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Discussion of Paul’s use of Scripture has grown exponentially since the publication of
Richard Hays’ Echoes of Scripture in the Letters of Paul twenty years ago. His work has
stimulated important discussions of methods for identifying and interpreting allusions, as well of
analyses of Paul’s hermeneutic. Even though I will treat Colossians as a pseudonymous work,
the recent work on Paul demands that one stake out some initial positions about identifying
allusions and their use in the broader Greco-Roman culture.

A number of interpreters have set out criteria for identifying allusions. Some focus on
the author’s intent, others on whether the readers would have recognized the allusions. This
study will focus on the author’s intent, while crediting the author with enough rhetorical acumen
to use citations in ways that would effectively advance the letter’s argument. Christopher
Beetham is among the most recent interpreters to set out criteria for identifying allusions and
distinguishing them from echoes and parallels. He argues that a passage may be identified as an
allusion only if it meets four criteria: 1) it is an intentional citation, 2) it has a single identifiable
source, 3) it is distinctive enough in its new context that it is recognizable to alert readers (though
audience recognition is not necessary for a reference to be an allusion), and 4) that the author
expects the readers to know the original context of the originating text." His criteria for an echo
are: 1) it may be conscious or unconscious on the part of the author, 2) it must have a single
identifiable source, 3) the author does not intend to direct the audience to the originating text,
and 4) its effectiveness is not determined by whether the precursor was understood by the
readers.

Such stringent criteria offer helpful standards, but some of these seem to assume things
about both the author and the readers that are questionable, even though fairly commonly
assumed. For that reason, | will examine some of these criteria as a starting point for discussing
some common assumptions. The first concerns the thing to which an allusion alludes. Stanley
Porter defines an allusion as a “nonformal invocation by an author of a text (or person, event,
etc.) that the author could reasonably have been expected to know.”? This definition broadens
the category of allusion by including not just specific texts, but also persons and events. With
this definition, the author does not need to have a specific text in mind, only the characteristic
ideas associated with a particular person or event. Studies of the use of Homer in a variety of
types of literature suggest that they employed allusions in this broader way. For example, Plato
sometimes alludes to a particular character from Homer without seeming to have a particular text
in mind.® Such allusions depend on the audience to recognize particular characteristics of that
person, but not that they have a specific text in mind. Similarly, classical playwrights borrow
Homeric allusions and similes without alluding to the specific texts in which they appear.* This
breadth of definition for an allusion, however, does make identifying distinctions between
allusions and echoes more difficult, as Porter’s definition of an echo shows.” Still, New
Testament authors who allude to events such as the exodus do not need to have a specific text in
mind to invoke themes associated with the originating text(s) and events.

Beetham’s criteria also embody the commonly held assumption that allusions should
manifest resonance with what critical scholarship calls the original context.® Given the methods
employed by ancient authors, this seems questionable. The interpretive methods of the ancient



world often seem unconcerned about such an original context. As others (as early as W. D.
Davies) have noted, the more important context is the interpretive use of a text (or event or
person) in the environment of its use.” Again, this is evident in both Judaism and the broader
Greco-Roman environment. It is often the story as it is used in a tradition that determines the
meaning of the allusion in the new text.® Thus, while arguments may be built on interpretations
that ground themselves in the originating texts,’ allusions serve a broader range of purposes
within arguments than providing a specific original textual basis for a given point.*

Some who acknowledge the importance of the use of a text, event, or person in the first
century environment spend a significant amount of study on the original context of a passage in
the Hebrew Bible.*! Once we move beyond Beetham’s discussion of criteria for identifying
allusions, he actually spends more time than most interpreters locating an identified allusion in
its first-century environment. The concern to connect the New Testament usage of the Hebrew
Bible with its historical-critical meaning often seems motivated by a desire to say that the New
Testament author’s usage is legitimate (by our standards).** But this may keep us from
understanding an allusion’s function in a New Testament text.

This does not mean that the use of a passage in the tradition has nothing to do with the
original context of the cited material. Allusive uses of texts often derive their significance from
some attachment to the meaning found in the originating context. This is true for allusions to
Homer (e.g., what characteristics a figure is known for in the Iliad)*® even as it is of Israel’s
Scriptures in second-temple Judaism. Such connections to the originating texts, however, may
be only thematic or general without the precision of critical exegesis.

Drawing on Porter, Stanley, and Beetham, this study will identify as an allusion a passage
that: 1) is an intentional indirect reference, 2) to an identifiable source within the Israel’s
Scriptures (whether a specific text or a person, event, etc.), and that 3) intends to be recognized
by the reader—though this may only be true for those Stanley calls informed readers and
competent readers.’* Less direct allusive material we will call echoes. Even though these are yet
less direct references to a text, event, person, etc., recognition of them may enrich the meaning
for the reader. Our author may live in the language of the text to such an extent that echoes are a
part of his speech. In such cases, the echo may tell us more about the author than it does the
argument he is making at that moment.™ At the same time, such less direct references will
probably be less important to the point the author is making. Stintson’s study of Greek tragedy
finds that less explicit allusions are also less important for the point an author is making. When
an allusion is important to the plot, the author makes it more explicit and provides the necessary
information so that those who would not recognize the allusion do not miss the point.* A
careful writer of other genres will probably take similar precautions.*’

Allusions and Echoes in Colossians
Colossians 1:6, 10—*“bearing fruit and growing”

The phrase “bearing fruit and growing” appears twice within the opening paragraphs of
Colossians’ thanksgiving. A number of interpreters hear echoes of Gen 1:22, 28 in this
expression.™® In those verses the sea creatures and birds in v. 22 and humans in v. 28 are
commanded to “grow (multiply) and fill” the earth. The same expression appears in Gen 9:1 and
7 after the flood and it appears in the singular in Gen 35:11 where God changes Jacob’s name to
Israel. The verbs avEdve and mAnfuve also appear together in Gen 47:27; Jer 3:16 and 23:3.%°
The Jeremiah texts promise that after the exile the people will “grow (multiply) and fill” the
land. The combination of multiplying and filling does seem to have some currency in Genesis



and Jeremiah, but it does not appear in other writings within the LXX. It is never, however, used
metaphorically in these books, but only for the literal increase of animals or humans. Although
there are later texts that use these verbs within the same sentence (e.g., 1 En 5:10—cited by
Beetham as an example of a metaphoric use), the same phrase does not appear (but perhaps the
vocabulary echoes the earlier expression).

Neither does the phrase in the LXX appear in Colossians; rather the letter speaks of
“bearing fruit and growing.” Indeed, these two verses in Colossians are the only places in
biblical Greek that these verbs appear together. However, there is a close parallel in Mk 4:8
where the good seed “brings up fruit and grows” (the same order as in Colossians). In Col 1:6 it
is the gospel that is bearing fruit and growing, just as it is the word that is growing in Mark’s
parable. Further, Acts 6:7 and 12:24 contain the words “grew and filled,” a phrase that does
repeat the language of Genesis and Jeremiah. Acts later says that the “word” “grows and
strengthens” in 19:20. Acts also has Stephen allude to Gen 47:27 (“grow and fill””) in his speech.

The combination of these metaphorical uses of growing in connection with the gospel
message and the language of bearing fruit in Mark (and elsewhere in the Gospels’ traditions)?
suggest that if the author of Colossians is alluding to Scripture with the phrase “bearing fruit and
growing,”# it is Scripture that has been mediated to him through the church’s tradition.?? The
citation does not further the argument significantly. Recognizing an allusion to a tradition about
the word growing and filling would strengthen the claim about the gospel’s growth in 1:6. In
1:10, where attention has turned to the growth of the Colossians themselves, there is more
resonance with the imperatival nature of the similar statement in most Genesis passages and with
the demands in the evangelists’ traditions that Jesus’ followers bear fruit.”® (Such imagery also
appears in the undisputed Paulines—Gal 5:22; Phil 1:11.)

