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THE HYMN
Col 1:15 He is the image of the invisible
God, the firstborn over all creation,
16 for all things in heaven and on earth
were created in him—all things, whether
visible or invisible, whether thrones or
dominions, whether principalities or
powers—all things were created through
him and for him.
17 He himself is before all things and all
things are held together in him.

18 He is the head of the body, the church,
as well as the beginning, the firstborn
from the dead, so that he himself may
become first in all things.
19 For God was pleased to have all his
fullness dwell in the Son
20 and through him to reconcile all things
to himself by making peace through the
blood of his cross—through him, whether
things on earth or things in heaven.

LITERARY SETTING
•

The thought unit verses 3–23 is
held together:
•

•

by an inclusion: verses 4–6
(faith, hope, gospel, growing
in the whole world)
and verse 23 (faith, hope,
gospel, proclaimed to every
creature under heaven).

•

The unit is made up of:
•

a thanksgiving (1:3–8)

•

an intercession (1:9–14) that
breaks into

•

a hymn of praise (1:15-20)
and its application (1:21-23).

POSSIBLE BACKGROUNDS (I)

•

Possibly a midrash on the first words of Genesis.

•

Second Adam imagery is present: 1 Corinthians 15 and Romans 5.

•

Difference: the pre-existence of the Second Adam.

•

In Hellenistic Jewish thought some kind of mediator of creation is
possible.

•

Possibly even an early Christian Passover hymn.

POSSIBLE BACKGROUNDS (II)
•

Wisdom

•

V. 15.firstborn of all creation (Proverbs 8:22,
25; Sirach 1:4; Wisdom 9:9).

•

V.16 in him all things were created (Proverbs
8:27-30; Sirach 1:4; 24:9; 43:26; Wis 7:22).

•

V.17 before all things (Proverbs 8:27-30;
Sirach 1:4; 24:9). In him all things hold
(v.15).

•

V. 19 fullness (Proverbs 8:12-14; Baruch
3:38; Sirach 24:4-11).

•

V.20 reconciliation (see the role of Wisdom
in Wisdom 10:1-12:17).

•

Missing from the wisdom traditions are
reference to the goal, to the cross and to the
resurrection.

POETRY

•

Different layouts.

•

Each proposed layout notices different things.

•

We learn something from all the proposals.

•

We don’t have to choose just one approach.

•

Poetry is always greater than such analysis.

POETRY
(i) Two Stanzas: (Creation and Redemption)
15a Who is…

18b Who is…

15b The firstborn …

18c The firstborn …

16a Because in him …

19 Because in him …

(ii) Three stanzas:
15-16 Christ as creator
17-18a Christ as preserver
18b-20 Christ as redeemer

Strophe I
who is the image of the invisible God
the firstborn of all creation,
for in him were created all things
in heaven and on earth
things visible and invisible
[whether thrones or dominions or rulers or powers]

—addition (i)

Transitional Strophe II
all things were created through him and for him
and he himself is before all things
and all things hold together in him
and he himself is the head of the body [the church]

—addition (ii)

Strophe III
who is the beginning
the firstborn from the dead
[so that he himself might have preeminence in all things]
for in him all the fullness was pleased to dwell
and through him to reconcile all things for him,
making peace through him
[through the blood of his cross]
whether things on earth or things in heaven

—addition (iii)

—addition (iv) immediately after “making peace”

Strophe I
who is the image of the invisible God
the firstborn of all creation,
for in him were created all things
in heaven and on earth
things visible and invisible
[whether thrones or dominions or rulers or powers]
Transitional Strophe II
all things were created through him and for him
and he himself is before all things
and all things hold together in him
and he himself is the head of the body [the church]
Strophe III
who is the beginning
the firstborn from the dead
[so that he himself might have preeminence in all things]
for in him all the fullness was pleased to dwell
and through him to reconcile all things for him,
making peace through him
[through the blood of his cross]
whether things on earth or things in heaven

—addition (i)

Potential
reconstruction
With potential
editorial adjustments.
Naturally, we are in the
realm of the possible,
the hypothetical.

—addition (ii)

—addition (iii)

The actual hymn
shows a concentric
structural pattern
(ABCB*A*).

