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Introduction

The Enduring Problem

hen the Thessalonians “turned to God from idols” (1 Thess 1:9),
these gentile converts also turned away from a way of life and the

dominant values of that society. These occurrences were not limited to
Thessalonica, however, but took place in cities throughout the ancient world.
Conversion involved the separation of families and withdrawal from much
of civic life. It also disturbed the peace of the religious pluralism of the
ancient society, creating hostility from the populace, which extended from
the first century to the emergence of Christendom after Constantine.
Hostility turned into inevitable periodic government-sponsored persecution
because the Christian claim that Jesus is Lord was a challenge to the
imperial claims that Caesar is lord. H. Richard Niebuhr declared that this
separation of Christ and culture is “the enduring problem.”1 He observed
that “ancient spiritualists and modern materialists, pious Romans who
charge Christianity with atheism, nineteenth-century atheists who condemn
its theistic faith, nationalists and humanists, all seem to be offended by the
same elements in the gospel and employ similar arguments against it.”2

After more than a millennium of a peaceful relationship between Christ
and culture that began with Constantine, believers face a new challenge of
defining their relationship to a changing world. Christians live in tension
not only with totalitarian societies but with democracies as well. The claim
that Jesus is Lord was an offense to the ancient pluralistic society, and it
remains an offense in the modern world that honors the gods of
nationalism, ideology, and personal fulfillment. As H. Richard Niebuhr
declared:

The Christ who will not worship Satan to gain the world’s
kingdoms is followed by Christians who will worship only
Christ in unity with the Lord whom he serves. And this is
intolerable to all defenders of society who are content that many
gods should be worshiped if only Democracy or America or
Germany or the Empire receives its due, religious homage.3



The experience of believers in a pre-Christian culture has much in
common with the experience of believers in a post-Christian culture. In this
book I will examine what early Christian writers in the inhospitable
environment of the first century offer believers who face the challenge of
marginalization in contemporary society.

THE “AGE OF ENCHANTMENT” AND THE

CONSTANTINIAN ERA

The church has defined its relation to culture in a variety of ways. From the
edict of Milan, which declared the empire’s toleration of Christianity in 313,
to the emergence of secularism with the Enlightenment, church and society
lived in relative harmony. Charles Taylor speaks of the “enchanted world” of
the Middle Ages, when the environment was populated with supernatural
forces and belief in God was self-evident. In the enchanted world, it was
almost impossible not to believe, for belief was enshrined in family, civic life,
education, and all institutions of society. Its place in the public square was
evident in the majestic churches that stood at the center of every village.4 In
an earlier day, patriotism, religion, and a sense of family values shaped by
religion seemed in lock step.

Three sides of this triangle mutually supported each other. The
family was the matrix in which the young were to be brought
up to be good citizens and believing worshippers. Religion was
the source of the values that animated both family and society;
and the state was the realization and bulwark of the values
central to both family and churches.5

This triad lived on until the middle of the twentieth century. Christian
prayers were commonplace in the schools and other public events. In many
parts of America, public schools were actually Protestant schools, and
teachers were expected to uphold Christian values. At the school that I
attended, no events were scheduled for Wednesday night in deference to
prayer meetings in Protestant churches, and no youth sports were conducted
on Sundays. Politicians presented themselves to the public as virtuous
Christians. While religion was rarely mentioned in television entertainment,



the conduct of the characters in Ozzie and Harriet, Father Knows Best, and
other family-oriented programs did not conflict with the values of most
Christians.

Charles Taylor speaks of the time of “disenchantment,” which began with
the eighteenth-century Enlightenment and accelerated in the latter part of
the twentieth century in a cultural transformation that included the sexual
revolution and the challenge to traditional values. “Belief has lost many of
the social metrices which made it seem obvious.”6 The number of those who
regard themselves as atheists, agnostics, or to have no religion has increased
dramatically. Intermediate positions also increase: many people drop out of
active practice while still declaring themselves as belonging to some
confession or believing in God.7 The gamut of beliefs in something beyond
widens, fewer declaring belief in a personal God, while more hold to
something like an impersonal force.8 Fewer people belong to any church. We
have seen the remarkable growth of the “nones”—those who belong to no
religious community. It has had a profound effect on the relationship
between church and society, creating “a humanist alternative to faith” in
which belief in God is no longer axiomatic.9 The traditional Christian views
about Christ, the Bible, heaven and hell, and morality were now regarded
with disdain by a large segment of the populace, especially in the media and
academia, creating tension between the church and society. Religious belief
is no longer supported by communities, government, and education. The
church has lost (or is losing) its place in the public square although the
United States is the most religious nation among the advanced
democracies.10

Since Niebuhr wrote, public prayer has been prohibited in the schools.
The traditional Christian values of marriage and sexuality no longer have
the support of the media or government. The rights of private institutions
and businesses to determine their rules based on their religious convictions
is the focus of numerous court cases. Even the practice of youth sports on
Sunday morning reflects the diminishing influence of the Christian faith.

Secularization has changed the nature of moral discourse. Because moral
discourse is no longer based on a transcendent reality, it is chaotic without a
strong community consensus on the nature of the proper ends of human
existence.11 The transcendent foundation for morality is replaced by what
Carl Trueman calls “the triumph of the therapeutic” and Charles Taylor calls



“the culture of authenticity,” which focuses on the individual’s choice.
Individuals have to discover their route to wholeness and spiritual depth;
thus the focus is on individuals and on their experience. The language of
morality as now used is really nothing more than the language of personal
preference based on nothing more rational or objective than sentiments or
feelings.12

I am not writing to lament this change in our culture or to call for the
restoration of the Constantinian era, for Christianity has often flourished
under difficult circumstances. My task is to gain insights from the past that
will guide us in this changing situation. The demise of the Constantinian
world is the occasion for Christians to reflect on their place in an
increasingly secular culture. I am convinced that the New Testament,
written for minorities in the Roman world, offers insights that are relevant
in the present.

H. RICHARD NIEBUHR’S TYPOLOGY

Niebuhr maintains that the problem of Christ and culture has yielded no
single Christian answer, but only a series of typical answers.13 He adds that
the purpose of Christ and Culture is to set forth typical Christian answers to
the problem of Christ and culture. Employing the typological method,
Niebuhr then categorizes the multiplicity of Christian responses to the
“enduring problem” into five ideal types. Of the five responses to culture that
he lists, the first two categories indicate the two extreme responses: Christ
against culture (type 1) and the Christ of culture (type 2). Christ against
culture uncompromisingly “affirms the sole authority of Christ over the
Christian and resolutely rejects culture’s claims to loyalty.”14 It calls for a
withdrawal from the world and the rejection of cultural society. It is
reflected in 1 John, Tertullian, Tatian, Benedictine monks, Tolstoy, and other
Christian witnesses. The Christ of culture (type 2) is the accommodationist
or assimilationist position. Christians emphasize the “ideal” in that culture,
finding no major disagreement between this ideal and essential Christianity
as reflected in Gnostic writings, Peter Abelard, and nineteenth-century
liberals.15 The former emphasized the conflict between Christ and culture
while the latter emphasized the continuity between Christ and culture.
Niebuhr then lists the three mediating positions. The “Christ above culture”



(type 3) view seeks a synthesis between Christ and culture, acknowledges
the wisdom of philosophers and scientists as represented by the apologists,
Clement of Alexandria, Thomas Aquinas, and, to some extent, the Gospel of
Matthew. Similar to type 3 (“Christ above culture”) is type 4, “Christ and
culture in paradox,” which seeks to “do justice to the need for holding
together as well as for distinguishing between loyalty to Christ and
responsibility for culture.”16 They are acutely aware of permanent conflict
between God and humans or between Christ and culture. Due to the
pervasive effect of sin, the latter is corrupted and must therefore be kept
within appropriate boundaries. Niebuhr attributes this view to Paul,
Marcion, Luther, Kierke-gaard, and Roger Williams. Finally, Niebuhr lists
“Christ the transformer of culture” (type 5), which also holds a positive view
of culture.17 This view is rooted in three theological convictions: the creative
activity of God in history, human nature as corrupted and in need of
transformation, and the view that “to God all things are possible in a history
that is fundamentally not a course of merely human events but always a
dramatic interaction between God and men.”18 Consequently, type 5
Christians believe in the possibility of transformation of this reality,
including culture, here and now.19 This view is reflected in the prologue to
the Gospel of John, according to which the divine incarnation in the world
expresses faith in “God’s wholly affirmative relation to the whole world,
material and spiritual.”20 This view is also present in Augustine and John
Calvin.

Niebuhr offers a critique of all but the latter view, which he supports.
Writing in the early 1950s, he proposed a belief in Christ the transformer of
culture. This was the view that liberal, mainline, American Protestantism
favored. According to this view, the task of the church was to make America
a better place to live, transforming society into something that corresponded
to the Christian ideal.21 This view was more plausible in 1951 than in the
twenty-first century, for Niebuhr wrote within the context of the dominance
of Christian influence in American culture. He wrote in the aftermath of the
rise of totalitarianism in the preceding decades in Europe and the
persistence of racial injustice in America. He was responding to accusations
that Christianity has no positive contribution to civilization. The cultured
despisers of Christianity said, in effect, that Christianity is a threat to a
healthy situation. Progressive cultural ideals should thus be subordinated to



cultural ideas, and traditional religion should be abandoned or brought into
line with cultural ideals.22 His principal agenda was the building of a unified
culture, and he sought to find ways for progressive Christianity to contribute
to civilization.23

In the seventy years since the publication of Christ and Culture, Niebuhr’s
typology has been greeted with both appreciation and critique.24 While the
typology is a useful starting point, it has numerous flaws, as Hauerwas and
Willimon observe. Niebuhr’s preference for “Christ Transforming Culture”
had the effect of endorsing a Constantinian social strategy.25

“Culture” became a blanket term to underwrite Christian involvement
with the world without providing any discriminating mode for discerning
how Christians should see the good or the bad in “culture.”26 John Howard
Yoder offered a comprehensive critique, maintaining that a) despite the
word “Christ” in the title, Niebuhr’s proposal actually runs counter to the
message of Jesus,27 who stood outside the existing culture; b) transformation
is undefined by Niebuhr; and c) no ancient thinker actually fits the types
inasmuch as most historical figures represent a mixture of the types outlined
by Niebuhr.

The prospects for Christ as the transformer of culture looked more
promising in 1951 than today. Church membership and attendance were not
only acceptable in this society but also widely encouraged. The triangle of
patriotism, family values, and religion was still intact. Many in America
found that they could demonstrate that they were good Americans by
joining a church.28 This situation has changed. The influence of the Christian
faith has diminished, although it retains a powerful voice in American life,
making the culture wars inevitable. The church now faces the new challenge
of defining its relationship to culture.

Both evangelicals and liberals attempt to accommodate to the changing
culture by being relevant and attractive to it or by having their moral
convictions affirmed in the public square.29 The evangelical seeker service is
an attempt to create a worship experience that is attractive to the tastes of a
secular audience. Worship services become an assortment of religious
entertainments that serve to cheer and comfort us in largely therapeutic
ways.30 Churches are designed to resemble theaters and shopping centers.
Preachers address themes that resonate with the secular audience.31 George
Marsden has observed that fundamentalism, although claiming to be based



solely on the New Testament, has actually been shaped by American cultural
traditions, confusing Christianity with certain dimensions of their culture.

The clearest example of their accommodation to culture is that many have
lapsed into nationalism, virtually merging American patriotism with the
cause of Christ. They sometimes speak as though America is the new
Israel.32 They make a concerted effort to restore an earlier time by engaging
in political activities, attempting to restore a Constantinian order through
political activism, frequently mixing patriotism with Christian faith, tying
themselves to the Republican Party in hopes of passing legislation to enforce
Christian values and American supremacy, “exchanging the gospel of
Christ’s kingdom for the gospel of American power”33 and advocating
legislation on the beginning of life and the meaning of marriage.34

Similarly, the fundamentalist-evangelical church in North America, like
its liberal antagonist, is in danger of exchanging the gospel of Christ’s
kingdom for the gospel of American power. William Willimon argued
regarding Jerry Falwell, Pat Robertson, the Religious Right, and the
Religious Left:

Pat Robertson has become Jesse Jackson. Randall Terry of the
Nineties is Bill Coffin of the Sixties. And the average American
knows no answer to human longing or moral deviation other
than legislation. Again, I ought to know. We played this game
before any Religious Right types were invited to the White
House. Some time ago I told Jerry Falwell to his face that I had
nothing against him except that he talked like a Methodist. A
Methodist circa 1960. Jerry was not amused.35

Dietrich Bonhoeffer’s biographer Eberhard Bethge recalls with dismay his
visit to an American church.

As we entered the foyer, an usher stepped forward and gave me
two badges to fasten to my lapel: the one on the left said, Jesus
First and on the right, one with an American flag. . . . I could
not help but think myself in Germany in 1933.  .  . . Of course,
Christ, but a German Christ; of course, ‘Jesus First,’ but an
American Jesus! And so to the long history of faith and its



executors another chapter is being added of a mixed image of
Christ, of another syncretism on the American model,
undisturbed by any knowledge of that centuries-long and sad
history.36

At the same time, evangelicals also adopt the cultural values of the period,
embracing capitalism and patriotism while ignoring the desperate plight of
immigrants and the needs of “the least of these.” On the other hand, their
rejection of easy divorce, same-sex marriage, and abortion are indications of
their resistance to culture.

Liberal Protestantism has also accommodated itself to culture, accepting
the dominant cultural values, including same-sex marriage and abortion,
accepting the Enlightenment culture’s focus on the rights of individuals. Like
evangelicals, mainline Protestants have also engaged in the political process,
advocating their own moral values on matters of public policy. They take
positions on both foreign and domestic policy issues of the state. On the
other hand, they stand firmly against the culture on other issues: racism,
sexism, and sexual exploitation. According to Marsden, “Let them be
confronted by overt racism, sexism, or sexual exploitation and they will be
up in arms thundering anathemas and warning their constituents to stay
away from certain cultural practices.”37

Both liberals and evangelicals take positions reflecting a residual
Constantinian situation. After a millennium of peace between the church
and society in the Constantinian-Christian society, the church in a post-
Christian society now faces challenges similar to those faced by the church
in a pre-Christian society. In this book I will examine Niebuhr’s categories in
light of the evidence of the New Testament. Niebuhr appealed to the New
Testament books for support of his typology, but neither his typology nor
his analysis of these writings is persuasive.38 He does not acknowledge the
complexity of the Johannine literature in its relation to the world. Nor does
Paul, with his multiple writings addressed to different situations, fit in the
category of “Christ and Culture in Paradox.”

WHAT IS CULTURE?



The New Testament does not have a word for culture, although the issue is
paramount everywhere. In most instances it uses such terms as “world,”
“human point of view” (kata sarka, cf. 2 Cor 5:16), “this age” (Gal 1:4), and
the “wisdom of this age” (1 Cor 2:6). The world is divided between believers
and the others, who are called “unbelievers” (apistoi, 1 Cor 6:6; 7:12–13;
14:23), “gentiles” (1 Cor 5:1; 12:2; Eph 2:11; 1 Thess 4:5), “unrighteous”
(adikoi, 1 Cor 6:1, 9), “those outside” (1 Cor 5:12; Col 4:5; 1 Thess 4:11).
While the New Testament never uses the term culture, the environment of
the early believers fits the definitions. “Culture” does not mean the high
culture of Shakespeare, Goethe, or Bach. Clifford Geertz has defined the
term as “an historically transmitted pattern of meanings expressed in
symbols, a system of inherited conceptions expressed in symbolic form by
means of which men communicate, perpetuate, and develop their
knowledge.”39 The essential core of culture consists of traditions (i.e.,
historically derived and selected), ideas, and especially their attached
values.40 It includes the world of work, family, government, and commerce.

CHRIST AND CULTURE IN THE NEW TESTAMENT

According to Miroslav Volf, “To ask about how the gospel relates to culture
is to ask how to live as a Christian community in a particular cultural
context.” He adds that “there is no other way to reflect adequately on gospel
and culture except by reflecting on how the social embodiments of the
gospel relate to a given culture.”41 Every writing in the New Testament
reflects the struggle of the community to define itself in relationship to its
culture. Therefore, the central question Christ and Culture poses is about
how Christians should relate to their surrounding culture.42

In chapter 1 I will examine the struggle of Jews in the Second Temple
period to maintain their identity. The Maccabean literature and apocalyptic
writers of the Second Temple period resisted the influence of Hellenism,
while other voices (e.g., 4 Maccabees, Philo) were influenced by philosophy
but maintained resistance to the larger culture. Diaspora Jews undoubtedly
provided a model for Paul’s approach to the Hellenistic world.

Jesus never refers to philosophers or playwrights although Hellenistic
influence was pervasive in Galilee. According to Joseph Klausner, Jesus
endangered the existing culture by abstracting religion and ethics from the



rest of social life. “Jesus ignored everything concerned with material
civilization: in this sense he does not belong to civilization.”43 He refers to
the state only when he is asked. The Sermon on the Mount was intended to
create an alternative culture. In chapter 2, I will examine the response of
Jesus to the culture of his time.

According to H. Richard Niebuhr, Paul held the church and the world in
paradox. A more accurate description is that Paul holds a dialectical
relationship to the world. He assumes that believers live within the
institutions of the world but regards them as adiaphora. In chapter 3 I will
examine the relationship between Paul and his communities, demonstrating
that Paul encourages both boundaries from the world and engagement with
it.

According to Gal 3:28, “There is no longer Jew or Greek, slave or free,
male and female” because the believers have been “rescued from the present
evil age” (Gal 1:4). For Christians living in this new age, what was their
relationship to ethnicity, slavery, and gender? Chapter 4 is an analysis of
Paul’s relationship with these realities, which continue to exist for believers
but in a new form.

Although believers lived under Roman rule, they proclaimed that their
“citizenship is in heaven,” raising the suspicion of disloyalty to Rome within
the populace. The claim that Jesus is Lord inevitably caused conflict with the
authorities. Paul addresses this issue most clearly in Romans 13,
acknowledging that believers still recognize the role of governmental
authorities. Chapter 5 is a study in Paul’s relationship to the state.

Paul mentions no philosophers in his writings, but he reflects an
awareness of the philosophical and ethical language of his culture. To what
extent did the philosophers shape Paul’s theology and ethics? Chapter 6 is a
study of the relationship between Paul and the philosophical currents of his
day.

According to Niebuhr, 1 John is an example of “Christ against Culture,”
and John is an example of “Christ the Transformer of Culture.” These
categories are, at best, oversimplified. The Johannine writings are consistent
in their view that “the world” is a hostile place, urging the community to
unite in mutual love. In the Gospel of John, the community confronts a
hostile world but envisions a mission to the world. Chapter 7 examines the
insights from the Johannine writings.



Chapter 8 turns to other voices. Both Hebrews and 1 Peter appeal to
members who are “exiles” in their own land, offering guidance on the
Christian response to their culture. James warns against “friendship with the
world.” The book of Revelation reflects the most extreme tension between
Christ and culture. At the same time, these voices reflect the influence of this
culture on their own work, demonstrating their own inculturation through
their facility with the language and images drawn from the wider culture.

Because the household codes have many similarities to the other
household codes in antiquity, numerous scholars have maintained that they
reflect a culture of accommodation to popular morality. Martin Dibelius
described the expanded household code in the Pastoral Epistles as examples
of “bürgerlich” (bourgeois, middle-class) morality, maintaining that the
ethics of these letters are drawn from popular morality. Chapter 9 will
explore the extent to which early Christians of the second generation
practiced an ethic of accommodation.

The conclusion will demonstrate the unity and diversity of responses of
New Testament writers to the “enduring problem” of Christ and culture.
Their responses from a pre-Christian culture offer models for the church in
a post-Christian culture.
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1

Between Resistance and Accommodation

Hellenism and Second Temple Judaism

hen the early Christians sought to define their relationship to the
surrounding culture, their roots in Judaism provided them with

models for their existence. As Martin Hengel demonstrated, Hellenism
penetrated throughout Alexander’s empire, including Israel.44 The
worldwide culture included Greek language, literature, religion, philosophy,
the arts, and sports. In a tradition that had maintained an identity of
separation from the nations (cf. Lev 18:3; 20:26), even in a time of exile,45

this expansion of Greek culture presented a challenge to Jewish identity and
practices in both Palestine and the diaspora, creating a crisis of plausibility
for minority groups. The concept of holiness by separation from the gentiles
inevitably created tension with the majority culture.46

The separate identity of Jews led numerous ancient authors to express
hostility to them during the Hellenistic age. Before Tacitus relates the fall of
Jerusalem, he offers the most complete extant set of accusations against the
Jews. They regard as profane everything that the Romans hold sacred (Hist.
5.5.1). Those who adopt their ways scorn the gods, abandon their own
nation, and hold their parents, siblings, and children in contempt (Hist.
5.5.2). Jews throughout history were the most despised of subject peoples
(Hist. 5.5.2).47 Juvenal mentions Jews in five passages throughout the Satires
(3.12–20, 3.292–96, 6.157–60, 6.542–5, and 14.96–106). Throughout these
passages, Juvenal characterizes the Jews as a distinctly separate group,
maligning their religious practices and cultural habits. In Contra Apionem,
Josephus refutes slanders against the Jews—that they do not worship the
Egyptian gods (C. Ap. 2.66) but instigate sedition (C. Ap. 2.68). He also
responds to the ridicule that they refuse to eat pork (C. Ap. 2.137).

The pogrom against the Jews in Alexandria in AD 32/33 initiated by
Flaccus is evidence of the tenuous relationship of Jews and the local
populace. According to Philo, the local populace rose up against the large



unassimilated group in its midst, questioning its loyalty to the best interests
of the city. Over four hundred homes and shops were pillaged and Jewish
families evicted. Outside the Jewish quarter individual Jews were set upon
and some burned to death (Flacc. 96). Alexandrian crowds forced their way
into Jewish synagogues and set up statues or busts of the emperor Gaius.48

When the conquerors brought a missionary zeal for Greek culture and a
desire to institute a single world culture, abolishing all subcultures, Jewish
identity was threatened in Palestine. In the diaspora, Jews under the cultural
hegemony of Hellenism continued to find ways to reaffirm their ancestral
heritage in the face of a dominant majority that devalued that heritage
although some abandoned their Jewish traditions.

While none of the literature that has come down to us reflects total
rejection of Hellenistic culture or total acceptance,49 two major tendencies
are present in the Jewish literature of the Second Temple: the tendency to
embrace Hellenism within one’s own identity as a Jew and the tendency to
maintain strict Jewish distinctiveness. In some cases both of these
tendencies are present in the same document.50 Thus one may observe a
continuum of responses that range from resistance to accommodation to
Hellenistic culture. John M. G. Barclay describes the levels of assimilation
among Jews in Alexandria. Those who exhibited a high degree of
assimilation were fully integrated into the political and religious affairs of
the state, married gentiles, and did not raise their children as Jews. As social
climbers in Greek society, they gave up Jewish religious practices.51 A large
body of literature reflects various mediating positions that included both
resistance and accommodation. Barclay distinguishes between the cultural
convergence and cultural antagonism in the ancient literature.52 This chapter
offers representative examples of the responses to Hellenization.

THE LITERATURE OF RESISTANCE

The Maccabean literature describes the threats to Jewish identity by the
Greeks’ attempt to replace the Jewish way of life with Hellenistic culture. The
Greeks collaborated with the Jewish elite in Jerusalem, whose path of
accommodation is recorded in 2 Maccabees. When Jason obtained the high
priesthood, “he at once shifted his compatriots over to the Greek way of life”
(2 Macc 4:10).



He took delight in establishing a gymnasium right under the
citadel, and he induced the noblest of the young men to wear
the Greek hat. There was such an extreme of Hellenization and
increase in the adoption of foreign ways because of the
wickedness of Jason, who was ungodly and no true high priest,
that the priests were no longer intent upon their service at the
altar. Despising the sanctuary and neglecting the sacrifices, they
hurried to take part in the unlawful proceedings in the
wrestling arena after the signal for the discus-throwing,
disdaining the honors prized by their ancestors and putting the
highest value upon Greek forms of prestige. (4:12–15)

The Maccabean literature indicates that the adoption of Hellenistic ways
was an existential threat to Judaism and that the Jewish elite were complicit
in the loss of Jewish identity. The heroes of 1 and 2 Maccabees engage in
resistance to the encroachments of Hellenistic culture, leading the revolt that
finally ends with independence under the Hasmoneans, whose members
had led the rebellion against Greek culture. In response to the conquerors’
attempt to destroy the law (1 Macc 1:56–57), the motivating factor for the
heroes and martyrs was “zeal for the law” (1 Macc 1:49; 2:22, 50, 58, 64, 67–
68; 2 Macc 4:2). When the Greeks demanded the participation in the festival
of Dionysus (2 Macc 6:7), prohibited circumcision (2 Macc 6:10), and forced
the Jews to eat swine’s flesh (2 Macc 6:17), those who had zeal for the law
resisted to the point of death. The story of the torture and death of the seven
brothers as their mother looked on appears in 2 and 4 Maccabees (2 Macc
7:1–42; 4 Macc 8:3–12:19). For the author, these heroes died for the
preservation of their Jewish identity and were models for the readers as they
faced the challenge of confronting Greek culture.53

Resistance literature continued as the Hasmonean ruling family became
more Hellenized. The rulers of the Hasmoneans took on the trappings of
Hellenistic monarchs as the names of the Hasmonean rulers (Hyrcanus,
Aristobulus, Alexander, Antigonus) suggest. Aristobulus called himself
philellēn, lover of the Greeks.54 The Qumran community, having determined
that the priesthood and the ruling elite were corrupt, went to the desert,
where membership is restricted to those who demonstrate their purity.
According to the Community Rule:



“And when these become members of the Community in Israel
according to all these rules, they shall separate from the
habitation of unjust men and shall go into the wilderness to
prepare there the way of Him; as it is written, ‘Prepare in the
wilderness the way of . . . , make straight in the desert a path for
our God’ (Isa 4:3). This path is the study of the law.” (1QS 8:12–
15)

According to Philip Esler, “It is difficult to imagine a community which
was more preoccupied with its own ‘apartness,’ its ‘holiness,’ or which could
go to greater lengths than this one to distinguish itself from everyone else.”55

The theme of separation from the evils of the Jerusalem priesthood
dominates the Dead Sea Scrolls.56

Separation is also a frequent theme in apocalyptic literature, which draws
a sharp distinction between the righteous and the unrighteous. With its
sharp distinction between the present evil age and the glorious future,
apocalyptic literature encouraged a sectarian ethos and a separation from
society as the community awaited divine intervention. According to 1
Enoch, the righteous suffer persecution at the hands of the wicked (1 En.
53:7; 62:11). The wicked are the enemies of the righteous—people of power,
the kings of the earth, and mighty men (1 En. 46:4; cf. 38:4; 48:8; 53:5; 54:2;
62:1, 9; 63:1).57 The Psalms of Solomon convey a Jewish community’s
response to persecution and a foreign invasion (cf. Pss. Sol. 2:3–6), a likely
response to the Romans in the first century BC. The community identifies
itself as “the pious” and “the righteous” in contrast to the outsiders and the
apostate Jews. According to 2 Baruch, because Israel cannot be compared
with other nations, it has not mingled with the other nations (42:4; 48:23).

ACCOMMODATION AND MAINTENANCE OF JEWISH

IDENTITY

While some Jews abandoned the marks of Judaism and assimilated totally
into the larger culture, our records reflect the variety of approaches during
the period of the Second Temple. Some of the literature emerges in times of
relative harmony between Jews and the dominant culture while others



reflect the struggle to survive when the Jewish subculture struggled for its
continuing existence.

The Epistle of Aristeas

The Epistle of Aristeas, which is famous for its legendary account of the
translation of the Septuagint, was probably written under the Ptolemies in a
time of peace by a Jewish author who had an excellent education and a high
social position in Egypt.58 The author’s admiration for Greek culture is
evident throughout this work. Indeed, the translators, according to the
author, were “men of excellent education (paideia)” who had not only
“mastered Jewish literature but also given considerable attention to the
literature of the Greeks” (121–22). The author presents the Jews and Greeks
as belonging to the same cultural world. According to a passage attributed to
the Greek Demetrius, but actually written by the Jewish author:

“God, the overseer and creator of all things, whom they
worship, is He whom all men worship, and we too, Your
Majesty, though we address Him differently, as Zeus and Dis; by
these names men of old not unsuitably signified that He
through whom all creatures receive life and come into being is
the guide and lord of all.” (16)

This statement reflects the theology of the book as a whole. While the author
observes the law, the book suggests that both Jews and Greeks follow their
separate paths; it gives no indication of the special place of the Jews or hints
at proselytizing.59

According to the Epistle of Aristeas, both Jews and Greeks prize rational
thought above bodily desires (5–8, 130, 140–41, 321); both extol moderation
and self-control (122, 221–23, 237, 256); and both pursue virtue (aretē, 122,
200, 215) and justice (dikaiosynē, 18, 24, 125).60 Both Jews and Greeks place
great value on piety (2, 24, 37, 42, 131, 215, 229). Consequently, Jews are
well integrated into the majority culture. Their leaders have even been
appointed to high positions in various ministries (37).

Despite the high social position of Aristeas, he defends a social boundary
over which the Jews may not pass.61 “In his wisdom the legislator, in a



comprehensive survey of each particular part, and being endowed by God
for the knowledge of universal truths, surrounded us with unbroken
palisades and iron walls to prevent our mixing with any of the other peoples
in any matter, being thus kept pure in body and soul” (trans. OTP 139). He
adds, “So to prevent our being perverted by contact with others or by
mixing with bad influences, he hedges us all around with strict observances”
(142). The author appeals to Greek values, indicating that the law is in
accordance with reason. “In general, everything is similarly constituted in
regard to natural reasoning, being governed by one supreme power, and in
each particular everything has a profound reason for it, both the things from
which we abstain in use and those of which we partake.” The author offers
examples.

Everything pertaining to conduct permitted toward these
creatures and toward beasts has been set out symbolically. Thus
the cloven hoof, that is the separation of the claws of the hoof, is
a sign of setting apart each of our actions for good, because the
strength of the whole body with its actions rests upon the
shoulders and the legs. The symbolism conveyed by these things
compels us to make a distinction in the performance of all our
acts, with righteousness as our aim. This moreover explains why
we are distinct from all other men. The majority of other men
defile themselves in their relationships, thereby committing a
serious offense, and lands and whole cities take pride in it: they
not only procure the males, they also defile mothers and
daughters. We are quite separated from these practices. (150–
53).

The law is one symbolic expression of the truth that can also be discovered
in other ways.62

While the author employs allegory to indicate the compatibility of Jewish
laws with Greek rationalism, he also maintains the Jewish practice of
separation from others. Thus the Epistle of Aristeas demonstrates Jewish
accommodation to Greek culture and the boundaries that prevent complete
assimilation to it.



Philo of Alexandria

Philo of Alexandria is the heir of a well-established Jewish community in
Alexandria and of numerous predecessors who had responded to Greek
culture. Some of Philo’s contemporaries, including his nephew, Tiberius
Julius Alexander, who rose to a high position in the provincial government,63

abandoned all Jewish practices and assimilated to the dominant culture
(Josephus, Ant. 20.100). Philo became a leading voice among the Jews, who
maintained their Jewish identity while also being immersed in Greek
culture. His brother, who held a high administrative position in
Alexandria,64 even donated the gold and silver plating for nine of the gates of
the temple enclosure. His importance to Jewish life is suggested by the fact
that he was once imprisoned by Gaius (cf. Josephus, Ant. 18.159–60, 165).

Philo’s wealth enabled him to receive an elite Greek education in
Alexandria (cf. Legat. 182). He evidently attended a gymnasium, which
covered all the subjects that became the medieval trivium (grammar,
rhetoric, dialectic) and quadrivium (arithmetic, geometry, music, astronomy
[Congr. 11, 16–18, 75–76, 148]),65 which comprise the egkyklios paideia. A
typical gymnasium had statues of the Greek gods and a curriculum that
included the stories about the Greek gods. Philo undoubtedly became
familiar with these stories, as he sometimes indicates in his writings (Opif.
133; Cher. 48–49).

As Philo argues in De congressu, the basic subjects are only the
“handmaiden” to the study of philosophy (Congr. 9, 10, 14, 19, 23, 35, 72–
74, 79, 121, 154–55; cf. Leg. 3.244), the knowledge of the higher things,
which lead to wisdom and virtue (Congr. 79–80). Philo’s heroes exemplify
the path from the lower subjects to philosophy, and he himself exemplified
this practice.66 His knowledge of Greek literature, Homer and the poets
(particularly Euripides), Demosthenes, Plato, and the Stoics, is evident on
every page of his work.67 He is especially indebted to Plato. His guiding
principle was that Moses was a great philosopher whose writings cohere
with Middle Platonism and Stoicism. In fact, according to Philo, the Greeks
borrowed from Moses. He insists that the laws in the Pentateuch are in
accordance with the law of nature, claiming the rationality of each
commandment by using the Stoic method of allegory.68 He finds
philosophical truths throughout his commentaries on the Pentateuch. The



creation narrative in Genesis is consistent with Plato’s Timaeus; Philo finds
two creations in Genesis: that of the intelligible world (kosmos noētos) and of
the sensible world (aisthētos kosmos, Opif. 16). The Platonic view of the
transcendence of the deity fits with Philo’s understanding of God. Like the
Middle Platonists, Philo employs negative theology, using the terms
“unnameable” (akatanomastos), “unutterable” (arrhētos), and
“incomprehensible by any idea” (kata pasas ideas akatalēptou) in reference
to God (Somn. 1.67), claiming that these terms are consistent with the God
of Genesis.

Although Philo was immersed in Greek literature and philosophy, he
subordinated his love of Greek culture to his Jewish identity. The Jewish
nation is

One which makes the greatest profession, to be engaged in the
supplication of the One who truly exists, who is the Creator and
Father of all. For what disciples of the best philosophy learn
from its teaching Jews gain from their laws and customs, that is,
knowledge of the highest and most original Cause of all, while
they reject the deceit of created Gods. For no created thing is
really God; it is only so in men’s opinion, since it lacks the most
essential quality, eternity. (Virt. 64–65)69

In his philosophical discourses he suggests that his Greek sources have
borrowed their best ideas from Moses (Prob. 57; cf. Aet. 19; Mos. 1.1–3).
This identity came into sharp focus in the crisis of AD 38, when long-
standing tensions between Alexandrian Jews and other groups turned into
violence. Jews were beaten, stabbed, dragged through the city, set on fire,
and their bodies left to rot (Flacc. 65–71). What most affected Philo was
when Flaccus declared the Jews of the city “foreigners and aliens” (Flacc. 53–
54). After the crisis subsided, Philo led a delegation to Rome to see
Caligula.70

Philo’s loyalty to Judaism is evident throughout his writings. Although he
provides extensive allegory on Jewish rituals, including circumcision, food
laws, and the Sabbath, he is fully observant of the law. He gives an elaborate
allegorical interpretation of circumcision as the elimination of pleasure and
the passions (Migr. 92), but the literal practice was also important to him (cf.