This passage, then, tells us little about the way the author of Colossians uses Scripture. If
he is echoing the Genesis passage(s) or Jeremiah (which itself seems to be alluding to Gen 1), his
oblique reference functions as we suggested for distant echoes; since the reader® understands the
point without knowing the originating text or, perhaps here, the tradition, the author does not
need to devise ways to be certain the readers catch the resonance. Still, if they do hear an echo
of the church’s tradition, their understanding would be enrich by the connections to the broader
use of the metaphor’s association with the growth and spread of the gospel and so reinforce the
point the author is making about the way God is acting through the gospel in 1:6. Alternatively,
they may hear an echo of the image’s imperatival uses when they read 1:10, which calls them to
grow in response to the gospel.?®

Colossians 1:9—*“spiritual wisdom and understanding”

The author of Colossians opens the second paragraph of his thanksgiving/prayer for the
recipients with a request that they be filled with knowledge of God’s will “with all spiritual
wisdom and understanding.” This appeal alludes to Isa 11:2 and echoes Isa 11:9. Colossians
uses the same terms for wisdom and knowledge as Isa 11:2, and Colossians’ use of “spiritual”
draws on the same Isaiah verse which speaks of the future Davidic ruler having a spirit of
wisdom and knowledge. Given this connection with Isaiah 11, it seems probable that the verse
also echoes Isa 11:9, which speaks of this figure being “filled” with knowledge of God. While a
number of passages speak of “wisdom and understanding,”?® no others have as large a cluster of
words and ideas as this Isaiah passage.

The promise of a ruler with knowledge and wisdom that is present in Isaiah 11 appears in
various kinds of second-temple texts that bear the expectation that God’s messiah will have those



characteristics (1 En 49:3-4; Pss. Sol 17:35-43; T. Levi 18:5, 7; 1 QS28b).?” The church’s
understanding of Christ would certainly incline it to identify this figure from Isaiah with Jesus
(Mt 12:21 includes a fairly direct citation of Isa 11:10?%). Thus, the writer and perhaps the
broader church would know aspects of Isaiah 11 as descriptions of Christ.

The request of Col 1:9, however, asks God to give these things to the readers. This may
be a new use of the language of Isaiah, intended to jar the readers because it is not simply a
statement about Christ. Allusions often function to “build a shock of recognition at the
transformation” in meaning that the new use conveys.? Here the disjuncture involves attributing
to all members of the church the characteristics expected in the eschatological messianic figure.
Such a request could serve to reassure the readers of their status among the blessed without
taking up the observances advocated by the teachers Colossians opposes.

As we saw with the previous echo, readers do not need to recognize the citation in order
to get the primary point—namely, they have access to “all spiritual wisdom and understanding”
without adopting the other teaching. If the readers do recognize the allusion, it deepens their
understanding of the point by clearly placing them in the eschatological, messianic time and
perhaps identifying them with the messiah and the blessings he possesses.

Since the author does not make an effort to help the readers identify an allusion here, he
probably thinks they do not need to recognize it to understand his point. Furthermore, he does
not use the allusion to establish a directly disputed point, only to open a way for readers to
understand themselves and the gifts available to them. The vocabulary of Scripture may add
weight to the request and to their vision of themselves, but it does not function directly as an
authority here. Again, it is difficult to know whether the author knows this passage primarily
from reading Isaiah or whether it comes to him principally through the church’s use of the
passage. Since the author is Jewish and since he alludes to language from Isaiah 11 that no other
New Testament author cites, he probably knows this text directly. We cannot tell whether he
knows this chapter of the prophet from a collection of texts (e.g., a testimonium) or from the full
text of Isaiah.

Colossians 1:12-14—exodus motif (“inheritance,” “rescued,” “redemption’)

As 1:12-14 introduces the liturgical material of 1:15-20, it draws on a number of themes
associated with the exodus in biblical texts and later tradition. In addition, it employs some
preformed confessional material.** Among the elements of these verses that echo exodus motifs
are the metaphors for salvation: “share of the inheritance,” “rescued,” and “redemption.” The
combination of these images seems to allude to Ex 6:6-8 primarily, but also to echo other texts
that speak of God’s acts in the exodus narrative and of the establishment of David’s house. The
echo of 2 Sam 7:12-14, 18, where God promises to be a father to David’s descendants and David
declares that his house is not worthy of this honor, is particularly strong.

In Col 1:12 the author assures the recipients that they have been qualified to receive “the
share of the inheritance of the saints in light.” The terms used in this phrase echo language used
to describe the portion of the land that the Israelites would receive in Canaan. Mepis and
kApos, along with kAnpovopos, are used in Israel’s Scriptures to describe their possessing of
the land. Both pepis and kAfjpos are rare in the New Testament (kAfpos appears 10 times, 4 of
which are quotations or clear allusions to Ps 22:19, two of which speak of casting lots, and none
of them are in the Pauline corpus; uepis appears only four other times, with only one of those
occurrences is in the Pauline corpus [1 Cor 6:15]). The rarity of the terms increases the
likelihood that they are drawn from earlier texts or traditions. The only places these two terms



appear together in the LXX are in passages that speak of the Levites not receiving a “share and
inheritance” in the land (Num 18:20-21; Deut 10:9; 12:12; 14:27; 18:1; Josh 14:2-4; 18:6-7).
Thus, this formulation of what God has done for believers in Christ draws its language from this
tradition, but makes a very different claim—namely, that believers do receive the inheritance.*
Still this association with taking possession of the land ties this expression to the exodus motif.

Various Jewish texts draw on the metaphor of inheritance to speak of the blessings of the
eschatological time.3* So this metaphor was in current usage for the church or this author to
adapt.

Colossians does not seem to draw this expression directly from the biblical text; rather, it
has been mediated to this author through the church’s tradition. The uncommon reference to God
as father in the Pauline texts combined with these unusual terms suggests that the author is
relying on traditional formulations here.** This sense is strengthened by the many parallels
between this passage and Acts 26:18, a passage in which Luke has Paul describe his own
conversion. Among those parallels is use of the metaphor of inheritance (kAnpos) for salvation.
This increases the possibility that the readers would recognize that the writer has incorporated
material from the tradition that adds weight to his assertion.

Colossians1:13-14 more certainly incorporates confessional material.** This tradition
alludes to Ex 6:6-8, which was also echoed in the inheritance language used in Col 1:12.%° In
Exodus 6, God tells the Israelites that he is rescuing them, ransoming them, and giving them a
new land. The exodus is clearly one of the strains of Israel’s story that Paul expected his
churches to know (see e.g., 1 Cor 10:1-13). Thus, we can expect readers in a Pauline church to
recognize that elements of these images of salvation are derived from that narrative. Exodus 6:6-
8, with its concentration of metaphors, may be one of the texts with which Pauline churches
would be familiar.

The echo of Exodus 6, however, a part of the traditional formulation that Colossians cites
more directly. While the audience hears resonances with God’s acts in the exodus, this language
also counters claims Rome makes for itself. Thus, they probably heard multiple layers of
reverberations in this allusion to the tradition. The origin of these metaphors is the exodus
narrative and perhaps Ex 6:6-8, but the meanings have expanded in Colossians to include both
earthly and heavenly beings and cosmic rescue and transfer into an eschatological realm. The
connections are clear, so are the expansions.

There may also be an echo of 2 Sam 7:12-14, 18 here in the reference to God’s “beloved
son.” In the Samuel passage, God promises to be the father of David’s descendants and says
they will be his sons. David’s response is to ask why God has loved him so much.

The expression “beloved son” appears nowhere else in the Pauline corpus, but this
formulation in Colossians follows closely the use of this title in the announcements at Jesus’
baptism as recorded in the Synoptics. So this expression within the confessional material
probably draws on a widely known church tradition about Jesus’ identity, perhaps already
associated with his baptism. Either the church or the author of Colossians would find such
interpretations ready to hand because this promise to David’s descendants had already been
given a messianic meaning in second-temple Judaism. Perhaps this begins with Neh 13:26,
which recalls the Samuel text. This interpretation also appears in Ps of Sol 17 and at Qumran in
4QFlor 1, 1-12 and 4Q252 5, 1-4.%® Even without those assurances from prior texts, we would
expect the church to draw on 2 Samuel 7 once it had interpreted Jesus as a reigning messianic
figure (see below the use of Ps 110 in the church’s tradition as evidence that they assigned Jesus
this identity at an early time). For Gentile readers who did not have a developed sense of



messianic expectation, it would probably be more meaningful for them to hear resonance with a
traditional ecclesial formulation than to hear it as a fulfillment of the hope for a Davidic
messianic figure.

