Delling, “πλήρωμα,” TDNT 6:298–305; Jacob 
Jervell, Imago Dei: Gen 1:26f. im Spätjudentum, in der Gnosis und in den paulinischen 
Briefen (Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1960), 221–226. Stephen E. Fowl also 
draws attention to the various uses of the term. He favors a reading in the word’s secular 
sense, “completeness or fulness.” See Stephen E. Fowl, The Story of Christ in the Ethics 
of Paul: An Analysis of the Function of the Hymnic Material in the Pauline Corpus, 
JSNTSup 36 (Sheffield: Sheffield Academic Press, 2005), 114–116. Schweizer turns to 
the Wisdom literature, Philo, and the Old Testament for help but expresses doubt that the 
OT provides any more help than the concept of “filling” (Schweizer, Colossians, 77–79). 
However, N.T. Wright posits that the term echoes Temple and Shkekinah theology, 
picking up Septuagintal language from Ps 67:17 and such, see N.T. Wright, “Poetry and 
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the story of Jesus Christ and his deeds faithfully. It also indicates that the songs we sing 

should be rich in both old and new metaphors, imagery, and other poetic conventions. It 

shows that we do not only need to sing creeds or heavily didactic texts, such as the 

popular congregational song “In Christ Alone.” The worship leader can choose, 

songwriters can write, and music executive promote, poetically rich texts.   

In addition to prompting us to contemplate how the lyrics of CPWM might 

support wholistic formation of the worshippers, the analysis in this project also 

challenges us to consider how we might also strive for such wholistic formation through 

musical practices. To take one example, in addition to incorporating more songs that 

acknowledge relationship with one’s brothers and sisters in Christ, the extra-musical 

framing of the worship time could also highlight such formation. As noted specifically in 

the section about evangelical music-making practices, the extramusical framing of 

worship often reminds the worshippers of the fact they have come to experience the 

presence of God, and it often encourages them to surrender their hearts to God. In 

addition to encouraging individuals to connect with God, such extramusical framing 

could remind the congregation that music-making in worship is an essential dimension 

for formation in the Christian life, but not the only dimension. For example, the 

extramusical discourse could reflect on connections between the songs and Scripture or 

the sermon. It could also employ examples and poignant images of how our songs and 

 

Theology in Colossians 1:15–20,” NTS 36 (1990): 444–468, especially 463. Thompson 
also finds that the “fullness” language echoes the Septuagint (Ps 24:1/LXX 32:1; Jer 
23:24), Colossians and Philemon, 29–30. See also Wright, Colossians and Philemon, 80.   
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our corporate singing challenge us to forgive each other, make peace with each other, and 

undertake all our actions with thankful hearts for the glory of God in Christ. 

5.4 A Final Note 

This analysis of Col 3:16 does not leave those who lead, write, or produce CPWM 

with specific, concrete rules or practices to adopt in worship.146 However, it does raise 

several questions, and it challenges worship leaders, songwriters, and music executives to 

embrace the role that musical practices have in shaping church communities for the 

purpose of Christian maturity. I hope that the analysis of this project and its interpretation 

of Col 3:16 will help the church today understand the significance of musical practice to 

Christian maturity, specifically its capacity for facilitating the unity particular to the 

church as the Body of Christ, reconciled to God in Jesus Christ. The contemporary 

church suffers division in a multiplicity of ways. This dissertation attempts to flesh out 

how the practice of singing contributes to communal and epistemic formation as well as 

how the church today could learn from Paul’s exhortation to sing in Col 3:16. Now, as 

much as ever, the church stands in need of hearing, singing, and inhabiting the story of 

 

146 Recent work has given more attention to the role of the arts in worship—visual, 
literary, architectural, and musical arts. See, for example, W. David O. Taylor’s recent 
book, Glimpses of the New Creation: Worship and the Formative Power of the Arts 
(Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2019). Taylor discusses the formative power of various types 
of arts within faithful Christian worship. Taylor explores how each particular form of art 
forms the participant and considers how that art form in its particularity can shape faithful 
worshippers and worshipping communities. Glenn Packiam and James K.A. Smith also 
discuss the formative role of worship and the importance of the arts; Glenn Packiam 
Discover the Mystery of Faith: How Worship Shapes Believing (Colorado Springs, CO: 
David C. Cook, 2013), 81–87; Smith, Desiring the Kingdom, 133–214. 
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reconciliation accomplished in and through the life, death, resurrection, and ascension of 

Jesus Christ. 
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