Spec. 1.8–11). Philo says, “Let us not abolish the law established concerning
circumcision” (Migr. 92). In Spec. 1.1–12 Philo gives an extended defense of
the practice of circumcision, noting that it was practiced by other peoples,
including the Egyptians (Spec. 1.2). He counters those who mock this Jewish
practice by arguing that 1) it prevents some incurable diseases (1.4); 2) it
promotes the cleanliness of the whole body, preventing genital diseases
(1.4); 3) it assimilates the circumcised member to the heart (1.6); and 4) it is
beneficial for fertility, allowing the semen to “travel aright” (1.7). Thus as
this defense of circumcision at the beginning of De specialibus legibus
indicates, “circumcision is the entry to the law, because it signifies two
fundamental principles of the law, the repudiation of pleasure, which is the
chief cause of moral error, and faith in God.”71

As one of the commandments of the decalogue, the Sabbath is of special
significance to Philo, as his extended treatment in De decalogo indicates
(Decal. 96–101; Spec. 2.260; Somn. 2.123; Legat. 158). He insists that the
Sabbath is a holy, public, and universal holiday that celebrates the birthday
of the world (Opif. 89; Mos. 1.207; 2.209–10; 2.59, 70). To keep the Sabbath
is to follow the pattern of God (Decal. 100), who rested on the seventh day.
This is the day to study wisdom (100).

Philo gives several examples of things that Jews should not do on the
Sabbath: “To light a fire or till the ground or carry a load or call a meeting or
sit in judgment or seek deposits or recover debts or to do other things also
allowed in those times that are not feast days” (Migr. 91). As in Exodus
20:10, the Sabbath rest is granted to servants and to animals (Spec. 2.66–70);
Philo even includes plants (Mos. 2.22). The reduction of physical exertion is
not to be understood as a provision for laziness or occasion for cheap
entertainment (Mos. 2.211). It is instead a time to care for the soul. For this
reason Jews assemble in synagogues on the Sabbath and listen to the reading
and explanation of the Scriptures (cf. Opif. 128; Abr. 28–30; Decal. 98–101;
Mos. 2.211–12, 215–16).

The Sabbath is of special significance because of the number seven. God
is the transcendent One. “God, ‘being One, is alone and unique’” (Leg. II.1).
Philo concludes that the One is equivalent to seven, the ideal number,
describing it in Opif. 100:



It is in the nature of 7 alone, as I have said, neither to beget nor
to be begotten. For this reason other philosophers liken this
number to the motherless (ἀμήτορι) and virgin Nikē (i.e.,
Athena), who is said to have appeared out of the head of Zeus,
while the Pythagoreans liken it to the ruler of all things: for that
which neither begets nor is begotten remains motionless; for
creation takes place in movement, since there is movement both
in that which begets and that which is begotten. There is only
one thing that neither causes motion nor experiences it, the
original Ruler and Sovereign. Of him 7 may be fitly said to be a
symbol (εἰκών). Evidence of what I say is supplied by Philolaus
in these words: ‘There is, he says, a supreme ruler of all things,
God, ever One, abiding, without motion, like unto himself,
different from all others.

Philo follows the allegorical interpretation of the Letter of Aristeas in his
interpretation of Jewish food laws. The food laws under the general rubric of
the tenth commandment, “Thou shalt not covet’ (epithumēseis, desire).”72 In
Exod 20:17 the prohibition is directed against desiring wife or property of a
neighbor, but in Philo it takes on a more general meaning. “None of the
passions is so troublesome as covetousness and desire (epithumia) of what
we have not” (Spec. 4.80), for it is the source of every sort of base passion
(Spec. 4.84). After describing the desire for wealth, reputation, and office
(Spec. 4.87–89), Philo concludes that the primal form of desire is connected
with the stomach, because that is the seat of the “desiring” (Spec. 4.84, 92–
94). Moses regulates the consumption of food by means of a series of laws
that would encourage the virtue of enkrateia (self-control) and improve
relations between men (Spec. 4.97). In describing the distinction between
pure and impure animals, Philo mentions the pig and fishes without scales.
They are forbidden because the tastiness of their meat excites the pleasure of
the belly, provoking gluttony (121). The injunctions may be understood in
an ethical sense to encourage a temperate lifestyle (Spec. 4.100–102). Moses
prohibits the consumption of reptiles and insects that move on their belly or
have four feet or more, for the belly is tied to pleasure, and the passions, the
source of all vices (Spec. 4.113–115).73



Philo remained a loyal Jew, maintaining the boundary markers of
circumcision, Sabbath, and food laws that frequently defined Jewish practice
in the diaspora. He demonstrated how a loyal Jew could be deeply immersed
in Greek education and remain faithful to the Jewish tradition. Scholars
have observed parallels between Philo and both Paul and the author of
Hebrews.

The Wisdom of Solomon

The significance of Hellenism for Jewish identity is apparent throughout the
Wisdom of Solomon. Although the records do not give a date and place for
the writing, this work probably also originated in Alexandria.74 Indeed, the
numerous echoes of Philo in this work suggest that the two come from a
similar environment.75 The author demonstrates a facility with Greek
language and rhetoric. James M. Reese has pointed out that the vocabulary
and style are not that of the LXX but of the Hellenistic environment in
which the author lived.76 Although it is addressed to “the rulers of the earth”
(1:1; 6:1–5, 21), it is actually written to Jews who live as a minority group in
a Hellenistic environment.

The Wisdom of Solomon is a protreptic address, a genre that called for
the adoption of a meaningful philosophy as a way of life.77 In contrasting the
way of wisdom with the way of folly, it is intended to encourage continued
adherence to the Jewish way of life “in a setting where the enticements of
Hellenization and the ability of apostates to reject their heritage as of little
value weigh heavily upon Jewish consciousness.”78 For a text that explicitly
encourages one way of life over alternatives, the protreptic discourses of the
philosophers provide the closest generic equivalents.79

Like other protreptic speeches, the Wisdom of Solomon it demonstrates
encyclopedic learning throughout the work. The rhetorical skill is evident in
the extended synkrisis, extolling wisdom (cf. 7:24, 28–30; 8:5).80 Chapters
11–19 are structured by extended synkrises that contrast the misfortunes of
the Egyptians with the deliverance of God’s people81 and the sorites in 6:17–
20,82 which traces the steps that lead from the wise man’s search for training
to his obtaining eternal royalty. The work is written in excellent Greek, and it
has many connections with Philo.



A major component of Wisdom’s attempt to promote loyalty to the Jewish
worship of the one God is the way the author articulates and supports the
appeal with concepts learned from Greek philosophy.83 When borrowing
from Greek philosophy, the author reflects the tendencies of Middle
Platonism to create a viable synthesis drawn from Stoic and Platonic
thought.84 Part of the author’s appeal to the readers, no doubt, was this
incipient synthesis of the best of the Greek tradition with the Jewish
tradition.85

Reese has demonstrated extensive philosophical vocabulary. The
philosophical training is particularly evident in 13:1–9. The argument
assumes that philosophical reasoning should lead to the conclusion that
God created the world. The author’s conviction that observation of these
marvels of creation should lead to the perception of the Creator was shared
by gentile philosophers such as Cleanthes.86 Paul makes a similar argument
in Rom 1:18–24.

Wisdom’s anthropology connects with Platonic thought, as the author’s
reference to the preexistence of souls indicates (8:19–20). The soul enters the
body, which is regarded as a burden for the soul, an “earthly tent” that
weighs down the soul (9:15). One may compare Plato, Phaedo 81C: “The
body is a heavy load, my friend, weighty and earthly and visible.” The author
shares the Platonic idea of the immortality of the soul, stressing that one’s
moral character determines one’s place in the afterlife.87

The author’s ethical teaching provides a synthesis between the way of
righteousness described in the Jewish tradition and Greek ethical
instruction. The pursuit of God-given wisdom trains the devotee in the four
cardinal virtues prized by Stoics and Platonists. Wisdom teaches the Greek
cardinal virtues: “she teaches self-control [sophrosynē] and prudence
[phronēsis], justice [dikaiosynē] and courage [andreia]” (8:7).

While not written necessarily during a time of persecution, Wisdom
reflects a high degree of tension between gentile and Jewish groups.88

Despite the affinity for Greek philosophy and rhetoric displayed by the
author, the predominant theme is “the social conflict and cultural
antagonism between Jews and non-Jews.”89 The author of Wisdom employs
his considerable learning not to integrate his Judaism with his environment
but to construct all the more sophisticated an attack upon it!90 He depicts a
sharply polarized society where “righteous” and “ungodly” stand opposed in



straightforward antagonism. God’s people (“the righteous”) stand in contrast
to “the foolish” (3:2), “the ungodly” (1:16; 3:10; 5:14; 19:1), “the
unrighteous” (4:18; 5:2), and “the wicked” (4:12). The author recalls
transitional biblical characters who were saved by wisdom (10:1–2) before
devoting a lengthy meditation on the salvation of God’s people (11–19) and
a critique of gentile religion (chs. 13–15). The author presents a lengthy
argument against the legitimacy of gentile religion (13:1—15:19), using
traditional Jewish criticisms (e.g., Isa 44:9–10; Ps 115:4–8; cf. Wis 14:15–16)
as well as the common philosophical critique. All those who do not
recognize the God of Israel as the creator are ignorant of God. These people
are foolish by nature (physei). God’s people are opposed by “enemies” and
“foes” (11.3, 5, 8; 12:20, 22).91 From the beginning of the polemic (13:1), the
author draws a line between those who are ignorant and those who possess
accurate knowledge of the divine.92 While such a polemic would serve to
reinforce the lines drawn between Jewish culture and the unenlightened
Gentile masses, the points of contact with Greco-Roman philosophic texts
suggest that the author sought to present Jewish piety that was on a par with
the tenets of the most enlightened Greco-Roman intellectuals.93 Such
rhetoric as we find in wisdom would have been a welcome reinforcement for
Jewish commitment at any period and the one of hostility within the
document may be intended to promote a “we versus they” mentality in
order to guard against assimilation.94

Fourth Maccabees

Fourth Maccabees also reports the resistance to the conquerors who
attempted to prohibit their religious practice with the collusion of Jason the
high priest (4:19–20). The narrative focuses on the command for Jews to eat
pork and food offered to idols (5:2–3, 14) and the tortures and death given
to those who refused. The author records in vivid detail the tortures
administered to the aged Eleazar (5:14–7:23) and the brothers, who
ultimately died for their religion as their mother looked on (8:1–17:10). He
is immersed in the Jewish traditions and the narratives of the Old
Testament,95 presenting Joseph (2:1–5), Moses (2:17), Jacob (2:19), and
David (3:6) as examples of faithfulness to the law. When the mother speaks
at the end, she recalls the stories of Cain and Abel, Isaac, Phinehas, the three



young men in the fiery furnace, and Daniel (18:1–15) as examples of
faithfulness to the law. She then cites Proverbs (18:16; cf. Prov 3:18), Ezekiel
(18:17; cf. Ezek 37:2–3), and the song that Moses taught (18:32; cf. Deut
30:20; 32:19).

Although 4 Maccabees advocates resistance to those who prohibit the
practices that define Judaism, it is also immersed in Greek philosophy and
rhetoric. David deSilva describes this work as “acculturated resistance
literature.”96 He has observed that the author writes in excellent Greek,
following stylistic and rhetorical conventions that demonstrate a mastery of
the language.97 His command of the language suggests that he had
undertaken the primary and secondary education and engaged in extensive
reading in Greek literature.98 As a book praising the virtue of reason and the
martyrs who exhibited this virtue, 4 Maccabees is commonly described as
epideictic oratory. With its exhortation to choose the course of action
demonstrated by the martyrs, it also exhibits deliberative features.99

The opening words of 4 Maccabees demonstrate the author’s engagement
with philosophy, especially Stoicism. The subject for discussion, according to
the author, is “most philosophical” (1:1). He begins with the proposition that
“devout reason is sovereign over the emotions” (tōn pathōn), a claim that
was commonplace in philosophical discussions. The work consists of two
major sections framed by an exordium (1:1–12) and a peroratio (17:7–
18:24).100 The first section (1:13–3:18) contains the theoretical basis for the
thesis, which the author announces in 1:1: “Devout reason (ho eusebēs
logismos) rules the emotions (pathē).” This claim becomes the refrain for the
entire book (1:1, 5–7, 9, 13–14, 19, 29; 2:4, 7, 9, 15, 24; 3:1, 5; 6:31; 7:1, 16;
13:1; 15:23; 16:1). Those who control the passions exhibit the cardinal
virtues of justice (dikaiosynē), courage (andreia), temperance (sophrosynē),
and wisdom (phronēsis, 1:6, 18). The temperate (sophron) Joseph was able to
overcome “the frenzy of the passions” through reason (2:4). Moses
controlled anger through reason (2:17–18). Jacob condemned the anger of
the households of Simeon and Levi (2:19). When David’s servants brought
him the water that he craved, he poured it on the ground, confronting his
desire with reason (3:7–16).

According to the theoretical analysis in chapters 1–3, the God who
planted the passions in the body and the soul also provided the power to
place them under control. Reason (logismos) is the sovereign (autokratōr,



1:7, 13, 30; 16:1; autodespotēs, 1:1; 13:1) and master (despotēs, 2:24; kyrios,
2:7) of the emotions, providing the means so that no one will give way to
them (1:7). It bridles the impulses (1:29), and it rules (kratei, 2:6, 15, 20;
epikratei, 3:1) and controls (epikratei, 1:33–35).101

This theoretical foundation lays the basis for the narrative of the martyrs
in the second part (chs. 4–18). The martyrs demonstrated the cardinal
virtues and a willingness to suffer and die for the law and virtue. The heroes
have been educated in the law (5:21–25; 13:22). They fight for the ancestral
law (6:21, 30; 9:15; 11:27; 13:13; 15:29, 32; 16:16) and die for it (6:27, 30;
13:9) and for piety (eusebeia, 7:15; 9:16–24, 29, 30; 11:20; 13:12; 14:13; 15:3,
14, 32; 16:13–14, 23; 18:3). Eleazar maintains his reason in the context of
torture (5:31; 6:7), dies nobly because of reason (6:31–7:1, 4, 14, 16–17), and
is followed in this by the sons (9:14–16; 15:1) and their mother (15:11, 23),
all of whom exhibit the cardinal virtues. In response to the tyrant, Eleazar
declares that the practice of the law teaches self-control, courage, justice, and
piety (5:23–24). In observing the law, the martyrs become the exemplars of
courage (andreia) and self-control (sophrosynē).102

Like Philo, the author appeals to the tenth commandment, “You shall not
covet (epithumēseis) to elaborate on the general subject of epithumia,
commonly rendered as “passion” or “desire.” By omitting the direct object in
Exod 20:17, he engages in the philosophical discussion of the control of the
passions. The fact that Paul also alludes to the tenth commandment in a
discourse on the control of the passions (Rom 7:7) suggests that the use of
the commandment in discussions of the passions was common in
Hellenistic Judaism.

The author of 4 Maccabees “cannot think about his own heritage apart
from the master’s categories”103 but nevertheless engages in a critique of the
dominant culture. Like Philo, he uses his education and rhetorical ability to
demonstrate the congruence of the Jewish way of life with the highest ideals
of Hellenistic culture. The portrayal of the heroes who died for the law is an
encouragement to the readers, who also live as minorities in their own
communities. The author concludes with the exhortation to the readers: “O
Israelite children, offspring of the seed of Abraham, obey this law and
exercise piety in every way, knowing that devout reason is master of all
emotions, not only of suffering from within, but also those from without”
(18:1–2). The readers can live comfortably within the Hellenistic culture and



remain faithful to the law. Thus the author reinforces group commitment as
they face the tensions of life in the diaspora.

Other documents from the Hellenistic age reflect the tendency toward the
maintenance of Jewish identity and the adoption of Hellenistic culture.
Many of them exist only in fragments. Ezekiel the Tragedian presents the
story of the Hebrews as a Greek tragedy, adopting the Greek literary
tradition while remaining faithful to Jewish identity. The presentation of
Moses belongs to the tradition of the Greek seer.104 Aristobulus preceded
Philo of Alexandria in employing allegory to find a convergence between
Scripture and philosophy.105 The fragments of his exegetical work reflect his
eclectic philosophical interests, including a familiarity with Stoic and
Pythagorean traditions. His allegorical interpretation of Scripture
corresponds to some extent to the Stoic allegorical interpretation of
Homer.106 Artapanus retells the biblical story, demonstrating his Jewish
commitments while reflecting his appreciation of Egyptian culture. He
depicts Abraham as the one responsible for introducing astrology to Egypt
(18.1). Joseph introduced enhanced Jewish life by introducing irrigation and
the proper allocation of the land (23.2). Moses invented boats, weapons, and
various machines (27.4).107 He is the one whom the Greeks called Musaeus
(27.3–4).

This literature reflects the extent of Jewish participation in Greek
intellectual life. Jewish families apparently sent their children to the Greek
gymnasia. The Jewish literature, according to Carl Holladay, represents both
ethnic promotion and self-preservation. To varying degrees, these texts have
missionary, apologetic, and propagandistic tendencies. Although they are
conversant with Greek literature and interact with Greek philosophers and
historians, they remain sympathetic to the Jewish tradition. This
engagement with Greek culture indicates “not only that Greek culture was
speaking to them but also that they were speaking to Hellenistic culture.”108

CONCLUSION

The major challenge for Jews in both Palestine and the diaspora was to
maintain their identity in a culture that discriminated against them,
ridiculed them, and enticed them to abandon the traditional faith. No group
was totally untouched by aspects of Greek culture although Jewish groups



responded in a variety of ways. Some assimilated fully to Greek culture
while our literature records the others who maintained their Jewish identity.
Among these, some withdrew from the culture while others adopted various
elements of Greek culture while maintaining Jewish practices.

These issues form the background for both the ministry of Jesus and the
work of Paul. Jesus’s table fellowship with sinners violated Pharisaic norms
of separation. When Paul later formed communities of Christ-believers in
the diaspora, he had models for community formation in the Jewish
tradition. His controversies with those who insisted on circumcising
converts also challenges the traditions of separation (see ch. 3).
Nevertheless, he encouraged separation for his own converts, insisting on
drawing boundaries between the community and the larger society (see ch.
3). He established communities that, like the diaspora counterparts, rejected
idolatry and activities associated with it. He also shaped communities that
rejected the sexual practices of the society. Consequently, the communities
established by Paul, like the communities of the diaspora, lived as minorities
in their culture and faced the hostility of the populace. Paul provided them
with a corporate identity that empowered them to resist the temptation to
assimilation.
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Jesus, the Kingdom of God, and Human
Culture

hen Jesus came into Galilee, preaching “The time is fulfilled; the
kingdom of God is at hand” (Mark 1:15), he was evoking an image

for the culmination of Israel’s hopes, which would usher in a new society.109

Although the phrase “kingdom of God” is rare in Jewish literature, the OT
and Jewish literature declare that “God reigns” (Ps 93:1; 96:10; 97:1) and that
God’s kingdom is everlasting (Ps 145:13). In the midst of defeat and
desolation after the exile, the reign of God is interpreted eschatologically.
The prophets anticipate the time when “God will be king over all the earth”
(Zech 14:9). The author of Daniel surveys the succession of kingdoms and
announces the future “kingdom that will not be destroyed” (Dan 2:44).
Deutero-Isaiah announces the return from exile, exclaiming “Your God
reigns” (Isa 52:7). God will reign over Israel and all creation (Isa 40:3–4;
41:4; 43:3). Thus the OT reflects a tension between the present reign of God
and the expectation of a future kingdom. The latter dimension dominates
Jewish apocalyptic literature.110

While descriptions of the coming kingdom vary in Jewish literature, the
common themes were the conquering of God’s enemies (1 QM 1:9–10), the
defeat of Satan/Beliar (As. Mos. 10:1; 1 QM 1:5; T. Dan 5:10–13), vengeance
on the nations (Isa 61:2; Ps. Sol. 17:30–31; As. Mos. 10:7), and the
restoration of peace and justice in the land (Isa 52:7; 54:12, 14; 55:12; 57:2,
19; 60:17). This will be the time for the restoration of the monarchy,
according to numerous sources. According to the Psalms of Solomon, God
chose David to be king over Israel and swore that his descendants would be
kings forever and that his kingdom would never fall (17:3; cf. 2 Sam 7:14).
The author prays, “Raise up for them their king, the son of David, to rule
over your servant Israel” (17:21). This descendant of David will destroy the
enemies, purify Jerusalem, and gather a holy people, whom he will lead in
righteousness (17:26). In addition, the proto-rabbinic texts show that the



prayer for the coming of God’s kingdom was a central element of Jewish
hope at the time of Jesus.111 In the prayer, the kaddish, they pray: “Magnified
and sanctified be his great name in the world that he has created according
to his will. May he establish his kingdom in your lifetime and in your days
and in your lifetime of all the house of Israel, even speedily and at a near
time.”112

Jesus made his announcement in the context of political, religious,
cultural, and social institutions that already existed and would be challenged
by his message. Indeed, the signs of Greco-Roman culture and institutions
were everywhere. As Martin Hengel observed, Greco-Roman culture was
not limited to the Jewish diaspora but penetrated into Judea and Galilee.113

Herod the Great and his son Herod Antipas had engaged in major building
projects in Judea and Galilee. The Hellenistic cities of Tiberias and
Sepphoris were not far away from Jesus’s home in Nazareth. A Greek theater
was built in Sepphoris, only a few miles from Jesus’s home.114 Jewish groups
could not ignore the influence of Greek culture but defined themselves on a
continuum between resistance and accommodation (see ch. 1). Thus while
Jesus did not address the relationship between the kingdom and the culture,
his message undoubtedly had implications for the existing society. Like his
predecessor John the Baptist, he did not minister within the established
institutions or affiliate with any of the parties within Galilee and Judea. He
called all Israel to repent in anticipation of the coming of the kingdom.

Despite the proximity of the Greco-Roman culture to Jesus’s home, the
Gospels record no explicit engagement with it. Nor do they refer to Jesus’s
presence in the Hellenistic-Roman cities of Sepphoris and Tiberias. Jesus
makes no reference to the culture of the theater, the arts, or the philosophy
of the day.

The dark cloud overshadowing the ministry of Jesus was the reality of
Roman occupation.115 One may be surprised, however, that the Gospel
narratives contain few reports of Jesus’s encounter with the signs of Roman
power or of Rome’s client in Galilee, Herod Antipas. In fact, “the ruling hand
of Rome was fairly light.”116 Antipas is mentioned only rarely in the Gospel
narratives (cf. Mark 6:14–22; Luke 23:7–15). This fact is especially
surprising when one considers that Herod Antipas executed John the
Baptist. When Jesus is told that Herod Antipas wants to kill him, he replied,
“Go and tell that fox, ‘Behold, I cast out demons and perform cures today



and tomorrow’” (Luke 13:31–32). He speaks directly of Roman power only
when he is asked about the payment of taxes (Mark 12:13–17 par.).

While Jesus does not speak of the high culture of literature and the arts,
his language reflects his place in the ordinary village culture of Galilee. He
speaks of weddings (Mark 2:19–20 par.), households (Mark 6:10 par.; 10:29),
absentee landlords, tenant farmers, day laborers, fishermen, tax collectors,
and village life. He assumes the existence of slavery (Matt 10:24; 18:23; 22:3;
Luke 12:42) and life under Roman rule. The immediate culture among Jews
in Galilee was dominated by the synagogue and the way of life based on the
Torah. Jesus frequently encounters the Pharisees and scribes as well as the
crowds in Galilee, the culture that he engages.

Jesus’s message of the kingdom addressed the deep longings of an
oppressed people. However, the Gospels contain no record of a
confrontation with Roman rule. The kingdom was already “at hand” (Mark
1:15); indeed, Jesus claims that the prophetic hope for the “good news for
the poor” was already fulfilled (Luke 4:21). While the “good news for the
poor” was understood in Jewish tradition as the reversal of Israel’s fortunes,
Jesus demonstrated this good news in his ministry to the diseased and the
outcasts within Israel. In his exorcisms, he declared that “the kingdom of
God has come upon you” (Luke 11:20). Indeed, the defeat of Satan was not
expressed in terms of an actual military confrontation, but in his healings
and exorcisms (cf. Mark 3:23–27; Luke 10:18).

Although the Gospels indicate that Jesus attracted great crowds, his
message was rejected by most of the listeners. His generation was “like
children in the marketplace” who say, “We played the flute to you and you
did not dance, we sang a dirge and you did not weep” (Matt 11:16; Luke
7:31).117 He describes it as “an evil generation” that demands a sign (Luke
7:29), and he denounces the cities where his preaching did not lead to
repentance, expressing woes on Chorazin, Bethsaida, and Capernaum (Matt
11:20–24). The response to his message is indicated in the parable of the
banquet. Those who were first invited rejected the invitation (Luke 14:16–
24; cf. Matt 22:1–14).

Because Jesus worked outside the established institutions, a conflict with
the culture was inevitable. The Gospel writers record the conflict between
Jesus and Jewish groups from the beginning (cf. Mark 2:1—3:6). While these
conflicts reflect issues from the period when the Gospels were written, they



also point back to the issues in Jesus’s own time, for the message of the
kingdom inevitably provoked conflict with the existing institutions; the
“new wine” did not fit in the old “wineskins.”

Although Jesus was faithful to the Torah, he challenged the Pharisaic
fence around the law, as evidenced by his activities on the Sabbath (cf. Mark
2:1–12 par; Luke 13:14–15; 14:1). In his table fellowship with tax collectors
and sinners, he violated the Pharisees’ purity laws and undermined their
insistence on separation (cf. Luke 15:1). Consequently, the conflict with the
Jewish leaders was inevitable.

While the Gospels do not record a direct challenge to Roman power by
Jesus, the message of the kingdom inevitably led to a conflict with Roman
power, as the sign on the cross, “king of the Jews,” recorded in all four
Gospels (Matt 27:37; Mark 15:26; Luke 23:38; John 19:19), suggests. Thus
the Gospels report a conflict between Jesus and both the Jewish leadership
and the Roman rulers.

JESUS AND THE ALTERNATIVE COMMUNITY

Jesus’s message of the kingdom was rejected by the leaders and most of the
populace. However, he gathered disciples who followed him. Some followed
his itinerant life, while others were sedentary disciples who remained in
their villages. Those who followed him established a distinctive way of life
and shared the rejection by society with him.

Jesus and the Family

While Jesus assumed the realities of family life, the message of the kingdom
had an impact on his teaching about the family. When he was asked about
divorce, he challenged the classic text on the topic, Deut 24:1–4, as well as its
common interpretation. By appealing to the creation story as the basis for
marriage (cf. Mark 10:7), he indicated that the reality of marriage has been
transformed, for he maintained that the coming of the kingdom brought
with it absolute obedience.

On the other hand, he relativized the importance of the family. The sons
of Zebedee left their father to follow Jesus (Mark 1:20). When the would-be
disciple said, “Let me first bury my father,” Jesus said, “Follow me, and let
the dead bury their own dead” (Matt 8:21–22). This demand was contrary to



the heart of Jewish piety. Under Pharisaic influence, the last offices for the
dead had gained primacy among all the good works.118 When his disciples
said, “We have left all to follow you,” Jesus speaks of those who “have left
house or brothers or sisters and mothers and children and lands” for his sake
(Mark 10:29). When he describes the coming of the Son of Man, he says, “As
in the days of Noah, they were eating and drinking and marrying and giving
in marriage” (Luke 17:26–27). In the parable of the banquet, some of those
who were invited said, “I have married a wife and cannot come” (Luke
14:20). When Jesus’s mother and brothers come for him, he replies, “Who
are my mother and brothers?” (Mark 3:31–35). Thus Jesus relativized the
family and spoke of an alternative family composed of his disciples.

Jesus and the Structures of Domination

In the Synoptic tradition, the stratified society that includes the relationship
between master (kyrios) and slave (doulos) is assumed. Jesus encounters a
centurion whose slave is ill (Matt 8:11; Luke 7:2). The parables consistently
portray the world of slave and master (Matt 13:27; 18:23; 21:34–36; 22:3–4,
6, 8, 10; 24:45–46, 48, 50; 25:14, 19, 21, 23, 26; Luke 12:41–48; 15:22). The
high priest has a slave (Matt 26:51). Jesus comments that “a disciple is not
above his teacher, nor a slave above his master” (Matt 20:24; cf. John 13:16).

Jesus also knew the political world of kings and subjects. His parables
describe kings who go to war (Luke 14:31), a king who wished to settle
accounts with his servants (Matt 18:23), and a king who gave a marriage
feast for his son (Matt 22:7). He indicates that his disciples “will be dragged
before kings” (Matt 10:18) for his sake. He speaks of those who “live in
kings’ houses” (Matt 11:8). He knew the story of John the Baptist, who was
beheaded by the king (Herod Antipas, Mark 6:14–27 par.). He knows of
kings who receive tribute from their subjects (Matt 17:25).

While society recognized structures of domination, Jesus called for a
community that rejected these values. When the disciples are tempted to
adopt the values of their culture, Jesus responded that “the rulers of the
gentiles lord it over them. But it shall not be so among you. But whoever
would be great among you must be your servant, and whoever would be first
among you must be slave of all” (Mark 10:42–43). Similarly, Jesus
encouraged his disciples, “Neither be called masters, for you have one



master, the Christ. He who is greatest among you shall be your servant;
whoever exalts himself will be humbled, and whoever humbles himself will
be exalted” (Matt 23:8–12).

This expectation had major political implications for subject peoples, as
the revolts in AD 6, 66–70, and 132–35 indicate. Jesus’s announcement of
the kingdom, however, made no direct reference to the immediate political
situation. Indeed, he consistently indicates that the kingdom is already
present. As the agricultural parables indicate, the kingdom is growing
secretly. The expectation of “good news for the poor” has already been
fulfilled in his ministry. The parables describe a new world of values.

The Kingdom and the Reversal of Values

Jesus disassociates his message of the kingdom from the common
expectations and announces the reversal of values that is already present
among his disciples. Jesus presents an alternative world that is already
present in his ministry. Whereas children are marginalized in ancient
society, Jesus includes them among the examples of the humility required
for the disciples (Matt 18:3). They, along with the poor, are the marginalized
little ones to whom “the kingdom of God belongs” (Mark 10:14; cf. Luke
6:20). His statement, “How hard it will be for the rich to enter the kingdom
of God” (Mark 10:25), also looks forward to a new reality.119 Similarly, the
Lukan beatitude “Blessed are the poor” and the pronouncement “woe to you
rich” expresses the reversal in the kingdom of God in Jesus’s alternative
community (Luke 6:20, 24). The reversal is also evident in the sayings of
Jesus, “The first will be last” (Mark 10:31) and “For all who exalt themselves
will be humbled, and all those who are humbled will be exalted” (Luke
14:11). Similarly, the reversal of values is the consistent theme of the
parables. Those who come to the eschatological banquet are not the ones
who were first invited but “the poor, the crippled, the blind, and the lame”
(Luke 14:11). In response to the criticism that Jesus eats with tax collectors
and sinners, Jesus tells the story of the one who is welcomed home after he
has wasted his inheritance (Luke 15:11–32) while the dutiful son has
excluded himself from the celebration. The one who goes to his home
justified is not the Pharisee who has exceeded the commands of the law but



the tax collector who says, “God, be merciful to me a sinner” (Luke 18:9–
14).