If most of the imagery and vocabulary of Col 1:12-14 appear as citations of pre-formed
confessional material, we learn nothing about the way the author of Colossians reads or uses
Scripture in his argument. We do see that he values and expects his audience to value the
traditions of the church. He expects these citations to bolster his argument as he reminds the
audience of things they have confessed about Christ and the blessings they have received through
him.

Colossians 1:15-20

The pre-formed liturgical material Colossians inserts at 1:15-20 contains a number of
allusions to and echoes of Israel’s Scriptures. These include the references to the “image of
God” (Gen 1:26, 28), the firstborn (Ps 89:27 [88:28 LXX]; Ex 4:22-23), Christ as the beginning
and a participant in creation (Prov. 8:22-31), and God’s indwelling in Christ (Ps 68:16 [67:17
LXX]). These various citations function in different ways within the passage.

The allusions to Proverbs 8 and the development of the wisdom tradition adopted in this
liturgy represent a use of scripture as a foundation on which believers constructed new
understandings of Jesus.®” Proverbs has wisdom say that God created her at the beginning
(xpxm; v. 22) before anything else was created, then she participates with God in the work of
creation (vv. 27-28). As Wisdom of Solomon develops this idea, she is the image (€1kcov) of
God’s goodness (7:26). Dunn argues that the development of the idea of wisdom as the image of
God bridges the gap between God and the visible world.*®® The person or community who
composed the liturgy that Colossians incorporates shifts such ideas to Christ and expands the role
of Christ beyond what the wisdom tradition said about hypostasized Wisdom. Most notably, “all
things” were not only made through and exist in Christ, but also exist “for him” (vv. 16-17).
Thus, the author of this liturgical tradition uses Scripture, as interpreted in a community with
which he was conversant, as a starting point for reflection about the nature and work of Christ.*
The second strophe adds an eschatological dimension to this reflection.

This liturgy draws on multiple passages of Scripture. The reference to Christ as the
“image of God” in v. 15 also alludes, perhaps second-handedly (and so should be classified as an
echo), to the language of Gen 1:26-28,%° even as it also adapts such terminology from what the
wisdom tradition claimed for Wisdom.** This language probably does not reflect a “new Adam”
Christology, since we find no clear references to such a theology in the liturgy. Following
Burney, N. T. Wright argues that this poetic material evokes a tradition in which Gen 1:1 and
Prov 8:22 are mutually explanatory. Whether or not Burney’s more detailed explication of the
passage is correct, the liturgy’s author intends to apply to Jesus all that might be said about
Wisdom while glancing at interpretations of the Genesis creation narratives.”> The context of
creation and the similarity of language (including the repetitions of “all” which are also found in
Gen 1:28-31) support this reading. While the text draws on the language of the Genesis creation
narrative (perhaps as used in the Wisdom tradition), there is no clear theological development
from Genesis in this text. At the same time, the liturgy does seem to depend on the wisdom
tradition’s prior interpretation of “image” to add significance to its initial assertion.

Calling Christ “firstborn” draws on both broad cultural understandings of this status and
Jewish understandings of the place of Israel and Israel’s king. As noted in connection with Col
1:12-14, the church’s tradition interpreted Christ through the Davidic promises found in 2 Sam



7:12-14, 18 in which God promises to be a father to David’s descendants. The beginning of each
strophe of Colossian’s liturgy presses the image further by identifying Christ as God’s
“firStborﬂ'"43 the firstborn of creation in v. 15 and the firstborn of the church (the new creation)
inv. 18.

“Firstborn” conveys both priority and status, which were combined in general cultural
use. Both ideas are also important in both strophes of the Colossian liturgy. Verses 15-16 assert
Christ’s superior status in relation to all of creation by asserting his priority—he was in existence
before all other beings who might offer something to or make threats against church members. If
this passage draws, in part, from Ex 4:22-23 (where Israel is named God’s firstborn) the
emphasis is on status not priority, but the status of Christ depends on his prior existence that
permits him to participate in the creation of all other beings. There is no reason to suspect that
the author of the liturgy has in view questions about whether Christ was a created or eternal
being—his point requires only temporal priority.

Colossians 1:18 clearly relates chronological priority and superior status, as the 1o
clause indicates: Christ is the “firstborn from the dead so that he might have preeminence in all
things.” This statement (whether inserted by the author of Colossians or not) assigns Christ the
highest position in the church by identifying him as the one through whom God initiated the
eschatological time by raising him from the dead. As the first to experience resurrection, Christ
has superior status in relation to everyone within the church (that is, those who will experience
resurrection), just as priority in (or to) creation positioned him above all created beings.

It seems probable that the liturgy’s identification of Christ as firstborn alludes to uses of
Ps 89:27 [88:28 LXX], a psalm that celebrates the covenant with David and his descendants.
This psalm has God call David’s descendant God’s firstborn to assign him the rank of highest
king on earth. The liturgist of Colossians accepted the church’s interpretation of Christ as the
awaited descendant of David who now has a cosmic role (see e.g., Acts 2:25-36, esp. v. 30
combined with the many places that cite Ps 110:1 to assert Christ’s exaltation) and as the
firstborn from the dead (e.g., Rom 8:29). Only the cosmic aspect of this status (not the Davidic
or national meaning) plays a role here. Such interpretations of Christ depend on Ps 89 (and 110),
but it is difficult for us to determine whether the writer of this liturgy knows those passages
directly from Scripture or primarily through their uses within the church. Still, this does seem to
be a place where Scripture has served as a basis for developing the church’s understanding of
Christ.

A final echo of Scripture appears in v. 19, where the liturgist asserts that “all the fullness
was pleased to dwell in him.” Psalm 68:16 (67:17 LXX) speaks of God being pleased to live in
Mt. Zion.*® The Pauline school knows this psalm, as we see by its use in Eph 4:8.%° The liturgy
in Colossians transfers the psalm’s declaration about a place to a person. Beyond this psalm,
there are a number of passages that speak of God dwelling in Jerusalem or the temple, enough
that we may see it as a recognizable theme.*” The combination of the presence of euSokécw with
koTolkéwd makes Ps 68 the more likely immediate source of the theme.

The liturgy adds “all the fullness”*® to the psalm’s declaration about Jerusalem as it shifts
its reference to Christ. This is the earliest extant instance of the church using this language to
claim that all of God’s fullness was present in Christ.*® It is not surprising to see such
affirmations arising in liturgical contexts rather than in theological argumentation. The early
church’s experience of God through Christ in worship contexts seems to be the origin of some of
its exalted claims about Christ. If this is the case here, the Colossians liturgy is an example of
the ways the church developed their ideas about Christ by combining their reading of Scripture



and their corporate experience of the presence of God in worship. In this case, their worship
experience seems to shape their reading of Scripture more than the “original context” of the
passage.

If it is correct that Col 1:15-20 is a preformed piece (even with some editorial insertions),
its use of Scripture tells us nothing about how the author of Colossians uses Israel’s Scripture. It
does indicate that the church drew on Scripture through interpretive traditions present within
Judaism; that is, it did less consultation of the context of the originating texts and relied more on
the ways those texts were mediated through prior and contemporaneous readings. We see this
particularly in the liturgy’s use of the wisdom tradition. The other reading matrix that seems
prominent here is that of the church’s worship experience. The use of Ps 68 and the wider theme
present there suggests that the words of Scripture found new meanings in such settings, such that
the newly assigned meaning becomes more important than the meanings evoked by the text’s
original context.® The function citations have in the persuasiveness of the liturgy before its
incorporation into Colossians remains unclear. The church’s prior use of the texts seems more
significant than the power these citations wield as proofs from Scripture. Yet, the allusive use of
the language of Scripture probably added weight to the assertions as they were first recited. It
may be, however, that once the liturgy became known, the use of its language it carried more
persuasive weight than the perhaps more distant echo of Scripture.

Colossians 2:11—*“Circumcision not done with hands”

In Col 2:11-12, the writer asserts that at baptism believers receive a “circumcision not
done with hands.” In some ways this is a difficult interpretation of baptism because gentiles
generally did not see circumcision as a good thing.”* Use of this metaphor and the shift in
pronouns in the middle of v. 13 (from second person plural to first person plural) suggests that
the author of Colossians was Jewish, while the recipients of the letter were not.