—addition (iv) immediately after “making peace”

POETRY
A

who is the image of the invisible God,
the firstborn of all creation (1:15),
because in him were created all things
in the heavens and upon the earth,
visible and invisible,
whether thrones or lords or rulers or authorities,
all things were created through him and for him (1:16)’

B

and he is before all things
and all things through him hold together (1:17),
and he is the head of the body, the church (1:18a);

B´
A´

who is the beginning
the firstborn from the dead
in order that he may become preeminent in everything (1:18b)
because in him all the fullness was pleased to dwell (1:19)
and through him to reconcile all things to himself,
making peace through the blood of his cross,
whether things on the earth or things in the heavens (1:20).

X

Y

Z.

He is the (a) mage of the (b) invisible God,
the firstborn of all creation (1:15),
because in him were created all things
(a) in the heavens
(b) and upon the earth,
(b) visible (a) and invisible,
(b) whether thrones
(b) or lords
(a) or rulers
(a) or authorities,
(c) all things were created
(d) through him
(e) and for him (1:16)’

B
C
B´

and he is before all things
and all things through him hold together (1:17),
and he is the head of the body, the church (1:18a)

X´

he is the beginning
the firstborn from the dead
in order that he may become preeminent in everything (1:18b)
because in him all the fullness was pleased to dwell (1:19)
(e) and
(d) through him
(c) to reconcile all things to himself,
making peace through the blood of his cross,
(b) whether things on the earth
(a) or things in the heavens (1:20).

Z’

Y’

X

Y

Z.

He is the (a) mage of the (b) invisible God,
the firstborn of all creation (1:15),
because in him were created all things
(a) in the heavens
(b) and upon the earth,
(b) visible (a) and invisible,
(b) whether thrones
(b) or lords
(a) or rulers
(a) or authorities,
(c) all things were created
(d) through him
(e) and for him (1:16)’

B
C
B´

and he is before all things
and all things through him hold together (1:17),
and he is the head of the body, the church (1:18a)

X´

he is the beginning
the firstborn from the dead
in order that he may become preeminent in everything (1:18b)
because in him all the fullness was pleased to dwell (1:19)
(e) and
(d) through him
(c) to reconcile all things to himself,
making peace through the blood of his cross,
(b) whether things on the earth
(a) or things in the heavens (1:20).

Z’

Y’

X

Y

Z.

He is the (a) mage of the (b) invisible God,
the firstborn of all creation (1:15),
because in him were created all things
(a) in the heavens
(b) and upon the earth,
(b) visible (a) and invisible,
(b) whether thrones
(b) or lords
(a) or rulers
(a) or authorities,
(c) all things were created
(d) through him
(e) and for him (1:16)’

B
C
B´

and he is before all things
and all things through him hold together (1:17),
and he is the head of the body, the church (1:18a)

X´

he is the beginning
the firstborn from the dead
in order that he may become preeminent in everything (1:18b)
because in him all the fullness was pleased to dwell (1:19)
(e) and
(d) through him
(c) to reconcile all things to himself,
making peace through the blood of his cross,
(b) whether things on the earth
(a) or things in the heavens (1:20).

Z’

Y’

X

Y

Z.

He is the (a) mage of the (b) invisible God,
the firstborn of all creation (1:15),
because in him were created all things
(a) in the heavens
(b) and upon the earth,
(b) visible (a) and invisible,
(b) whether thrones
(b) or lords
(a) or rulers
(a) or authorities,
(c) all things were created
(d) through him
(e) and for him (1:16)’

B
C
B´

and he is before all things
and all things through him hold together (1:17),
and he is the head of the body, the church (1:18a)

X´

he is the beginning
the firstborn from the dead
in order that he may become preeminent in everything (1:18b)
because in him all the fullness was pleased to dwell (1:19)
(e) and
(d) through him
(c) to reconcile all things to himself,
making peace through the blood of his cross,
(b) whether things on the earth
(a) or things in the heavens (1:20).

Z’

Y’

X

Y

Z.