The Sermon on the Mount and the Alternative Community

According to Joseph Klausner, Jesus “did not come to enlarge his nation’s
knowledge of art and culture, but to abolish such culture as it possessed,
bound up with religion, a culture which the scribes and Pharisees .  .  . held
tightly as though it were the single anchor of safety left to the nation.”120

Alluding to the Sermon on the Mount, Klausner argued that civil justice and
state efforts at reform would be impossible when one must “resist not evil”
and when one turned the other cheek. “How can the state endure if Jesus’s
request that a man not swear at all?”121 He adds that “even family life breaks
down for one who would be a true disciple of Christ.”122 Klausner asks,
“What interest has he in labor, in culture, in economic or political
achievements, who recommends us to be like ‘lilies of the field?’”123

Klausner adds that “the nation as a whole could only see in such public
ideas a dangerous fantasy” that stands outside civilization.124 Thus as a
summary of the teachings of Jesus, the Sermon on the Mount gives a clear
indication of the relation to the existing culture. As a comparison with Luke
indicates, Matthew has brought together sayings of Jesus from different
contexts. According to Matthew the instructions in the Sermon on the
Mount appear only after Jesus has announced the imminent arrival of the
kingdom (Matt 4:17, 23). Thus this sermon presupposes the arrival of the
kingdom of God, which is a challenge to the existing culture. As the
introductory words indicate, the crowds are present, but Jesus addresses the
disciples.125 The first four beatitudes indicate that Jesus addresses the
marginalized in society, while the blessings on the merciful (5:7), the pure in
heart (5:8), and the peacemakers (5:9) indicate the ethical responsibilities of
the disciples. The beatitudes in 5:10–11 indicate that the disciples face a
hostile environment; they will be persecuted and abused for righteousness’s
sake. These two beatitudes anticipate the later references to the persecution
of the disciples (cf. 5:44; 10:23). While the beatitudes appear in the
indicative, expressing future hope for the marginalized, they also imply an
ethical dimension, signifying the manner of life that distinguishes this
community from their society.126



The last of the beatitudes shifts from the third person to the second
person (plural), anticipating the statements, “You are the salt of the earth”
and “you are the light of the world” (5:14–16). Interpreters have debated the
meaning of the metaphor of salt. Its meaning is most likely determined by
the parallel statement, “You are the light of the world.” The parallel of
“earth/land” and “world” suggests both the disciples’ separation from the
world and their impact on it. The image of light was well known in
Scripture, especially in Isaiah (cf. Isa 9:2), which had a special significance in
the teachings of both Jesus and Paul. Both Israel (Isa 42:6) and the servant
(Isa 49:6) are a “light to the nations.” Isaiah 60 is built around the light
metaphor. The community is encouraged, “Arise, shine; for your light has
come” (60:1), affirming that “nations shall come to your light, and kings to
the brightness of your dawn” (60:3). Prior to the Sermon on the Mount,
Matthew has cited Isa 9:2 (“Those who go in darkness have seen a great
light”) and 58:10 (“your light will rise in the darkness”). The first imperative
in the Sermon on the Mount, “Let your light so shine before men that they
will glorify your father in heaven” (5:16) indicates that the separation from
the culture is also the impact on the culture.127

The command to let the light shine before others forms the transition to
the imperatives in the Sermon on the Mount. The disciples’ relationship to
existing institutions is evident in the statement, “Unless your righteousness
exceeds that of the Scribes and Pharisees, you will not enter the kingdom of
heaven” (5:20). In keeping with the Torah, the Pharisees had developed a
way of life based on the interpretation of the Torah. With their fence around
the law, the Pharisees had developed an extensive case law for the whole
society. The remainder of the Sermon on the Mount defines the proper
behavior of the disciples in contrast to the wrong type practiced by the
hypocrites (6:2, 5, 16; 7:5). This demand for a countercultural existence is
particularly evident in the final and climactic antithesis (5:43–48) where the
conduct of the disciples is contrasted to that of the tax collectors and the
gentiles. The question, “What more are you doing than others” (ti perisson
poieite, 5:47a), recalling Jesus’s statement in 5:20, “Unless your righteousness
exceeds that of the scribes and Pharisees, you will not enter into heaven,” is
to be understood in a qualitative sense; BDAG renders the Greek as “What
are you doing that is remarkable?”128



As the antitheses indicate, the rigorous commands cannot be instituted
for the entire society but only for the disciples. Laws against anger (5:21–26)
and lust (5:27–30) cannot be instituted as civil law or enforced. Similarly, the
prohibition of resistance (5:38–42), the command to love one’s enemies
(5:43–48), cannot be the basis of civil law. As the Sermon on the Mount
indicates, the disciples follow the interpretation of the Torah as Jesus has
interpreted it. As Gerhard Lohfink has indicated, Jesus understands the
gathered community as a contrast society.129 The radical ethos of the Sermon
on the Mount is not for society but for the people who are shaped by the
good news.

Jesus stood outside the dominant culture of Jewish leadership, as their
consistent criticisms of Jesus indicate. Over against the Pharisaic demands
for observance of the purity regulations, Jesus is remembered for his
friendship with “sinners.” In numerous instances “tax collectors and sinners”
are grouped together. The Pharisees criticize him because he eats with “tax
collectors and sinners” (Mark 2:15–17 par.). He is accused of being “a friend
of tax collectors and sinners” (Matt 11:19). The Pharisees and scribes
complain that “he receives tax collectors and sinners and eats with them”
(Luke 15:1–2). In other instances, tax collectors appear alone as the
antithesis of the righteous, apparently because they were considered the
prototypical sinners.130 The tax collector appears as the antithesis of the
righteous Pharisee in the parable (Luke 18:9–14). Jesus addresses the sinner
within the community, saying “Let him be as a gentile and a tax collector”
(Matt 18:17). When Jesus speaks of loving those who love in return, he asks,
“Do the gentiles and tax collectors not do the same?” (Matt 5:46).

The sinners were those who either disregarded or disputed the
interpretation of the Torah established by the Pharisees.131 The tax collectors
are commonly associated with sinners because of their reputation for
enriching themselves and exploiting others. This view of tax collectors is
reflected in the encounter of John the Baptist and the tax collectors; John
indicated that repentance involved collecting “no more than you are
authorized to do” (Luke 3:12–13). Indeed, tax collectors are grouped with
gentiles in Matthew’s admonition to expel the unrepentant member of the
community, “Let him be to you as a gentile and a tax collector.” Thus tax
collectors and sinners were outside the boundaries of Jewish purity laws.
Jesus’s message of the kingdom challenged those who drew sharp



boundaries between the sinners—those who did not maintain the Pharisaic
purity laws—and the righteous. Consequently, by crossing the traditional
boundaries, Jesus stood outside the dominant culture in Galilee.

JESUS AND CAESAR

As Jesus’s only direct statement about the disciples’ relationship to the
Caesar or Roman rule, his response to his interrogators, “Render to Caesar
the things that belong to Caesar, and to God the things that belong to God”
(Mark 12:17; cf. Matt 22:21; Luke 20:25), has been the center of attention in
recent years, especially since the emergence of liberation theology and
empire studies. The statement seems to encapsulate, if any specific passage
can, Jesus’s political outlook.132 Because Jesus’s statement does not
unambiguously answer the question of tribute with a “yes” or “no,” this
passage is the central focus for interpreters who have debated Jesus’s
relationship to Roman rule.

Jesus’s response must be seen in the larger context of the Jewish struggle
over its relation to the Roman occupiers and his own message of the
kingdom. Undoubtedly, Jesus was well aware of the Jewish revolt led by the
Zealots that was crushed by the Romans in AD 6. The relationship to the
state had been a major issue in Jewish circles. Judaism itself had a tenuous
relationship to Roman rule, as the revolt in AD 6 indicates. This revolt was
the result of the direct imposition of Roman rule after Archelaus was
deposed and taxes on the populace were instituted. The imposition of taxes
stood in direct conflict with the Jewish view of the sovereignty of God over
the land.133 According to Josephus, “a Galilean named Judas incited his
countrymen to revolt, upbraiding them as cowards for consenting to pay
tribute to the Romans and tolerating mortal masters, after having God for
their lord” (B.J. 2.118). Judas the Galilean apparently considered the census
and the taxes levied by the Romans as a form of slavery. The use of coins
with the divine claims of the Caesar evoked the resistance of Judas and those
who followed him.

Although Judas’s revolt was quickly suppressed and Judas himself
executed, his teaching lived on. Josephus (Ant. 18.6–8) traced the later
Jewish revolt that led to disaster in AD 70 to his teaching.134 By the time of
Jesus’s public ministry, the tribute had become a controversial issue, as Jews



struggled with the reality of Roman occupation. Jesus was aware of the
Galileans, whose blood Pilate had mingled with their sacrifices (Luke 13:1),
and the fate of John the Baptist (cf. Mark 6:17–29), who had been put into
prison prior to the beginning of Jesus’s ministry and was later executed
(Mark 1:14; 6:17–20). However, he says little about Roman rule or the rule
of their clients, the Herods,135 although his encounter with a Roman
centurion (Matt 8:5) suggests that Jesus sometimes interacted with Roman
representatives. Herod Antipas hears about him and concludes that he is
John the Baptist risen from the dead (Mark 6:14). According to Luke the
disciples warn him that Herod wants to kill him (13:31).

Despite the absence of direct references to Roman occupation in the
Gospels, scholars from the eighteenth century until now have maintained
that Jesus was involved in anti-Roman activity. In the eighteenth century,
Hermann S. Reimarus argued that Jesus was engaged in revolutionary
activity, as the message of the kingdom indicates. Similar arguments were
made by Karl Kautsky, Robert Eisler, S. G. F. Brandon, Joel Carmichael, and
Hyam Maccoby. The arguments have been summarized by Fernando
Bermejo-Rubio. These include Jesus’s instruction to the disciples to buy a
sword (Luke 22:36), the apparent violence in the cleansing of the temple, the
presence of armed troops in Gethsemane, and the execution by the Romans.
In several publications, Richard Horsley has argued that Jesus made a direct
challenge to Roman power. He maintains that the Gospel writers have
minimized any anti-Roman activity. The coming of the kingdom is the
judgment on all oppressive rulers. The crucifixion by the Romans is the
evidence of Jesus’s anti-Roman activity.

Once we “take the Gospel whole,” it is clear not only that Jesus
spearheaded a program of renewal of the people. He also
pronounces judgment on the people’s rulers, on the Romans
themselves as well as on their Jerusalem rulers, the face that the
Roman imperial order presented to the people of Palestine.136

All contrary evidence, according to Rubio, is the result of the Gospels’
attempts to cover up the seditious nature of Jesus’s ministry.

The Synoptic Gospels record a series of questions from Jewish leaders in
the days prior to the arrest and trial of Jesus, all of which reflect their



growing hostility to Jesus and the desire to “trap him in his talk” (Mark
12:13). This conversation occurred in the temple precincts (Mark 11:27)
with the “chief priests and the scribes and the elders” (11:27).

The passage in Mark 12:13–17 par. is one of the many pronouncement
stories in which the brief controversy ends with a decisive statement from
Jesus (cf. Mark 2:17, 21–22, 27–28), often challenging the common
interpretations of Jewish law (cf. Mark 2:21–22; 10:2–9). Those who sent the
Pharisees and the Herodians to entrap Jesus by his words are apparently the
chief priests, scribes, and elders (Mark 11:27) who ask Jesus to comment on
questions of Jewish law. In Mark’s Gospel the passage comes after the
parable of the tenants in the vineyard (12:1–11), which presented the Jewish
leaders as the tenants who killed the vinedresser’s son. “They”—apparently
the chief priests, scribes, and elders (11:27)—thus expressed their hostility to
Jesus when the Pharisees and Herodians sought to catch him in a word
(Mark 12:13). According to all four Gospels, the initial hostility to Jesus and
his movement came not from Rome but from the Jewish leadership.

Pharisees and Herodians had previously conspired against Jesus at the
conclusion of an earlier conflict story (Mark 3:6).137 The alliance of the
Pharisees and Herodians in these two instances cannot easily be
explained.138 We know little about the Herodians, although we may assume
that they were followers of Herod Antipas and thus favorable to Rome.139

The Pharisees had been the major opposition throughout Mark’s Gospel, but
they are not presented in the Gospels as politically engaged. Most likely a
range of views with respect to Rome and taxation existed among the
Pharisees.

Although the interlocutors ask Jesus the question in order to “catch him”
in an unguarded statement (12:13), they begin with a captatio benevolentiae:
“We know that you are true and do not care for anyone’s opinion.” This is
followed by the question, “Is it lawful (exestin) to give tribute (dounai
kēnson) to Caesar?” Exestin recalls previous conversations on controversial
questions of Jewish law in the Synoptic Gospels. The Pharisees had accused
Jesus of doing what is not lawful (ouk exestin) to do (Mark 2:24 par.) on the
Sabbath. In a healing controversy, Jesus asks, “Is it lawful (exestin) to do
good or to do evil?” (Mark 3:4). John the Baptist had told Herod Antipas
that it is not lawful (ouk exestin) to have his brother’s wife (Mark 6:18). The
questions about the Sabbath and divorce were matters of halakic debate,



according to the Mishnah. The issue of paying taxes is not treated in the
Mishnah, but it had been a matter of debate since the Jewish uprising in AD
6–7. The questioners thus place before Jesus the life-threatening alternative.
Jesus would either acknowledge his loyalty to Rome, alienating the crowds,
or lay the basis for the accusation that he is inciting rebellion.140

Kēnsos is a technical term of Roman taxation, a loan word from the Latin
census. Like phoros in the Lukan parallel (20:22), it designates the tribute
associated with Roman rule.141 According to Matt 17:25, Jesus responds to
those who ask, “Does your teacher not pay (ou telei) the tax (didrachma)?”
He replies, asking Peter, “From whom do the kings of the earth take toll
(telē) or tribute (kēnson)?” Do they receive from their own or from others?
Peter responds, “From others,” indicating the situation of the Jews in an
occupied land. The story of the coin in the fish’s mouth (Matt 17:27) may
reflect the memory that Jesus paid taxes.

While rabbinic sources do not comment extensively on the question of
the payment of taxes, the issue was debated in Jewish circles. “After the first
authenticated provincial census of Judea (with Samaria and Idumea) in AD
6 under the Syrian governor P. Sulpicius Quirinius, the Roman procurators
were responsible for the census. They were assisted by local Jewish
authorities who were authorized to collect taxes (Josephus, B.J. 2.).” An
embittered resistance rose up simultaneously with the tax, which was led by
Judas the Galilean (cf. Acts 5:37; Josephus, Ant. 18.1f.; B.J. 2.118). In the
events leading to the Jewish revolt, the payment of taxes was the major issue
(B.J. 2.403).142 The fact that the emperor was the foreign master of the land
and the people was the basis for the taxation, and this brought lasting
conflict with faith in God as the only master (Ant. 28.23; B.J. 2.433).143

Jesus’s response is not typical in the pronouncement stories. Before he
gives the definitive answer, as in the other pronouncement stories, he asks
the interlocutors to bring a denarius, the common coinage in the Roman
Empire. The fact that the interlocutors have the denarius indicates their own
response to the question: they are using Caesar’s coinage with Caesar’s
image. The image would be that of Tiberius with the inscription “Tiberius
Caesar, son of the divine Augustus” on one side and “Pontifex Maximus”
with the image of the mother of the Caesar sitting on the heavenly throne
with the Olympic scepter in the right hand and the olive branch symbolizing
the earthly incarnation of the heavenly peace on the other side.144



The meaning of Jesus’s answer, “Give (apodote) to the emperor the things
that are the emperor’s, and to God what belongs to God,” has been a matter
of debate; the interpretation has frequently been influenced by political
conditions in the last two centuries and the political position of the
interpreter. Some, having seen the misuse of power by the state, have
regarded with suspicion any claim that acknowledges anything belongs to
Caesar.145 Consequently, they interpret the passage as a message of
resistance; that is, nothing belongs to Caesar. This interpretation is
commonly understood as part of a pattern of resistance throughout Jesus’s
ministry.146 Others interpret the passage as a rejection of the Zealot
resistance to the payment of taxes. Another interpretation places the passage
within an eschatological context, maintaining that the imminence of the
kingdom has relativized the claims of the state. Finally, the passage has been
interpreted within the framework of the two kingdoms, according to which
political and religious matters are demarcated and the state has its legitimate
role.147

The coin—and presumably the authority to tax—belongs to Caesar.
Apodote is a terminus technicus for any debt or payment for services,
including taxes, and it also has the meaning “to give back” or “return to the
owner.”148 That Jesus uses apodidomi (give back) rather than didomi (give) as
used by the interlocutors is significant. While the interlocutors have asked if
it is lawful to “give” (dounai) to Caesar, Jesus responds, “Give back”
(apodote) to Caesar. Thus the meaning is probably “Give back the things that
belong to Caesar.” The things that are Caesar’s (ta Kaisaros) is an immediate
reference to the coin that the interlocutors possess, but it also suggests the
more expanded meaning of anything that belongs to Caesar.149 To pay taxes
is merely to give back the coinage that Caesar has given. This response is
consistent with the comment in Matthew that “the kings of the earth receive
tribute,” not from their own people but from others (Matt 17:25). Thus Jesus
is not a Zealot. Indeed, nothing in the Gospel tradition suggests that Jesus is
a Zealot. One gives back to Caesar what is already Caesar’s. At the present,
taxation, like the other institutions of society, is a reality.

Jesus’s response does not suggest an equivalent between the “things that
are Caesar’s” and the “things that are God’s,” for the “things that are Caesar’s”
are limited. As Förster maintains, Jesus’s response to the question of taxation
must be seen within his message of the kingdom. Jesus describes the reign of



God that is already “at hand” (Mark 1:14) in his outreach to the outcasts and
table fellowship with sinners (cf. Mark 12:13–17; Luke 11:20; 15:1). Unlike
the apocalyptic writers, he does not speak of the downfall of Roman power
(cf. Dan 2:44) or a war against the enemies, as in the Qumran texts (e.g., 1
QM). He envisions the time when people from east and west sit down at the
table in the kingdom of God (Matt 8:11; Luke 13:29). Jesus’s message of the
kingdom suggests that the authority of Caesar is only temporary, while
God’s rule is eternal.150 As Jesus’s apocalyptic message in Mark 13 indicates,
the disciples live in the interim before the manifestation of God’s rule. They
will demonstrate their absolute loyalty to “the things that belong to God” as
they suffer for Christ and anticipate his coming.151 The ultimate loyalty, as
the entire narrative suggests, consists of the “things that belong to God.”
Disciples leave their occupations to follow Jesus, who challenges people to
leave everything and give up possessions to follow him. Jesus calls on
disciples to take up a cross to follow him. Thus Jesus acknowledges “the
things that belong to Caesar” but relativizes their significance, knowing that
God will ultimately triumph over all of the world’s powers.152

The political implications are evident, however, in the proclamation of the
future kingdom. As the arrest and execution of Jesus indicate, his message of
the kingdom was nevertheless subversive, for it relativized political
affiliation and undermined the absolute loyalty that Rome demanded. Just as
Jesus spoke of other institutions, including marriage and family, from an
eschatological perspective (cf. Mark 12:18–27), he also regarded political
power as one of the institutions that would ultimately pass away. Jesus holds
that God will soon bring to an end the entire cosmos, including the Roman
Empire.

CONCLUSION

Living in the interim between the inauguration of the kingdom and God’s
ultimate reign, Jesus called together an alternative community that lived
between these two worlds. Although some left everything to follow Jesus,
others lived in the villages, had families, labored in various trades, and
encountered Roman authorities regularly. Unlike the Qumran community,
they did not retreat from the world. Jesus formed an alternative society in
anticipation of the time when God’s kingdom would “come with power” (cf.



Mark 9:1), in part living as if that day were already present. While Jesus
recognized society’s institutions, he relativized them, refusing to give
ultimate significance to the family, work, commercial activity, and politics.
As the Sermon on the Mount indicates, the message of the kingdom created
a new situation in which the disciples would surpass the ethic of their peers,
the scribes and the Pharisees (Matt 5:20). This ethic was not intended for the
entire society, but those who practiced it were “the light of the world” (Matt
5:16). Jesus did not call for them to retreat from the world but to “let [their]
light shine” so that others would see their good works and glorify God.
Those who separated from the values of the culture would then have an
impact on the culture.
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Having as Not Having

Paul and Culture

major point of continuity between the teachings of Jesus and Paul is the
tension between the “now” and the “not yet.” Jesus declares that the

kingdom “has come upon you” (Luke 11:20 par; cf. Matt 11:2–6; Mark 1:15;
Luke 17:21) but is still to come (Mark 9:1; cf. Matt 6:10; 11:2–6; Luke 22:16),
while in Romans Paul announces that the eschatological revelation of God’s
righteousness “has [now] been made known” in the death of Christ (Rom
3:21; cf. 1:17; 8:1) but that “salvation is nearer to us than when we first
became believers” (Rom 13:11), who wait for the glory to be revealed (Rom
8:16, 23–25). Paul indicates to the Corinthians that “the end of the ages has
come” for believers (1 Cor 10:11) but gives an extended treatment of the
general resurrection and the return of Christ (15:1–58).

Paul describes the arrival of the new age in a variety of ways. He reminds
the Galatians that they have been “rescued from this present evil age” (Gal
1:4) inasmuch as God sent his son “in the fullness of time” (Gal 4:4). The
new creation promised by the prophets (Isa 65:17; 66:2) has become a reality
(2 Cor 5:17; Gal 6:15). Paul is a minister of the new covenant (2 Cor 3:6)
promised by Jeremiah (31:31–34). In the death of Jesus Christ the mystery
that was long hidden has now been made known (1 Cor 2:8–10).
Nevertheless, Paul consistently speaks of the day of Christ (or “day of the
Lord”; cf. 1 Cor 1:8; 2 Cor 1:14; Phil 1:6, 10; 1 Thess 5:2), the parousia (1
Cor 15:23; 1 Thess 2:19; 3:13; 4:15; 5:23), the future kingdom (1 Cor 6:9;
15:50), and the final righteousness of God for which believers wait (cf. Gal
5:5). Believers, therefore, live in the interim between their rescue from “the
present evil age” and the final day. Consequently, they live in the world while
they also belong to the new world. This situation creates distance from the
existing culture.

Paul’s task is to build communities that reflect their existence in the
interim between this age and the age to come. On the one hand, in this new



age believers possess the Spirit that the prophets had promised (Rom 5:5;
8:2–8; 1 Cor 2:10–17; Gal 3:1–5; 5:22–29; cf. Ezek 36:22–32; Joel 2:28–29),
which now enables them to overcome the power of sin (Rom 8:2–4; Gal 3:1–
5; 5:22–26) and no longer be “conformed to this age” (Rom 12:2). In this
new aeon the old distinctions of this age are removed. “There is neither Jew
nor Greek, slave or free, male and female” (Gal 3:28; cf. 1 Cor 12:13; Col
3:11). On the other hand, Paul speaks of his anxiety over his churches (2 Cor
11:28), describing himself as being in the pangs of childbirth “until Christ is
formed” among his churches (Gal 4:19). Indeed, he indicates to the
Corinthians that “we are being transformed into the same image” (2 Cor
3:18) and appeals to the Romans not to be conformed to this age but to “be
transformed” by the renewing of their minds (Rom 12:2). His exhortations
indicate that they are not yet transformed into the image of Christ. This
transformation will occur only at the end (Rom 8:29; Phil 3:21).

BOUNDARIES BETWEEN THE CHURCH AND THE

WORLD

The existence of the church as a new creation establishes a sharp distinction
between the community and the society, for the process of identity
formation requires a demarcation from all others.153 Because Paul is building
communities of the new age, he writes to ensure their moral transformation
rather than address matters for the larger society. He does not use the
language of Christ and culture but of the church and the world (kosmos). For
Paul, the world is not the creation (ktisis) but the sphere of the evil powers
that tempt humankind. It is the equivalent of “this age” (cf. 1 Cor 1:20; 3:18–
19). Although God is the Creator of the world (Rom 1:20; cf. 1 Cor 10:26), it
is nevertheless dominated by the power of sin (Rom 5:12; cf. Rom 6:12) and
the god of this world (2 Cor 4:4), which will ultimately be judged (Rom 3:6;
1 Cor 6:2; 11:32).154 Because this age is under the power of sin, God was in
Christ “reconciling the world to himself ” (2 Cor 5:19).

The Christian message of the cross stands in sharp contrast to the
“wisdom of the world” (1 Cor 1:20–21; 3:19; 6:9), for God has made both
the “wisdom of this age” (1 Cor 2:6) and the “wisdom of the world”
foolishness (1 Cor 1:20; 3:19). Inasmuch as the church is composed
primarily of those who were not wise, powerful, or of noble birth according



to the standards of the world (1 Cor 1:26–29), it reflects the divine wisdom
of the one who chooses the weak things of the world in order to shame the
strong and the foolish things of the world to shame the wise (1:27). Paul
himself is a “spectacle to the world” (1 Cor 4:9) and “the rubbish of the
world” (1 Cor 4:13).

Although believers have been rescued from the present evil age, they still
live in the world (kosmos, cf. Rom 5:12; 1 Cor 1:20, 21, 27–28; 2:12; 3:19; 4:9;
5:10; 7:31; Phil 2:15), but Paul urges them not “to be conformed to this
world” (Rom 12:1), and he declares that he has “been crucified to the world”
(Gal 6:14). The world is thus the equivalent of “this age” as the place of
unredeemed humanity, from which believers have been rescued (cf. Gal 1:4)
although they still live in it.

In other instances he speaks of unredeemed humanity—the “natural
person” (NRSV “unspiritual,” 1 Cor 2:14) in contrast to the spiritual person
(1 Cor 2:13–15). When believers do not conduct themselves according to
the standards of the new age, as in Corinth, they are behaving “according to
human limitations” (kata anthrōpon in 1 Cor 3:3), that is, according to the
standards of the culture.

The sharp distinction between the church and the world corresponds to
the distinction between insiders and outsiders. Paul consistently
distinguishes between believers (hoi pisteuontes) and unbelievers (apistoi),
especially in 1 Corinthians (6:6; 7:12–14; 10:27; 14:22–23; 2 Cor 4:4; 6:14).
The self-designation of the community as “believers” (cf. 1 Thess 1:7; 2:10,
13) leads to the logical opposite term—unbelievers—to describe outsiders.155

In 1 Corinthians, hoi pisteuontes is used three times (1:21; 14:22 [twice]),
and hoi apistoi is used eleven times (6:6; 7:12, 13, 14 [twice], 15; 10:27; 14:22
[twice], 23, 24) to designate the boundaries between the community and
outsiders. Believers should handle their own disputes rather than take them
before unbelievers (1 Cor 6:1, 6).156 Living in a society where contact with
unbelievers is inevitable—in marriage (7:12–14), in social relationships
(10:27), in the assemblies (14:22–24)—believers must decide about their
relationship with the outside world as they establish boundaries.

Paul uses other terms to distinguish insiders from outsiders in 1
Corinthians. Indeed, He insists that believers refuse to associate with
immoral believers but leave to God the task of judging “those outside” (1
Cor 5:12–13). He speaks also of “those who are perishing” (1:18), the



immoral (pornoi, 5:9–11; 6:9), and those who are engaged in the vices that
prevent them from entering the kingdom of God (1 Cor 6:9–10). He speaks
also of “outsiders” (idiōtai) who come into their assemblies (14:16, 23–24).

While Paul faces a separate set of issues in 2 Corinthians, including the
need for boundaries against the opponents who undermine his work of
community formation, he maintains his focus on the boundaries between
the community and the world. As in 1 Corinthians, he argues that his
preaching results in the division of the world into “those who are being
saved” and “those who are perishing” (2 Cor 2:17). His ministry is more
glorious than that of Moses (3:7–11), but the minds of many listeners have
been hardened (3:14), and a veil still covers them as they read the Scripture
(3:15). Indeed, if his gospel is veiled, it is veiled only among the perishing
(4:3), that is, the unbelievers (apistoi) whose minds the God of this world
has blinded “to keep them from seeing the light of the gospel of the glory of
Christ, who is the image of God” (4:4). Thus Paul divided the world into two
groups: those who are being saved and those who are perishing (2:15; cf.
4:3), that is, the unbelievers (apistoi, 4:4). He insists on boundaries between
believers and unbelievers.

Paul’s most vivid and extended appeal for boundaries between the
community and the unbelievers (apistoi) appears in 2 Cor 6:14—7:1. He
appeals to the listeners not to “be mismatched with unbelievers” (6:14),
supporting his demand with an argument based on Scripture (6:14b—7:1).
The passage is widely regarded as an interpolation, either by Paul or by
someone else.157 Scholars have maintained that 6:13 fits easily with 7:2,
indicating that 6:14—7:1 is an interpolation. They have also argued that the
numerous hapax legomena suggest that 6:14—7:1 is not a part of the
original composition. Furthermore, some have argued that the radical
separation reflects a conflict with Pauline theology.158

The argument that 2 Cor 6:14—7:1 is an interpolation is not convincing.
One may observe that 6:13 and 7:2 do not fit together well. “Make room for
us in your hearts” (platunthēte, literally “make room for us”) in 6:13 followed
by “make room for us in your hearts” (chōrēsate, 7:2) would be an awkward
redundancy.159 Furthermore, 6:14—7:1 fits within a series of imperatives that
begin in 6:11–13 as Paul appeals to the Corinthians to reciprocate his
affections for him (6:11–13). To “make room” (6:11, 13) for him is to “not be
mismatched (heterozygountes) with the apistoi” (6:14). The rhetorical



questions that follow in 6:14b–16a (“what partnership is there between
righteousness and lawlessness . . . between light and darkness, . . . Christ and
Beliar  .  . . believer with an unbeliever .  .  . the temple of God and idols”)
indicate the binary choice they face between opening their hearts to Paul
and engaging in relationships with the apistoi.

The focus of the rhetorical questions is the last question, “What
agreement does the temple of God have with idols” (6:16)? As Paul’s
affirmation “we are the temple of the living God” indicates, the claim that
the church is the temple of God is consistent with Paul’s ecclesiology in 1
Cor 3:16 (cf. 6:19). As the Scripture citations indicate, because God dwells in
the temple (6:16; cf. Lev 26:11–12), the Corinthians must “come out from
among them” 6:17; cf. Isa 52:11) and “cleanse themselves from every
defilement of body and spirit, making holiness perfect in the fear of the
Lord” (7:1). When they understand their identity as God’s temple, they will
separate themselves from all impurity, including the surrounding society.

This challenge is not inconsistent with what Paul has said in other letters
but is the continuation of the boundaries that Paul established in 1
Corinthians (cf. 5:9–11; 6:9–11).160 Indeed, Paul’s designation of the
members as saints and his call for holiness (cf. 1 Cor 1:1–2; 6:11; 1 Thess
3:11–14) are regular features in his letters (cf. 1 Thess 4:3, 8). He establishes
boundaries between the community and the world, knowing that the
Corinthians have been too engaged with the wider society and those who
demonstrate their existence in the old creation (cf. 5:16–7).161 Their
openness to him (6:11–13) is the rejection of the values of the world (6:14–
7:1).

Who are the unbelievers (apistoi) in 2 Corinthians? Elsewhere the term is
employed for the outsiders who have not accepted the Christian message (cf.
2 Cor 4:4; cf. 1 Cor 6:6; 7:12; 10:27; 14:22–23). Within the context of the
apologia in 2:14—7:4, however, the primary issue is posed, not by outsiders,
but by the opponents, who have undermined Paul’s ministry (cf. 2:17; 3:1–2;
5:12; 6:4) and strained the affections of the Corinthians for Paul (6:11–13).
The apistoi here probably include not only outsiders, but all who live within
the standards of the old age (cf. 5:16–18).162 Those who question the
legitimacy of Paul’s ministry share the “earthly wisdom” with the
surrounding culture (cf. 1:12; cf. 5:16). Paul’s concluding challenge for



believers to pursue sanctification (6:14) is the alternative to the separation
from all defilements.163

Similarly, community formation in 1 Thessalonians involves the
establishment of boundaries from the existing culture. The sexual morality
of believers should differ from that of “the Gentiles who do not know God”
(4:5). Believers live in hope, in contrast to “the others” (hoi loipoi) who have
no hope (4:13). They work with their hands in order to behave properly
toward outsiders (4:12). The insider/outsider terminology “implies a
negative perception of society and the “qualitative difference” between
outsiders and insiders.164 This language communicates to the believers that
there are only two classes of humanity: “the sect and outsiders.”165

These boundaries exist because believers have entered the new age. The
“rescue” from the present age (Gal 1:4) necessarily requires separation from
the old age and its culture. Paul employs the language of sanctification,
derived from the Levitical code, to describe the separation of his
communities from the society. Just as the Israelites were instructed to “be
holy” as God is holy (Lev 19:2), separating themselves from the practices of
their neighbors (Lev 18:2–5), Paul consistently describes his converts as
saints—the separated ones—and reminds them of their radical separation
from their past (Rom 6:17–22; 7:5–6; 1 Cor 6:9–11; cf. Col 3:8) and their
current environment. He addresses the Corinthians as people “who are
sanctified” and “called to be saints (hagioi)” (1 Cor 1:2). In 1 Thessalonians,
he encourages the gentile converts not to engage in inappropriate sexual
behavior, reminding them that this is “their sanctification” (1 Thess 4:3; cf.
4:7). Indeed, he prays that God will continue to strengthen the community
in holiness (hagisasmos, 3:13) until the end.

Because Paul’s major concern is the moral formation of his communities,
his ethical exhortations focus primarily on the relationships within the
community. Indeed, his internal focus is evident in his pervasive use of “one
another” (allēlōn). His communities are “members of one another” (Rom
12:5; cf. Eph. 4:25) who “love one another” (Rom 12:10; 1 Thess 3:12), “live
in harmony with one another” (Rom 12:16; 15:5), build one another up
(Rom 14:19; 1 Thess 5:11), encourage one another (1 Thess 5:11), bear one
another’s burdens (Gal 6:2), and through love serve one another (Gal 5:14).
Indeed, the term philadelphia, used for actual siblings in antiquity, is used by
both Paul and other NT writers for the love among members of the



community (Rom 12:9; 1 Thess 4:9; cf. Heb 13:1; 1 Pet 3:8). The most
pervasive moral advice in the Pauline letters is expressed in the noun agape
and the verb agapan, both of which are employed primarily for love within
the community as it supplies the social safety net that believers have lost as
they separated from familial networks at their conversion.

CONFLICT WITH THE OLD AGE AND THE EXISTING

CULTURE

The separation from the people of the old age brings about inevitable
conflict with the world. Gentile believers break with ancestral customs and
fracture the familial practices that unite the household. The confession that
“Jesus is Lord” (cf. 2 Cor 4:5; Phil 2:11) inevitably provokes the hostility of
Roman authorities as well as the general populace, for whom “Caesar is
Lord.” Consequently, outsiders persecute believers (Rom 12:14) in a variety
of ways. Paul’s affirmation that “our citizenship is in heaven” (Phil 3:20)
undoubtedly evoked the hostility of the populace in Philippi, a Roman
colony that took pride in its Roman citizenship. Consequently, the
Philippians face adversaries (1:28), but Paul encourages the believers not to
be intimidated by them, but to struggle together in harmony. He declares
that suffering is actually a privilege; the Philippians suffer in imitation of the
apostle himself (Phil 1:29). Believers struggle together, knowing that they
face an adversary in unity with each other (Phil 1:28).

When Paul’s converts in Thessalonica receive the gospel in much
affliction (1 Thess 1:6), they suffer the same fate as the believers in Judea (1
Thess 2:14). Paul declares that suffering is to be their destiny (1 Thess 3:2).
In describing his own sufferings for Christ (2 Cor 1:3–11; cf. 4:10–11), he
adds that the sufferings of Christ overflow not only to him (2 Cor 1:5) but to
all believers (2 Cor 1:6).