This metaphor derives from figurative uses of circumcision in two prophets and
Deuteronomy. Jeremiah 4:4 and Deuteronomy 10:16 call on the people to circumcise their
hearts so they can serve God properly. Colossians 2:11 parallels Ezekiel 44:7, 9 by speaking of
those who are uncircumcised of flesh and heart. Deuteronomy 30:6 is the only passage in the
Hebrew Bible that speaks of God circumcising the hearts of the people, something God will do
after the exile.®* Because only this text has God as the one acting, Beetham identifies Deut 30:6
as the specific text to which Col 2:11 alludes.® However, to make this argument he must
assume that the author of Colossians (whom he identifies as Paul) knows the Hebrew text of this
passage and makes his own translation because the LXX changes the terminology so that it says
God will “purify” rather than circumcise their hearts. The figurative use of circumcision to
speak of purifying one’s life was current in the first century among at least some Jews, as its use
at Qumran indicates (1QS 5.5). Furthermore, Phil 3:3, along with Rom 2:28-29 and 2 Cor 3:3,>
suggest that using circumcision in a metaphorical sense was known within the Pauline
communities.”

Given the few precise wording parallels (which consist only in that all use a form of
TePITEUVC OF TeptToun) with a specific text it seems best to see Col 2:11 as an allusion to the
tradition of using circumcision as a metaphor rather than to a specific text. Beyond the small
number of vocabulary parallels, none of the earlier texts (or indeed any other text in the whole
LXX) use dxelpomoinTos.>

Knowledge of the meaning of circumcision indicates that the readers possess at least
some broad understanding of Jewish religious practices and that those practices have their roots



in the Scriptural stories. Perhaps these include the stories of Abraham and the exodus. They
perhaps also know of the metaphorical of use this ritual in the texts. Yet, if they do not know the
specifics of the textual use of the image, they will miss little of the meaning conveyed in
Colossians. They do need to understand circumcision as an initiatory rite and as related to
covenant membership. The metaphoric use of circumcision in Deuteronomy, Qumran, and
Philippians speak of an eschatological reality. Since the circumcision of the Colossians is
performed by God, it as an eschatological act that signals their admission into the covenant
community.

Colossians 2:13—"in the uncircumcision of your flesh”

Colossians 2:13 continues the metaphorical use of circumcision that began in 2:11. Now
the writer comments that the Gentile readers were “dead in trespasses and the uncircumcision
[or: foreskin] of your flesh.” This expression parallels the reference to those uncircumcised in
flesh and heart in Ezek 44:7, 9. The closer word parallel comes from the expression “flesh of
foreskin” found in the LXX in Gen 17:11, 14, 24, 25; Lev 12:3; and Judith 14:10. The
expression seems to have the narrative of Abraham’s circumcision in mind since the phrase
appears most often in that text, which recounts the initiation of the rite as a symbol of covenant
membership, and so of a special relationship with God. Similarly, Colossians uses the phrase in
connection with the transition of the readers from outsiders to being those forgiven and granted a
relationship with God. Colossians, however, reverses the order of the wording so that it speaks of
the “foreskin of the flesh” rather than the “flesh of the foreskin” as in the LXX passages.”’

Cannon identifies Col 2:13 as a part of a section composed of a collection of baptismal
confessions.”® We noted in connection with Col 2:11 that the metaphor of circumcision of the
heart was used in some circles within Judaism and was already a part of the Pauline tradition.
Other Christian writers as early as Irenaeus (Adv. Haer. 4.16.1) and Tertullian (Adv. lud. 3)
connect Genesis 17 and spiritual circumcision, so it could well be a part of the church’s
confessional traditions at a very early stage.*® If this statement does derive from traditional
material (whether Christian or Jewish), Colossians’ use of the expression may rely on those
traditions rather than on a direct appropriation of the Genesis text.

The readers do not need to recognize an allusion to Genesis 17 to understand fully the
point of the statement in Colossians. They are certainly aware of the distinction between Jews
and Gentiles that circumcision marks and they recognize that this difference is theologically
important. The central point of the opening clause of v. 13 is to identify the status of the non-
Jewish readers prior to their incorporation into Christ; they were dead in sin and this was
manifested in their uncircumcision, the sign that they were outside of God’s covenant.

Again, this use of Scripture by the author shows us little about his method of
appropriating it. If he is drawing on the Genesis text directly, he alludes to a memorable phrase
in a well-known story. Since the originating text told of the initiation of the symbol of the
covenant, it is well suited to his comparison with baptism as the rite that brings believers
forgiveness and relationship with God. But only this general significance of the story functions
within the argument of Colossians. Yet its point is clear without recognizing the allusion; the
metaphor points to a crucial change.

If this reference to Genesis 17 is mediated to the author of Colossians through the
church’s traditions, as seems somewhat probable, it tells us nothing about the way he
appropriates Scripture because this usage was determined before he adapted the tradition for his
argument. In this case, the reference is more of an echo of the originating text than it is an



intentional allusion. Still, combined with the reference to circumcision in Col 2:11, it seems that
the writer intentionally cites baptismal traditions and assumes his readers will recognize and
accept them as good evidence for the points he is making. The incorporation of this symbol into
baptismal traditions indicates that the framers of those traditions thought the metaphor conveyed
important ideas. The persistence of the tradition and its presence in Colossians suggest that early
Gentile Christ-confessors were taught the meaning of circumcision and at least the broadest
outline of the Abraham narrative. This is the case whether or not the audience of Colossians
recognized a citation of Scripture.

Colossians 2:16—*“festivals, new moons, and Sabbaths”

The author of Colossians characterizes the demands of the teachers he opposes with a list
that seems to allude to Scripture; he says they require observance of “festivals, new moons, and
Sabbaths.” This summary of Jewish calendrical celebrations appears in Hos 2:13 (LXX) and
Ezek 45:17. The same three festal occasions serve as a summary, though in reversed order, in 1
Chron 23:31; 2 Chron 2:3 (LXX); and 31:3.%° In their original contexts, these lists serve very
different purposes. In Hosea the summary lists the things God will not accept because of the
people’s worship of Baal, but in Ezekiel it sets out the things expected when the temple is
restored after the exile. The uses of the summary in Chronicles simply list expectations about
celebrations at the temple.®® Still, in all these places, the three types of observances serve as an
inclusive summary for holy days within Judaism. The same list appears in 1QM 2:4 (in the order
of Hosea, Ezekiel, and Colossians), where it summarizes observances at which the community’s
leaders will preside. At a later time, Justin Martyr (Dial 8.4) has the same three elements as a
summary of Jewish observances. Thus, this is a known way to refer to Jewish festal observances
as a whole.

Colossians also uses this list as a summary of Jewish observances, but makes no further
use of it. It seems unlikely that the author is unaware that the list functions as a summary
elsewhere. Given that he wants his audience to reject observance of these festivals, he does not
have the Ezekiel passage in mind. Though Hosea has God reject these observances, the prophet
issues no call for the people to discontinue them. Thus, Colossians does not have the context of
a particular text in view, even as he alludes to a Scriptural summary of Jewish observances.®? If
he is citing Scripture, we see nothing of his interpretive method beyond that he draws on its
language, perhaps to give a more authoritative tone to his assertion. Given this phrase’s general
usage, however, it remains unclear whether the author knows the summary from a broader
tradition of usage or from the biblical texts. The former seems more likely, without that
implying that he does not know that it has a biblical formulation.

If the audience recognizes this allusion, it is probably because they know it as a summary
of observances rather than knowing it from a particular biblical text.®® Even if they know it from
a text, this adds little to its meaning as a summary, perhaps only adding a sense of
authoritativeness to the assertion which simply repeats the phrase without giving it any
interpretation.