He is the (a) mage of the (b) invisible God,
the firstborn of all creation (1:15),
because in him were created all things
(a) in the heavens
(b) and upon the earth,
(b) visible (a) and invisible,
(b) whether thrones
(b) or lords
(a) or rulers
(a) or authorities,
(c) all things were created
(d) through him
(e) and for him (1:16)’

B
C
B´

and he is before all things
and all things through him hold together (1:17),
and he is the head of the body, the church (1:18a)

X´

he is the beginning
the firstborn from the dead
in order that he may become preeminent in everything (1:18b)
because in him all the fullness was pleased to dwell (1:19)
(e) and
(d) through him
(c) to reconcile all things to himself,
making peace through the blood of his cross,
(b) whether things on the earth
(a) or things in the heavens (1:20).

Z’

Y’

X

Y

Z.

He is the (a) mage of the (b) invisible God,
the firstborn of all creation (1:15),
because in him were created all things
(a) in the heavens
(b) and upon the earth,
(b) visible (a) and invisible,
(b) whether thrones
(b) or lords
(a) or rulers
(a) or authorities,
(c) all things were created
(d) through him
(e) and for him (1:16)’

B
C
B´

and he is before all things
and all things through him hold together (1:17),
and he is the head of the body, the church (1:18a)

X´

he is the beginning
the firstborn from the dead
in order that he may become preeminent in everything (1:18b)
because in him all the fullness was pleased to dwell (1:19)
(e) and
(d) through him
(c) to reconcile all things to himself,
making peace through the blood of his cross,
(b) whether things on the earth
(a) or things in the heavens (1:20).

Z’

Y’

X

Y

Z.

He is the (a) mage of the (b) invisible God,
the firstborn of all creation (1:15),
because in him were created all things
(a) in the heavens
(b) and upon the earth,
(b) visible (a) and invisible,
(b) whether thrones
(b) or lords
(a) or rulers
(a) or authorities,
(c) all things were created
(d) through him
(e) and for him (1:16)’

B
C
B´

and he is before all things
and all things through him hold together (1:17),
and he is the head of the body, the church (1:18a)

X´

he is the beginning
the firstborn from the dead
in order that he may become preeminent in everything (1:18b)
because in him all the fullness was pleased to dwell (1:19)
(e) and
(d) through him
(c) to reconcile all things to himself,
making peace through the blood of his cross,
(b) whether things on the earth
(a) or things in the heavens (1:20).

Z’

Y’

X

Y

Z.

He is the (a) mage of the (b) invisible God,
the firstborn of all creation (1:15),
because in him were created all things
(a) in the heavens
(b) and upon the earth,
(b) visible (a) and invisible,
(b) whether thrones
(b) or lords
(a) or rulers
(a) or authorities,
(c) all things were created
(d) through him
(e) and for him (1:16)’

B
C
B´

and he is before all things
and all things through him hold together (1:17),
and he is the head of the body, the church (1:18a)

X´

he is the beginning
the firstborn from the dead
in order that he may become preeminent in everything (1:18b)
because in him all the fullness was pleased to dwell (1:19)
(e) and
(d) through him
(c) to reconcile all things to himself,
making peace through the blood of his cross,
(b) whether things on the earth
(a) or things in the heavens (1:20).

Z’

Y’

X

Y

Z.

He is the (a) mage of the (b) invisible God,
the firstborn of all creation (1:15),
because in him were created all things
(a) in the heavens
(b) and upon the earth,
(b) visible (a) and invisible,
(b) whether thrones
(b) or lords
(a) or rulers
(a) or authorities,
(c) all things were created
(d) through him
(e) and for him (1:16)’

B
C
B´

and he is before all things
and all things through him hold together (1:17),
and he is the head of the body, the church (1:18a)

X´

he is the beginning
the firstborn from the dead
in order that he may become preeminent in everything (1:18b)
because in him all the fullness was pleased to dwell (1:19)
(e) and
(d) through him
(c) to reconcile all things to himself,
making peace through the blood of his cross,
(b) whether things on the earth
(a) or things in the heavens (1:20).

Z’

Y’

X

Y

Z.

He is the (a) mage of the (b) invisible God,
the firstborn of all creation (1:15),
because in him were created all things
(a) in the heavens
(b) and upon the earth,
(b) visible (a) and invisible,
(b) whether thrones
(b) or lords
(a) or rulers
(a) or authorities,
(c) all things were created
(d) through him
(e) and for him (1:16)’

B
C
B´

and he is before all things
and all things through him hold together (1:17),
and he is the head of the body, the church (1:18a)

X´

he is the beginning
the firstborn from the dead
in order that he may become preeminent in everything (1:18b)
because in him all the fullness was pleased to dwell (1:19)
(e) and
(d) through him
(c) to reconcile all things to himself,
making peace through the blood of his cross,
(b) whether things on the earth
(a) or things in the heavens (1:20).