The conflict of cultures is most evident in the Corinthian correspondence,
as Paul attempts to build a community of the new age among those who
have brought into the community the values of the old age of Greco-Roman
culture. The multiple issues in Corinth reflect the conflict between Christ
and culture. The Corinthians have brought with them the values of
competitiveness among teachers,166 political intrigue,167 the celebration of
human wisdom and rhetoric, social status,168 and the emphasis on individual



rights, expressed in the slogan “all things are lawful” (1 Cor 6:12; 10:23).169

Those who claim “I am of Apollos” apparently measure their leaders
according to the standard of human eloquence, which Apollos exemplifies.
The Corinthian abuses at the Lord’s Supper also reflect the Greco-Roman
values of social status, especially at meals.170

Paul’s task of shaping a new kind of community begins with the
theological foundation in 1 Cor 1–4, where he draws a sharp dichotomy
between the values of Christ and culture—between the old age and the new
age. One may observe the sharp dichotomies in Paul’s presentation between
the word of the cross and human wisdom and rhetoric. His focus on the
word of the cross (1:17–18) is probably a response to the Corinthians’
interpretation of the event through the lenses of their culture. According to
Jürgen Becker:

This Corinthian development took place under the conditions
of a newly arisen Gentile-Christian church, which did not
simply lay aside its former culture, understanding of religion,
and interpretation of the world, nor did it adapt itself fully to
the apostle’s understanding during Paul’s stay in Corinth. Thus
the problem of the Corinthian church was, first, how the
Paulinism known to it stood in contrast to the old ways or to
what extent the old ways could also be a help in giving life to
the new.171

The dichotomies in the argument reflect the issues of Christ and culture.
1:17 eloquent wisdom	cross
1:18 foolishness	power
1:20 wisdom of the world	(God’s) foolishness
1:21 (human wisdom)	wisdom of God
1:22 signs/wisdom	Christ crucified
1:23–24 foolishness to Greeks	God’s power
2:1–12 lofty speech or wisdom	Christ crucified
2:5 human wisdom	power of God
2:12 spirit of the world	Spirit of God
2:13 human wisdom	the Spirit
2:14 the natural person	the spiritual person



The distinction between this age (1:20; 2:6, 8) and the message that is “not
of this age” (2:6) indicates that the cross is the manifestation of the new age
and that it confounds the wisdom of this age. This message divides the world
between those who are perishing and those who are being saved (1:18).
Indeed, those who receive the message also have a new epistemology by
which they understand the deep things of God—those things that the world
does not understand (cf. 2:8). Therefore, humankind is divided between the
“natural” (psychikos) person and the spiritual person (2:14–15). The
community consists of those who share in the divine wisdom that the
culture does not know; only members of the community have the mind of
Christ (2:16).

The challenge in 1 Corinthians is to ensure that it lives up to its calling—
that the message of the new age determines the way that they live. Indeed,
Paul chastises the Corinthians for their divisiveness, which indicates that
they are living by the values of the culture of competition (3:1–5). He wants
to ensure that they are not “wise in this age” (3:18) and that they reject the
wisdom of this world (3:18–20).

A community that lives in the new age needs to have boundaries from
those who live in the old age, as Paul indicates in 5:1–11:1.172 The
Corinthians have been set apart—“sanctified in Christ” (1:2). They once
were among the sinners named in 6:9–10 but were “washed,” “sanctified,”
and “justified” (6:11). Now they are a holy (hagios) temple (3:17) who greet
one another with a holy (hagios) kiss (1 Cor 16:20). Paul instructs believers
to avoid pagan courts in 1 Cor 6:1–11, distinguishing between the “saints”
(hagioi) and the unrighteous (adikoi). The latter are those who “have no
standing” (exouthenēmenous) in the church (6:4).173 They will not enter the
kingdom of God (6:9). The language of sanctification that runs throughout
the letter leaves no doubt that Paul is in the process of identity formation,174

which requires a distinction between insiders and outsiders.175 Thus Paul
instructs the community to expel one who lives with his father’s wife in
violation of the principle of sanctification (5:5–6), instructs believers to
avoid pagan courts (6:1–11), encourages the unmarried to marry only “in
the Lord” (7:39) if they choose to marry, and to flee the idolatry of their
fellow citizens (10:14).

Similar issues are at the center of the debate in 2 Corinthians. Although
interpreters debate the integrity of this letter, a singular issue dominates all



parts: Paul’s response to opponents who question the legitimacy of his
ministry. Here Paul faces the challenge of those who judge his ministry “in a
secular way” (kata sarka).176 When he does not make the visit he has
promised, the opponents evidently accuse him of making his plans
“according to ordinary human standards” (kata sarka, 1:17), but he insists
that he has not conducted himself with “earthly wisdom” (sophia sarkikē,
1:12). His opponents “commend themselves” (10:12; cf. 10:18), compare
themselves with others (10:12), and boast of their achievements “according
to human standards” (kata sarka, 11:18),177 forcing Paul to boast also (11:23–
33; cf. 12:11). While the opponents boast of the adversities they have
overcome, Paul boasts of his weaknesses (11:29–30; 12:5).

The opponents of Paul judge the apostle by the standards of their own
culture. Their charge that he is humble (tapeinos, 10:1) and the suggestion
that he “humbled” himself by working with his hands (11:7) reflects the
ancient cultural disdain for humility.178 Their charge that “his bodily
presence is weak and his speech of no account” (10:10) also reflects the value
placed on physical strength and rhetorical ability in antiquity. Paul’s entire
defense is intended to demonstrate that his criteria for ministry is shaped by
the cross—that he shares in the sufferings of Christ.

Paul’s major apologia appears in 2:14—7:4. At the heart of Paul’s defense
is the section in 2 Cor 5:11—6:2. Paul introduces his defense—his boast—in
order that his listeners can boast about him (5:12). The foundation of his
defense is the creed “One died for all” (5:14–15), to which he adds the
interpretation “therefore all died” (5:14) and “so that those living will no
longer live for themselves” (5:15) but for the one who died and was raised.
The hōste (“so that”) clause indicates Paul’s new epistemology. He once knew
Christ “in a worldly way” (kata sarka), but no longer. In the second hōste
clause he adds, “If anyone is in Christ, there is a new creation” (5:17). The
new creation promised in Isaiah (65:17; 66:22) has become a reality. The
Christ event establishes a new epistemology and a new understanding of
ministry. Paul’s ministry, therefore, is countercultural because it is founded
on the cross of Christ.

Similarly, in Galatians Paul describes the community that has been
“rescued from the present evil age” (1:4) and now lives in the “new creation”
(6:15). A consistent feature is that this is a new kind of community. Among
those rescued from the present evil age, there is no longer “Jew or Greek,



slave or free, male and female.” One may compare 1 Cor 12:13, which
describes a new community in which “all were baptized into one body—
Jews or Greeks, slaves or free.” He expresses the same understanding in
Colossians, according to which there is no longer “Greek or Jew,
circumcised or uncircumcised, barbarian, Scythian, slave, free” (Col 3:11).
The church is the new humanity in which the cultural distinctions of this
age have been removed.

Paul’s major task is to build communities that exhibit the values of the
new age. His letters involve community formation and the development of a
habitus of norms that separate it from the surrounding culture. In some
instances the habitus is drawn from the Jewish tradition, especially as it had
been developed in the diaspora (cf. 1 Cor 6:12–21; 1 Thess 4:5) without
adopting the practices of Sabbath, circumcision, and Jewish food laws.179 For
Paul, this habitus grew out of the story of Christ. Believers die with the
crucified Christ, no longer living for themselves but for the one who died for
them (cf. 2 Cor 5:14–15; Phil 1:17–2:11). Thus the ethic is ecclesial rather
than public. Nevertheless, his communities still live in the world and must
determine how they will relate to the culture.180

ENGAGEMENT WITH THE CULTURE

Although Paul insists on boundaries between the church and culture, he
does not commend a withdrawal from the society. As a diaspora Jew, Paul
knew that, while communities maintained various boundary markers that
differentiated the Jews from the larger society, the Jews did relate in various
ways to the wider society in which they lived.181 When Paul instructs his
communities not to associate with the immoral people in his first
(apparently lost) letter to the Corinthians (1 Cor 5:9), he qualifies the
statement, indicating that he was not referring to “the immoral in the
world,” for then they would have to “go out of the world” (1 Cor 5:10).
Consequently, believers cannot withdraw fully from the sexually immoral
persons, the greedy, robbers, or idolaters without going out of the world.
That some of them (presumably the wealthy) take their disputes to court
(6:1–16) suggests that they have confidence in the legal system.182 While
believers are married to unbelieving spouses, Paul does not advise them to
separate (1 Cor 7:12–16). Some are invited by unbelievers (apistoi) to



banquets (1 Cor 10:27), and Paul does not forbid them from going. He
anticipates that unbelievers may come to the assemblies (14:23), and he is
concerned about the impression that the assembly will make on them. One
of the members, Erastus, is “city treasurer” (oikonomos tēs poleōs, Rom
16:23).183 Nevertheless, while Paul assumes Christian engagement with the
world, he insists that believers separate from the world, including its law
courts and sexual practices.

Although Paul’s moral advice focuses primarily on relationships within
the community, he also instructs believers to behave appropriately toward
outsiders. He encourages the Romans to “bless those who persecute you”
(12:14), to “take thought of what is noble in the sight of all” (12:17), and to
“live peaceably with all” (12:18). He encourages the Galatians to “do good to
all, especially those of the household of faith” (Gal 6:10). He prays that the
Thessalonians will increase in love to one another and to all (1 Thess 3:12).

As Paul has indicated earlier, the withdrawal from immoral people is not
absolute, for then believers would need to “go out of the world” (1 Cor 5:9).
The Corinthians, recalling Paul’s demand for separation from the world,
have probably asked Paul if husbands and wives should divorce their
unbelieving spouses (cf. 7:12–13). Paul’s reminder that their bodies are
“members of Christ” (6:15) that should not be joined to a prostitute has
raised the question of sexual relations with spouses who do not conform to
the expectations of the believing community regarding sexual
relationships.184 In this instance, Paul interprets Jesus’s prohibition of divorce
casuistically for the sake of believers who are married to unbelievers,
encouraging husbands and wives to remain with their unbelieving spouses
who consent to live with them (7:12–13).185 He also extends his comments
about the mutuality of sexual relationships that he advised in 7:1–7. The
mutuality that Paul describes in 7:1–7 applies also to the mixed marriages,
for Paul applies the same standard to both husbands and wives who have
unbelieving spouses. This advice was particularly challenging in a culture
that expected subordinates, including wives, to observe the ritual activities
of the household, which was sacred space where religious rituals were a part
of the daily activities.186 What were the implications for a subordinate
member of the household who refuses to honor the gods of her husband and
honors her own in their place?187 Just as husbands and wives act with the
consent (symphōnos) of the other in sexual matters (7:5), believing husbands



and wives remain with their unbelieving spouses when the other agrees
(syneudokei, 7:12).188

Paul offers the reason: “For the unbelieving husband is made holy
(hēgiastai) through his wife, and the unbelieving wife is made holy
(hēgiastai) through her husband” (7:14). Since the husband is “made holy,”
the children are also holy (hagia). Although the logic of Paul’s argument in
6:12–20 might lead to the conclusion that in mixed marriages the believer
would be defiled by a sexual relationship with an unbelieving spouse, Paul
affirms that holiness extends to the unbelieving spouse.

Inasmuch as holiness is consistently used for believers who have been
separated from the behavior of the surrounding culture (Lev 18:1–3; 19:2),
this statement is one of the most puzzling in Pauline literature. Since
sanctification signifies the separation of believers from unbelievers, one may
ask how unbelieving spouses can be “made holy” (hēgiastai).189 Indeed, Paul
has earlier described the Corinthians’ own experience. Although they had
once been numbered among the immoral people described in 1 Cor 6:9–11,
they were “washed,” “sanctified” (hēgiasthēte), and “justified.”

The holiness of believers is especially evident in their separation from the
sexual practices of their neighbors (cf. Rom 6:12–20; 1 Cor 1:2; 6:9–11; 1
Thess 4:1–8). The church is not a mixed body but the realm of purity and
holiness, separated from the power of sin (cf. 1:1–3; 6:11). Thus the nature of
the church as a holy community, set apart from the society, makes Paul’s
reasoning anomalous. The nonbeliever is made holy; the believer is not
made unholy. The unbeliever comes into the sphere and aura of the spirit.

The rhetorical effect of Paul’s reasoning undoubtedly plays a role in this
passage. Paul’s intent is to offer assurance to those who are uncertain of their
status in a mixed marriage. Anthony Thiselton convincingly argues that
holiness is not a contagion that spreads apart from faith, as some have
suggested,190 but the “willingness of the unbeliever to continue the
relationship” which “has had a decisive influence on his or her behavior”
(Thiselton’s emphasis).191 The lifestyle of the Christian may affect the
conduct of the unbelieving spouse, who then belongs to the wider circle of
the holy people (cf. 1 Pet 3:1–2) and ultimately becomes a believer (7:16).

The logical consequence of the holiness of the unbelieving spouse is the
holiness of the children (7:14).192 If the unbelieving husband or wife is
influenced by the holy lifestyle of the spouse, the children will also belong to



the sphere of the holy. Influenced by the parents’ separation from the vices
of pagan culture, the child also becomes holy. Thus Paul does not have a
“bunker mentality” regarding the believers’ relationship to the world but
trusts in the saving power of Christ.193 He is convinced that God’s power
cannot be held in an enclosed ghetto but extends beyond the community
into the secular world.194 Furthermore, the unbelieving spouse may become
a believer (7:16).

The believers’ engagement with the world is also evident in the
exhortations to extend love beyond the community. While believers care
primarily for one another, their love extends not only to fellow believers but
to outsiders as well. Paul prays that the Thessalonians will “abound in love to
one another and to all” (1 Thess 3:12) and instructs them “to pursue the
good to one another and to all” (1 Thess 5:15). In Galatians, he says to do
good to all people, especially those of the household of faith (6:10).

In the hostile climate of believers in Philippi (cf. Phil 1:28), Paul insists
that the community struggle together against an adversary, having the
mindset that is in Christ Jesus. Indeed, the Philippian hymn is a
counternarrative to the dominant narrative of the culture. To claim that
“Jesus is Lord” and to insist that “our citizenship is in heaven” necessarily
separated the community from the larger society. Here also, the community
does not retreat from the larger society. As it lives in harmony, it is a light
shining in the darkness (Phil 2:15).

As apostle to the gentiles, Paul engages in a mission to proclaim Christ to
the world, challenging listeners to “turn to God from idols” (1 Thess 1:9). He
adapts himself to others that he might “win some” (1 Cor 9:19). While he
does not assume that his converts will engage directly in his missionary
project, he intends that their existence will have an evangelistic impact.
Husbands and wives who are married to unbelieving spouses may save them
(1 Cor 7:16; cf. 1 Pet 3:1). Indeed, Paul’s suggestion offers a window into the
growth of the early church as the gospel spread among family members and
other networks.195 He instructs the Corinthians to “give no offense to Jews or
to Greeks or to the church of God” (1 Cor 10:32). He envisions occasions
when the outsider enters the assembly (1 Cor 14:20–25), and he suggests
that it may not only build up the believer but have a positive impact on the
unbeliever.



A DIALECTICAL RELATIONSHIP TO CULTURE

Paul interrupts the advice on marriage in 7:17–24 to offer the guiding
principle that extends beyond the issues of marriage: “Let each of you
(hekastos) lead the life (peripateite) that the Lord has assigned, to which God
has called you” (7:14), which reiterates the earlier advice to the unmarried
(7:8, 11) and those involved in a mixed marriage (7:12–26). The advice in
7:17 forms an inclusio with the instruction in 7:24, “Let each of you remain
(menetō) in the condition in which you were called.” The latter imperative
repeats the same instruction in 7:20. Thus the advice to remain in one’s
calling is a refrain that appears three times in 7:17–24 (vv. 17, 20, 24). The
transitional ei mē (NRSV “however that may be”) in 7:17 may refer to the
exceptions in 7:15; that is, whatever the exceptions, the general principle
stands: “let each of you live the life that the Lord has assigned, to which God
called you” (7:17).

Paul’s general principle of remaining in one’s status extends to others in
7:17–24—the circumcised, the uncircumcised (7:18), and slaves (7:21–24).
“Each of you” refers not only to the categories mentioned in 7:8–16 but also
to others. That is, the advice covers the categories of marriage, ethnicity, and
slavery, the major marks of individual identity (cf. Gal 3:28).

In the first place, neither the circumcised nor the uncircumcised should
change their status (7:18). Paul offers a rationale for his advice:
“circumcision is nothing and uncircumcision is nothing,” but the keeping of
the commandments (7:19). The declaration corresponds to Paul’s statements
in Galatians. According to Gal 5:6 and 6:15, “neither circumcision nor
uncircumcision count for anything.” What matters is “faith working through
love” (5:6) and the new creation (6:15). That is, for those who live in the new
creation, rescued from the present evil world (1:4), ethnic status counts for
nothing.

Circumcision, one of the three major boundary markers of Jewish
identity, is now adiaphora in the new aeon. As Paul says later, the “end of the
ages has come” for the believing community (1 Cor 10:11). Similarly, Paul
counsels slaves to remain as they are, and he offers a reason (7:22–24): “In
the Lord”—the new eschatological reality—the slave is already free (7:22),
and the free person is a slave of Christ. Thus both slaves and free persons are
“bought with a price” (6:23), and their earthly status is irrelevant.



Before Paul offers the reasons for slaves to remain as they are, he inserts a
statement, “If you are able to be free, ‘make use’” (chrēsai). Since the verb
chrēsai is ambiguous, interpreters have debated whether Paul is suggesting
that slaves “make use of their freedom” or “make use of their present
condition.” The exception in 7:21 recalls the exceptions to the instructions
on divorce in 7:11, 15. In view of the exceptions in 7:15, Paul is most likely
suggesting that slaves make use of the opportunity for freedom.196

Paul gives further insight into the reasons for believers to remain in their
present status in his advice to virgins to remain as they are (7:25): “because
of the present distress” (henestōsan anagkēn), resuming the advice for
married and unmarried to remain in whatever state they are in (7:25–28),
but acknowledging that marriage is not a sin (7:28). While some interpreters
have maintained that “the current distress” (henestosan anagkēn, 7:26) is a
reference to dislocation caused by famine or social unrest,197 the
eschatological references in 7:29, 31 suggest that the “distress” is the
eschatological situation. Anagkē is a common term in apocalyptic literature
for the great distress that signals the imminence of the end (cf. Luke
21:23).198 The term appears in the Pauline catalog of sufferings to describe
Paul’s eschatological existence (cf. 2 Cor 6:4; 10:10). Henestōs can refer to
something that is either present or future.199 Inasmuch as Paul understands
that the end of the age has already come (1 Cor 10:11), the “current distress”
is evidently the interim between the end of the age that has come and is yet
to come.200 The “affliction in the flesh” (thlipsis, 7:28) also points to the
eschatological suffering that precedes the end (cf. Rom 5:3; 8:35; 1 Thess 1:6;
3:3, 7).

Paul offers further reflections on eschatology and cultural institutions in
7:29–32, extending his argument beyond the specific issues in the
Corinthian situation to add a general principle that applies to other
institutions, as in 7:17–24. He begins with the announcement, “This I say”
(touto de phēmi), using a grammatical construction to alert his readers to the
importance of what he is about to say.”201 This solemn pronouncement
appears later in 15:50. Paul offers the reason for his advice for believers to
remain in their calling in the inclusio, marked by “the appointed time has
grown short” (7:29) and “the form of this world is passing away” (7:31),
which suggests that believers live in the interim between the resurrection of
Christ and the end (cf. 15:50–58). The “ends (telē) of the ages have come” (1



Cor 10:11), but believers still anticipate the end (telos, 15:24). This interim
determines the believers’ motivation for ethics (cf. Rom 13:11–13; 1 Thess
5:1–11) and their recognition of the provisional nature of human
institutions. Kairos (time) is frequently used in reference to the end time (cf.
Rom 9:9; 13:11; 1 Cor 4:5; 2 Cor 6:2;). The fact that it has been “shortened”
is the equivalent of “the world is passing away.” The ESV and NRSV reading,
“the appointed time has grown short,” captures the meaning of ho kairos
synestalmenos, and it corresponds to Rom 13:11, “Salvation is nearer than
when we first believed.”202

The eschatological focus shapes the believers’ daily lives and places their
relationship to human institutions in perspective. Paul challenges Christians
to bring their ethical conduct into line with the eschatological turn of the
ages. The institutions of the world, which is passing away, must still be
acknowledged.203 The consequence of the transience of the created order is
introduced with hina, which points to the purpose for Paul’s advice. In five
hōs mē phrases Paul indicates the believers’ response to the critical moment.
All situations are governed by the hōs mē—to live “as though they were
not.”204 Hōs mē does not mean that a believer should not be involved with
the world although the believer will not be deeply invested in it.205 The hōs
mē existence is also a theme in 4 Ezra:

Let him that sells be like one who will flee; let him that buys be
like one who will lose; let him that does business be like one
who will not make a profit; and let him that builds a house be
like one who will not live in it; let him that sows be like the one
who will not reap; so also him that prunes the vines, like one
who will not gather the grapes; them that marry, like those who
will have no children; and them that do marry, like those that
are widowed. (OTP 16:40–45)

The concern is neither a passive waiting nor a radical separation from the
world but a life that is “as though it was not.”206

In keeping with the subject at hand, Paul speaks to married men, whom
he has already acknowledged; indeed, he has instructed them to fulfill
conjugal obligations and to remain married (7:1–7) although he has
recommended that the unmarried remain unmarried. Paul assumes that



believers marry but that they regard marriage from an eschatological point
of view. Thus Paul relativizes marriage. Similarly, although Paul elsewhere
encourages believers to “rejoice with those who rejoice and weep with those
who weep” (Rom 12:15), both weeping and rejoicing are penultimate
—“rejoicing as though not rejoicing.” Those who weep should recognize that
the eschatological hope diminishes their sense of loss since those
circumstances in which we weep or rejoice are penultimate.207

The same principle applies to commerce. Believers continue to buy and
sell, but possessions are penultimate. Those who buy should be as “not
possessing” (mē katechontes). Katechō is literally “keep in one’s possession”
or “hold fast.”208 One may compare Paul’s description of himself as “having
nothing, and yet possessing everything” (2 Cor 6:10). That is, in the new
aeon, one is indifferent to the things that occupy the world. Paul challenges
readers to bring their ethical commitments into line with the eschatological
turn of the ages.209 His statements are reminiscent of Jesus’s description of
the eschatological significance of both marriage and possessions when he
mentions those who were marrying and buying and selling but ignoring the
coming of the kingdom (Luke 14:18–19; 17:28; cf. Heb 10:32–34).

The dialectical relationship to the institutions of this world described in
7:29–30 is summarized in 7:31 in Paul’s reference to those who “use the
world (hoi chrōmenoi) as though they had no dealings with it (hos mē

katachrōmenoi).”210 Chrasthai refers to one’s total interaction with the world;
that is, “the earth and its fulness are the Lord’s” (1 Cor 10:26). Believers eat
and drink and share in the world’s blessings because they remain in the
world (5:9). However, the intensified hōs mē katachrōmenoi indicates that
they are not too heavily invested in the world,211 knowing that “the form of
this world is passing away” (7:31).212 This eschatological vision thus provides
the insight for believers’ relationship to the world, especially to their
understanding of marriage. Indeed, Paul’s advice for believers to remain
where they are is based on his concern that believes not become too engaged
in “the cares of the world” (cf. 7:33) rather than “the concerns of the Lord”
(7:34). The eschatological vision relativizes the believers’ relationship to the
institutions of this world. Slavery, marriage, and business relations are the
continuing realities for Christians, who now acknowledge these institutions
but maintain distance from them.



CONCLUSION

Niebuhr’s portrayal of Paul’s view as “Christ and culture in paradox” does
not reflect the apostle’s understanding of the relationship between the
church and the world. Paul is neither an antagonist toward the world nor a
conformist to it but holds a dialectical position. While he consistently
affirms that believers live in the new creation, rescued from the “present evil
age” (Gal 1:4), he acknowledges that believers continue to live in the world
and interact with the people in it, recognizing the legitimacy of the
institutions of family, government, commerce, and even engaging in the
social life of unbelievers (cf. 1 Cor 10:27).

Although Paul advises believers not to marry unbelievers, he accepts the
marriages between believers and nonbelievers that have already taken place.
Nevertheless, he demands boundaries of believers from the world, which
create hostility from the society and the authorities. Thus the letters
consistently reflect the tenuous relationship between the believers and their
culture.

Paul acknowledges the institutions of society, but the knowledge of the
passing away of the world and its provisional nature leads to a distance from
the world but not to escapism or nonengagement with the world. Because
this world is passing away, it cannot claim ultimate loyalty from believers.
Politics, economic activity, and the family are natural to Christian existence
but are not ultimate values. The hos mē—“as though it were not”—that Paul
encourages has continuing relevance for Christians, for believers have eyes
to see beyond the present situation. Their vision of the ultimate reality
determines their moral commitments in the present.
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4

Neither Jew nor Greek, Slave or Free, Male and

Female?

Paul and Multiculturalism

t the climax of the argument in Galatians for the full membership of
gentiles in the people of God, Paul exclaims, “There is no longer Jew or

Greek, there is no longer slave or free, there is no longer male and female”
(3:28). This confessional statement closely resembles the claim in 1
Corinthians 12:13 that “we were all baptized into one body, whether Jew or
Greek, slave or free” and the declaration in Col 3:11 that in the new
humanity there is no longer “Greek and Jew, Greek, circumcised and
uncircumcised, barbarian, Scythian, slave and free.” Numerous scholars have
maintained that Paul is appealing to a baptismal confessional statement of
the believing community.213 This claim portrays a Christian community that
no longer recognizes the social and ethnic categories recognized by society,
thus becoming a counterculture.

Later in Galatians, Paul reaffirms the claim made in 3:28. “For in Christ
Jesus neither circumcision nor uncircumcision counts for anything; the only
thing that counts is faith working through love” (5:6). At the conclusion of
the letter, he declares, “For neither circumcision nor uncircumcision is
anything, but a new creation is everything” (6:15). Similarly, Paul says,
“Circumcision is nothing, and uncircumcision is nothing; but obeying the
commandments of God is everything” (1 Cor 7:19). These passages also
describe the new situation in Christ and a new understanding of one of the
boundary markers separating Jews and gentiles.

Galatians 3:26–29 has become a central focus of discussion on the issues
in contemporary discussion over inclusion, gender relationships, and
multiculturalism.214 Some interpreters have appealed to the passage in
support of egalitarian universalism.215 More than any other passage in Paul’s
corpus, Gal 3:28 is cited to support the contention that baptism into Christ



erases social distinctions.216 However, as the contemporary focus on
multiculturalism has emerged, with its focus on preserving the unique
features of specific groups, interpreters have also appealed to Paul’s claim
that there is “neither Jew nor Greek.”217

Paul associates this new kind of community with existence in the new
age. As he indicates in Galatians, believers have “been rescued from the
present evil age” (Gal 1:4) and live in the new creation (Gal 6:15; cf. 2 Cor
5:17). J. Louis Martyn has observed that this confession is not stated in the
imperative but is an apocalyptic pronouncement describing existence at the
turn of the ages.218 It describes a new humanity that has left behind the
distinctions recognized throughout the Mediterranean world.

While Paul’s communities live in the new age, they also inhabit the old
age. To what extent did Paul’s communities implement this bold declaration
of unity in Christ? What role did ethnicity, slavery, and gender play in actual
practice? Writing to churches that continue to live in the existing social
environment, Paul regularly instructs his communities who live within the
existing social institutions.

PAUL AND ETHNICITY

Although Paul declares that “there is no longer slave or free” or “male and
female” in Gal 3:28, the actual issue in Galatians is the claim that “there is no
longer Jew or Greek,” which is the focal point of Paul’s gospel in Galatians.
Indeed, to deny this principle by insisting on the circumcision of gentiles is
to “pervert the gospel of Christ” (1:7). When Paul presented his gospel to the
pillars in Jerusalem, they accepted his mission and agreed that Paul would
go to the uncircumcised, while Cephas would go to the circumcised (2:9).
However, Paul insisted that others violated the “truth of the gospel” (2:5, 14)
when they insisted on circumcision (2:1–5) and refused table fellowship
(2:11–14), for they were suggesting that gentiles must become Jews in order
to be fully members of the people of God. Indeed, Paul’s condemnation of
Cephas concerned the latter’s separation from gentiles at meals, a violation
of the principle that there is no longer Jew or Greek. In the midrash on the
Abraham story (3:6–29; cf. Gen 15:6), he claims that gentiles belong to the
seed of Abraham and thus they have been incorporated into Israel. Believers



are thus one in Christ because all people, like the Jews, are descendants of
Abraham.

Paul consistently divides unredeemed humanity into two groups. He
expresses his indebtedness to the Greeks and barbarians” (Rom 1:14), using
the common terminology designating those who were shaped by Greek
culture and those who stood outside of it and did not speak Greek (cf. Acts
28:2, 4; 1 Cor 14:11; Col 3:11).219 More frequently he divides humanity into
Jews and Greeks (Rom 1:16; 3:9; 10:12; 1 Cor 1:22; 10:32), which is evidently
the equivalent of “Jews and gentiles” (Rom 9:24; 1 Cor 1:23–24).220 Together,
these groups encompass all humanity, all of whom are under the power of
sin (Rom 3:9) and whom God calls into fellowship (cf. Rom 9:24). As Gal
3:28 indicates, these divisions belong to the “present evil age” (1:4) and
reflect a people in need of redemption.

Did Paul assume that ethnic identities were erased in Christ? Many
interpreters today maintain that Gal 3:28 calls for affirming differences.221

We gain an insight when we observe Paul’s own experience. In Galatians he
recalls that his conduct “in Judaism” (1:13) was a thing of the past, using the
term (ioudaismos) that appears nowhere else in his writings. When he
describes his second trip to Jerusalem, he recalls that he presented the
gospel that he preached to the gentiles (2:2), taking along Titus, a Greek
(2:3). The pillars in Jerusalem agree that Peter will go to the circumcised and
Paul to the gentiles (2:9). In the incident at Antioch, Paul confronts Cephas,
who had withdrawn from table fellowship with gentiles, along with the other
Jews (2:13). Paul says, “If you being a Jew live in a gentile way and not in a
Jewish way, how do you compel the gentiles to be circumcised. He adds, “We
ourselves are Jews by birth and not gentile sinners” (2:15). Here Paul
employs the terms Jew and gentile for believers “who by nature” are Jews.
Jewishness is both an ethnic designation (“by nature Jews”) and a way of
life.222 Paul continues to distinguish between Jewish and gentile believers,
and he insists throughout the epistle that gentiles not become Jews.
However, while he condemns the distinctions that Cephas and the other
Jewish Christ-believers have made, he asks that Jews compromise a badge of
identity by eating with the gentiles. “For Paul, commitment to Christ is of
higher priority than the maintenance of Jewish practices.”223

The claim that there is no longer “Jew or Greek” (3:28) appears at the end
of the midrash on Gen 15:6. Indeed, Gal 3:28 is the elaboration of the



conclusion in 3:26, according to which “all are children of God through
faithfulness to Christ Jesus.” This declaration forms an inclusio with 3:7–9,
which first announces that all are saved by faithfulness (pistis) and are the
children of Abraham. The conclusion that, as a result of Abraham’s
faithfulness, those who are faithful are his children presupposes the ancient
Mediterranean notion that an individual is made of his or her ancestors, so
that status, character, and identity are conferred by one’s ancestors.224 Paul
continues the image of patrilineal descent, recalling the promise to
Abraham’s seed (3:16; cf. Gen 13:15), concluding that the “seed” is not plural
but singular. Whereas in Jewish tradition, the “seed of Abraham” referred to
the physical descendants of the patriarch and those who were incorporated
through circumcision, Paul argues that it refers to one person, that is, to
Christ, the corporate person in whom “everyone who has faith in Jesus
Christ” (3:26) and “as many as” have been baptized have put on Christ (3:27)
become Abraham’s children. “All” (3:26) and “as many as” (3:27) lead to the
conclusion that “there is no longer Jew or Greek.” Thus the gentile readers of
Galatians are Abraham’s seed and heirs of the promise (3:29).

In the allegory about Hagar and Sarah, Paul insists that all who believe in
Christ are the children of the free woman (4:23–21). He concludes the letter
describing the gentile community as “the Israel of God (6:16).” As he argues
consistently, those who believe in Christ are the children of Abraham (cf.
2:15–16; 3:6, 8, 26–29; Rom 4:10–12). They are encouraged to look to
biblical history as the story of “our fathers” (cf. 1 Cor 10:1).225 Paul envisions
a community composed of Jews and Greeks that is united by faithfulness
toward Christ. Although there is “no longer Jew or Greek,” he assumes that
differences still exist; both uncircumcised gentiles and circumcised Jews are
children of Abraham because they are both “one in Christ.” The focus of the
argument, therefore, is not on the preservation of identities, but on the unity
in Christ of all who are faithful. While Paul says nothing about the abolition
of ethnic identities, he treats ethnicity as adiaphora.

Paul’s major concern in Galatians is that gentiles are children of Abraham
without becoming Jews. He does not object to the continuation of the Jewish
practice of circumcision, but he insists that gentiles not be circumcised. As
he indicates in 5:6, circumcision (and presumably the food laws) has
become adiaphora, for what actually matters is faith in Christ. Jews and
gentiles are “one in Christ” (3:29); therefore, their primary identity is their



allegiance to Christ. Paul exemplifies the situation of Jewish Christ-believers
in his claim that he “died to the law” in order to live to God (cf. Gal 2:19).
This new community is not, as later church fathers suggested, “a third race.”
Nor has Paul established a new religion, for those who are “one in Christ”
are also the “seed of Abraham.” Gentiles, therefore, have become “honorary
Jews.”226 Paul’s reference to Titus, a Greek Christ-believer (2:3) suggests that
ethnicity still exists but that the primary identity of Jews and Greeks is based
on their faith in Christ.

Paul addresses this issue briefly in 1 Cor 7:17–24 in a digression within
his response to the Corinthians’ inquiry about whether to marry. Having
reiterated that believers maintain the marital status that they had prior to
their conversion, Paul applies this principle to ethnicity and slavery. The
questions, “Was anyone at the time of his call already circumcised?” and
“Was anyone at the time of his call uncircumcised?” assume that the
Corinthian church is composed of both Jews and gentiles. Both the
circumcised and the uncircumcised should remain as they were when God
called them. The reason for this answer is that “circumcision is nothing and
uncircumcision is nothing.” The task for both is to “keep the
commandments” (7:19).

J. Brian Tucker maintains that this is a call to maintain ethnic identity.
“The kind of identity that Paul seeks to create is one that sees previous social
identities as maintaining their fundamental significance, rather than as
something to set aside as irrelevant.”227 However, Paul’s reason for remaining
in their current situation corresponds to similar statements in Gal 5:6 and
6:15: In the new creation, those identities have been relativized. Ethnic
identity, like marriage, belongs to the age that is passing away (cf. 7:29–32).
While Paul assumes that Jewish Christ-believers will continue their
practices, his primary concern is not the maintenance of social identities but
the recognition of the provisional nature of ethnic identity. Ethnic identity
remains because believers live between the times. Similarly, Paul’s question,
“Were you a slave when called?” (7:21) and the advice to remain in that
situation presupposes the irrelevance of the current social identity (on
slavery, see below).