Colossians 2:22—"*human commands and teachings”

The second evaluation of the opponents’ regulations that Colossians gives in 2:22 alludes
to Isa 29:13 to charge that they have their origin in “human commands and teachings,” rather
than in divine commands. The terms tvtoAua and Sidaokalia each appear only four times in
the LXX,% and they appear together only in Isa 29:13. Thus the reference to this Isaiah passage



seems certain and intentional. Beyond this similar wording, the Jesus tradition explicitly and
more extensively quotes this Isaiah passage to accuse the Pharisees of hypocrisy in a dispute
about ritual practices (Mt 15:8-9; Mk 8:6-7). Its use in the Jesus tradition is more significant
because no other Jewish sources of the period cite Isa 29:13.%®> Furthermore, tvtaApo appears
only three times in the New Testament, these two Gospel texts and Col 2:22. Thus, the recipients
of Colossians probably recognize this allusion to Isaiah through its presence in the Jesus
tradition.®® Its absence in other sources suggests that the author of Colossians also knows its
presence there and thinks of utilizing it in Colossians because of that usage.®’

Both the originating text and the Jesus tradition use this formula to condemn other
teachings.®® Colossians uses it for the same purpose.®® The author does not develop any
theological points from this citation, he simply brings its words forward and applies them to the
other teaching to bolster his argument. Thus, he expects such a reference to the words of
Scripture to wield authority among the readers. He believes, it seems, the readers hold that the
words of Scripture as quoted by Jesus, even when placed in a new setting with no explicit
interpretive justification, provide an authoritative message about the new setting.

The writer of Colossians expects the audience to understanding this phrase as a
condemnation because it comes between two other condemning evaluations. Thus, even if they
do not recognize the allusion, they will still understand the accusation correctly. This is
particularly so in a context in which the other teachers claim to receive instruction from heavenly
beings. If the readers do recognize the allusion, knowing that it is from Scripture gives the
assertion more authority. The probability that the audience recognizes this allusion is increased
because its use in the Jesus tradition identifies these words as a quotation of Isaiah. If the
audience knows of the citation’s presence among the words of Jesus, this adds yet more authority
to these words. Indeed, the appearance of the phrase in Isaiah and the mouth of Jesus makes it a
devastating critique of the other teaching.

Colossians 3:1—*“seated at the right hand of God”

The theme-setting paragraph of 3:1-5 begins with an exhortation (*seek the things
above”) and supporting affirmations that draw on the exaltation of Christ (he is “above” and
“seated at God’s right hand”). The claim that Christ is seated at the right hand of God alludes to
Ps 110 (109 LXX), a Davidic exaltation psalm. New Testament writers cite this psalm more
often than any other.”® Thus, it was well-known in the church. It served as an early
interpretation of the resurrection of Christ, helping believers rethink their eschatology and
contributing significantly to the development of early Christology. O’Brien asserts that it “was
an essential and regular element in the early apostolic preaching,” as evidenced by its presence in
the Gospels, Acts, Paul, Hebrews, 1 Peter, and Revelation.”* Similarly, Hengel identifies this
exaltation motif as “an extremely old Christological formula” that goes back to Ps 110."
Beyond the existence of this well-attested tradition of using Ps 110 to interpret the death and
resurrection/exaltation of Christ, a number of interpreters find a quotation of a preformed
tradition in Col 3:1. Its phraseology has a sort of “creedal character.””® So it may well be a
fairly direct quotation of a set formulation of that tradition.” Leppa argues more specifically
that Col 3:1 draws directly on Rom 8:34 rather than directly on the Psalm because there are more
consecutive words from Romans than from the Psalm.”

The author of Colossians seems to expect recognition and acceptance of this assertion
about Christ, since he offers no substantiation for it. The citation provides support for the
exhortation to “seek the things above,” but the author does not use the psalm to ground any more



extensive Christological claims.” His use of the psalm assumes the appropriateness of applying
its Davidic acclamation to Christ and expanding the claim to cosmic proportions. Since this
interpretation of the psalm was so pervasive in the church’s tradition, it may be that the author is
simply accepting the church’s interpretation without exercising his own hermeneutic.””

Given that the tradition’s use of Ps 110 includes, in places even emphasizes (Mk 12:36;
Lk 20:41-44; Acts 2:33-35; Heb 1:13), explicit mention that it is a biblical citation, the readers
probably recognize both that it is a foundational confession of the church and that it is built on
Scripture. The church’s extensive use of this psalm testifies to its usefulness as believers
explored ways to understand the death and resurrection of Christ. We see nothing of the
interpretive methods of the author of Colossians because he does not develop the implications of
the application of the psalm to Christ beyond what already existed in the tradition.

Colossians 3:10—*"according to the image of the one who created it”

In Colossians 3:8-11, the author asserts that believers must rid themselves of vices
because they have been granted a new life, they have put on a “new self” that is constantly being
renewed “according to the image of the one who created it.” The mention of a person
(avBpwotos) being created in the image (E1kcdv) of the one who creates it clearly alludes to Gen
1:26-27, where God creates the avfpcwmos in God’s own image. In Colossians, the person
created is an eschatological person, who is still in the process of being created as the person
conforms his/her life to the ethical expectations Colossians sets out for believers.”

As always in the Pauline corpus, the creator is God. Even where Christ is the agent of
creation, as in Col 1:15-17, God remains the creator. Thus, in 3:10 God creates the new,
eschatological person in God’s own image. It is probably correct to identify this image of God
with Christ,” so that the believer is both created and renewed on an ongoing basis in the image
of Christ. Thus, this act of creation is not a single moment, but a continuing act of God that
helps believers live as Colossians prescribes. This assertion infuses the Genesis creation
narrative with new meaning. First, it sees the eschatological moment as a new act of creation
that has important parallels with the original creation (perhaps we could call this a typological
relationship). Second, the new creative act has a new “image” of God according to whose
likeness the new person is made.®® Third, the ethical significance of being created in the image
of God dominates Colossians’ comments about the created person, while reigning over creation
is dominant in the LXX’s Genesis account.®

This use of Genesis 1:26 draws on the general theme of creation and uses the vocabulary
of the originating text to make new theological assertions. The apocalyptic tradition often saw
the eschaton as a new act of creation, as the moment when the world would be as God intended
it. The early church, as an apocalyptic movement, accepted new creation as a way to articulate
what God was doing in Christ and in their communities (e.g. 2 Cor 5:16-21; Gal 6:15). Thus,
drawing on a creation text to give expression to that theology seems natural. Further, since
Christ was already seen as the pattern for eschatological existence in the Pauline tradition (see 1
Cor 15:20-49), it was a small step to adopt the language of “image” in the process of drawing on
the creation narrative (especially since 1:15 has already called Christ the “image of God”). The
baptismal liturgy in Gal 3:26-28 shows that the Genesis creation narrative had already been
associated with the eschatological creation and that the church saw the beginning of that new
creation breaking into the world in the baptism of its members.

The innovative move of Colossians is to use this creation language to ground
exhortation.®? He creates a tension in this use of Gen 1:26, which points to a single act of



creation, by talking about a continual renewal of this newly created person. This makes the
phrase express a partially realized eschatology—the new is here, yet it is still being formed. By
mentioning this tension, the author grants the recipients a new identity, but can still exhort them
to strive to live more ethical lives as they are empowered by God’s continuing renewal of their
new selves.

The use of Gen 1:26-27 in Col 3:10 is more fully integrated into the argument than any
other passage of Scripture we have seen the author of the letter employ. His interpretation of
Gen 1:26-27 draws on contemporaneous eschatological thought so that the experience of the
church is a new enactment of the original creation narrative. Thus, again, the primary matrix for
interpretation is usage in the first century rather than the originating historical or literary context.
Put more carefully, the meaning of the originating text for Colossians develops as a result of the
interplay among originating context, contemporaneous usage in Judaism and the early church,
and the situation the author addresses. But once again we may not be able to fully attribute these
exegetical methods to the author of Colossians.

Colossians 3:11 clearly cites (and probably augments) the same baptismal tradition that
Paul cites in Gal 3:26-28 and 1 Cor 12:13. The language beginning in Col 3:9b derives from a
baptismal context (put on/put off; old person/new person). A number of interpreters argue that
all of vv. 9b-11rely on a new creation baptismal tradition.®® If this is the case, the author of
Colossians has probably inserted “being renewed in knowledge” into the formulation since it
stands in some tension with the already accomplished creation of the “new person” in the
surrounding material and since the phrase better integrates the citation into the argument of 3:5-
11.