Z’

Y’

X

Y

Z.

He is the (a) mage of the (b) invisible God,
the firstborn of all creation (1:15),
because in him were created all things
(a) in the heavens
(b) and upon the earth,
(b) visible (a) and invisible,
(b) whether thrones
(b) or lords
(a) or rulers
(a) or authorities,
(c) all things were created
(d) through him
(e) and for him (1:16)’

B
C
B´

and he is before all things
and all things through him hold together (1:17),
and he is the head of the body, the church (1:18a)

X´

he is the beginning
the firstborn from the dead
in order that he may become preeminent in everything (1:18b)
because in him all the fullness was pleased to dwell (1:19)
(e) and
(d) through him
(c) to reconcile all things to himself,
making peace through the blood of his cross,
(b) whether things on the earth
(a) or things in the heavens (1:20).

Z’

Y’

X

Y

Z.

He is the (a) mage of the (b) invisible God,
the firstborn of all creation (1:15),
because in him were created all things
(a) in the heavens
(b) and upon the earth,
(b) visible (a) and invisible,
(b) whether thrones
(b) or lords
(a) or rulers
(a) or authorities,
(c) all things were created
(d) through him
(e) and for him (1:16)’

B
C
B´

and he is before all things
and all things through him hold together (1:17),
and he is the head of the body, the church (1:18a)

X´

he is the beginning
the firstborn from the dead
in order that he may become preeminent in everything (1:18b)
because in him all the fullness was pleased to dwell (1:19)
(e) and
(d) through him
(c) to reconcile all things to himself,
making peace through the blood of his cross,
(b) whether things on the earth
(a) or things in the heavens (1:20).

Z’

Y’

NEW TESTAMENT FOREGROUND

(i) Wisdom Christology is also found in Hebrews 1:2b-3a; John 1:1-5
and Revelation 3:14.
(ii) A wisdom theme fits the context of the letter—Colossians 1:9; 2:2-3.
(iii) In the exhortation, how to live is described in Colossians 3:1-4:6.

NEW TESTAMENT FOREGROUND

Heb 1:1 After God spoke long ago in various portions and in various
ways to our ancestors through the prophets, 2 in these last days he has
spoken to us in a son, whom he appointed heir of all things, and
through whom he created the world. 3 The Son is the radiance of his
glory and the representation of his essence, and he sustains all things
by his powerful word, and so when he had accomplished cleansing for
sins, he sat down at the right hand of the Majesty on high.

NEW TESTAMENT FOREGROUND
Col 1:9
For this reason we also, from the day we heard about you,
have not ceased praying for you and asking God to fill you with the
knowledge of his will in all spiritual wisdom and understanding,
Col 2:2 My goal is that their hearts, having been knit together in love,
may be encouraged, and that they may have all the riches that
assurance brings in their understanding of the knowledge of the
mystery of God, namely, Christ, 3 in whom are hidden all the treasures
of wisdom and knowledge..

RE BROWN’S COMMENT AGAIN
The Col hymn professes that Christ Jesus
is the image of the invisible God—God’s
son in whom all things were created, in
whom all the fullness of God was pleased
to dwell, and through whom all things
were reconciled to God. How within fifty
years (at the latest) did Christians come
to believe that about a Galilean preacher
who was crucified as a criminal? Like the
other NT hymns, Col 1:15-20 offers a
challenge to understanding the

development of NT Christology . . . Given
the fact that most scholars judge hymns
in the Pauline letters to be prePauline or
nonPauline in origin, one should note
where “high” christological statements in
those hymns are similar to statements in
the prose of the undisputed letters, e.g.,
compare Col 1:16 and 1 Cor 8:6.
(Introduction to the New Testament, p.
617.)