He speaks in 1 Cor 9:19–23 of fashioning different identities for himself
as he describes himself a servant of all for the sake of the gospel. He became
“as a Jew to Jews,” as if he were not already a Jew, and “as one under law,” as if



he were not under the law. To those “outside the law,” he became “outside the
law.” Paul suggests that he places himself outside the traditional categories of
ethnicity as he is a servant of all.

He speaks in the present tense in 2 Corinthians, describing himself as a
Hebrew, an Israelite, and a descendant of Abraham (11:22). In Phil 3:5–6,
Paul boasts of his Jewish identity, calling himself a “Hebrew of Hebrews” and
recalling that he was circumcised on the eighth day, from the tribe of
Benjamin, and a Pharisee, but now regards that identity as “loss” and
“garbage” by comparison with the new identity in Christ. The logic of the
contrast implies that the greater the value of his Jewish identity, the greater
still the value of his identity in Christ. In that case, Phil 3:2–11 assumes the
real value of Jewish identity. Nevertheless, Paul’s choice of words reflects a
very deprecating term to use of one’s own ethnicity.228

The issue of ethnicity is a central focus of Romans, as scholars in the last
generation have observed. In the first four chapters, Paul demonstrates his
ethnic consciousness by declaring that the gospel is the power of God to
salvation “for everyone who believes, both Jew and Greek” (1:16), for “Jews
and Greeks are both under the power of sin” (3:9). By emphasizing “all”
(pantes), Paul declares that the righteousness of God is “for all who believe”
(1:16; 3:22; 4:11), indicating that both Christ-believing Jews and gentiles
share a common identity based on faithfulness to Christ. As in his argument
in Galatians, Paul maintains that the gentile believers are the children of
Abraham (cf. 4:18).

He expresses his anguish for his “own people, [his] kindred according to
the flesh” (Rom 9:3) who have not obeyed the message of Christ,
introducing the extended discussion about the destiny of Israel in chapters
9–11. Those Jews who have not believed in Christ are merely kinsmen
“according to the flesh” (9:3, 8; cf. 9:5). Because these children of the flesh
are not children of God (9:8), Paul’s task is to make his “flesh” (sarx, NRSV
“people”) jealous in hopes that they will ultimately become Christ-believers,
reversing the situation described in 9:1–5. He describes himself in the
present tense in Romans as an Israelite and a descendant of Abraham from
the tribe of Benjamin (11:1). Using the image of the olive tree as an image
for the people of God, he describes the gentile believers as the branches
grafted onto the olive tree (11:16–24), which is Israel. By contrast Jews who
have not believed in Christ have been broken off from the same tree. As a



warning to the gentiles who have been grafted in, Paul indicates that God
can graft the branches that have been cut off back into the olive tree (11:23–
24). The genuine olive tree in the present, according to Paul, is composed of
gentile believers and the remnant of Jewish Christ-believers. This situation is
not, however, permanent, for Paul reaches the climactic conclusion in 11:26,
declaring that “all Israel”—those for whom he grieves in the present—will be
saved in the future (11:26). His desire for a united community composed of
Jews and gentiles will ultimately be a reality. The olive tree will have “all
Israel,” who will become Christ-believers, including those who are now
merely Israel “according to the flesh” (9:3), and the gentile Christ-believers.
Paul does not anticipate separate identities but a single olive tree composed
of Christ-believing Jews and gentile believers. Together, they now belong to
the true Israel.

Paul anticipates this conclusion in 2:25–29 in his condemnation of those
who do not keep the law, indicating that physical circumcision is not the
sign of Jewish identity. Circumcision benefits only when one keeps the law
(2:25). Paul asks, “If the uncircumcised keep the just requirements of the
law, will not their uncircumcision be reckoned as circumcision?” (2:26). As
Paul indicates later, those who are under the power of the Spirit, including
gentiles, keep the just requirements of the law (8:4). Thus gentiles are Jews
“where it really matters.”229 Paul has constructed a new form of Judaism, “one
that consists of all (and only those) who—through Christ faith—fulfill “the
law of Moses.”230

The description of the strong and the weak in Rom 14:1—15:13 probably
has ethnic overtones, reflecting the realities of a church composed of Jews
and gentiles. While Paul does not mention ethnic distinctions until 15:8–9,
the differences of opinions probably suggest ethnic and cultural differences.
Indeed, the argument of the entire epistle culminates in the call for
accepting those who have differences of opinions inasmuch as the
righteousness of God “for all who believe” (1:16; 3:22; 4:11, 16) is the
foundation for the community composed of Jews and gentiles who
inevitably have differences of opinion. The “weak in faith” eat only
vegetables and observe specific days (14:5) while the “strong” (cf. 15:1) eat
everything (14:2). The “weak” are evidently maintaining Jewish food laws.
While no Jewish law requires the abstinence from meat, in instances where



the Jews did not know the source of the meat, they refrained from eating
it.231

The different practices may reflect the practices of different house
churches. Paul acknowledges this diversity of opinion and insists that both
groups welcome one another into their respective house churches (15:7; cf.
14:1). While Paul agrees with the strong (15:1), he does not force the weak
to surrender their position for the sake of unity. The “weak in faith” may
maintain their practices, but they should not stand in judgment on the
strong (14:4). Nor should the strong condescend to the weak (14:3). The
major burden lies with the strong, for Paul insists that they not put a
stumbling block before the “weak in faith” (14:13) but that they bear the
weaknesses of the weak and not please themselves (15:1–3). To glorify God
with one voice is not to erase all differences but to acknowledge the others
whose opinions are different.

Paul accepts the diversity of ethnic groups. In Romans, the basis for
accepting others is that “Christ received them” (14:3; cf. 14:9). Furthermore,
inasmuch as both groups stand before the God who is judge of all (14:10–
12), neither group should stand in judgment on the other. However, while
Paul apparently acknowledges the legitimacy of Jewish and gentile believers,
he does not suggest the “(post)modern idea that every ethnicity should be
protected because it is precious to its bearers.”232 Indeed, while he
acknowledges the rights of those who remain law-observant, he
characterizes them as “weak in faith” (14:1–2). Thus the significance of their
observance of the law is greatly reduced.233

We see no evidence in his letters that Paul was concerned to
honor and protect specific ethnic identities of gentiles, whom
he typically lumps together under that generic name or under
“Greek” as a term for non-Jews. Moreover, the idea that
ethnicities, as cultural heritages, deserve social protection is a
modern idea off the intellectual map of ancient Mediterraneans,
including Paul.234

Paul indicates that commitment to Christ can simultaneously encompass
various cultural particularities.235 Thus although Paul claims a righteousness
apart from the law, he never forbids its practice by Jews or Jewish Christians,



and in Rom 14 he goes to some lengths to defend their rights to observe
food and sabbath customs. He does not outlaw circumcision (for Jews); he
regards it as an adiaphoron that counts for nothing compared with “faith
working through love” (Gal 5:6; 6:15; cf. 1 Cor 7:19).236 However, Daniel
Boyarin insists that even this apparent “tolerance” of difference is ultimately
intolerant of the Jewish conviction that circumcision cannot be a matter of
indifference:

What will appear from the Christian perspective as tolerance,
namely Paul’s willingness—indeed insistence—that within the
Christian community all cultural practice is equally to be
tolerated, from the rabbinic Jewish perspective, is simply an
eradication of the entire cultural value system which insists that
our cultural practice is our task and calling in the world and
must not be abandoned or reduced to a matter of taste, but is
the very core of their identity.237

Boyarin correctly observes that tolerance of cultural difference is actually
intolerant of those for whom the maintenance of their cultural traditions
cannot be a matter of taste but is the essence of their core identity.238

As Rom 14–15 indicates, Paul’s protection of the rights of law-
observant Christians to keep sabbath and food laws in fact
subtly undermines their social and cultural integrity, since they
are forced to acknowledge the equal validity of non-observance
while being allowed (with some condescension) to observe.
Thus even if Paul does not “eradicate” cultural differences, his
relativization of their significance somehow threatens the very
seriousness with which they are taken by their practitioners.239

As Paul argues in Galatians, there is “no longer Jew or gentile” because
gentiles have been incorporated into Israel. He preaches a “de-restricted,
open Judaism,”240 attempting to create multiethnic communities under the
umbrella of the seed of Abraham. Paul does not obliterate cultural
particularities but relativizes them.241 According to Buell and Hodge, “Paul
asks gentiles or Greeks to reject their gods, religious practices, and stories of



origin and to adopt instead the God of Israel, Christ, the narrative of Israel,
and its founding ancestor.”242 He demands that gentiles abandon practices
that are prohibited in the Torah (cf. 1 Thess 4:5), and he requires that Jews
recognize the legitimacy of gentile converts as participants in the “Israel of
God” (Gal 6:6). They may maintain their Jewish observances, but in Christ
these practices become adiaphora.

PAUL AND SLAVERY

Although slavery is not the primary issue in Gal 3:28, in the context of his
argument for the inclusion of gentiles in the people of God, Paul declares
that there is no longer “slave or free.” According to Hans Dieter Betz, the
statement in 3:28 can be interpreted in two ways: “As a declaration of the
abolishment of the social institution of slavery or as a declaration of the
irrelevancy of that institution, which would include the possibility of its
retention.”243 The overwhelming evidence in the early churches suggests that
only the second option was viable. Indeed, in many instances freed slaves
were no better off.244

Paul cannot divorce himself from the ancient economy, for slavery
remains a reality in society. Slaves were probably included in the household
baptisms, as the household codes suggest (cf. Eph 5:21–6:9; Col 3:18–4:1). In
some instances, slaves probably became Christ-believers without their
masters (cf. 1 Pet 2:18–25) while in other instances the masters became
Christ-believers without the slaves (e.g., Philemon). Undoubtedly, this
domestic situation created a dilemma for the churches.

The presence of slaves among Paul’s churches is indicated in his
instructions to slaves in 1 Cor 7:17–24, a passage that appears in the larger
context of Paul’s advice on marriage. In response to a letter from the
Corinthians, Paul states the governing idea for the chapter: “It is good for a
man not to touch a woman” (7:1), which he clarifies repeatedly in his advice
for believers to remain as they are (1 Cor 7:7–8, 17–20, 25–27). He advises
the unmarried to remain as he is (7:8), but he advises married believers to
remain married (7:10). Paul follows a pattern in which the advice is
regularly followed by a caveat:

It is good for a man not to touch a woman



But because of fornication each man should have a wife and each
woman her own husband (7:1–2).

To the unmarried and widows . . . it is good to remain as I am (7:8).
But if they do not have self-control (7:9; cf. 7:2), let them marry.

To the married, . . . not to separate (7:10)
But if she separates, let her remain unmarried or be reconciled

(7:11).

To the rest I say if a man or woman has an unbelieving spouse, do
not separate (7:13),

But if the unbelieving spouse separates, the brother or sister is not
bound (7:15).

Let each of you lead the life that the Lord has assigned (7:17).
Example: Circumcised? Do not remove the marks of circumcision

(7:18).
Reason: Circumcision does not mean anything (7:19).

Were you a slave when called? (7:21)

Don’t let it be a care to you.
But if you can gain your freedom, make use. . . . (7:21)

Virgins, married, unmarried: remain as you are (7:25–28).
But if you marry, you do not sin (7:28).

Paul’s advice to slaves in 1 Cor 7:21 is one of the most perplexing issues of
interpretation in the NT, as the translations indicate. Interpreters debate the
meaning of chrēsai (“make use”),245 and the standard translations reach
different conclusions—whether Paul is advising slaves to “make use” of their
present situation (NRSV) or to “make use” of the opportunity to be free
(NIV). The pattern of instructions followed by “if ” clauses suggests the
answer. The imperatives suggest a specific course of action (remain where
you are). The “if ” clauses suggest the caveat, a different course of action that
is possible (i.e., “but if the unbelieving spouse separates, the brother or sister



is not bound,” 7:15; “if you marry, you do not sin,” 7:28). When Paul sets up
one premise (being a slave), he urges one action (do not be concerned).
However, when he sets up a subsequent, different premise (if you can
become free), he urges a different action (be concerned and take it).246

Even if Paul suggests that slaves may avail themselves of the opportunity
for freedom, the point is that slavery is largely irrelevant. When he asks,
“Were you a slave when you were called?” he adds, “Do not be concerned
about it” (7:21), suggesting that slavery does not matter. Just as circumcision
and uncircumcision are nothing, slavery is not an ultimate matter. Indeed,
Paul gives the basis for his advice to slaves in 7:22, as gar suggests. The one
who is called as a slave is “a freedperson (apeleutheros) of the Lord,” and the
free person who is called is a “slave of the Lord,” for all have been bought
with a price (1 Cor 6:20).

Paul directs slaves (and others) not to try to change their status but only
because that status will change soon enough—as the new age comes in its
fullness and the old age passes away.247 As Paul’s advice to virgins suggests
(7:25–28), believers should not be concerned about their status because of
the “present distress.” He elaborates on this expression in 7:29–31. Given the
proximity of the parousia, Paul concludes that it is not wise for believers to
be concerned about their status. Since the form of this world will soon pass
away (7:31), believers should not be concerned about the affairs of this
age.248 According to Schrage, “The freedom granted by Christ and the
service to Christ belong together and relativize the inner-worldly
differentiation and realities of slavery and freedom. If the slave is a freedman
of the lord and the free person is a slave of Christ, then the freedom and
bondage are the only matters that transcend all standards and human
classifications” (2.142). Thus Paul relativizes slavery. He identifies himself as
a doulos (Rom 1:1; 2 Cor 4:5) of Christ and assumes that all believers are
douloi of Christ (Rom 6:16–17; cf. Col. 4:12). Indeed, he encourages
believers to be slaves of one another (Gal 5:13).

Paul’s message to Philemon also addresses the challenge of placing the
claim that “there is no longer slave or free” into practice. Although the letter
involves slavery, it is oblique about the actual circumstances that prompted
the letter and the actual nature of Paul’s request. Indeed, only in verse 16
does Paul mention slavery. According to tradition, Onesimus is a runaway
slave although the text never describes him in those terms. More recently,



interpreters have concluded that Onesimus has come to Paul to act as
amicus domini in a dispute with Philemon.249 The parallel with Pliny’s letter
to Sabinianus suggests that the letter to Philemon reflects a similar situation.
Pliny writes on behalf of Sabinianus’s freedman, who has come to Pliny
expressing sorrow for his actions and asking him for his intervention. Pliny
then writes, asking for mercy for the unnamed freedman.

Although the occasion of Philemon is uncertain, Paul explicitly declares
that Onesimus has become a Christ-believer through Paul’s efforts while the
apostle was in prison. Paul has become his father, and Onesimus is his child
(10). Indeed, Paul speaks in intimate terms of Onesimus, calling him his
own heart (splachna, 12).250 The reality of Onesimus’s conversion forces Paul
to face the consequences of this change in status and to take painful
measures to protect the former slave when he is sent back to his master.251

That is, this slave belongs to a family relationship that has become possible
only through the saving work of Christ. Elsewhere, Paul similarly describes
Timothy as his child (Phil 2:22), and he describes himself as a father to his
churches (1 Cor 4:14–15; 1 Thess 2:12–13). He admonishes (1 Cor 4:14),
punishes (1 Cor 4:21), and encourages (1 Thess 2:12–13) them while
modeling the conduct that he expects of them (1 Cor 4:16). Inasmuch as
doulos appears only once in this brief letter, more is at stake than a domestic
dispute between master and slave.

While Onesimus has recently become Paul’s child in the faith, Philemon
had entered the family at some time earlier—perhaps while Paul was in
Ephesus (v. 19). With Paul is Timothy “the brother” (1) as he writes to
Philemon, “the beloved,” and Apphia, “the sister” (v. 1). Paul establishes a
family relationship that includes Onesimus, Philemon, and Apphia, as well
as Paul himself.

The thanksgiving (vv. 4–7) indicates the intimate relationship in Christ as
Paul prepares the way for his request to Philemon. As in the other letters,
Paul expresses thanks for Philemon’s love and faithfulness (v. 5) to the Lord
and all the saints, referring to two of the familiar triad of faith, hope, and
love (cf. 1 Cor 13:13; 1 Thess 1:3). This duality is commonplace in Paul’s
letters as inseparable concepts (Gal 5:6; Eph 1:15; 3:17; 6:23; Col 1:4; cf. 1
Thess 3:6; 5:8), signifying the most fundamental aspects of Christian
conduct.252 Paul describes this relationship in Gal 5:6 as “faith working
through love.” As the most frequently mentioned moral concept, love is



primarily the bond among the siblings in the community of faith, as the
reference to Philemon’s love “for all the saints” indicates.

While Paul expresses gratitude for Philemon’s love and faith for the saints,
he prays that it will be active in the future, as he suggests in the implied
petition “in order that the fellowship of your faith (koinōnia tēs pisteōs sou)
may be active in the full knowledge of everything good” (v. 6).253 The
koinōnia of faith is the partnership of the people of God (cf. Phil 1:5) that is
based on their koinōnia with Jesus Christ (1 Cor 1:9; 10:16; Phil 3:10) and
shared participation in the Spirit (Phil 2:1). Anticipating the request that
follows, Paul prays that this fellowship will become active. He also gives
thanks that Philemon has refreshed the hearts (splachna) of the saints (v. 7).
Thus Paul’s thanksgiving portrays the intimate family relationship that
Philemon has demonstrated. The house church is held together by the bonds
of kinship.

This family relationship is the basis for the request that Paul makes.
Having expressed thanks for Philemon’s love (v. 5) and prayed that his
partnership (koinōnia, v. 6) may be active, Paul appeals to Philemon on
account of the latter’s love (v. 9) and his partnership (v. 17). Paul is sending
Onesimus back to Philemon (v. 12), describing him in the intimate terms
that one uses for a family member (my splachna). Paul’s wish is that
Onesimus might remain with Paul “in order that Onesimus might serve
[him] on Philemon’s behalf ” (13) just as Timothy serves him “as a child to
his father” (cf. Phil 2:22). Paul does not indicate the status of Onesimus if
Paul has him for himself (v. 13) “for a little while” (v. 15) to serve him in the
gospel. He mentions only his intimate familial relationship to him.

While Onesimus was absent from Philemon “for a little while,” Philemon
has “him forever” (v. 15) with a new status: “no longer as a slave, but more
than a slave, a beloved brother” (16). Here Paul mentions the doulos for the
first time. In legal terms, Onesimus remains a slave, but Paul wants
Philemon to recognize him as more than that “in the flesh and in the
Lord.”254 “In the flesh” probably refers to the legal reality of slavery while “in
the Lord” refers to the new relationship in Christ. The situation has
irrevocably changed—through his conversion the former slave has become a
son to Paul (v. 10). Just as Philemon and Apphia are siblings to Paul, so also
is Onesimus. “Here Paul is able to imagine at least one household
embodying the new age in the midst of the old. Each of the letter’s three



principal characters appears to be bound by roles belonging to the old
age,”255 yet upon closer inspection, they embody the new age. While he does
not seek to alter the fact that legally and structurally they remained master
and slave, he wants to bring about a fundamental change in the nature of
their relationship as master and slave.256 A new symbolic universe came into
being in which the roles of Paul, Philemon, and Onesimus fundamentally
changed: “Master and slave have been replaced by brother, son and father as
part of a redefined understanding of the household of God.”257

Only in verse 17 does Paul make a request: “If you have me as a partner
(koinōnos), welcome (proslabou) him as you would welcome me.” That is,
Paul now indicates that the koinōnia tēs pisteōs becomes active in Philemon’s
response to Paul’s request. The root word proslambanō is the language of
hospitality between equals.258 Paul expects Philemon to treat Onesimus as an
honored guest. As a host receiving guests meant protecting their guests and
their honor at all cost, being attentive to their needs, and offering them the
very best that was available.259 Such language suggests a fundamental change
in the relationship between Philemon and Onesimus because hospitality was
offered only between social equals. “In other words, Paul expects Philemon
to treat Onesimus as his social equal—indeed, as an honored guest—from
this point on. As a host, receiving guests meant not insulting them,
protecting them and their honor at all cost, being attentive to their needs,
and offering them the very best that was available.260

Paul probably does not insist that Philemon liberate Onesimus, although
his suggestion that Philemon will do even more may be a suggestion of
ultimate liberation.261 While he does not seek to alter the fact that legally
they remained master and slave, the relationship between slave and master
has fundamentally changed. Paul, Philemon, Apphia, and Onesimus are
siblings in Christ. Paul has thus transformed the common understanding of
slavery. Even if Philemon has Onesimus forever, their relationship has
changed, for there “is no longer slave or free.”

Slavery is a reality in the disputed letters. While Paul acknowledges the
reality of slavery, he mitigates its effects by giving instructions to masters.
Paul assumes the existence of households composed of extended families,
including masters and slaves. His advice to slaves is commonplace in
antiquity. However, he gives reciprocal responsibilities to masters (kurioi),



instructing them to “treat [their] slaves kindly and fairly,” knowing that they
have a kurios in heaven (Eph 6:9; Col 4:1).

PAUL AND GENDER

While elsewhere Paul declares that the church is a community without
distinctions between slave and free and Jew and gentile (1 Cor 12:13; Col
3:11), only in Galatians does he affirm that there is “no longer male and
female” (3:28). As scholars have observed, Paul echoes Gen 1:28, altering the
“neither .  .  . nor” to “male and female.” That is, the community lives in the
new creation, where the division of male and female has been erased. This
affirmation comes in a context where the issue involves Jews and gentiles
who are now one in Christ. Paul’s affirmation in such a context indicates that
he is citing a slogan, perhaps a baptismal confession.

The full membership of women is evident in Paul’s churches. Unlike the
associations of Paul’s time, Paul’s churches included women members. As
the baptism of entire households indicates (Acts 16:15; 18:8; cf. 1 Cor
16:16), the churches mirror the ancient household, which included
householders, wives, slaves, and children. When he writes to the adelphoi, he
assumes the presence of a demographic that was unprecedented in
antiquity.262 Paul undoubtedly includes women when he calls for reciprocal
responsibilities. Women are included when he insists that “each” builds on to
the building under construction (1 Cor 3:10) and when he describes the
church as a body in which God has given “each” (Rom 12:3) a measure of
faith and a manifestation of the Spirit for the common good (1 Cor 12:7,
11). Both men and women exercise the ministries mentioned in Rom 12:3–8
and 1 Cor 12:4–11. When “each one has a hymn, a lesson, a revelation, a
tongue, or an interpretation” in the assembly (1 Cor 14:26), women are not
excluded.263

Occasionally Paul mentions specific women who are active in the life of
the church. Euodia and Syntyche, for example, have “struggled beside”
(synēthlēsan) Paul in the gospel (Phil 4:3). The image suggests that they were
active with Paul in the proclamation of the gospel in the midst of great
opposition. As a diakonos of the church in Cenchrea and a “benefactor
(prostatis) of many” (Rom 16:1–2), Phoebe has a recognized function within



the church. Paul mentions numerous other women in the greetings in
Romans 16, indicating their active participation in ministries.

In Rom 16 Paul mentions specific women who are active in the life of the
church. Prisca (Priscilla in Acts) is always named along with Aquila (Rom
16:3–5a; 1 Cor 16:19; 2 Tim 4:19; cf. Acts 18:2, 18, 26). Together they are
coworkers with Paul, who “risked their neck” on Paul’s behalf. Paul mentions
another pair, Andronicus and Junia, who are “prominent among the
apostles” (Rom 16:7); they may be a husband-and-wife team. Paul mentions
several women who “labored” in the Lord. Mary (16:6), Tryphaena and
Tryphosa (16:12), and Persis (16:12) worked hard in the Lord. Paul
commonly uses the verb kopiaō for evangelistic work (cf. 1 Cor 4:12; 15:10;
16:16; Gal 4:11; Phil 2:16; 1 Thess 5:12).264

At Corinth both men and women pray and prophesy (1 Cor 11:2–16).
However, Paul still assumes a clear difference in status between the sexes, as
the dress code indicates. While the circumstances behind Paul’s instructions
are uncertain,265 he clearly maintains that men should dress as men (with
uncovered head) and women should dress as women (with covered head)
because of the order of creation (11:3–9).266 He announces the fundamental
principle in 11:3, describing the order of creation and preparing for the
argument about head coverings with the metaphorical use of kephalē (head)
before giving instructions about the literal head coverings in 11:4–16.

Because kephalē in 11:3 is not a common metaphor in the Old Testament,
interpreters have debated the significance of the image. Some suggest that
kephalē does not mean ruler but source.267 However, the order of creation in
11:3 echoes Philo’s description of God’s creation of the world and his
frequent use of kephalē to speak of preeminence.268 Kephalē can mean both
source and sovereignty in a hierarchical relationship grounded in creation.269

One may compare the subordination indicated in 1 Cor 15:28, where Paul
anticipates the time when the son “will be subjected to the one who has put
all things in subjection to him.”

He apparently runs into difficulties explaining the reasons for the
instructions inasmuch as he first speaks of the man’s precedence, giving an
egalitarian answer, indicating that men and women depend on each other
(11:11–12). The point is not the annulment of sexual (or cultural or social)
differences but the unity of practice of both men and women as believers
before God.270



While women both pray and prophesy in the Corinthian church (1 Cor
11:2–16), Paul does not erase the distinction between men and women. At
the conclusion of the instructions on public worship (11:2—14:40), he also
places restrictions on acceptable speech in the assembly (14:33b–36),
declaring, “Let the women be silent in the churches, for it is not permitted
for them to speak, but to be in subjection, as the law says.” Because of the
apparent contradiction with the prophesying and praying by women (11:4–
5), numerous scholars regard the passage as an interpolation.271 However,
textual evidence for an interpolation is nonexistent. Moreover, we have no
evidence that a scribe ever corrected the argument of Paul, as the
interpolation theory suggests.272 Thus if the passage is not an interpolation,
one must determine how it coheres with 11:2–16. In a context of glossolalia
and prophecy where others were told to be silent for the sake of order
(14:28), the women were also told to be silent. While women prayed and
prophesied in the assembly, the women addressed in 14:33b–36 were not
engaged in prophetic speech; thus they are told to be silent.

While interpreters debate the extent and nature of the restrictions on
women, a dialectic is present in Paul’s instructions. Women are full
members of the congregations, and they pray and prophesy alongside the
men, but in the present the differences still exist, as the dress code indicates.
In the present the women conform to cultural expectations about the attire
of the women.

CONCLUSION

Paul describes a new creation in which “there is no longer Jew or Greek,
slave or free, male and female,” but his communities still live in a world
where those distinctions exist in practice. However, they are all relativized in
Christ. J. Louis Martyn urges a “bifocal” reading of Gal 3:28 that
simultaneously sees the world as it is in Christ yet still remains in the old
age. Consequently, Paul never fully places this ideal in practice. Just as Paul
remains a Jew, Jews remain Jews, even in Christ, and gentiles remain
gentiles. Paul permits Jews to maintain traditional Jewish practices, but he
does not demand that they do so. Slavery is not abolished in Pauline
churches, but it is relativized. Men and women are one in Christ, but gender
differences remain in the church. Martyn attributes to Paul an apocalyptic



“bifocal vision” that is rooted in his apocalyptic understanding. As Paul
indicates in 1 Cor 7:29–32, believers live “as though they were not” (hos mē).
Paul “noticed as not noticing that some of his colleagues were women and
not men.” We might say, in Martyn’s concept, Paul cares about ethnicity
without caring.273
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Citizens of Heaven

Paul and the State

ike Jesus before him, Paul says surprisingly little about Roman power or
politics, although he established communities in three Roman colonies

(Antioch of Pisidia, Corinth, Philippi) and was frequently confronted by
Roman magistrates elsewhere. His letters do not address public affairs but
speak of the welfare and moral transformation of the communities he
establishes. In response to his proclamation of “Christ crucified,” those who
receive this message become members of a network of communities whose
only loyalty is to Jesus Christ. These communities, which transcended the
boundaries of class, ethnic origin, and gender,274 were unprecedented in the
ancient world, forming a subculture within the larger society. A major task
of community formation, although rarely mentioned, was the relationship
between this community and the society dominated by the Roman presence.

Although Paul instructed communities explicitly on their conduct toward
the Roman state only once in the undisputed letters (Rom 13:1–7; cf. 1 Tim
2:1; Titus 3:1), as the herald of the one crucified by the Romans, he was
consistently confronted by Roman authorities and a populace that was loyal
to Rome. On at least one occasion he received the Roman punishment of
beating with rods (2 Cor 11:25; cf. also 2 Cor 6:5; 12:10). Both the “battle
with the wild beasts in Ephesus” (1 Cor 15:32) and the danger of death in
the province of Asia (2 Cor 1:8–9) indicate life-threatening conflicts (cf. also
Rom 16:4).275 The accusation that these people are “turning the world upside
down” (Acts 17:6) probably reflects accurately the reaction of communities
wherever he preached. When he preached in Thessalonica, he was
“shamefully mistreated,” preaching “in spite of great opposition” (1 Thess
2:1–12). Local hostility to Paul in these cities often turned into hostility from
Roman authorities and their representatives. In 2 Cor 11:32, Paul reports a
plan to arrest him in Damascus. The Nabatean king Aretas, a Roman vassal,
had the city watched in order to arrest Paul. The apostle escaped arrest by



having himself let down in a basket through a window in the wall (2 Cor
11:32–33). Paul did not always escape arrest, however, for he was “in prison
many times” (2 Cor 11:23)276 and wrote letters from prison before he was
ultimately executed by the Romans.

Since Paul was repeatedly in conflict with Roman authorities, the
communities that he left behind had to determine their level of participation
in civic life. On the one hand, the fact that Erastus was the oikonomos in
Corinth (Rom 16:23) suggests that at least some believers continued to hold
public office. Believers also were present in Caesar’s household (Phil 4:22).
While the precise roles of the oikonomos of Corinth or the members of
Caesar’s household are unknown, their presence among Roman authorities
indicates that some believers were active in city or imperial affairs. On the
other hand, Paul’s communities would inevitably get the attention of the
Roman authorities, for whom the Pax Romana required the religious
cohesion of the empire. From the point of view of Roman officials,
communities gathering in unusual combinations, binding themselves to a
cause, were perceived as a threat to this cohesion.277 Their withdrawal from
the sacrificial offerings to the gods of the household, city, and empire and
their exclusive allegiance to the one God was a move without precedent, and
it would have been distressing to the local populace.278 Their exclusivist
claims were “so impious in the eyes of ancient pagan observers and critics
that they were accused of atheism.”279

Foreign cults had already been banned in the city of Rome, for groups of
people meeting together with their own structure and way of life, unrelated
to the official structures of the state, were considered dangerous.280 The
Romans sought to restrict and channel the numerous religious movements
within the common bond of the Pax Romana.281 In addition, the lifestyle of
the Christians, which in many respects differed from the norms and
customs of their environment, provoked the hostility of the populace (cf. 1
Pet 4:4).282 Thus when the community of the disciples confessed the
crucified Messiah Jesus after Easter, they took on a political burden as
well.283

THE POLITICAL SIGNIFICANCE OF PHILIPPIANS



Paul’s letter to the Philippians offers a window into the tense relationship
between believers and the state. He writes from prison to this Roman colony
(1:7, 12–13), where the Roman citizens were registered in the list of the
citizens of tribus Voltinia,284 when the apostle was probably anticipating
execution at the hands of the Romans (1:21–26). His conflict with Roman
power is evident in his reference to the praetorian guard (1:13). His
imprisonment undoubtedly raised questions about the community’s own
status in this Roman colony. His exhortation not to be intimidated by the
adversaries (1:28) and statement that they are partners in tribulation (4:14)
suggest that they share in Paul’s struggles (1:30). His readers were also
anxious (cf. 4:6) about their potential conflict with Roman magistrates.

Paul responds to the vulnerable community with the call for unity and
solidarity among them. Indeed, the propositio of the letter is the
encouragement, “live out your citizenship (politeuesthe) in a way that is
worthy of the gospel of Christ (1:27),”285 which anticipates the later
affirmation that “our citizenship (politeuma) is in heaven” (3:20). While Paul
commonly uses the verb peripatein (literally “to walk,” cf. Rom 6:4; 13:13;
Gal 5:16; Eph 4:1; 1 Thess 4:1) for moral conduct, he deliberately chooses a
word that has political significance.286 The word choice indicates the conflict
with imperial Rome. Christ-believers are citizens of another, superior
realm.287 Paul’s statement thus reflects a conflict of loyalties for Christ-
believers in Philippi.

The citizenship that is worthy of the gospel is maintained only with the
exercise of communal solidarity, as Paul indicates in 1:27b—2:5. Believers
stand in “one spirit, one soul” (1:27). This challenge, like the encouragement
to be “of the same mind” (to auto phronein) in 2:2 (cf. 4:2), echoes the
ancient language of friendship, a frequent theme among the philosophers.288

It also recalls the ancient discussions of homonoia (agreement, harmony),
which distinguished the ideal polis.289 Paul has thus applied ancient political
rhetoric to describe the church as the ideal polis.

The theme of friendship in antiquity implies the presence of enemies. It
was necessary for Athens to unite against the threat of Sparta. The Greeks
had to unite against the barbarians.290 Paul formulates the citizenship that is
worthy of the gospel in agonistic terms. The Philippians are “striving side by
side” (synathlountes) in the Gospel.291 As Paul indicates in 1:28, the



community faces adversaries, and suffering is their destiny (cf. 1 Thess 3:1–
5).