If the citation of the confessional tradition does not begin until v. 11, Colossian’s
treatment of Gen 1:26-27 is still dependent on Paul’s earlier use of the new creation motif. Thus,
we learn little of this writer’s exegetical techniques or hermeneutical methods; he is accepting
and adapting previous Pauline exegesis, probably more because it is from Paul than because he
thinks it reflects proper exegetical method. We do get some indication of the way Colossians
deals with Scripture here because he applies the tradition and its use of Scripture in a new way.
In a more specific manner than what we find in earlier Pauline materials, this use of Genl1:26-27
in connection with the new creation motif serves as the grounds for ethical exhortation. Thus,
either he takes the interpretation of the text current in the church and puts it to this new use or he
uses the new creation theme to develop an interpretation of Gen 1:26-27 that serves his rhetorical
purpose. He draws out the newly found meaning and uses it to ground his exhortation. It may
be important that the author does not simply allude to Scripture, he supports the allusion with a
citation of a well-known confession (v. 11). He seems, then, to think that the combination of
Scripture and tradition is more persuasive than relying on the authority of Scripture alone.

If Colossians is citing a baptismal confession here, the author probably expects the
audience to recognize it. Application of that confession would lend weight to his exhortation. If
v. 10 is not part of such a confession, it seems likely that many readers would catch his allusion
to the creation narrative and its understanding of humanity as being created in God’s image.
They would probably at least recognize the Pauline theme of new creation. The support of
Scripture or the Pauline tradition (or both) serves to make the exhortation more authoritative. At
the same time, the allusion provides a basis for the writer’s interpretation of the eschatological
situation in which believers live.

3:12—*"as elect of God, holy”



Following his citation of the baptismal confession in Col 3:(10-)11, the author prepares to
resume his explication of proper moral behavior by setting out the identity believers receive in
their baptism: they are the “elect of God, holy and beloved.” Some interpreters hear an echo of
Deut 7:6-8 in these titles.®* The Deuteronomy text says that God elected Israel (though
Colossians uses ekAekTos, a noun that does not appear in the Deuteronomy passage, or anywhere
in the Torah with this meaning) and it calls Israel holy. In addition, it calls Israel to obey God’s
commands. These parallels may suggest that the way Colossians identifies believers in 3:12
echoes this particular passage. Furthermore, the language and theme of election are uncommon
in Paul; this noun appears in the undisputed Paulines only in Rom 8:33 and 16:13.%°

Rather than being an echo of Deut 7:6-8, however, it seems more probable that Col 3:12
echoes the theme of election, not a specific passage. There are no occurrences of ekAekTos and
aytos together in the LXX, though the idea that God requires holiness of the chosen people is
common. This is at least the fourth time Colossians has referred to believers as holy or as saints
(1:2, 4, 26; and perhaps 1:12 [saints of light]; see also 1:22 [“to present you holy]”). So the
holiness of believers is a theme of Colossians, and a reference to their possession of holiness is
particularly apt here as a sanction for ethical living. Calling these Gentile believers “chosen” or
“elect” may identify them with the heritage and promises of God to Israel,® though we may
wonder what that would mean to them or how important identification with Israel would be.?’
After all, the theme of election appears rather infrequently in the New Testament.®® Still,
asserting that these readers were chosen by God is important because it emphasizes that “the
status of believers stems from a divine decision.”®® Connecting this divine action with the
demand for holiness fits the model of election that we know from Israel’s Scriptures.®

Any member of the audience who could relate “elect of God” and “holy” to a specific
passage would have to be thoroughly immersed in the study of Scripture. Many more might
recognize the theme of the relationship between election and holiness that is implicit in much of
the biblical text. The audience would gain little by recognizing an echo of a particular passage or
even knowing that the theme draws on Scripture. The connection between being one of God’s
people and proper living is already well established in Colossians.®* Even if this were not the
case, 3:12 makes the connection clear. Thus, while the point is an important one for Colossians,
this phrase’s possible echo of Scripture does little to undergird the argument.

3:20—"Children, obey your parents”

Given the prominence of the Ten Commandments within the narrative of the exodus
story, it seems unlikely that the audience of Colossians would fail to recognize that the command
for children to obey their parents is one of the Sinai commands. This probability is strengthened
by the place this command holds in Josephus’s apology for Judaism (C. Ap. 2.28, 31). When the
author of Colossians says that obeying one’s parents is “pleasing in the Lord,” he may be
echoing the sanction given this command in both Ex 20:12 and Deut 5:16. In both, observing
this command brings the promise of a long life in the promise land. The author of Ephesians
quotes the command and makes this connection to the promise explicit (6:2-3). Citation of the
promise may indicate that the tradition in which both Colossians and Ephesians stand had
already begun to emulate the prominence this command receives in the Decalogue by having a
promise attached to it.

If the author of Colossians expects his reference to remind the readers of the promise
found in the Decalogue, his purpose seems to skew the expected promise. Instead of saying that
such conduct is pleasing to the Lord, he says it is pleasing in the Lord. This changes the frame of



reference in ways that may be significant, indeed, necessary for the readers to understand his
instructions properly.* Classical authors sometimes used allusions to make unexpected points,
which made the point more emphatic.*® Here in Colossians, the shift to saying that this
obedience is “in the Lord” may point to obedience within the sphere of Christ’s reign—an
assertion that may allow (adult) children to disobey non-believing parents who might order them
to discontinue contact with the church.®* The allusion to the promise in Exodus and
Deuteronomy helps the readers recognize the precise point of the command in Colossians. Even
without recognizing a reference to the promise in the Decalogue, however, readers would find
the phrasing of v. 20 jarring. Thus, they could understand the point correctly, even without
recognizing that it may play off the promise associated with the command in Scripture.

This use of Scripture differs from any that we have seen to this point in Colossians. Here
the biblical text serves as a foil for the writer to make a rather different point by a simple change
in the expected wording. Colossians does not seem to assert that the Decalogue’s promise is
wrong, it simply redefines the commandment by the way it restates the sanction.

Parallels and Recognizable Broader Themes

There are a number of passages in Colossians that seem to play off various themes in
Scripture and in the developing tradition of Judaism and the early church. Incorporating known
expressions of such themes might lend weight to an assertion or serve simply as ornamentation
that demonstrates thorough familiarity with traditions that are important to the community.
These do not qualify as echoes of particular texts, only as expressions that may expect some
resonance in the audience—even if they do not intend to bear a particular set of meanings into
the context. A modern parallel of such a use of Scripture might be those people who are able to
sprinkle expressions from (their tradition’s accepted translation of) Scripture throughout a
conversation or a sermon. The argumentative value of such citations comes from the recognition
that they reference an authority. (Even if the hearer does not know what part of that authority it
comes from [indeed, even the speaker may not know the precise origin of the expression]. Such
citations may simply be recognized a change in cadence [perhaps an “-{e}th” on the end of a
verb] or vocabulary.) Perhaps the most significant argumentative force such recollections exert
is that they enhance the ethos of the speaker; they demonstrate that the speaker has such
advanced knowledge of the authoritative text that its words permeate her speech. Thus, the
hearer should acknowledge that the speaker is an expert or an authority. Some examples of this
kind of peppering the text of Colossians with resonant vocabulary may include the following.
1:5—*"word of truth”

When Colossians describes the gospel as “the word of truth,” it may be an intentional
reminiscence of the description of Scripture found in Ps 119:43 and 160. Elsewhere the LXX
speaks of the word of God being true (e.g., Neh 9:16; Ps 119:142 [S has “word of truth”]; and
Mal 2:6 speak of the “law of truth” cf. 2 Sam 7:28; 1 Kings 17:24). This expression is taken up
by Ephesians (1:13) and then by 2 Tim (2:15). Similar expressions appear in John 17:17 and
James 1:18. So it may have been a known way to refer to the gospel in some groups in the early
church.

Colossians perhaps uses the phrase to set the previously received teaching over against
the teaching the letter opposes. If the audience hears a reminiscence of Scripture here, it would
lend a bit of support to this passing jab at the other teaching. If they hear it as a citation of a
phrase in the tradition, it may pack yet more sting for the opponents.
3:17—*"“name of the Lord”



Colossians exhorts its readers to do “everything in the name of the Lord Jesus.” This
may be a distant echo of the phrase “in the name of the Lord” that appears at least 18 times in the
LXX. The phrase is used in very different contexts; sometimes it means that a person speaks
with God’s authority (2 Sam 6:18), other times it is an oath formula (1 Sam 20:42), and at other
times it is used for prayer (1 Kings 8:44).% Thus, it brings forward no specific context. Still, it
may have a tone of remembrance that adds substance to the exhortation.
3:22—"people-pleasers”

In its instructions to slaves, the household code of Colossians tells slaves not to work
only when being watched and not to work as “people-pleasers” but with sincerity because of
their respect for their true lord, Christ (3:22). The unusual term avBpcomapeokos *° may be
drawn from Ps 52:6 (53:6 LXX) where it is used to contrast those who try to please God and
those who want to please people. This is its only occurrence in the LXX and its only other
appearance in the New Testament is Eph 6:6, which is probably dependent upon its presence
here in Colossians. The rarity of the term makes it more likely that the author of Colossians is
echoing the Psalm. It seems unlikely, however, that most readers would hear a specific
resonance with this text. The theme is not uncommon, and readers would not miss the point if
they do not hear a connection with Psalm 52. Still, the unusual vocabulary which the audience
might associate with their sacred text may lend weight to the exhortation.