Col 1:15 He is the image of the invisible God,
the firstborn over all creation

For she is a reflection of eternal light, a spotless
mirror of the working of God, and an image of
his goodness. (Wisdom 7:26)

• Image / eikōn = the one who makes the
invisible God visible.
• Pauline language: 1 Corinthians 15:49
and 2 Corinthians 4:4, but in this case
Jesus is image of saved humanity, as it
was meant to be.
• Moving back from salvation to creation.
• If Christ is also the image of God, then
he must always have been so.
• So, the Second Adam existed before
the First Adam — a mild paradox.
• Roots: wisdom was already in the image
of God as we see in Wisdom 7:26.
• Just as Wisdom was seen as God
immanent in creation, Christ was both
sovereign and first within creation and
the divine agent of creation.

Col 1:15 He is the image of the invisible God,
the firstborn over all creation

• First-born likewise combines
creation and salvation.
• Wisdom was “First”: Proverbs 8:22;
and in Philo of Alexandria she,
Wisdom, is the Firstborn.
…because those whom he foreknew he also
• Firstborn points not simply to
predestined to be conformed to the image of his chronology but also to status:
Psalm 89:27
Son, that his Son would be the firstborn among
• First-born is resurrection language:
many brothers and sisters. (Romans 8:29)
Cf. and from Jesus Christ—the
faithful witness, the firstborn from
among the dead, the ruler over the
kings of the earth. (Revelation 1:5)
• Risk: the son is subordinate
(Arianism)

Col 1:16 for all things in heaven and on earth
were created in him—(all things,added in ET)
whether visible or invisible, whether thrones or
dominions, whether principalities or powers—all
things were created through him and for him.

• All things: in twice in Greek to underline a
very comprehensive presentation.
• In, through, for: equally comprehensive
• The interruption: the two dimensions of
reality is also meant to be comprehensive.
• Both parts of the cosmos: the heavenly
(invisible) and the earthy (visible).
• The invisible includes the cosmic powers:
also subordinate to Jesus (perhaps some
were giving them too much significance).
• Each of the four representative names here
—thrones, dominions, principalities, powers
—is mentioned in 2 Enoch 20–22, where in
the seventh heaven angels are set in rank
(see also 2 Maccabees 3:24; 1 Enoch 61:10;
Testament of Levi 3).
• Here, these powers are benign but in v.20
they are hostile and in need of
reconciliation.

Col 1:16 for all things in heaven and on earth
• The prepositions are also
were created in him—all things, whether visible
interesting: in, through, and for.
or invisible, whether thrones or dominions,
• Partly, this is an echo of the role
whether principalities or powers—all things were
of Wisdom in creation in the Old
created through him and for him.
Testament.
• But, the simple word “for” takes
us well beyond the wisdom
tradition.
• The whole cosmos is not simply
in or through, but put in place for
his sake, for the revelation and
the glorification of Christ. This is
both innovative and arresting.
• Something similar is said in v.20.

Col 1:17 He himself is before all things and all
things are held together in him.
For they deliberately suppress this fact, that by
the word of God heavens existed long ago and
an earth was formed out of water and by means
of water. (2 Peter 3:5)

• This is a quick summary of vv. 15 and 16.
• Christ resembles Sophia: cf. Wisdom was
created before all other things, and prudent
understanding from eternity. (Sirach 1:4)
• Christ resembles the Logos: Because of him
each of his messengers succeeds, and by his
word all things hold together. (Sirach 43:26)
• The one involved in the creation of all is also
the one who sustains it, preventing it from
falling into chaos and nothingness.
• Synistēmi, synistanō: a wide range of
meanings: put together, fi t together;
introduce, make known, display, prove to be;
come together, hold together, unite; be
composed of, consist of, have existence in.
• Stoic and Hellenistically influenced cosmology
that understands the world as divided into
constituent individual elements probably has
influenced both this passage and 2 Peter 3:5.

Col 1:18 He is the head of the body, the church,
as well as the beginning, the firstborn from the
dead, so that he himself may become first in all
things.

• The tone has changed: suddenly we seem
to be back down on earth.
• The original Paul had used separately both
head (= authority) and body (= mutual
belonging).
• The hymn joins these images for the first
time, perhaps under the influence of
Hellenistic cosmology.
• The term body (sōma, σῶμα) in v. 18a
could have originally been, or could have
been understood as, a reference to the
cosmos, which was common in Philo of
Alexandria and Hellenistic Judaism; and so
in the second addition the writer specifies
that he understands Christ’s headship as
being over the church as the body.
• Philo used “head” for the Logos as the
ruling principle of the cosmos = the body.