This solidarity can be attained, according to Paul, if believers reject the
values of their culture, “in humility (tapeinophrosynē) counting others better
than” themselves (2:3).292 Believers are able to “have the same mind” (to auto
phronein, 4:2) when they “have among themselves the mind (phroneite, 2:5)
of Christ.”293 The centerpiece of the letter is the poetic narrative in 2:6–11,
describing the one who modeled the selfless conduct commended in 2:1–5.
In describing one who “did not count equality with God a thing to be
grasped” (2:6) but “emptied himself ” by exchanging the “form of God” for
the “form of a slave,” Paul offers a counternarrative to the common depiction
of Hellenistic rulers. Paul’s description has echoes of Roman emperors, who
were regarded as “equal to God” but grasped for power. Nearly every
description of emperors of the first century depicts them as “grasping their
power through self-assertion, greed, rivalry, violence, and murder.”294 The
self-emptying of Christ is the antithesis of the self-exalting Hellenistic
ruler.295

The conflict with Rome is further indicated in the claim that “he humbled
himself, becoming obedient to death, even death on a cross” (2:8). That he
“humbled himself ” recalls the earlier encouragement to the readers to adopt
humility as a way of life (2:3). The added phrase, “even death on a cross,”
indicates the absolute nadir of the descent and the epitome of shame and is a
reminder of the Roman method of execution. As Roman writers indicate, it
is the most shameful form of death, particularly offensive to Roman ears.296

According to Cicero (Rab. Perd. 5.16), the word cross should be far removed
from the “thoughts, eyes, and ears” of Roman citizens.”297

Conflict between the new community and Rome is nowhere more present
than in the confession that all beings will acknowledge that “Jesus Christ is
Lord” (2:11). A man crucified by the Romans receives the highest status
through the direct intervention of God.298 The designation of Jesus as the
Lord to whom “every knee will bow” would have been especially
troublesome to the Roman audience, for whom only Caesar is lord.299 As one
condemned by the Roman government (Phil 1:12–26), Paul knows that one
who dies condemned by Rome was offensive to Roman ears, especially in
Philippi. While the confession of the universal reign of Christ is offensive to



the Romans, it is the basis of the solidarity of the community that recognizes
that Jesus Christ is Lord.

Paul continues this claim for the universal sovereignty of the exalted
Christ in 3:20–21, declaring that “our citizenship (politeuma) is in heaven,
and it is from there that we are expecting a Savior, Jesus Christ.” This
terminology echoes the poetic narrative of 2:6–11. The heavenly politeuma
stands in contrast to the Roman politeuma. The community awaits the one
who has been made universal Lord. Contrary to Roman propaganda, the
Caesar is neither lord nor savior. While loyal citizens of this Roman colony
would gladly welcome a visit from the Caesar and acclaim him “savior and
lord,” Christ-believers look forward to the one who will return as universal
sovereign. Just as Christ was transformed from his humble status to glory,
believers will also be transformed. Undoubtedly, this conviction created a
conflict of loyalties among Christ-believers and would have been considered
seditious.300

COUNTER-IMPERIAL TERMINOLOGY?

Pauline terminology in all of the letters inevitably raised questions about the
community’s relation to the Roman state, as Adolf Deissmann observed
more than a century ago, describing the “polemical parallelism between the
cult of the emperor and the cult of Christ.”301 Besides the obvious examples
of theos, theou huios, and kyrios, he noted the use of king (basileus), coming
(parousia),302 and epiphaneia303 as special imperial terminology.304 In recent
years, scholars have supplemented and developed Deissmann’s insight with
the claim that Paul’s language is parallel to imperial claims in many
respects.305 The term gospel (euangelion), according to N. T. Wright, “cannot
but have been heard as a summons to allegiance to ‘another king.’”306 The
terms Christos, Lord, and Son of God would also have been regarded as a
challenge to the empire, for these were royal titles suggesting that the
believers honored another king than Caesar. According to Wright, the
announcement of the revelation of the justice (dikaiosynē) of God (Rom
1:17; 3:21) was a challenge to the imperial claim that the Caesar had brought
justice to the empire. The climactic claim of the renewal of creation in Rom
8 was subversive for a community whose emperor claimed to rule the whole
world.307 God’s justice demands loyalty (pistis), just as Caesar’s claim also



required loyalty.308 According to Richard Horsley, the term ekklēsia to
designate the community of believers as an alternative society was “set
sharply over against the established ekklēsia in Corinth.”309 Paul’s instruction
to the community to conduct its own affairs separate from the dominant
society (Cor 6:1–11) subverted the very basis for the unity of the cities in the
Roman Empire.310 When Paul warns the Thessalonians, “When they say
‘there is peace and security,’ then suddenly destruction will come upon
them” (1 Thess 5:3), he employs a phrase that was associated with the Pax
Romana.311 “Peace and security” was a slogan that expressed the political
stability and the beneficence of Roman rule (Tacitus, Hist. 2.12; 4.74;
Josephus, Ant. 14.160; 15.348).312 Paul places the Roman ideology of peace,
security, and prosperity in opposition to his view of the imminent end.313

Thus on the one hand, he creates the connection with the vocabulary of
Rome “but at the same time makes it clear that his message surpasses the
realities of the Roman Empire by far.”314

The rhetoric of the alternative universal movement, with its own king and
norms for citizenship inevitably resulted in conflict with the Pax Romana.
Consequently, less than a decade after Paul’s letter to the Romans, the
Christians had become sufficiently problematic that Nero blamed the fire of
Rome on them. According to Tacitus, Nero blamed the fire on them in order
to put an end to the rumor that he had caused the burning. The fact that
they were treated as scapegoats indicates that they were already widely
considered enemies of the Roman Empire.315 Tacitus describes them as
“loathed for their crimes” and known for their “hatred of the human race.”
Fifty years after Paul, Pliny regarded the Christians as a dangerous
nuisance.316

Paul’s use of terminology that resonates with the Roman audience raises
the question of how deliberately he shaped his language to confront the
claims of Roman authorities by offering an alternative to Roman rule. One
cannot doubt that ancient listeners would have heard in the Christian claims
a challenge to Roman power.317 Interpreters in the last decade have argued
that Paul was deliberately confronting Roman power by using its familiar
language. Horsley argues that Paul’s message was one of social and political
protest in which the arrogance and brutality of empire was the main
target.318



While his terminology resonates with the Roman populace, it also is
derived from the Septuagint.319 Paul lives within the narrative world of the
Septuagint, where the terms kyrios, christos, euangelion, ekklēsia, and
dikaiosynē are deeply rooted. While the terms would have challenged
imperial power and made conflict inevitable, they are not evidence of a
comprehensive and intentional “anti-imperial” theology of Paul.320 His
churches form alternative ways of life, but they do not define themselves as a
world in opposition.

Although Paul’s claims inevitably created conflict with Rome, there are no
direct statements that are explicitly anti-Roman or critical of Rome in the
letters. As a general principle, the use of common language does not entail
an antithetical relationship between the entities using the same terms.321

Even if he did use words such as parousia and epiphaneia that were familiar
to the Roman audience, his purpose was likely to describe the return of
Christ in terms that were intelligible to the Roman audience.322 Paul can
speak of the community’s leaders as diakonoi and leitourgoi of God (1 Cor
3:5; Rom 15:16) but can also label the political authorities diakonoi and
leitourgoi (Rom 13:4, 6). If Paul is a diakonos, there is no indication that
Caesar is not.323

THE RULERS OF THIS AGE

Paul speaks explicitly of the believers’ relationship to governmental
authorities only in Rom 13:1–7. However, interpreters have suggested that
the reference to “the rulers of this world who crucified the Lord Jesus” (1
Cor 2:8) is a reference to Roman rulers.324 This passage appears within the
larger context of Paul’s response to the partisanship in Corinth (1:10–17;
3:1–5) in which the partisans of Paul, Apollos, and Cephas engage in the
kind of partisan politics that was common in the ancient cities. In
challenging the Corinthians’ emphasis on human wisdom, Paul presents the
message of the cross, which is foolishness according to human standards but
is a demonstration of the wisdom of God (1:24), which is wiser than human
wisdom (1:25).

This is a wisdom among the mature, “not of this age or the rulers of this
age” (2:6). Paul assumes the rabbinic distinction between “this age” and “the
age to come” (cf. 10:11; Gal 1:4), distinguishing between the “wisdom of this



age” and the divine wisdom, which belongs to the coming age that has now
been revealed (cf. 2:10). Only those with the epistemology of the new age
recognize the divine wisdom. Inasmuch as the world did not know wisdom
(1:21), the “rulers of this world that is passing away” (2:6) “did not know”
the divine wisdom. Consequently, they crucified the Lord of glory.

Scholars debate the identity of the “rulers (archontes) of this age.” Some
maintain that the reference is to cosmic powers while others maintain that it
refers to political officials. In some instances the term is used for
supramundane powers that exercise lordship inimical to God (cf. Matt 9:34;
12:24; Mark 3:22; Luke 11:15; John 12:31; 14:30; 16:11; Eph 2:2).325 In the
Gospels, the term is also used for Jewish rulers (Luke 14:1; 23:13; 24:20;
John 3:1; 7:26, 48; 12:42) and the rulers of the gentiles (Matt 20:25). In Acts
the term is used for the Jewish leaders who were responsible for the death of
Jesus (Acts 3:17) and for political leaders in various cities (14:5; 16:19; 23:5).
The “rulers of this age that is passing away” are those who arrested and
executed Jesus (cf. 1 Thess 2:15). They represent the cosmic rulers who will
ultimately be destroyed by the exalted Lord (cf. 1 Cor 15:24). Unlike the
believing community, which has a new epistemology derived from divine
revelation (1 Cor 2:10), the “rulers of this age” did not know the divine
wisdom. They belong to the world that is passing away (cf. 1 Cor 7:29–30).
Thus those who are engaged in partisan politics within the church cannot
receive the divine wisdom because their epistemology belongs to this age.

ROMANS 13 WITHIN THE CONTEXT OF THE LETTER

Paul’s explicit instructions about the believers’ relationship to the state
appear in Rom 13:1–7 within the context of his appeal to the community
not “to be conformed to this age” (Rom 12:1). This appeal introduces the
extended ethical exhortation in 12:1—15:13. Having announced that God
has intervened to reveal divine righteousness (1:17; 3:21), inaugurating the
new age, he maintains that believers now live in the new age as the result of
their faithfulness (1:16–17; 5:1). According to chapters 5–8, those who are
baptized have entered the new age (Rom 6:1–11) and now walk in “newness
of life” (6:4), putting to death the desires of the old existence (6:12–21)
through the power of the Spirit (8:1–17), awaiting the ultimate redemption
of their bodies (8:23–25). Paul describes Christian existence as the interim



between the “now” of the new age (Rom 3:21; 8:1) and the “not yet” of the
final consummation (Rom 5:1–11; 8:31–39).

Having described the existence in the interim between the inauguration
of the new age and the consummation in chapters 5–8,326 Paul describes this
behavior in greater detail in 12:1—15:13, instructing believers not to be
“conformed to this age” (12:2). As the inclusion with the declaration that
“salvation is nearer that when you believed” (13:11) and “the day is at hand”
(13:12) indicates, the moral life takes on urgency because “the night is far
spent.” Consequently, the readers should awaken from their sleep, putting
away “the works of darkness” (13:13) and “putting on” the Lord Jesus
(13:14). This inclusio places Paul’s discussion within an eschatological
framework as he encourages the believers to live appropriately “between the
times.” Paul was firmly convinced that with the death and resurrection of
Jesus the new eschatological age has dawned, but it will be completely
established only with Jesus’s second coming. He expects the readers to live
up to the expectations of the new age.327

This ethical advice stands in sharp contrast to the bleak portrayal of
humankind in 1:18—3:20. To live in the new age is to abandon slavery to the
flesh (cf. 6:12–21) and the pursuit of arrogance and self-interest (12:3) and
to live within the community of the new age (12:3–8). Old boundaries of
ethnicity have been taken away, and now they live together in the body of
Christ (12:3–8) in which all members exercise their gifts for the sake of the
whole community.

As in Paul’s ethical instructions in all the letters, the love for others within
the community is the paramount ethical norm. Indeed, 12:9—13:8–11 is
framed by references to love within the community; the conduct of the
strong and the weak is also determined by love (14:15) within the
community. Troels Engberg-Pedersen has argued persuasively that the
command for unhypocritical love (12:9a) forms a bridge between the image
of the body in 12:3–8 and the description of “the essential character of in-
group behavior” that Paul has described from the beginning of the
chapter.328 In 12:9b–13 Paul gives illustrations of love within the community,
remaining focused on in-group behavior. Believers “love one another with
mutual affection” and “outdo one another in showing honor” (12:10),
“rejoice with those who rejoice,” “weep with those who weep” (12:15),



contribute to the needs of the saints (12:13), and live in harmony with one
another (12:16).

Paul’s instructions on the believers’ relation to the government in 13:1–7
does not stand alone but is the continuation of instructions on relations with
outsiders in 12:14, 17–21. He instructs believers, “Bless those who persecute
you” (12:14) and do not “return evil for evil” (12:17), but do the good to all
and be at peace with all (12:17–18) if it is possible, “so far as it depends on”
them (12:18). He insists that believers not render vengeance but leave room
for the wrath of God (12:19). He challenges them to do good for the enemies
(12:20) and to overcome evil with good (12:21).

As an example of doing good to all people (12:17–18), Paul instructs the
readers, “Let every soul be submissive to governing authorities” (pasa psychē
exousiais hyperexousais, 13:1), which introduces a unit (13:1–7) that is
different in style from the ethical instructions in the context. One may
observe the structure of the argument:

Let every soul be subject to the governing authorities (hyperechousais)

Reason (gar): There is no authority except from God

And those authorities that exist have been instituted by God.

Result (hōste): whoever resists authority resists what God has appointed.

Reason (gar): Rulers are not a terror to good conduct but to bad.

Do the good, and you will receive its approval

Reason (gar): For it is God’s servant for your good

Reason (gar): For he does not bear the sword in vain.

Therefore one must be subject, not only because of wrath, but also
because of conscience.

For the same reason, you also pay taxes,
Reason (gar): For the authorities are God’s servants (diakonoi).

Unlike the other instructions in the context, this unit is supported by an
extended argument, as gar (v. 1), hōste (v. 2), and gar (vv. 3 and 4) indicate.
The content of the imperative in 13:1 is repeated in 13:5. Verses 6, 7 repeat
the imperative in terms of paying taxes and paying debts.

Because the form of the passage, with its three imperatives (13:1, 6, 7; cf.
13:5) accompanied by a reason (13:2–4, 6) differs from the surrounding



exhortation, Ernst Käsemann describes it as “an alien body in Paul’s
exhortation,”329 although he sees no reason to doubt its authenticity. Others,
however, have suggested that the passage is an interpolation into the
exhortations.330 While Paul may be adapting a common topos, the
instructions fit into the argument of Rom 12:1—15:13, especially the
instructions about behavior toward outsiders in 12:14–21. Thus the
imperative “be submissive to the governing authorities” elaborates on the
advice to bless the persecutors (12:14), to render no evil for evil (12:17), to
do what is noble “in the sight of all” (12:17), and to be at peace with all
(12:18). Consequently, James Dunn takes 13:1–7 as the center of the chiastic
structure evident in chapters 12–15.331 Similarly, David Horrell and N. T.
Wright regard 13:1–7 and 12:14—13:7 respectively as the centers of a similar
structure in 12–13.332

These instructions present a challenge to interpreters who insist that Paul
is offering an anti-imperial message. Some argue that 13:1–7 is a “hidden
transcript” that is so subtle in its subversive intent that only the insiders
would recognize its subversive intent.333 Others describe the passage as
irony.334 However, Paul’s numerous imprisonments, his invitation for his
listeners to “turn to God from idols” (1 Thess 1:9)—including the Roman
gods—and his claim that Jesus is Lord suggest that Paul saw no need to
conceal his criticism of Roman religion.335 Furthermore, the place of the
passage in the larger context of 12:14–21 indicates that the instructions fit
well with Paul’s instruction to “overcome evil with good” (12:21) and to “be
at peace with all people” (12:18).

The presence of a topos that appears nowhere else in the undisputed
letters suggests that it is a response to the changing political situation in
Rome. As the edict of Claudius (Suetonius, Claudius 25.4) suggests, Roman
authorities are now aware of this group, distinguishing it from the Jews.
Paul’s exhortation for believers to acknowledge the government authorities
may be understood against the background of the increasing tension
between the church as it is developing as an independent movement and the
Roman authorities.336 The emphasis on the payment of taxes could be a
response to the current situation, for protests in Rome against the increasing
taxes under Nero had erupted,337 and Paul may have been trying to urge
Roman Christians not to participate in the protests and not to have an
attitude of protest.338



“Every person” (pasa psychē) refers to everyone in the community of
faith. Hypotassō, to subordinate oneself to an ordered structure,339 is used
elsewhere for the subordination of wives to husbands (Col 3:18; 1 Cor
14:34) and for the relationship of believers to one another (cf. 1 Cor 16:16;
Eph 5:21). Paul indicates that the opposite of subordination here is “to resist
(antitassō).”340 That is, two possibilities exist for believers in their
relationship to government officials: either to submit or to resist. It would
not have occurred to Paul that Christians would be participants in the state.
He is working within the situation as it stands.341 All Christians could do was
to live within the structures that existed, accommodate to them, as everyone
had to, and seek to benefit from whatever rules or rights the governing
authorities granted.

As the apostle’s terminology shows, he has in view very different local and
regional authorities. He is not so much thinking of institutions, but of
organs and functions, ranging from the tax collector to the police,
magistrates, and Roman officials. It deals with the circle of power with
whom everyone came into contact.342 Paul is not giving a general theology of
the state but is giving the commonsense advice that all those who were not
in power followed. In view of the recent conflict between the Jews and the
Romans, Paul may be advising believers to maintain a low profile and
continue to care for each other. Thus the relationship to the authorities is
one example of the believers’ encounter with outsiders.

Paul supports the imperative with reasons in 13:1b–4 (cf. gar, v. 1; gar, v.
3). According to the first reason, “there is no authority except from God, and
those government authorities have been instituted by God” (13:1b). As the
root words hypotassō/tassō indicate, believers submit (hypotassō) to the
established order that God has arranged (tassō). That God institutes
governments is a familiar theme in the Old Testament. No king can rule
unless he is called by God. No power exists in the pagan world without
God’s consent (cf. Cyrus, Isa 41:1–5, 25–29; 45:1–4). God “changes times
and seasons, deposes kings and sets up kings” (Dan 2:21; cf. 4:17).
According to Prov 8:15–16, God says, “By me kings reign, and rulers decree
what is just.” Josephus shows a similar understanding when he states that
“no ruler attains his office save by the will of God” (B.J. 2.140).

David Flusser has demonstrated a similar view in the Dead Sea Scrolls.
This community, which understood itself to be living in the last days, looked



forward to its war against the “sons of darkness” and its conquest of Israel
and then the world.343 In the meantime, they had to determine how they
should live in the interim. While they hate the “sons of darkness,” they
submit to the authorities at the same time, awaiting the day of God’s
vengeance, recognizing that God will ultimately defeat the powers of
darkness.344 The belief that God has preordained the course of events results
in a passive approach among the Qumran sectarians. Thus Paul is following
Jewish tradition and expectations. This is the position of any Jewish
community when it is under foreign rule.

Jews in the diaspora probably took comfort in the claim that rulers
govern only because God has given them the authority, for they assumed
that rulers were responsible before God and subject to God’s final judgment.
This conviction reassured Jewish communities that those who oppressed
Jewish subjects would come under the judgment of God sooner or later—as
Nebuchadnezzar discovered in the Daniel story (4:13–17, 23–25; 5:20–
21).345 The point of Wisdom’s assertion that kings receive their dominion
from God was to warn them that the Most High would punish those who
did not rule rightly or walk in the purpose of God. Similarly, in 4 Macc
12:11 the tyrant is rebuked for abusing his responsibility given to him as
king from God.346 One may compare Jesus’s words to Pilate, “You would
have no power over me unless it had been given to you from above” (19:11).

Although Paul instructs believers to be submissive to the authorities, the
affirmation that “there is no authority except from God” (13:1) would not
have been acceptable to imperial officials. While imperial authority is
affirmed, it is subordinated to God. As N. T. Wright has indicated, “In a
world where rulers have been accustomed to claim divine honours, the
statement that they hold their office as a vocation from the one God (13:1)
constitutes a major demotion.”347

The logical consequence of this claim (cf. hōste) is that resistance against
government authorities is a resistance against God (13:3), resulting in God’s
judgment on those who resist. Having instructed believers to bless those
who persecute and to do the good to outsiders (12:17, 21; cf. 12:2), he again
insists that believers “do what is good” (13:3), knowing that the official is a
servant (diakonos) for what is good (13:4). After encouraging them not to
take vengeance (ekdikountes) but to “leave room for the wrath of God
(12:19), he asserts that the role of the magistrate is to “execute wrath”



(ekdikos eis orgēn, Rom 13:4). The instruction to do what is good (13:3) and
not evil (13:4) clarifies the nature of submission to the established order as
Paul appeals to the conventional understanding of the good.348 Paul is not
giving a theology of the state but is offering an example of the call to “take
thought of what is noble in the sight of all” (12:17), of being “at peace with
all” (12:18), and of overcoming evil with good (12:21). His advice is
consistent with traditional Jewish teaching about how to live appropriately
under alien rule.349

The nature of the resistance is evidently the withholding of taxes (13:6).
The repetition of the call for submission (13:5) leads to the two imperatives
in 13:6–7: pay taxes (13:6) and “pay your debts to all” (13:7). Paul’s reason
for paying taxes—[the authorities] “are servants (leitourgoi) for this very
thing”—recalls the early reason for submission to the authorities: the
authority is a servant (diakonos) to execute wrath on the wrongdoer (13:4).
The second imperative, “Pay to all what is due them” (13:7), expands on the
need to recognize authorities as well as other outsiders. Paul includes the
payment of different types of taxes—taxes (phoron) and revenue (to telos)
accompanied by respect (phobos) and honor (timē). That is, believers
recognize the need for order in society, and they contribute to it. He presents
an active and positive involvement of the Christian in the world, advocating
practices that are conducive to a meaningful and peaceful life in the larger
society. In his exhortations, “Paul gives primacy to practices of
reconciliation as the appropriate Christian attitude to, and relationship with,
the wider world, including the authorities.”350

The instruction to “owe no one anything” (13:8a) suggests the believers’
continuing relationship with outsiders and the need to pay others what is
due to them. To fulfill one’s obligations to others in the society is central to
the goal of living “at peace with all people.” The phrase, “owe no one
anything, except (ei mē) to love one another” (13:8), marks a transition from
relationships with outsiders (i.e., “no one”) to a resumption of the
relationship to the in-group (“one another”) that was the subject of 12:3–14,
15–16. Troels Engberg-Pedersen has observed that Paul has not extended
the love command to outsiders in this instance but has instructed the
believers to “bless” those who persecute them (12:14), be at peace with all
(12:18), be subject to the authorities (13:1, 5), do the good, and pay taxes
(13:6–7).351 “Love one another” (13:8) defines the in-group responsibilities



of the community. It recapitulates the earlier command to “love one another
with mutual affection” (12:10). One may observe the frequency of the
command to “love one another” in the Pauline correspondence (Gal 5:13–
14; 1 Thess 3:12; cf. Eph 4:2) and the pervasiveness of the command to love
in all the Pauline correspondence, which, with rare exceptions, is aimed at
the believing community rather than outsiders. Moreover, allēlōn (“one
another”) appears with numerous verbs to designate the care that believers
take for each other (cf. Rom 12:10, “love one another . . . outdo one another
in showing honor”; 12:16, “live in harmony with one another”). Thus the
submission to the governing authorities is an expression of the community’s
obligation to do the good to outsiders. By bringing in again agapē from
chapter 12, Paul is reiterating the relationship between the community’s
obligation to the in-group and its obligation to outsiders.

The statement that the one who loves the other has “fulfilled the law”
(13:8) recalls the similar observation in Galatians, according to which Paul
maintains that “the whole law is fulfilled in one word, “love your neighbor as
yourself ” (5:14). In both Galatians and Romans, the neighbor is the fellow
believer.

As the concluding comments of Rom 13 indicate, Paul’s instructions for
the believers’ relationship to the governmental authorities is framed by an
eschatological consciousness. Believers live in the new age (cf. 12:1–2), but
the moment has arrived “to awaken from sleep” (13:11), for “salvation is
nearer than when we became believers” (13:11). Indeed, “the day is near”
(13:12). The imminence of the end places the ethical life in perspective
(13:13–14). The underlying issue is the relation between this world and the
new age.352 Having instructed believers not to be conformed to this age
inasmuch as they have entered the new age, Paul does not call believers out
of this world as if they no longer had any responsibility to the present
creation.353 According to Frank Matera:

Paul was keenly aware that believers are already, in some sense,
citizens of heaven (3:20). Likewise, he firmly believed that “the
present form of this world is passing away” (1 Cor 7:31). But he
was not ready to dispense believers from the created order. . . .
Although he knew that believers were already participating in
the new age through the gift of the Spirit, he recognized the



necessary role that governing authorities play in maintaining an
ordered society.354

Inasmuch as the world is passing away (1 Cor 2:6), according to Paul, a
confrontation with Rome is scarcely necessary. Paul consistently reminds his
readers that “the time is short” (1 Cor 7:29; cf. Rom 13:11–14; 1 Thess 5:1–
11). His advice to the Corinthians to regard marriage, possessions, and all
human activities “as though they were not” (1 Cor 7:29–31) probably applies
to all institutions. Indeed, his advice that “those who deal with the world as
though they had no dealings with it” (1 Cor 7:31) indicates the provisional
nature of all institutions. At the present Christ is enthroned at the right hand
of God and will reign until he puts all enemies—every ruler and every
authority and every power—under his feet (1 Cor 15:24–25). While these
claims are antithetical to Roman ideology, the imminent victory of Christ
precludes a revolutionary challenge to Rome.355

CONCLUSION

Few passages have had as much impact on Western society as Rom 13:1–7.
It has been used to justify blind obedience to autocratic regimes and is the
favorite passage for those who are in power. Luther appealed to it to support
the princes against the peasant revolt, and the German Christians appealed
to it to support the evils of the Third Reich. In more recent times it has been
used by Christians to justify inhumane governmental practices, including
the mistreatment of immigrants. The passage has been the focus of attention
in debates over civil disobedience and the participation of the church in
politics.

The challenge for Christian interpreters is that this text was written in a
specific historical context that is different from our own. It was addressed to
people who lived in an autocratic society in which the only options were to
submit or rebel. It does not address the numerous situations that believers
now face with respect to the state: the response to unjust laws or the
circumstances in which Christians may practice civil disobedience.
Nevertheless, Paul’s statements about believers and the state offer insights for
Christians in the current situation.



Paul’s major concern in all the letters was to guide his communities
toward their transformation into the image of Christ, a process that began
with their turning away from the “many gods and many lords” (1 Cor 8:6) in
the cities of the Mediterranean. In this pluralistic society, a religion that
demanded conversion to the one Lord inevitably created conflict with
families and neighbors, and ultimately with the local magistrates.
Consequently, Paul consistently refers to the sufferings that accompany his
ministry and the conflicts between his communities and their neighbors. A
worldwide movement composed of alternative ekklēsiai was an obvious
threat to the cohesion of the empire. Believers who confess that Jesus Christ
is Lord will continue to be in tension with the state.

Because of his focus on the moral formation of his communities, Paul
rarely speaks of the relationship of believers to the political situation. The
Roman Empire, like other institutions, belongs to the world that is passing
away (cf. 1 Cor 7:31). Consequently, Jacob Taubes correctly observes that the
hōs mē (“as if not”), which he applies to marriage, joy and sorrow, and
business relations in 1 Cor 7:29–31, also applies to the believers’ relationship
to the state and politics.356 Living before the impending eschaton serves to
relativize those institutions that are temporary. Thus Paul neither engages in
active resistance to the Roman state nor encourages his communities to do
so. Because Paul anticipates a time when the exalted Lord will destroy “every
ruler and every authority and power” (1 Cor 15:24), believers live within the
state, demonstrating a concern for the public good but devote their ultimate
loyalty to the risen Lord.

Because “our citizenship is in heaven” (Phil 3:20), our ultimate loyalty to
the Christian faith places political allegiance in perspective. While
Christians seek the good of all humankind, acting as good citizens in their
respective countries, their loyalty to the political party and the state is
limited by their fidelity to the lordship of Christ. The interests of the state in
maintaining order and doing the good may frequently be compatible with
the goals of the Christian community, but they are sometimes incompatible.
Christians recognize that Jesus Christ is the Lord of all nations, and they
recognize their responsibility to demonstrate compassion beyond the
borders of their own country.
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Is Paul among the Philosophers?
lthough Paul receives little notice in the non-Christian literature in the
first century, he is an unprecedented figure in antiquity, as his

continuing influence indicates. He traveled throughout the Mediterranean
world “from Jerusalem to Illyricum” (Rom 15:19) with his message and even
planned to take his message to Spain (Rom 15:24). He established
communities in the cities where he preached and maintained contact with
them through his letters and emissaries. His letters included friendly
exhortations for proper conduct (1 Thessalonians, Philippians) and
extended theological arguments clarifying his gospel (e.g., Galatians,
Romans).

How would Paul have been perceived by ancient observers? He was, as
Michael Bird has suggested, “an anomalous Jew”357 inasmuch as he is
without parallel in the Jewish tradition. Consequently, interpreters have
looked to Greek and Roman parallels to the work of Paul. A vast literature in
the last century has maintained that Paul was acquainted with ancient
philosophy and that observers would have identified him as a philosopher.
Indeed, Christian writers in antiquity recognized the similarity between
Paul and the moral philosophers. An anonymous Christian in the third
century, recognizing the similarities between Paul and Seneca, even
composed a correspondence that was supposed to have taken place between
the two.

Several contemporary philosophers, most of whom are non-Christians,
have taken an interest in Paul in the last generation. Alain Badiou, Jacob
Taubes, Giorgio Agamben, and Stanislas Breton, working at an interface of
religion, politics, and philosophy in the secular world, have found in Paul a
significant conversation partner.358 Paul advocates a universalism that is
important for contemporary political life. He proclaims the universality of
truth, the conviction that what is true is true for everyone, and that the truth
should be known by everyone. These philosophers consider Paul a radical
subversive figure who challenges the existing order. Alain Badiou, for



example, is drawn to the way that Paul’s whole thought and practice is
oriented to and founded upon a singular event that transforms Paul himself
and becomes the basis for a reshaped humanity.359 Paul both declares and
enacts its truth in the practical reshaping of life in faithfulness to the
event.360 Paul is the militant who, like Lenin, established subversive cells of
followers. “What is clear is Paul’s paradigmatic fidelity to a new and
impossible event, a creation from nothing, an essentially unconditioned
grace which follows no rational order, no cosmic structure and no moral
rule.”361

THE MISSION AND PRACTICE OF PAUL AND THE

PHILOSOPHERS

Philosophers in the first century formed communities in which the teacher
and students maintained regular contact with each other. The four great
schools of philosophy continued to gather students and teach according to
the traditions of their founders: the Academy of Plato, the Lyceum of
Aristotle, the Garden of Epicurus, and the Porch of Zeno.362 The major
philosophical concern in the first century was not the acquisition of a
theoretical system but the shaping of good character within the household
and within the individual person.363 The philosopher functioned as a
therapist guiding the soul to its essential self.364

In comparing Paul’s ministry with that of the philosophers, interpreters
have observed that he shared their sense of mission and the intense focus on
the shaping of moral character.365 E. A. Judge maintained that observers
would have compared Paul’s communities with a philosophical school.366

Stanley Stowers argued that Paul taught in private homes as the
philosophers had.367 Stowers also advanced the suggestion, first proposed by
Rudolf Bultmann in 1910, that Paul’s use of the diatribe is indebted to the
philosophers. Loveday Alexander in 1995 asked to what extent Paul’s activity
as a preacher was similar to the teaching activity of Hellenistic philosophers.
She compares “going to church” with “going to school” as well as the
authority of Paul with a founding figure of a philosophical school. She
demonstrated the commonalities as well as the differences and concludes:
“The model of the school is an important tool for the imaginative
understanding of Paul’s world and the options open to him for penetrating



it, as well as for understanding the reactions of that world to Paul.”368 Kristin
Divjanović maintains that Paul would have been perceived as a
philosopher.369

A Conversion Experience and Divine Calling

Like numerous philosophers, Paul attributed his work to a conversion
experience and divine calling (cf. 1 Cor 9:1; 2 Cor 4:4–6; Gal 1:15–21). The
theme of the philosopher’s conversion is common in the philosophical
literature. In turning to philosophy, the philosopher turned to himself,
coming to his senses. According to Epictetus, “There was a time when I
made mistakes, but now no longer, thanks be to God” (Diatr. 4.4.7). Plato
and Xenophon attribute Socrates’s wisdom to a divine call at the oracle of
Delphi.370 The Stoic Zeno also made the radical change in his life to pursue
philosophy after an encounter with the oracle (Diogenes Laertius, Lives 7.2).
Diogenes fled to the oracle after he had debased the coinage in Sinope and
then came to Athens, where he encountered Antisthenes. “From that time
forward he was his pupil, and, exile as he was, set out upon a simple life”
(Diogenes Laertius, Lives 6.20). Others, including Plato, Phaedo (Diogenes
Laertius, Lives 2.105), Aristippus of Cyrene (Plutarch, Curios. 516C), and
Alcibiades (Plato, Symp. 218D), made the sudden turn to philosophy upon
encountering Socrates (cf. Diogenes Laertius, Lives 3.4–6). In most
instances, a man of low social status or unsavory background makes the
radical change to philosophy after hearing the oracle or encountering an
esteemed teacher such as Socrates.371 The many conversion narratives have
one thing in common: the description of a decisive event that results in the
turn to philosophy.372 The turn to philosophy was accompanied by a radical
new lifestyle.

Paul also claims that his mission rests on a divine call. Although Acts
gives the most dramatic portrayal of Paul’s conversion and call (chs. 9, 22,
26), the apostle also attributes his authority and mission to a divine call in
his letters. He made a radical change from a devoted Pharisee (cf. Gal 1:13–
14; cf. Phil 3:2–6) to a messenger of Jesus Christ. The risen Lord appeared to
him (1 Cor 9:1; 15:6), and the light “shone in [his] heart to give the light of
the knowledge of the glory of God in the face of Jesus Christ” (2 Cor 4:6).
Consequently, Paul consistently mentions his calling (Rom 1:1; Gal 1:15; cf.



2 Cor 1:1) as the basis for his mission. However, Paul envisions his role and
identity in prophetic terms, comparing himself to Jeremiah (Gal 1:15; cf. Jer.
1:5) and the servant of Deutero-Isaiah (cf. Isa 49:1). He speaks with
authority to his communities, claiming that he speaks for God (cf. 1 Cor
1:18–25; 2:6–17; Gal 1:12). Thus he speaks with the power of God (1 Cor
2:1–5; 1 Thess 1:5–6). His mission to the gentiles brings the “light to the
nations” to bring salvation “to the end of the earth” (Isa 49:6).