Finally, there are places at which Colossians seems to parallel ideas that were derived
from Scripture and developed in second-temple Judaism. The author may hope these
expressions arouse some recognition of themes or images, but their familiarity is the only thing
they contribute to the argument. Such parallels may include the reference to “treasures of
knowledge and wisdom” in 2:3. This expression may have some relationship to Isa 45:3 and
other passages in more contemporaneous literature that mention wisdom and knowledge together
(e.g., Sir 21:18; Wis 1:6-7; 1QS 4.3, 22; QH 1.18-19; CD 2.3). Within the apocalyptic tradition,
those taken on heavenly journeys sometimes saw the “hidden treasures” in the heavens (e.g., 1
En 18:1; 46:3). The author of Colossians may be echoing both the apocalyptic tradition (which
would be particularly appropriate given the problems this church is having with visionaries) and
the broader idiom of speaking of knowledge and wisdom together.

Conclusions

As is often noted, Colossians has no direct, multiple word quotations of Scripture. We
have seen, however, that its author does cite Scripture in various ways and that these citations
play a number of different roles in the letter’s argument. We can now see what conclusions we
may draw from his allusions to and echoes of Scripture.

A first thing to note concerns the absence of citations in 1:24-2:5 (with the possible
exception of a faint echo in 2:3), the section devoted to establishing Paul’s ethos as the one who
suffers for the audience and who is the bearer of the true gospel. We might expect the author to
connect Paul’s suffering for the community with the biblical tradition of the prophets who suffer
for proclaiming God’s word or the people. Other passages dedicated to establishing Paul’s ethos
cite Scripture to support his ministerial practices (e.g., 1 Cor 9:9; 2 Cor 4:6, 13), but Colossians
takes another tack. This letter relates Paul’s willingness to suffer for the audience with the way
Christ was willing to suffer for all. Thus, it is only Paul’s correlation to Christ, not his connection
to the servants of God in Israel’s past, that Colossians chooses to mention as the way to identify
Paul as the teacher to whom the audience should give their allegiance. This may suggest that the



author of Colossians does not think connections with Israel’s leaders or prophets would provide a
substantive commendation of Paul to this audience.

Where most of Colossians’ allusions and echoes of Scripture do appear is even more
surprising; most occur within citations of preformed and confessional material. Indeed, few
(perhaps none) depend on direct knowledge of Scripture. The citations of Scripture that more
certainly rely on church traditions of various sorts include: 1:6, 10 (bearing fruit and growing); 1:
12-14 (rescue, redeem, inheritance); 1:15-20 (image of God, agent of creation, firstborn); 2:22
(human commands and teachings); 3:1 (seated at the right hand); and 3:11 (image of the one who
created). Passages that refer to phrases or themes drawn from Scripture but cited as they were
developed in Jewish and church traditions include: 2:11, 13 (non-physical circumcision); 2:16
(festivals, new moons, Sabbaths); 3:12 (election and holiness); and 3:20 (obey parents). The
allusion to Isaiah 11 in Col 1:9 seems the most probable example of direct reliance on the
biblical text for its use. But even here the claim is problematic because Isaiah 11 was so widely
used in both Jewish and church tradition that the author may well know the text and that it is a
biblical text, through these usages.

The references to non-physical circumcision in 2:11 and 13 provide the next best
evidence for direct use of the text, but there is no precise textual parallel of 2:11. Furthermore,
2:13 not only draws on a central episode in the Abraham narrative, it may also be a citation of a
pre-existent tradition. Other allusions and echoes are even less likely to require independent
knowledge of the biblical text. The Jewish author of Colossians probably needed no immediate
access to the biblical text to know the Ten Commandments well enough to cite the form of the
command to children alluded to in Col 3:20. Moreover, the author’s relating of election with a
demand for holiness in 3:12 also draws on a theme that is prominent enough that the author need
not have Deuteronomy 7 in mind when composing his exhortation. Finally, the summary of
Jewish practice found in 2:16 seems well-known enough that the writer of Colossians used it
because of its general currency rather than because he knows it from a particular text.

This does not mean that Scripture was unimportant or unrecognized by either the author
or the audience of Colossians. It does suggest that their primary contact with and understanding
of Scripture was mediated through the church’s formalized traditions. The author continues to
speak the language of Scripture and perhaps the audience continues to recognize that some of the
language comes from Scripture, even if the exposure of both the author and audience to that
wording comes largely from recitation of confessions, or repeated hearing of interpretations of
texts, or episodes from the Jesus tradition. This observation may also suggest that extensive
reading and interpretation of Scripture played a minor role in the communal activities of the
churches addressed by Colossians.

It may help us think about the place of Scripture in these churches if we identify what the
Scripture citations in Colossians assume about the audience’s knowledge of those texts. The
author expects them to recognize allusions to the creation narrative of Genesis 1, as he refers to
the “image” of God twice with differing meanings (1:15; 3:11). It is possible that a further echo
of this narrative sounds in the phrase “bearing fruit and growing” (1:6-7). The author assumes
familiarity with the Abraham narrative, particularly the covenant sealing ceremony of Genesis
17. Indeed, the Gentile audience would have needed clear instruction about the meaning of
circumcision within Judaism for this important metaphor of Colossians to make sense to them.
Knowing the narrative of circumcision’s inauguration as a covenant sign would reasonably
comprise a part of that instruction. The exodus narrative and the metaphors associated with it



constitute an important part of the assumed knowledge of these readers. This narrative includes
the story of the giving of the Law and at least some knowledge of the Ten Commandments.

The citations from these narratives, however, come from a very limited range of texts.
Only the creation narrative and a central feature of the Abraham saga (and perhaps the promise
to Jacob) appear from Genesis. A reader need know only the first four chapters of Exodus and
the giving of the Law in chapter 20 to recognize all the allusions and echoes in Colossians from
this book. Moreover, with the possible exception of references to non-physical circumcision
(from Deut 10 and 30), readers need to know only the first seven chapters of Deuteronomy to
hear the connections Colossians makes with that book. Thus, within the scope of knowing the
Torah’s central narratives, Colossians demands knowledge of a very narrow range of texts.

Colossians’ citation of biblical texts outside the Torah includes some that point to the
restoration of Israel and the Davidic ruler, which assume that the audience knows something of
the fall of the Israelite kingdoms. The promises of restoration and the exaltation of a Davidic
descendant stand out as texts these believers know through eschatological and Christological
interpretations. The interpretations of these texts consistently expand their national claims so
that they become cosmic claims. This inserts new meanings into these texts, but meanings their
interpreters within the church find legitimate.

The line of interpreting Jesus as the promised Davidic descendant also draws on material
in the Psalms. The affirmations about Christ in 1:15-20 and 3:1 build on this tradition as it
appears in the Psalms. The extremely wide use of Ps 110 shows that the audience of Colossians
would know it as Scripture and know its Christological interpretation.

The citations of prophetic texts that we find in Colossians assume that readers have some
familiarity with select portions of Isaiah and perhaps parts of Jeremiah, Ezekiel, and Hosea. That
a Pauline church knows these prophets, especially Isaiah, is not surprising given how prominent
Isaiah is in the undisputed Pauline letters.