Col 1:18 He is the head of the body, the church, • The Paul of the undisputed letters
already uses this language: Romans
as well as the beginning, the firstborn from the
12:4–5 and 1 Corinthians 10:16–17;
dead, so that he himself may become first in all
12:12–27.
things.

• Here, however, the reference is not to
“a” church but to “the” church, the
universal assembly of the believers.
• Beginning (archē): time and authority.
• Firstborn is explanatory: first, in time,
and also first in authority/origin of the
resurrection of all.
• He was already part of creation (and
first in this that sense); now he is part
of salvation and all that implies.
• The word “all” is present in every verse
of the hymn, occurring 8 times in 6
verses.

Col 1:19 For God was pleased to have all his
fullness dwell in the Son
A literal translation:
For in him it pleased all the fullness to dwell

Col 1:19 hoti en autō eudokēsen pan to
plērōma katoikēsai
Col 1:19 ὅτι ἐν αὐτῷ εὐδόκησεν pᾶν τὸ
pλήρωμα κατοικῆσαι

• The Greek is laconic and translators have to
add words to make the meaning clear.
• The addition of “God” is justified by “For in
him all the fullness of deity lives in bodily
form” (Colossians 2:9).
• The addition of “the Son is justified by “He
delivered us from the power of darkness
and transferred us to the kingdom of the
Son he loves” (Colossians 1:13).
• Fullness: God already fi lls all things (cf.“Do
you not know that I am everywhere?” the
Lord asks. (Jeremiah 23:24).
• Wisdom was said to fi ll all things rather
than to be full of God himself (Wisdom
1:6-7).
• Fullness may well be the language of the
opponents in the letter; here the writer says
such fullness cannot be found apart from
Christ.

Col 1: 20 and through him to reconcile all
• Some scholars try to pin the dwelling
to the baptism or the resurrection; this
things to himself by making peace through the
is perhaps too much precision.
blood of his cross—through him, whether things
• Evidently, God is still the subject of the
on earth or things in heaven.
•
•

•
•
•
•

verbs from verse 19.
Background: an original harmony was
disturbed and needed to be restored.
Paul himself uses the simple form of
the verb to reconcile: in Romans 5:10
and 2 Corinthians 5:18.
The compound form here is found
only here and in Ephesians 2:16.
Himself: i.e. to Christ.
Making peace: taking cosmic view of
the events of salvation.
Blood of his cross: not an expression
found in the undisputed letters.

Col 1: 20 and through him to reconcile all
things to himself by making peace through the
blood of his cross—through him, whether things
on earth or things in heaven.

• The earlier “all things” is
further expanded in verse 20c.
• The heavenly powers are in
the position of emphasis (the
last).
• There is no further
reconciliation or appeasement
of these powers required.

AND SO
•

Against a spirituality which distorts (or
leaves out) the cross and resurrection

•

Against the return to legalistic
observances (self-help asceticism),
which get you nowhere

•

The bridge between Jesus of
Nazareth and the cosmic Christ
(pantocrator) is the cross and the
resurrection

•

Making up what is lacking (Colossians
1:24): making real in the present
moment.

•

Our life is hidden with Christ in God
(Colossians 3:3)

•

Transformation is possible in him
(Colossians 2:6-7; 3:5-17)

QUESTIONS FOR REFLECTION

•

A friend has asked you to give the gist of this presentation: what
would you say?

•

Is there anything in the hymn which “spoke” especially to me?

•

Have I felt the need of reconciliation as found in the hymn?

TASK

•

Take out your Study Bible (Oxford Annotated Bible, Harper Collins
Study Bible, New Jerusalem Study Bible or the Jewish Annotated
New Testament).

•

Go to Colossians 1:15-20 and slowly follow up the references in the
footnotes, giving time to each one.

•

These resonances can greatly enrich our reading of this short
passage.

NEXT STEP

•

Introduction to Ephesians
•

Context, layout, authorship, message.

•

Especially: a detailed comparison with Colossians (see handouts).

•

Thanks for your patience!