Models for Imitation

Philosophers insisted that their pupils seek models of virtue to imitate.
Seneca writes to his pupil Lucilius, “Find some man of high character, and
keep him ever before your eyes, living as if he were watching you and
ordering all your actions as if he beheld them” (Ep. 11.8–10). Examples
could be mythical figures,373 family members, historical figures (Ep. 6.5), or
philosophers from the past such as Socrates (Plato, Apol. 21D) or Zeno.
According to Seneca,

Cleanthes could not have been the express image of Zeno’s life if
he had only heard his lectures; he shared in his life, saw into his
hidden purposes, and watched to see whether he lived by his
own rules. Plato, Aristotle, and the whole throng of sages who,
each in his own way, derived more benefit from his character
than from the words of Socrates. It was not the classroom of
Epicurus, but living under the same roof, that made great men
of Metrodorus, Hermarchus, and Polyaenus. (Ep. 6.6)374

Philosophers also presented themselves as models for imitation among
their students. Inasmuch as the philosophers focused not only on theory but
on a way of life, their life and teaching were inseparable. According to
Xenophon, Socrates presented himself as an example.

Don’t you see that to this day never would I acknowledge that
any man had lived a better or pleasanter life than I? For they
live best, I think, who strive to become as good as possible. And
the pleasantest life is theirs who are conscious that they are
growing in goodness. And to this day that has been my



experience; and mixing with others and closely comparing
myself to them, I have held without ceasing to this opinion of
myself. And not I only, but my friends cease not to feel thus
towards me, not because of their love for me .  .  . but because
they think that they too would rise to be the highest in
goodness by being with me. (Mem. 4.8.6)

Seneca’s self-descriptions and personal examples attest to the success or
failure of his own efforts to attain the good, the philosophical ideal. Seneca
indicates his own personal struggles and weaknesses in his endeavor. The
example of his own life verifies his teaching (Ep. 71.7). Since the moral
advice is given in the context of friendship, it possesses the authority and the
persuasiveness of affection.375

Philosophers and Paraenetic Letters

The philosophers’ concern with moral formation is evident in the paraenetic
letters that they wrote to guide their pupils. The idea of guiding a protégé’s
character development by means of letters goes back to Epicurus. The letters
of Seneca to Lucilius, however, are the only extant extended correspondence
of this type from antiquity. For example, Seneca describes his own moral
progress as an example for Lucilius in Epistle 6 (LCL).376

Seneca to his own Lucilius, greeting. I feel, my dear Lucilius, that I
am being not only reformed, but transformed. I do not yet, however,
assure myself, or indulge the hope, that there are no elements left in
me which need to be changed. Of course there are many that should
be made more compact, or made thinner, or be brought into greater
prominence. And indeed this very fact is proof that my spirit is
altered into something better—that it can see its own faults of which
it was previously ignorant. In certain cases sick men are
congratulated because they themselves have perceived that they are
sick.

I therefore wish to impart to you this sudden change in myself; I
should then begin to place a surer trust in our friendship—the true
friendship, which hope and fear and self-interest cannot sever, the



friendship in which and for the sake of which men meet death. I can
show you many who have lacked, not a friend, but friendship; this,
however, cannot possibly happen when souls are drawn together by
identical inclinations into an alliance of honorable desire. And why
can it happen? Because in such cases men know that they have all
things in common, especially their troubles.

Several of Seneca’s letters consist of a theoretical argument in the
indicative mood followed by prescriptive paraenesis in the form of the
imperative.377 Epistles 74 and 76, for example, are paraenetic letters in which
Seneca offers a theoretical foundation that is the basis for the imperative.378

In Epistle 74, for example, Seneca begins with the premise that “the chief
means of attaining a happy life [consists] in the belief that the only good lies
in that which is honorable” (74.1). After a series of examples, Seneca
concludes with the challenge for Lucilius to follow the good life of honor
(74.10, 16). One finds a similar progression in the other letters of Seneca.

Like Seneca’s letters, Paul’s letters are also aimed at the moral formation of
his communities. Paul frequently offers a theoretical and theological
foundation for his paraenesis. Paul’s letters were, however, written to
communities and intended to shape the collective identity and ethos of the
group. Nothing in ancient letter writing corresponds to the authoritative
voice of Paul, who speaks not only for himself but also for God. In the letters
in which he needs to assert his authority, he identifies himself as an apostle
sent by God.379 In some instances he writes in response to crises while in
other instances he writes to continue building the foundation that he laid
when he was in the community (e.g., 1 Thessalonians).

Philosophers, Sophists, and Paul

According to Paul’s contemporaries, his letters were “weighty and strong, but
his speech was of no account” (2 Cor 10:10). As a public speaker, Paul was
inevitably compared to the orators of his time, whose work drew the sharp
critique of the philosophers. Indeed, the controversy between philosophy
and rhetoric goes back to classical Athens and the beginning of the sophistic
movement.380 Socrates distinguishes between the genuine philosophy that
aims at truth and moral improvement and the sophistry that is meant only



to flatter and to please (cf. Gorgias 462b3–465e6). Consequently, in Plato’s
discussions, the true philosopher searches for truth while the “sophist” aims
at persuasion to that which is neither true nor beneficial.381

The dispute between sophists and philosophers inevitably involved Paul,
whose audiences compared him with the public speakers of his day (2 Cor
10:1). Consequently, Paul had to distinguish himself from the sophists,
echoing the familiar criticisms made by the philosophers about the
deceptive practices of the sophists. In 1 Thess 2:1–12, for example, Paul
reminds the Thessalonians of his earliest ministry with them in a highly
defensive tone that is presented in the antithetical terms (“not .  .  . but”)
sometimes used by the philosophers.382 Interpreters have debated whether
Paul is responding to criticisms from fellow believers or distinguishing
himself from itinerant rhetoricians. Since the letter never suggests elsewhere
that Paul is under suspicion from the Thessalonians, he is most likely
distinguishing himself from the sophists. He spoke with parrhēsia, the virtue
of the ideal philosopher (2:2).383 His insistence that he did not speak with
deceit (planē), impure motives (akatharsia), or trickery (dolos) recalls the
common charges against the sophists. Similarly, Dio Chrysostom
characterizes the ideal Cynic in negative and antithetic formulations
designed to distinguish him from them. He speaks of the ideal philosopher
who “with purity (katharos) without guile (adolos) speaks with a
philosopher’s boldness (parrēsiazomenon).”384 Paul’s statement that he speaks
“not as pleasing people” (anthropois areskontes), engaging in flattery
(kolakeia), or preaching “with a pretext for greed” (pleonexia) also echoes
the common criticisms of the sophists. Dio says that the true philosopher
will not preach for the sake of glory (meta doxēs charin), nor for personal
gain (meh’ ep’ argurio),385 nor as a flatterer.386

Paul also describes his coming to Corinth in anti-sophistic terms (1 Cor
2:1–5), indicating that he did not come to the Corinthians with “persuasive
words of wisdom” (1 Cor 2:4).387 His denial that he is not persuading people
in Gal 1:10 indicates his familiarity of the charges that philosophers made
against the rhetoricians. The claim that “the world did not know wisdom” is
a disavowal of philosophy, for Paul’s message has come by revelation rather
than worldly wisdom. Paul distinguishes the wisdom that came by revelation
from the “wisdom of this age” (1 Cor 2:6, 18).



Paul’s debate with the opponents in 2 Corinthians also reflects the debate
between philosophers and sophists,388 which was still present in Corinth. In
his defense, Paul claims, “We are not peddlers (kapēleuontes) like so many”
(2:17), using a term that is used nowhere else in the New Testament.
Kapēleuein can mean either “to hawk for profit” (i.e., to instruct for
payment) or to falsify philosophical teachings or both.389 Socrates describes
the sophist as “a sort of merchant or dealer (kapēlos) in provisions on which
a soul is nourished. For such is the view I take of him” (Protag. 313C). When
his interlocutor asks what nourishes the soul, Socrates replies:

With doctrines, presumably, I replied. And we must take care,
my good friend, that the sophist, in commending his wares,
does not deceive us, as both merchant and dealer do in the case
of our bodily food. For among the provisions, you know, in
which these men deal, not only are they themselves ignorant
what is good or bad for the body, since in selling they commend
them all, but the people who buy from them are so too, unless
one happens to be a trainer or doctor. And in the same way,
those who take their doctrines the round of our cities, hawking
them about to any odd purchaser who desires them, commend
everything that they sell, and there may be some of these too,
my good sir, who are ignorant which of their wares is good or
bad for the soul. (Protag. 313D–E)

According to Plato’s critique, the sophist “is a paid hunter after the young
and the wealthy” and “a kind of merchant in articles of knowledge for the
soul” (Soph. 231d). According to Plato’s Socrates, rhetoric is “the occupation
of a shrewd and enterprising spirit, .  .  . and in sum and substance I call it
‘flattery’” (Gorg. 463d; cf. 467a). According to Lucian, “The philosophers sell
their teaching like tavern keepers (kapēloi), and most of them (hoi polloi)
mix their wine with water and misrepresent it (dolōsantes).”390 According to
Philo, “wisdom must not be that of the systems hatched by word-catchers
and sophists who sell their tenets and arguments like any bit of merchandise
in the market, men who forever pit philosophy against philosophy” (Mos.
2.212). Similarly, Paul claims that he does not “practice cunning or falsify



(dolountes) God’s word while “the many” (hoi polloi, 2:17), like the sophists,
hawk the word of God for personal gain.

In 10:10 and 11:6 the opponents also resemble the sophists. When Paul
concedes that his “bodily presence is weak and his speech of no account”
(10:10), he recognizes the comparison to the sophists, who considered
themselves superior to the philosophers by their more impressive
appearance and rhetorical power. In 11:6 Paul partially accepts this
judgment, conceding that he is an amateur in speech but not in knowledge.
The antithesis of rhetorical power and knowledge is reminiscent of the
conflict between rhetoricians and philosophers.391

PAUL’S ENGAGEMENT WITH PHILOSOPHY

While Paul shared the philosophers’ focus on moral formation, one may
debate the extent to which he was immersed in Greek philosophy. For a long
time scholars have observed the phrases in Paul that echo philosophical
expressions, especially those of Stoicism. He never alludes to the Stoic
metaphysics, but he shares with them a focus on ethical progress.392

Life According to Nature

In Rom 1:18—2:29, Paul illustrates the dismal state of humankind, the
objects of God’s wrath. They are “without excuse” (1:20; 2:1) because, in
rejecting the knowledge of God available to them (1:18–29, 32; 2:1–11), they
fell under the power of sin (3:9). Paul’s natural theology, according to which
“the unseen things are seen in the things that are made,” recalls Epictetus’s
claim that Zeus is present in the world and can be seen and understood
(Diatr. 1.6.24).393 Failure to acknowledge God results in enslavement to the
passions (1:24–26). Paul illustrates submission to the passions, describing
the women who exchanged the natural use (physiken chrēsin) for conduct
that is “beyond nature” (para physin) in familiar Stoic language. He
summarizes their offenses, indicating that those who acted contrary to
nature did things that were not fitting (kathēkonta, 1:28), again using
common Stoic terminology for the life that is not according to nature.394

Paul’s argument resembles that of Epictetus, who says, “We must do what
nature demands” and “observe what is in accordance with nature (to kata



physin, Diatr. 1.26.1–2). Epictetus applied this principle to sexual
relationships.

And the male and the female [to d’ arren kai to thēlu) and the
passion (hē prothumia) of each for intercourse with the other,
and the faculty which makes use of the organs which have been
constructed for this purpose, do these things not reveal their
artificer either? (Diatr. 1.6.9).

Epictetus’s praise for the heterosexual relationship indicates why he
condemned the homosexual one.395 Homosexual practice is not “in
accordance with nature” (kata physin).

Paul also appeals to nature in his arguments about head coverings in
Corinth (1 Cor 11:2–16). He instructs the Corinthians to maintain a clear
distinction between the attire of men and women in worship, first appealing
to the creation (11:3–12) to establish that women should pray and prophesy
with heads covered while men should not cover their heads. Then he adds to
the argument with two rhetorical questions, appealing to the Corinthians’
judgment (11:13): “Is it fitting (prepon) for a woman to pray to God with the
head uncovered?” Prepein, which is used nowhere else in the undisputed
letters,396 was common in Stoic argumentation.397 Paul adds, “Does not
nature (physis) teach you that it is a dishonor for a man to have long hair?”
(11:14). His question is reminiscent of Epictetus, who also argued from
nature: “Has not nature (physis) used even these [the hairs on the chin] in
the most suitable way possible? Has she not by these means distinguished
between the male and the female?” (Diatr. 1.16.9–14). Thus Paul moves
from the argument based on the law (1 Cor 11:2–12) to an argument based
on nature (1 Cor 11:13–14).

This argument is reminiscent of philosophical discussions that had taken
place in Greece since archaic times.398 Greeks sought an objective morality in
the “unwritten law” given to humans by Zeus and applicable to all peoples.
The view that these “laws” represented a divine standard was commonly
accepted in philosophical circles. Against the Sophists, who argued that all
ethical norms were relative, the philosophers attempted to connect the law
to the natural order.399



The goal of all these virtues is to live consistently with nature.
Each virtue through its individual properties enables man to
achieve this. For from nature he has initial impulses for the
discovery of what is appropriate, for the balancing of his
impulses, for acts of endurance, and for acts of apportioning.
Each of the virtues, by acting in concert and by its own
particular properties, enables man to live consistently with
nature. (Arius Didymus, Epitome of Stoic Ethics 5b3)

The association of nature with the law of God was also made by Paul’s
near contemporary Philo. For Philo the demands of nature are rooted in the
laws of Torah.400 According to Opif. 3, “The world is in harmony with the
law, and the law with the world, regulating his doings by the purpose and
will of nature.” Indeed, many individual laws are presented as the laws of
nature. Philo is vitriolic in his denunciation of men who transgress the
boundaries set by nature. In Spec. 3.37–50, Philo describes pederasty as a
“shame” even to mention 3.37, 49). Passive partners transform the male
nature to the female, “counterfeiting the law of nature,” 255. He consistently
describes sexual aberrations as a violation of the natural law. According to
Abr. 135, the inhabitants of Sodom “threw off their necks the law of nature.”
In his discussion of sexual laws (Spec. 3), he consistently interprets the law of
Moses to demonstrate that the dictates of nature provide the norm for
human existence.

Overcoming the Passions

When Paul describes the tortured person who says “I do not do what I want,
but I do the very thing I hate” (Rom 7:15) and “I can will what is right, but I
cannot do it” (Rom 7:18), he is apparently familiar with the philosophical
discussion of Medea, who killed her own children, saying, “I am being
overcome by evils. I know that what I am about to do is evil but passion is
stronger than my reasoned reflection and this is the cause of the worst evils
for humans” (Medea 1077–80). Twice she hesitated as she reflected that
another course of action would be better (1040–48; 1056–58). But she finally
determined that her desire for revenge is stronger than her reasoned
reflections.



These words became the classic text for philosophical discussions of
akrasia, lack of self-mastery.401 Socrates acknowledged that the view of the
masses is that people do not do the good because of the power of pleasure or
pain but insisted that acting against what was right was impossible. The
Stoics and Platonists maintained that the weakness of the will was derived
from ignorance or false beliefs. Paul’s near-contemporary Seneca wrote a
Medea of his own based on Euripides’s work. Epictetus also reflected on the
story of Medea, citing the popular view of reason and emotion (Diatr.
1.28.6–8). The interlocutor asks, “Cannot a man, then, think that something
is profitable to him, and yet not choose it?” Epictetus answers, “He cannot.”
The interlocutor replies, citing Medea, What about [Medea] who said:

Now, now, I learn what horrors I intend;

But passion overmasters sober thought?

Epictetus answers, “It is because she regards the very indulgence of her
passion and the vengeance against her husband as more profitable than
saving her children.” When the interlocutor replies, “Yes, but she was
deceived,” Epictetus replies, “Show her clearly that she is deceived, and she
will not do it; but until you show it, what else has she to follow but that
which appears to be true?”

Analogies to Rom 7:15, 19 appear widely in the philosophical literature.
The words of Medea were circulated in discussions about the role of the
passions and knowledge of good and evil in moral psychology.402

Worship and Ethics

Paul’s ethical instructions in Rom 12:1–3 also echo Stoic language. After his
extended argument for the ultimate salvation of both Jews and Greeks (1:13
—11:36), Paul encourages his readers, “I appeal to you by the mercies of
God to present your bodies a living sacrifice wholly acceptable to God,
which is your spiritual worship (logikēn latreian)” (12:1). Logikē latreia is a
well-known philosophical concept to describe the relationship between
human beings as logikoi and God as logos.403 Epictetus states that as logikos
human beings do well to worship God with hymns and songs. “If I were a
nightingale, I should be singing as a nightingale; if a swan, a swan. But as it



is, I am a rational being (logikos eimi); therefore, I must be singing hymns of
praise to God (Diatr. 1.16.20–21; 1.16.15–19; 3.26, 39–30). The proper
worship was to imitate God, the logos. Seneca says, “The honor that is paid
to the gods lies, not in the victims for sacrifice, though they be fat and glitter
with gold, but in the upright and holy desire of the worshipers. According to
Seneca, the proper worship consists not in cultic ceremonies but rather in a
“will that is reverent and upright” (Ep. 115.5; cf. Ep. 95).

Of utmost importance was the worshiper’s way of thinking. Paul urges his
readers to be transformed by the renewing of their minds so that they will
discern the will of God, reversing the corrupt minds described in chapter 1.
Thus the transformed mind (nous) is the prerequisite for the logikē latreia.404

Seneca states, “One who has learned and understood what he should do and
avoid is not a wise man until his mind (animus) is metamorphosed
(transfiguratus est) into the shape of that which he has learned (Ep. 94.47–
48; cf. Ep. 6.1–3).

Paul further echoes Stoic thought, encouraging his readers not “to think
of themselves more highly than they ought to think, but phronein eis to
phronein—to think” (phronein) so as to mind a proper moderation (eis to
sōphronein). Here Paul employs a play on words on the root phron-,
probably recognizing that phronēsis was one of the four cardinal virtues
(phronēsis). As a rule, the Stoics adhered to the four cardinal virtues—
phrōnesis, sōphrosynē, dikaiosynē, andreia. Paul’s audience would scarcely
have missed the reference to the cardinal virtue of phronēsis. Paul shares
with his contemporaries the view that proper behavior is the result of a
correct perception.405

The image of the church as a body, which Paul first introduces in 1
Corinthians (10:16–17; 12:12–27) and employs again in Romans (12:3–8), is
further developed in Colossians and Ephesians. Although interpreters have
sought to identify the background of the image in the concept of corporate
personality in the Jewish tradition, they have found no reference to Israel as
a body. The image was, however, commonplace in Greek political speeches
on concord. The image is employed by Seneca, Dio Chrysostom, Epictetus,
and others.406 The image is used in the famous speech of Menennius
Agrippa’s attempt to quell the revolt by the plebeians. In the story, the other
parts of the body rebel against the belly, a situation that Agrippa compares
to the revolt of the people against the state. He uses the fable to say that “the



common good” demands mutual assistance. Consequently, all parts of the
body are indispensable, and no one should disparage the apparently useless
belly. “No one of their parts either has the same function or performs the
same services as the others” (Dionysius of Halicarnassus, Ant. Rom. 6.86.1).
He also speaks of the need for the diversity that is necessary for unity.
Within a commonwealth there is a variety of people, and each is necessary
for the proper functioning of the body.

Others employ the imagery. A frequently chosen part was the head,
usually displayed as the ruling or superior part of the body.407 Eyes were
frequently used, as were hands and feet. The image of diseases and injuries
in the body were common in speeches on concord. Diseases had the
potential to spread throughout the body (Dio Chrysostom 2.34.20).
Sometimes the injuries to the body were compared to flaws in the body
politic.

Agrippa makes the following points in his comparison of the body to the
commonwealth: 1) the body has many parts, each of which is indispensable;
2) the parts of the body work for the common good; the body parts work
together in unity; 3) some use the distinction between soul and body to
describe the role of the head in governing the body.

Echoes of Stoic ethics can be found in other Pauline letters. In Phil 1:10,
for example, Paul prays that God will help the community “determine what
is best” (dokimazein hymas ta diapheronta). Similarly, Paul says to his law-
keeping interlocutor, “You know the will of God and approve the better
things (ta diapheronta, Rom 2:18).”408 This phrase is indebted to Greek
philosophy. Its converse is adiaphora, the things that are indifferent (cf.
Epictetus, Diatr. 2.5.7; 1.20.12).

Interpreters have recognized that Philippians contains numerous echoes
of philosophical discussions. For example, the phrases derived from ancient
concepts of friendship play an important role although Paul never uses the
terms philia or philos.409 Paul’s encouragement that the Philippians strive side
by side “with one soul” (Phil 1:27) is reminiscent of Aristotle’s description of
friendship (Aristotle, Eth. nic. 1168b [9.8.2]), which was subsequently used
by others (cf. Diogenes Laertius, Lives 5.20). In addition to using this typical
phrase, Paul employs variants that reflect similar conceptions. Timothy is “of
equal soul” (isopsychos, 2:20), and Paul encourages the Philippians to be
“fellow souls” (sympsychoi, 2:2).



The terms koinōnia and phronein are central to the language of friendship
in antiquity.410 Closely related to the concept of the “one soul” is the
affirmation that friends “think the same thing” (to auto phronein). Because
friends share the one soul, they think the same thing.411 Paul employs this
phrase, which became commonplace in antiquity, to encourage the
community, especially Euodia and Syntyche “to think the same thing” (2:2;
4:2). He employs the phrase elsewhere (Rom 12:16; 15:5; 2 Cor 13:11). In
Phil 4:10–20, Paul begins this section by conveying his joy at the Philippians’
expression of concern for him (to hyper emou phronein, 4:10). Such concern
expresses the common concern of friends for one another.412 One may
compare his plea to the Corinthians to “say the same thing” (1 Cor 1:10).

Koinōnia also played a significant role in ancient concepts of friendship.
Aristotle says that “friendship is koinōnia” (Eth. nic. 1171b33). “All affection
(philia) consists in partnership” (koinōnia, Eth. nic. 1161b [8.12.1]). The
Stoics described it as sharing (koinōnia) and an agreement (homonoia) in
living (SVF 3.24.22; 3.27.3). Paul mentions it for the first time in the
thanksgiving in 1:5, expressing his gratitude for the Philippians’ koinōnia in
the gospel. It continues throughout the letter; Paul uses koinōnia and its
cognates a total of six times (1:5, 7; 2:2; 3:10; 4:14–15).

Paul’s statement that he has learned to be content (autarkēs, 4:11) echoes
a familiar theme in philosophy. Self-sufficiency was the ideal of the Cynics
and Stoics.413 According to the Epitome of Arius Didymus, virtue has many
names, including self-sufficiency (autarkēs), for it “suffices for the person
who has it; free from want, because it removes any want; and enough,
because it is adequate for our usage and extends every need in life” (11h).
For Diogenes the Cynic, autarkeia meant, on the physical plane,
contentment with the bare necessities of life, and on the spiritual level,
complete detachment from the world and worldly values. Teles wrote a
tractate, peri autarkeia.

Autarkeia reflects one dimension of friendship in antiquity. The
relationship between philia and autarkeia had been discussed for centuries
by philosophers, including Aristotle, the Stoics, the Neopythagoreans, who
attempted to mitigate the conclusion that friends are superfluous for the
self-sufficient individual (Diogenes Laertius, Lives 2.98). Autarkeia has
become widely used by people of many persuasions, in most instances
without the intellectual or psychological baggage of Stoicism.414



Vices and Virtues

Scholars have observed that the form of the ethical list is rare in the Old
Testament but a common feature in both the Greco-Roman ethical
instruction and Paul. The most prominent list in antiquity was the catalog of
cardinal virtues attributed to Plato, which shaped the consciousness of a
major portion of Greek ethical thought. In several dialogues (Phaed. 69c;
Resp. 427e; Leg. 631c; 963a), Plato lists wisdom (sophia or phronēsis),
courage (andreia), self-control (sōphrosynē), and justice (dikaiosynē) as the
four cardinal virtues (aretai).415 For ancient writers each of the cardinal
virtues was a form of knowledge, as the common introduction of each of the
virtues as episteme indicates.416 The four cardinal virtues later played an
important role among the Stoics, who also divided them into
subcategories.417 Aristotle abandoned the fourfold form, adding other
virtues to the list.418 Greeks also named four cardinal vices (kakiai): folly
(aphrosynē), intemperance (akolasia), injustice (adikia), and cowardice
(deilia).419 The cardinal vices were sometimes placed alongside the cardinal
virtues (Stobaeus, Ecl. 2.59). Just as each of the cardinal virtues was a form
of knowledge, the vices were regarded as a form of ignorance (agnoia).

The primary concern of the Greek ethical tradition, as reflected in the
cardinal virtues and vices, was the well-being of the individual.420

Philosophy provided the knowledge and skills by which one could attain
eudaimonia. This goal could be reached only when the individual overcame
those irrational forces that prevented one from acquiring the cardinal
virtues, the path to human flourishing.421

While Paul also frequently gives lists of vices and virtues, his lists rarely
overlap with those in the philosophical tradition. Paul employs the term
aretē only once (Phil 4:8) and never mentions any of the Greek cardinal
virtues in the undisputed letters.422 Nor does he mention aristocratic and
humanistic ideals such as kalokagathia, eleutheriotes, megalophrosynē,
megalopsychia, and megaloprepeia. Thus while the form of the Pauline lists is
reminiscent of Hellenistic lists, the former do not contain the central
categories of the latter. In some instances, Paul balances vice and virtue lists
(e.g., Gal 5:19–25; Phil 2:1–4) while in other lists he mentions only vices
(Rom 1:18–32; 1 Cor 5:9–10; 6:9–11; 2 Cor 12:20–21). Sexual offenses (or
offenders) appear in all the vice lists in the Pauline literature but do not



appear in Hellenistic vice catalogues.423 The triad porneia, akatharsia, and
aselgeia appears together in two instances (2 Cor 12:21; Gal 5:19) while each
word in the triad appears in different combinations. Porneia is the most
frequently listed among the vices mentioned by Paul.424 The other repeated
items in the lists (e.g., enmity, strife, jealousy, anger, envy, dissensions,
factions (Gal 5:20–21; cf. Rom 1:29–31) point to vices that destroy
community. Hellenistic writers also mention these vices that undermine the
cohesion of the polis.

The list of positive attributes in Paul’s writings overlaps minimally with
the Hellenistic ethical lists. One example of the connection between Pauline
and Hellenistic lists is the exhortation, “Whatever is true (alēthē), whatever
is honorable (semna), whatever is just (dikaia), whatever is pure (hagna),
whatever is lovely (prosphilē), whatever is commendable (euphēma).
Although Paul mentions only one of the cardinal virtues (“whatever is just”),
the list would have resonated with a Hellenistic audience because it reflects
the popular values of the Greek polis.425 However, the list, coming at the end
of Paul’s call for a new phronesis determined by the mind of Christ (2:5),
derives its significance from the larger context of Philippians.

Paul’s lists, unlike the Hellenistic lists, focus on life within the community
of faith. Some of the qualities are consistent with Hellenistic values while
others are derived from the biblical tradition. For example, some of the
qualities of the fruit of the Spirit (Gal 5:22), including kindness (chrēstōtes),
gentleness (prautēs), and self-control (enkrateia), were virtues in the
Hellenistic world.426 Paul appropriates these virtues but places them under
the heading of agape, which is the moral value that Paul mentions most
frequently. In both the disputed and undisputed letters, humility
(tapeinophrosynē) is a necessary dimension of the Christian life (cf. Phil 2:3;
Col 3:12) while it is scorned in the Greco-Roman culture (cf. 2 Cor 10:1).
Indeed, Jesus exemplified this quality when he “humbled himself ” (Phil 2:7–
8). While it is fundamental in Paul’s thought, it is not a classical ideal.427

CONCLUSION

Paul shared with the philosophers the sense of mission, the passion, the
desire to proclaim truth, and the intense focus on forming moral character
among his readers. As in the case of rhetoric, Paul’s dismissal of philosophy



and his status as an idiōtes (2 Cor 11:6) without formal training in
philosophy does not mean that he was unaffected, even if indirectly, by so
conspicuous a feature of Mediterranean culture.428 His letters give no
evidence, however, that he had formal training in philosophy,429 unlike Philo
and the author of 4 Maccabees. Like his predecessors in the diaspora, he
employed only the philosophical language that was useful to him, placing it
within a framework that was incompatible with any philosophical school.430

E. A. Judge notes correctly,

In a mixed society of that kind one simply picks up and uses the
vocabulary and technical ideas and fashionable notions of the
time, wherever they come from. If one is the kind of
independent thinker that Paul is, one is simply building out
freely from that, exploiting the material rather than subjecting
oneself to it.431
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The Church and the World in the Johannine

Literature

he Johannine literature, written at the end of the first century, addresses
internal and external crises within the church. The three letters of John

and especially the Gospel of John are characterized by a distinctive view of
the Christ event, which is indicated in their own world of language, thought,
and imagery, especially in their christological focus. They share the
conviction that the Savior came in the flesh (John 1:14; 1 John 1:1–4; 4:2; 2
John 7), a sharp distinction between light and darkness (John 1:5; 8:12;
12:35, 46; 1 John 1:5; 2:8–9, 11), and an emphasis on love for members of
the community (1 John 2:10; 3:10–11, 14, 21, 23; 4:20; 5:1; 2 John 1, 5; 3
John 1). Even Revelation, the only book in the Johannine tradition that
bears the name of John, shares points of contact and symbolism with the
other Johannine writings, although most interpreters exclude it from
treatments of Johannine theology.432

The Gospel of John and the Johannine epistles apparently address
different stages in the life of the community.433 In the Gospel of John,
believers face a crisis as they are being expelled from synagogues (9:22;
12:42; 16:2) because their confession that Jesus is the Son of God has
alienated them from the larger Jewish community, leaving them as a
minority group in a hostile climate. John indicates his purpose in telling his
narrative: that the readers may believe that Jesus is the Christ, and that,
believing, they may have life in his name (20:31), despite their rejection by
the larger populace. Because of the textual variant in 20:31, interpreters
debate whether John is written so that the believing community may
“continue to believe” or is intended as a missionary document: that the
world may “come to believe.”434 Undoubtedly, the Gospel addresses a
minority community, offering examples of those who came to faith through
the healing activities of Jesus as a reason for them to continue believing.
However, Michael Gorman has suggested that an ambiguity is present in



John’s statement of purpose; the Gospel is written so that disciples will
“continue to believe” in the midst of a crisis of faith, and those who believe
will bear witness so that others may believe.435

The occasion for the Johannine letters is the internal dispute between the
letters’ recipients and the “many antichrists” (1 John 2:18) who deny that
Jesus is the Christ (2:22; cf. 5:1) who came in the flesh (1 John 4:2; 2 John 7).
While the Gospel of John focuses on the conflict with outsiders, the
Johannine letters explicitly confront the divisions within the community—
the disputes over the nature of Christ and the conflict over leadership within
the community (3 John). Nevertheless, while the Gospel and the epistles of
John address different stages in the crises facing the community, they share
the common theme of Christ and culture. The author of 1 John encourages
the readers, “Do not love the world or the things that are in the world
because the love of the Father is not in them” (1 John 2:15). According to H.
Richard Niebuhr’s typology, 1  John is the major example of Christ against
culture436 while the Gospel of John is the first example of Christ the
transformer of culture.437

Like Paul (see ch. 3), the Gospel of John does not speak of Christ and
culture but of Christ and the world (kosmos). Indeed, this Gospel speaks of
the relationship between Jesus and the kosmos more than any other writer.
The word kosmos appears no less than seventy-eight times in the Gospel. It
appears most often on the lips of Jesus (fifty-nine times) but is also used by
the narrator (twelve times) and other speakers (seven times).438 Thus the
relationship between the church and the world is a primary issue in both the
Gospel and the Johannine letters.

SPEAKING THE LANGUAGE OF THE WORLD

Although the Gospel of John was written for a believing community that is
not “of this world” (17:6), its language and concepts were intelligible to the
larger culture.439 The kosmos is one of the principal concepts of Greek
thought.440 The Hebrew does not have a precise term for kosmos but
normally employs the phrase “the heavens and the earth” (cf. Gen 14:19;
Exod 20:11).441 The term is, however, frequently employed in the LXX,
particularly in the Book of Wisdom, which reflects the influence of Greek
philosophy. Wisdom employs such expressions as “the creation of the world



out of formless matter” (Wis 11:17), the presence of Wisdom when “God
made the world’’ (9:9), the “whole world” (11:22; 17:19), and “the structure
of the world” (7:17). Kosmos is also used for the society that inhabits the
universe.

More than any other ancient writer, Philo of Alexandria brought the
concept of the kosmos into Judaism.442 Within the Platonic-Stoic background
against which he wrote, Philo could not avoid raising issues about the
kosmos, bringing philosophical reflection to bear on the Bible. In the LXX
text of Gen 1, he found the basis for distinguishing the ‘‘universe,
incorporeal, we know, and discerned by the intellect alone’’ (Migr. 103 LCL),
which is the model of this world.443

The logos, which is mentioned only in the prologue (1:1, 14), was a term
that echoed the works of Philo of Alexandria as well as the philosophical
tradition. Greco-Roman traditions are familiar with expressions such as “in
the beginning” (en archē).444 The Gospel of John and 1 John speak of truth
more than other NT writings. The search for truth was the primary concern
in philosophical and religious literature.445 Similarly, the language of light
and darkness as metaphors for truth and falsehood are well known in the
philosophical literature; to be in the truth is to be in the light.446 Niebuhr
maintains that John has intentionally transformed the images of culture with
his insistence that Jesus Christ embodies the highest values of Greek
culture.447 According Udo Schnelle, “One cannot avoid the impression that
the language of the prologue is intentionally open to all kinds of traditions
and requires the knowledge of both Jewish and Hellenistic bodies of
literature in order to be understood.” Schnelle concludes,

When Jesus Christ is identified in the prologue with the guiding
concept of Greco-Roman culture and history and education, a
distinctive claim is suggested: in the Logos, Jesus culminates the
ancient history of religion and the intellectual quest; he is the
origin and goal of all being. This claim was taken up by the
apologists and developed further until it flowed finally into the
christological debates of the third and fourth centuries.448

THE ONE WHO HAS COME INTO THE WORLD



The prologue sets the stage for the major themes in the Gospel of John,
especially the relationship between Christ and the world. The fact that “he
was in the world, and the world was made through him’’ (John 1:10a and b)
indicates that the world, unlike God and the logos, had a beginning.449 The
creation includes the physical world (1:2; cf. 17:5) as well as humanity (cf.
1:10; cf. 6:33; 12:19).450 The kosmos, therefore, is neither positive nor
negative but simply neutral, the earthly realm of existence (e.g., 16:21; 17:5;
21:25).451 When the disciples say ‘‘Show yourself to the world’’ (7:4) and
when his opponents say ‘‘the world has gone after’’ Jesus (12:19), the term is
used in a neutral sense. John speaks of the world in neutral terms also when
he mentions Jesus’s hour “to depart out of this world’’ (13:1; 16:28) and the
example of when ‘‘a child is born into the world’’ (16:21).