The lengthy poetic liturgy of Col 1:15-20 adopts and adapts elements from the Wisdom
tradition, especially Proverbs 8, and developments of those wisdom themes. The author of the
liturgy certainly knows this stream of thought within Judaism and uses it to develop ideas about
Christ. In this passage, we see the church use Scripture and its contemporaneous interpretation
to give expression to its experiences of the presence of God in Christ. Scripture becomes the
means through which the church’s experiences and beliefs are formulated; it becomes the lens
through which they find the meanings of the death and resurrection of Christ and the meanings of
Christ’s mediation of the presence of God. The appropriation of this text and its interpretive
tradition assume a level of engagement with texts that we cannot assume for most members of
Pauline churches. Yet, those who do breath in this rarified atmosphere find connections with
Scripture important. Furthermore, they find such connections persuasive, as well as enriching.
The development we see in Col 1:15-20 seems to be an early example of the ways the church
expanded its claims about Christ through its reading of Scripture. Such expanded claims found
resonance with the wider church as they made sense of the community’s experience of God in
Christ.

Finding authors within the early church who know and draw on Scripture and interpretive
traditions may tell us little about how others in these congregations know and appropriate
Scripture. Those who recited the liturgy might have little understanding of its origins in
Scripture or the Wisdom tradition. Perhaps early uses of the liturgy were accompanied by
explanations of the Scriptural basis of its claims, though the parallels in other philosophic and
religious contexts might have obviated the need for such explanations. If such explanations were



initially given, they would probably not continue after its use was established (and are not given
in Colossians). Those who use the tradition may well remember that it is rooted in Scripture, but
this may be all they pass on to those who adopt the material as time passes. Thus, even if the
authors of the liturgy know this part of Scripture well, those who use it in their worship may
not—probably do not.*’

On the other hand, the author of Colossians seems to assume that the letter’s recipients
will recognize the major stories of Israel’s past and know that these narratives appear in an
authoritative text. Because these narratives appear in Scripture, the readers of Colossians see
them as legitimate paradigms through which they can interpret present experience. Various
interpretive techniques may be used, but all recognize the authority of the texts.

While we see almost nothing of the exegetical techniques of the author of Colossians, we
do see multiple ways the tradition has appropriated Scripture. In the liturgy of Col 1:15-20 we
see the church identify Christ with the highest claims Scripture makes for any being other than
God. Its claim that Christ was God’s agent in creation seems to assume the claims to exaltation
that developed in connection with Psalm 110. Thus, the claims of the first strophe are natural
correlates of the eschatological element of the second strophe. The interpreters of texts that
speak of the restoration of Israel and the Davidic promises shift the meanings of those texts so
that they are no longer national promises; they now include Gentiles and, indeed, the whole
cosmos. Again, such meanings assume Christ’s exaltation. Other passages seem simply to apply
to the church the hopes that the texts originally expressed for Israel. For example, using non-
physical circumcision to interpret baptism takes a hoped for change in Israelites and asserts that
it has happened among believers in Christ—Jews and Gentiles. In still other places, the author
expects that merely citing recognizable words of Scripture has persuasive value.

While the originating context of these Scriptural texts may not be completely
disregarded, it is not the central matrix from which the traditions that Colossians cites work in
their applications of Scripture. The readers’ beliefs about Christ and the inauguration of the
eschatological age evoke new meanings from Scripture texts. These meanings assume a
continuity with the story of God’s prior acts, particularly among Israelites, but also that God has
acted in unexpected ways which are nonetheless best understood through Scripture. Finding
such expanded meanings of Scripture seems to cohere well with the interpretive techniques we
see in later Christian authors such as Origen (or earlier with the Jewish interpreters at Qumran)
and in many of the uses of Homer found outside the church.

The multiple meanings Origen finds in biblical texts and the explanations he gives about
them indicate that he sees arriving at the literal meaning that critical exegesis seeks from the
original context the least important kind of interpretation. Of course, this view is radically
different from that taken by historical-critical scholarship with its valuing of that original
meaning. The traditions cited in Colossians seem to find multiple levels of meanings, sometimes
with the eschatological or Christological meaning overriding the original. In this, the
interpretive technique is closer to Origen’s than to that of critical exegesis. The traditions
Colossians uses usually maintain thematic connections to the originating text (and so do not stray
as far from their earlier meanings as Philo’s allegories),” but they give these themes new
meanings which cannot be derived from the texts without the presuppositions of the beliefs and
experiences of the church.

Uses of Homer have significant parallels. Like the church’s uses of Scripture, the
citations of Homer retain some continuity with the character, event, or saying in the originating
text. But that citation also inserts new meaning from the new context so that the old and new



contexts both contribute to the point being made with the citation. Also like usage of Homer, the
traditions Colossians inserts draw on select portions of the originating text. Garner finds that
most citations of Homer in Greek tragedies come from books 6 and 22 of the Iliad. He surmises
from this that there is a discreet selection of material from within Homer that authors expect their
audience to know. Hock notes that the earliest stages of Greek education used names drawn
from Homer to teach the most elementary elements of writing.*® Thus, authors could assume
that many of the characters from the Homeric epics, and their distinctive characteristics, were
known to nearly all. This means that even people without the skills of “functional literacy,”
possessing little more than a basic recognition of the alphabet, knew central characters from
Homer. A person did not need to be able to read Homer to recognize allusions to the plot and
features of important figures in those texts.

The author of Colossians is Jewish (or at least purports to be) and so probably knows
some Scripture because of his early synagogue education. Yet no detailed firsthand knowledge
of an extensive segment of Scripture is evident in this letter. This may be due to his evaluation
of his audience or to his lack of such knowledge. Given the limited range of materials the author
expects this audience to recognize, perhaps we should envision a relatively small body of
material that early church authors expected their audiences to recognize from Scripture, just as
other authors usually presupposed knowledge of only discrete sections of Homer. Such would
consist of well-known characters (Abraham, David, etc.), basic plot lines (creation, exodus, etc.),
and even the wording of important texts (Ps 110; Genesis 1). These may have been gathered in
testimonia for those who could read and held in memory by those who could not.

An author in the church would be able to assume that the audience recognized these
characters and plot lines from Israel’s sacred texts. Such a collection must have begun to
accumulate from the earliest days in Jerusalem, because some texts are so ubiquitous throughout
different groups within the church that they must have been present near the beginning of the
movement (e.g., Ps 110). The appearance of some of these texts in the preformed traditions
Colossians cites also supports this hypothesis. This view does not demand that members of the
church, especially those outside Judaism, learned or studied major portions of Israel’s Scriptures.
Just as most people could not recall the less famous parts of Homer, but only those widely
familiar plot lines, themes, and sections, so the use of Scripture in Colossians suggests that its
Gentile recipients probably had a similarly narrow exposure to and recall of material in
Scripture.

Despite the absence of direct quotations of Scripture, the author of Colossians clearly
sees it as an authority and expects his readers to view it similarly. Not only do the traditions he
cites depend on its authority, but he also assumes that recitation of its wording carries persuasive
force. Finding most of the citations of Scripture in traditional material suggests that the audience
of Colossians knows these texts primarily through the meanings they are given in the church.
While these meanings will not be completely separate from the originating contexts, adherence
to the meaning in the original (literary or historical) setting is not a goal of their interpretation.
Rather, as we have noted, these texts are the means church members use to interpret their present
experience of God and the place of Christ in that experience.

While our reading suggests that Scripture has a basic authority for the author of
Colossians and his readers, and that their reading of Scripture derives from the church’s tradition,
it seems that the citation of tradition has a more immediate impact on the argument of this letter
than its citation of Scripture. The church’s tradition seems to possess a recognizable and direct
authority. The tradition grounds many, probably most, of the letter’s central assertions. As we



see it here, Scripture forms the basis for the tradition. Thus, Scripture is the ultimate authority on
which the tradition was built, but it is now the tradition that constitutes the most readily
accessible authority. Some, perhaps most, continue to know that the tradition incorporates and
interprets significant elements of Scripture. Colossians’ use of the tradition suggests, however,
that even for these members of the audience, it is the church’s interpretation of Scripture (not its
originating/original context) that bears authority. It seems unlikely that most of the audience of
Colossians would make this distinction for most uses of the biblical texts since they know it
almost entirely through the church’s usage. Still, as we observe the handling of Scripture from
this distance, in this letter Scripture seems to function as an authority through the way it is
interpreted in the tradition more often than as an independent authority.
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developments in the wisdom tradition) and this Colossians text, however, make his case
unconvincing.

%8 Dunn, Epistles, 88. He cites Wis 7:26; Philo Leg All 1:43 and Philo’s comments about
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the fullness of God’s nature. At the same time, Col 2:10 says that believers participate in the
divine fullness through Christ, just as John says that believers receive grace through Christ’s
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