God’s creation in John’s Gospel is good. In contrast to the view of the later
Gnostics, John regards the physical, material, and temporal realities in
positive terms. “Natural birth, eating, drinking, wind, water, and bread and
wine are for this evangelist not only symbols to be employed in dealing with
the realities of the life of the spirit but are pregnant with spiritual
meaning.”452 Niebuhr adds that the creation of the world by the Word and
the incarnation of the Word in flesh indicate his positive view of the
world,453 even if this world is corrupted and in need of salvation.

As the one who was with God from the beginning, he was the outsider
who “came into the world” (1:11), “was made flesh” (1:14), and “exegeted
God” (1:17). One may observe the frequency of the verbs for Jesus’s coming
(erchomai), going away (hypagein), and being sent (apostellein, pempein)
into the world (1:9), all of which presuppose his preexistence and John’s
positive concern for the world. Jesus was the light coming (erchomenon) into
the world (1:9, 11; 3:19; 12:46) from heaven (3:31). He came from the father
(5:43; 16:28). He did not come on his own (7:28) but knows from whence he
came and where he is going (8:14). He did not come to judge the world but
to save the world (12:47) and to witness to the truth (18:27). Jesus responds
to Pilate’s question, “Are you the king of the Jews,” declaring “for this I came
into the world, in order that I might witness to the truth” (18:37).

The Johannine Jesus repeatedly claims that he did not come on his own
but was sent by God. John apparently uses the verbs apostellein and pempein
interchangeably.454 This theme is closely connected with the preexistence and
incarnation of the Son. John uses apostellein frequently to describe Jesus’s



mission. God loved the world and sent his son to save the world (3:16–17).
Jesus’s works demonstrate that the Father sent him (5:36–37). At the tomb of
Lazarus, Jesus prays that the people will know that God sent him (11:42).
Eternal life is to know that the people know God and the one whom God
sent (17:3). Similarly, John frequently uses the verb pempein to say that God
sent his son. Jesus does the works of the one who sent him, does the will of
the one who sent him (4:34; cf. 6:38; 9:4). Jesus honors the one who sent him
(5:23) and calls for listeners to believe in the one who sent him (5:24). The
one who sent him has witnessed about him (5:37). No one comes to Jesus
unless drawn by the one who sent him (6:44). His teaching is not his own,
but that of the one who sent him (7:16). Jesus does not speak on his own,
but the one who sent him gave him a commandment (12:49; 14:24). The one
who sent him is true (7:29–30). His judgments are those of the one who sent
him (8:16). The one who sent him has not left him alone (8:29). The one
who has seen him has seen the one who sent him (12:45). Those who receive
him also receive the one who sent him (13:20).

Jesus is the prophet who has come into the world (6:14; cf. 11:27), the
“lamb of God that takes away the sin of the world” (John 1:29; cf. 1  John
2:2). As the bread that has come down from heaven, he gives life to the
world (6:33, 38, 41). He is the light of the world (8:12; 9:5) and the savior of
the world (4:42; 12:42). Jesus is the outsider who enters the world “from
above” to save the world (John 3:17; 5:34; 12:47), the bread from heaven
who has come down from heaven (6:33, 38, 41). Those who believe in him
drink “rivers of living water” (7:38) and live eternally (11:25–26). They will
no longer live in darkness (12:46) but become “children of light” (12:36). He
did not come to condemn the world “but in order that the world might be
saved through him” (3:17; cf. 12:47). They will do even greater works than
the Savior (14:12), while those who do not believe will die in their sins
(8:21). These greater works involve the extending of the mission of Jesus.455

Just as Jesus has come into the world, he will return to the unity with the
Father. The Johannine Jesus declares, “I go away to the one who sent me”
(7:33). He knows where he has come from and where he is going (8:14); he
came from God and he goes back to him (13:3), and where he goes the
disciples cannot follow (8:22). Those who are in darkness do not know
where he is going (12:35), nor do the disciples understand where he is going



(14:5). Jesus indicates to the disciples that he goes to the Father (14:28). In
the high priestly prayer, Jesus says, “And now I go to you” (17:13).

THE REJECTION BY THE WORLD

The prologue introduces John’s dialectical view of the world that is
maintained throughout the Gospel. Because the world came into being
through the agency of the Word (1:10), John often presents a positive view
of it. However, there would be no need for God to send his Son into the
world unless the world were in need of salvation.456 God sent Jesus into the
world to bridge the gap, to supply what the world lacks since this need can
be met only by a source outside the world.457 The world that Jesus enters is a
world dominated by the evil ruler (12:31; 14:30; 16:11) and needs
salvation.458 The prince is the father of all evil, a murderer from the
beginning; he is the father of lies (8:44) and has many children, who embody
the lifestyle of their father.459

Jesus has come into the world to save it from the power of darkness. As
the prologue indicates, he was the light shining in the darkness (1:5, 9), and
those who believe in him become children of God (1:12). God loved the
world so much that he sent his son so that they would not perish but have
eternal life (3:15–16). Indeed, a frequent theme is that Jesus gives life (4:14,
36; 5:24, 40; 6:40; 10:28; 12:25; 17:2–3; 20:31). John uses many metaphors to
describe what Jesus brings to the needy world. He is bread and water
because he brings life to a world that hungers and thirsts and harbors death
(6:33, 51). He brings light to the world that is in darkness (8:12; 9:5; 11:9)
and truth to the world that exists in what is false.

As the prologue indicates, the world is a place of darkness, and the light
“did not overcome it” (1:5). The Son was in the world, but the world did not
know him (1:10), and he came “into his own, and his own did not receive
him” (1:11). As the Johannine Jesus elaborates, “This is the judgment, that
the light has come into the world, and people loved the darkness rather than
the light because their deeds were evil” (3:19). The world hates the light
because the light reveals the wickedness of its deeds.460 Therefore, the world
of darkness does not receive the one who brings light.

The rejection of the one who came into the world is a constant theme in
John’s Gospel. Because Jesus is the heavenly one, the world cannot receive



him (3:11; 5:43; 14:17) or believe in him. As Jesus tells Nicodemus, “My
witness you do not receive” (3:11). Jesus tells the Jews, “I have come in the
name of the Father, and you do not receive me” (5:43). While many believed
(2:11; 4:39; 7:31; 8:30; 10:42; 12:11), most of the hearers, including the rulers
(12:42), did not believe (5:38, 47; 6:36, 64; 8:45; 10:25; 12:37). Indeed, the
book of signs concludes with the rejection by the world. “Although he had
performed so many signs in their presence, they did not believe in him”
(12:37). When the advocate comes to replace Jesus, the world is not able to
receive his message (14:17).

A distinctive feature of John’s Gospel is the frequent use of the expression
“the Jews” (hoi ioudaioi), to whom Jesus presents his claims. The term hoi
ioudaioi occurs sixty-six times in the Gospel of John. In some instances it
appears in a neutral sense. In other instances it refers to a subgroup among
“the Jews,” as in 3:1 (“ruler of the Jews”), 18:21 (“officers of the Jews”), and
19:21 (“chief priests of the Jews”). In one instance it denotes the geographic
area of Judea (3:22). In other instances it is used in positive statements about
the Jews. John acknowledges that “salvation comes from the Jews” (4:9, 22),
insists that Abraham rejoiced to see Jesus’s day (8:56), and claims that the
Scriptures are about him (5:45–47). He also portrays Jewish sympathizers of
Jesus (John 3:1; 8:30–31; 11:45; 12:11; 19:38a) and Jews who are amazed
about Jesus’s learning (7:15).461 In some scenes they are a divided cohort
seeking to decipher Jesus’s unusual words or behavior (7:35–36; 8:31–59;
10:21–42; 11:45–53).462

However, the Jews remain Jesus’s primary antagonists in John’s Gospel,
the embodiment of “his own” who did not receive him (cf. 1:10–11).
Consequently, the hostility of “the Jews” is a frequent theme, especially in
chapters 5–10.463 When Jesus heals on the Sabbath, the Jews persecute him
(5:16). When Jesus claims to be the bread that has come down from heaven,
the Jews complain (6:41). The “Jews” are the cause of fear for those who
believe in Jesus (7:13; 9:22; 20:19). In the most extended dialogue with the
Jews, Jesus says, “But now you are trying to kill me, a man who has told you
the truth that I heard from God” (8:40). He adds, “You are from your father,
the devil, and you choose to perform your father’s desires” (8:44). However,
“the Jews” are not the originators of evil, for their disbelief originates from a
superhuman power of evil, the devil. Some of the Jews, however, believe
after witnessing the raising of Lazarus (11:45), while others report the event



to the chief priests and Pharisees, who decide that Jesus must be killed
(11:47–53). Thus while “the Jews” are ambiguous characters in John’s
narrative,”464 they are the primary example of the world’s rejection of Jesus.465

The world is darkness (1:5), and those who do not follow Jesus live in
darkness (8:12). Those who do not believe walk in darkness (12:35). Those
who believe in him do not remain in darkness (12:46). The coming of Jesus
is the judgment of the world when the ruler of the world will be thrown out
(12:31); Jesus has overcome the world (16:33). However, the world is not
able to receive the paraclete (14:17).

Because Jesus is not from this world, he speaks in ways that those who are
“of the world” do not understand.466 Jesus’s hearers do not understand his
statement that he will destroy the temple and rebuild it (2:19–21). When
Nicodemus does not understand Jesus’s statement that he must be born
again (3:5), Jesus replies, “If I said earthly things and you do not know, how
can you believe when I tell you heavenly things” (3:12). The Samaritan
woman misunderstands his promise of living water (4:4:10–15). The
opponents do not understand his statement about the bread of life (6:41–
42). As he tells his opponents, “You are from below, and I am not of this
world” (8:23). Similarly, Pilate does not understand Jesus’s message about
truth (18:38). Because Jesus speaks “heavenly things,” the plot commonly
focuses on the misunderstanding between Jesus and his interlocutors.

Jesus’s claim results in the division between those who believe and those
who do not. His disciples first believed in him when he manifested his glory
(2:11). Those who believe will receive eternal life (3:16, 36). In the series of
encounters between Jesus and others, many believed in his message. After
Jesus spoke with the Samaritan woman, many of the Samaritans believed in
him (4:39). Many in the crowd believed in him (7:31; 8:30; 10:42). As the
prologue indicates, while the world neither knew nor received Jesus, the
Johannine community “beheld his glory” (1:14) and “received grace upon
grace” (1:16), as the first-person plural indicates. While John repeatedly
speaks of the world that did not receive or believe that Jesus was the one sent
by God, many believed. Many Samaritans believed him because of his word
(4:41). At the climactic moment, Peter exclaims, “We have believed and we
know that you are the holy one of God” (6:69). Jesus says, “If you do not
believe that I am, you will die in your sins” (8:24). The man healed from his
blindness speaks for the believing community, saying, “I believe” (9:38).



Martha says, “I believe that you are the Christ” (11:27). Thus the message of
Jesus divides humanity between those who believe and those who do not.
The disciples believe, but they are surrounded by an unbelieving world.

While many believed him, the narrative is largely the report of those who
do not believe in him, as the prologue indicates (1:10–11), for people prefer
darkness to the light (3:19). Nicodemus does not believe (3:11). In the
events that take place during feast days (5:1–10:42), this rejection is
especially evident in the series of conversations between Jesus and the Jews.
When he heals on the Sabbath, they reject his claim to be equal to the father,
and Jesus concludes, “Yet you refuse to come to me” (5:40). When he feeds
the five thousand, he concludes, “You have seen me, and yet you do not
believe” (6:36). When Jesus went to Jerusalem for the festival of booths, the
Jews were attempting to kill him (7:1, 20, 25; cf. 8:40). On more than one
instance the Jews took up stones to kill him (8:59; 10:31). John concludes the
section, “Although he had performed so many signs in their presence, they
did not believe in him” (10:36).

THE DISCIPLES AND THE WORLD: CHAPTERS 13–17

While the book of signs (1:19—12:50) presents Jesus’s encounter with the
world, including “the Jews,” chapters 13–17 present Jesus’s “last will and
testament” to the disciples (chs. 13–16) and final prayer to God (ch. 17) in
preparation for his departure. A major concern in this scene is the disciples’
relation to the world after Jesus departs from it (13:1) to return to the
Father.467 The disciples—“his own” (13:1)—are those who have believed (cf.
2:11) when the world did not. Before Jesus gives instructions for their
conduct after his departure from the world, he shares a meal in which only
“his own who were in the world” are present at this last meal, which, like
other meals in the ancient world, was an act of solidarity for family and
friends.468 By washing the feet of the disciples, Jesus turns social conventions
upside down, engaging in an act normally performed by socially inferior
persons.469 The washing of the disciples’ feet was not only an act of humble
service but also an expression of the love that Jesus had for “his own”
(13:1).470 Having washed the disciples’ feet, he instructs them to wash one
another’s feet (13:14), following his example (13:15). The reciprocal washing
of feet was the sign of mutual love for each other and love within the



community. Jesus’s command extends beyond the actual washing of feet but
is an example of a life of service and of the love that Jesus has for the
disciples (cf. 13:1, 34; 15:9).471 The expression “one another” (allēlōn), which
is commonly used for family relationships, indicates the solidarity of the
community that is separated from the world. The interpersonal relationships
are egalitarian; differences in status are suspended within the confines of the
community.472

The transition from the reciprocity indicated by allēlōn in the washing of
feet to the new commandment that they “love one another” (13:34) repeats
the emphasis on reciprocity suggested by allēlōn, further indicating that the
washing of feet is an expression of love as the necessary response to a hostile
world. This love is patterned after the love of the Father and the Son. The
Father loves the world (3:16), the Son (3:35; 10:17; 15:9; 17:23), and the
disciples (17:23). Jesus loves the Father (14:31) and the disciples (13:1, 34;
15:9). This love is expressed in concrete deeds—not only in the washing of
feet but also in giving one’s life for others (10:17). The disciples respond to
this divine love by loving Jesus in return (8:42; 14:15, 21). Thus the new
commandment that they “love one another” is an extension of the love that
flows from the Father and the Son.

Similarly, the Johannine epistles focus on the community’s love for one
another as they also live in a world that hates them (3:13). The one who
hates his brother lives in darkness, while the one who loves his brother lives
in the light (1 John 2:9–11; 3:11, 13–14; 4:11). The community has learned
to love from the one who gave his life for them (3:16), so they give their lives
for others in the family. Indeed, love takes on concrete form when believers
take care of the physical needs of their siblings in the faith (3:17). The author
invites the believers to love one another because love is from God (1 John
4:7).

The love command implicitly demarcates believers from the world. The
metaphor of the vine and the branches also indicates the nature of the
community and its separation from the world (15:1–8). The intimacy of the
disciples is expressed in the repeated use of the verb menein (to abide). Jesus
first speaks in the imperative, “Abide in me as I in you” (15:4), using the
metaphor of the vine and the branches to indicate that only the branches
that “abide” will bear fruit” (15:5). Jesus then indicates that the organic
connection between the vine and the branches is a metaphor for the love



that extends from the Father to the Son and then to the disciples (15:9),
concluding with the encouragement for the disciples to “abide in [his] love”
(15:10). This love is demonstrated in one’s giving his life for his friends
(15:13). As they love one another (15:12), Jesus’s love abides in them. They
are his friends (15:14) whom he has chosen from the world (15:16), but they
remain in this relationship only as they love one another.

This apparent withdrawal from the world places believers in a precarious
position, for the world is hostile to them because Jesus has selected them
from the world (15:19). Indeed, Jesus continues his encouragement for love
within the community with the claims, “If the world hates you, know that it
hated me first” (15:19) and “If they persecuted me, they will persecute you”
(15:20). Indeed, John concludes that the world’s hatred of the disciples is
also the hatred of the Father, fulfilling the Scripture, “They hated me without
cause” (15:25; cf. Ps 35:19; 69:5).

The Mission to the World

Interpreters have observed that the Johannine love command extends only
to the disciples, designating the Johannine ethic as “sectarian.” Wayne Meeks
wrote that this Gospel

defines and vindicates the existence of the community that
evidently sees itself as unique, alien from its world, under
attack, misunderstood, but living in unity with Christ and
through him with God. It could hardly be regarded as a
missionary tract. . . . It provided a symbolic universe which gave
religious legitimacy, a theodicy, to the group’s actual isolation
from the larger society.473

In a later article, Meeks wrote that “the Fourth Gospel meets none of our
expectations about the way ethics should be constructed,” for the “only rule
[of the Johannine Jesus] is ‘love one another,’ and that rule is both vague in
its application and narrowly circumscribed, being limited solely to those
who are firmly within the Johannine circle.”474

Jesus’s Mission to the World



Although interpreters have regarded John’s emphasis on love within the
community as evidence of its isolation from the culture, they fail to see the
love command in its larger context of God’s mission to save the world. As
John 3:16 indicates, God loved the world and sent his Son to save the world,
and only those who believe that God sent him will be saved (John 3:15, 16;
8:24; cf. 14:6). Passages recalling the coming of Jesus are frequently followed
by a purpose clause.

“I came into the world for judgment, so that those who do not see may
see, and those who do see may become blind” (9:39).

“I have come in order that they may have life” (10:10).
“I did not come to judge the world, but to save the world” (12:47).
“For this I came into the world, to testify to the truth” (18:37).
In addition, the numerous references to the sending of Jesus indicate the

mission of Jesus. The frequent theme of John is that God sent Jesus into the
world.475 His teaching is not his own but that of the one who sent him (7:16;
14:24). He was sent to do the will of the one who sent him (4:14; 5:20; cf.
8:16, 29) so that people would believe in the one who sent him (5:24; 6:29).
He will then return to the one who sent him (7:33). Here Jesus’s missionary
commission to the disciples is essentially the extension of Jesus’s own
sending by the Father.476

The numerous signs that Jesus performed (2:1—12:50) are examples of
Jesus’s mission to save the world. Even the request of the Greeks to see Jesus
(12:20) reflects the significance of Jesus for the world. As the numerous
dialogues in 1:19—12:50 indicate, Jesus brings life (1:4; 3:15–16; 4:14; 5:24,
26, 29, 40; 8:12; 10:28; 17:2–3; 20:31), light (8:12; 12:35–36), living water for
the thirsty (4:11, 13–14; 7:38), and bread from heaven (4:32; 6:27) to those
who are lost.

The constant theme throughout John is that the world did not know God
(1:10; 8:27; cf. 3:10). Nor will the world know the paraclete who comes after
Jesus’s departure (14:17). Consequently, they will persecute believers
because they do not know the Father and the Son (16:3). However, the
disciples not only believe but they also know Jesus and the One who sent
him. Jesus has made known to them everything that he has heard from the
Father (15:15; 17:26; cf. 5:42). Because the disciples have been with Jesus,
they know. The paraclete will guide them into all truth (16:13). Thus Jesus
prays, “I have manifested your name to the people you gave me from the



world.  .  . . They have known all things that you have given to me .  .  . they
know that truly you have come from God” (17:7–8). The mission of Jesus is
that the world might know the truth (8:23, 32) “so that [they] may know and
understand that the Father is in me and I am in the Father” (10:38; cf. 14:20,
31).

The Mission of the Disciples

Jesus’s mission is not only that the disciples believe but also that they may
know him and the Father (13:35; 14:31; 17:23). The task of the disciples is to
continue that mission, for they know what the world does not; in Jesus’s
absence, they will bring the world to know God. Their love for one another
(13:34–35) is not a withdrawal from the world but the means by which the
world may know that they are the disciples of Jesus (13:34–35). They
demonstrate their love in their willingness to lay down their lives for one
another. Then they will bear witness. Their aim is not to withdraw from the
world but to expand the circle of those who love one another. Their love for
one another is thus not only a matter of internal cohesion but has a
missionary intent. By their love for one another, “the world will know” that
they are the disciples of Jesus (13:34). Their mission is to expand the circle of
those who love one another by continuing the mission of Jesus.477

The incident of Jesus’s encounter with the Samaritan woman in John 4:1–
42 is paradigmatic of the mission of Jesus to save the world and the disciples’
role in that mission. The Samaritan woman epitomizes for the readers the
world of darkness. Besides being a Samaritan woman, regarded as unclean
by the Jews, she was also one of notorious character, having had five
husbands. Jesus’s engagement with her in conversation was inconceivable in
his own culture. His offer to her of living water (4:10) signifies the salvation
that he offers to the world. As a result of this encounter, the woman becomes
a witness and a missionary model of one who relates the story of the
encounter to other Samaritans (4:29–30). Then many of the Samaritans
believed because of the woman’s testimony (4:39).

Before John reports of the Samaritans’ belief, he indicates the involvement
of the disciples as they bring food to Jesus (4:31), who responds with the
usual Johannine symbolism, indicating that his food is to do the will of the
one who sent him (4:34). This “food” is evidently the mission of Jesus to save



the world. Jesus then describes his mission with the metaphor of the sowing
and the harvest. Contrary to the literal understanding, Jesus refers to the
eschatological harvest to eternal life in which he is engaged (4:36),
indicating that the time for the harvest has come. The disciples enter into the
mission of Jesus, joining in the harvest. Thus just as God has sent the Son
(4:34), Jesus now sends the disciples to enter harvest of others. This harvest
becomes evident when “many Samaritans believed” (4:39). This interlude in
the story of the Samaritans anticipates the sending of the disciples into the
world after Easter (20:21).478

The High Priestly Prayer and Mission

In the high priestly prayer (ch. 17), Jesus begins with the acknowledgement
that “this is eternal life, that they know the only true God, the one sent by
the Father (17:3).” He has prepared for his departure by making everything
known to the disciples (17:7–8). The prayer focuses on the disciples’
relationship to the world:

17:9: I am praying for them (the disciples). I am not praying for the world,
but for those you have given me, for they are yours.

17:14: I have given them (the disciples) your word and the world has hated
them, because they are not of the world.

17:16: [The disciples] are not of the world, even as I am not of the world.479

At the same time, Jesus insists that the disciples are in the world.

17:11: And I am no longer in the world, but they are still in the world, and I
am coming to you.

17:13: I am coming to you now, but I say these things while I am in the
world, so that they may have the full measure of my joy within
themselves.

17:15: I do not ask that you take them out of the world but that you keep
them from the evil one.480

The world appears to have two meanings in this prayer, just as it is
throughout John’s Gospel. On one hand, the world is the material creation
that God loved and into which Jesus entered, while on the other hand it is
the term for humanity’s resistance to the truth in Jesus Christ. Both of these



nuances are present in the high priestly prayer in the statements that Jesus
and the disciples are “in the world” but not “of the world.”481

Jesus begins the prayer (17:1–5) by reiterating the ultimate mission of
God: “that they may know [God] and the one whom God sent” (17:3), thus
suggesting that his work continues after his departure. In 17:6–19 he prays
for the disciples whom God has given him, indicating that he has made
known to them what he has received from God (17:6–8, 14). He does not
pray for the world but for them. Jesus does not pray that God take them out
of the world, but that he protect them from the evil one (17:15), “the ruler of
this world” (12:31; 14:30; 16:11; cf. Matt 6:13), who is the agent of ecclesial
division.482 Before he commissions the disciples to go into the world, he
prays, “Sanctify them in truth.” They, like Jesus (17:19), are sanctified, that is,
not of this world. As sanctified ones—those who are set apart from the
world—they are sent into the world. That is, Jesus prays that “those who are
not of the world” have a mission to continue the work that God sent the Son
to do in the world. The mission of Jesus is to save a broken world, and the
disciples enter into that labor. Through the disciples, the world that does not
know God will come to know God. As the high priestly prayer indicates, the
task of the disciples is to continue the mission of Jesus to save the world.

The high priestly prayer is particularly rich in statements about the
sending of the disciples and theological perspectives on the church’s
mission.483 The primary missionary task is to witness (martyrein, NRSV
“testify”) on Jesus’s behalf. John the Baptist first testified on Jesus’s behalf
(1:7, 15, 32, 34; 3:26; 5:33, 36). Jesus says to Nicodemus, “We speak of what
we know and testify to what we have seen” (3:11). Jesus has no need to
testify about himself (5:31), for both his works (5:36) and the Scriptures
testify about him (5:39). The paraclete will testify on Jesus’s behalf, and then
the disciples will testify (15:26–27). Martyria is the language of the law
court; witnesses declare the truth of what they have seen and heard (cf. 3:11;
4:39; 19:35). The disciples’ testimony will lead others to believe (17:20). The
one who saw the piercing of Jesus’s side “testified so that you also may
believe. His testimony is true, and he knows that he tells the truth” (19:35).
Just as many believed because of the testimony (martyrountes) of the
Samaritan woman (4:39–42), others will believe because of the testimony of
the disciples.



In 17:20 Jesus even prays for those who will come to faith “through their
word,” a clear reference to the missionary activity of the Johannine school.
The prayer is reminiscent of the earlier scenes where “many more believed
because of his [Jesus’s] word” (4:41; cf. 4:50). As the disciples abide in the
word of Jesus, they share in his mission of extending life to others.484 Jesus
had said earlier in the narrative, “The words that I say to you I do not speak
on my own; but the Father who dwells in me does his works” (14:10; cf.
14:24; 17:14). Thus the words of the disciples are the words of Jesus and the
one who sent him.

The mission of the disciples is also evident when Jesus encounters the
disciples after the resurrection and says, “Peace be with you; as the Father
has sent me, so I send you” (20:21). This is John’s equivalent of the universal
commissioning in Matt 28:18–20. The sending of the Son into the world
makes possible and necessitates the sending of the disciples into the world.485

The gift of the Spirit equips the disciples for their mission (20:22). Here
Easter and Pentecost are combined; as in Acts (1:6–8), the Spirit empowers
the community for a mission to the world.486 It is not coincident that the
risen Jesus charges his disciples with mission, for with the conclusion of the
earthly work of the Son, his sending is transferred to the disciples. By the
gift of the Spirit, they are authorized and equipped for their task of forgiving
sins, that is, bringing people over from the realm of death into the realm of
life.487

CONCLUSION

Contrary to Richard Niebuhr, the Gospel of John does not portray Christ as
the transformer of culture but as the one who has come to save the world,
which lives in darkness. The statement of purpose, “These things were
written that you may believe that Jesus is the Christ, the Son of God, and
that believing, you may have life in his name,” summarizes the major themes
of the book, which has presented a series of episodes demonstrating Jesus’s
mission to save a world of darkness. He writes a Gospel that the wider public
can understand, employing the images that reflect the world’s hunger and
thirst for the flourishing life. “It not only completes the theological
formation of the New Testament at the highest level but especially opens the
way to Greco-Roman intellectual history through the concepts of the logos,



truth, and freedom, and thus at the same time prepares the transition to the
ancient church.”488 “According to Schnelle, “in the Logos, Jesus Christ
culminates the ancient history of religion and the intellectual quest; he is the
origin and the goal of all being.”489

At the same time, Jesus speaks in “figures of speech” (paroimiai, 10:6;
16:25, 29) that even the disciples do not understand until after his departure,
and he speaks “heavenly things” (3:12) that the world, including Nicodemus,
does not receive, believe, or understand (3:10–12). According to John,
salvation comes from the one who is “not of this world” but has come into
the world to bring life. He assumes the resistance of the world, and he
proclaims an offensive word: that “no one comes to the Father” except
through Jesus. Just as Jesus, who was not of this world, came into the world,
he sends his disciples into the world to continue the work of Jesus. They go,
equipped with the power of the Holy Spirit. Thus John proclaims both the
hostility of the world to the Christian message and the mission of the church
to the world.
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The Other Voices

or believers who claimed to be God’s chosen people, their relationship
to society is a continuing issue, for conversion involves some level of

separation from society and its institutions. However, as the authors of
Hebrews, 1 Peter, and other writers indicate, separation is never complete.
The witnesses speak the language of the dominant culture with varying
facility and inevitably participate in its institutions as citizens, family
members, and neighbors. Some believers are even married to unbelievers
(cf. 1 Pet 3:1–6). All the writings describe how the communities maintain
their separate identity and interact with the society.

THE EPISTLE TO THE HEBREWS

Like Paul, the author of Hebrews never mentions Greek writers, playwrights,
or philosophers. However, his facility with Greek suggests his acquaintance
with Greek culture. Eduard Norden describes Heb 1:1–4, along with the
Lukan prologue, as “the best written period in the entire New Testament.”490

Similarly, Erich Grässer describes the author as “a great literary talent.”491

Hans von Soden called attention to the numerous examples of stylistic
refinement.

The author is a versatile and well-educated spirit. He has at his
disposal a rich vocabulary (140 hapax legomena) that includes
numerous words that appear nowhere else in the Bible, but are
common in daily Greek usage (e.g., nephos, nōthoi, gamos for
marriage, elathon tines, klinein, prospheresthai tini along with
select compound words, verbs with -zein, substantives with -sis,
composites such as aimatekchysia, misthapodosia). The
linguistic diction is skillful, florid, .  .  . rich in fine syntactic
phrases, beautiful periods; [the author] loves plays on words
(5:8; 9:15–16, 10:38–39; 11:37; 13:14), striking images (6:7;
12:1–3), and sharply delineated antitheses.492



Although the author does not mention Greek philosophers, he
demonstrates a basic familiarity with Greek philosophy and rhetoric
throughout the homily, which consists primarily of a series of comparisons
(synkrises) between the institutions of the Old Testament and the realities in
the Christian faith. Indeed, the author employs “better” (kreittōn) thirteen
times in the homily in addition to other comparisons.

The synkrisis, one of the most widely used modes of argumentation in
Greek rhetorical theory, is a rhetorical device that takes persons, objects, or
abstract concepts that are comparable in order to demonstrate either their
equality or the superiority of one over the other.493 It was included in the
progymnasmata, the exercises in composition practiced in grammar
schools.494 Indeed, Theon shares with Hebrews the use of kreitton (114.16,
19; 115.2) to establish a comparison. In ancient literature the comparison of
Greek and Roman heroes in the parallel biographies of Plutarch are the most
famous examples. As Plutarch’s Parallel Lives indicates, synkrisis can be the
organizing principle of a speech.495

In Hebrews, transcendent heavenly realities are compared with earthly
realities. The exalted Christ abides forever, while the angels are transitory
(1:5–13). At the exaltation, Christ became the high priest after the order of
Melchizedek, which abides forever (7:3, 16, 24), in contrast to earthly priests
who die and are continually replaced (7:23). Christ serves in a heavenly
sanctuary as the high priest (8:1) while the priesthood of Aaron serves in an
earthly sanctuary (9:1–5), a copy of the heavenly one (8:1–5). At the climax
of the homily, the author declares that believers have not come to the earthly
and tangible Mount Sinai (12:18) but to the heavenly city (12:22). At the end
time God will shake the heavens and the earth, but only “that which cannot
be shaken” remains (12:26–27).

The comparison between the heavenly eternal and the earthly transitory
reflects the influence of Middle Platonism. Similar comparisons appear in
the works of Philo and Plutarch. Plutarch says that “For that which really is
and is perceptible and good is superior (kreittōn) to destruction and change”
(Is. Os. 373).

The language also evokes Plato’s theory of ideas (Resp. 7.514–17; Leg.
1.643c), according to which earthly matters are shadows of heavenly
archetypes. Philo gave a Platonic interpretation to Exodus 25:40 (QE 2.52;
Leg. 3.100–102; Plant. 26–27; Mos. 2.71–75), and the later church fathers



also read the passage with Platonic lenses (Origen, Hom. Exod. 9.2;
Eusebius, PE 12.19.1–9). With the Platonists, the author maintains the two
levels of reality, according to which earthly matters are changeable while the
heavenly world remains unchanged.

When the author describes Abraham as “going out,” “as seeing the
invisible one” (11:27), he evokes the language of Middle Platonism. The
images of knowing and seeing invisible realities are commonplace in the
literature of Middle Platonism. In describing God’s role in creating the
intelligible world as a pattern for the world of the senses, Philo describes the
former as “a world discernible only by their mind” and the latter as “the
world which our senses can perceive” (Opif. 19). Although the heavenly city
is invisible for Philo, it is perceptible to the one who has the special capacity
to see the invisible (Post. 15; Deus. 3; Plant. 17; Praem. 27). He speaks of the
apprehensions of reality gained by the “soul’s eye” (Migr. 39; cf. Her. 89).
Similarly, Alcinous describes the deity as ineffable and graspable only by the
intellect (Epit. 10.4).496

The heroes described in chapter 11 were “aliens” (11:9) who sojourned in
a foreign land and “strangers (xenoi) and foreigners on the earth” (11:13). A
familiar theme in Middle Platonism is the alien existence of those whose
homeland is in the invisible world. According to Philo, the wise are
appropriately called sojourners (paroikountes). The heavenly region, the
place of their citizenship, is their native land; the earthly region is a foreign
country in which they live as sojourners (Conf. 75–78; cf. Q G 4.74; Somn.
1.181). Those who migrate from their homes place their faith in God (Her.
99). According to Congr. 84–87, our task is to recognize our duty to hate the
habits and customs of the lands in which we live, which are symbolized as
Egypt and Canaan.497 Jacob’s temporary residence with Laban is symbolic of
the soul’s expectations of a city (Somn. 1.46).

The idea that one is a stranger on earth has deep roots in the philosophic
tradition.498 Plutarch’s essay De Exilo describes the situation of literal exiles
before concluding with reflections about exile as a metaphor for human
existence. He cites the ancient words of Empedocles, “All of us .  .  . are
sojourners here and strangers and exiles” (Exil. 607d). Because the soul has
come from elsewhere, one may say that “the soul is an exile and a wanderer”
(607e).



The echoes of philosophical language do not demonstrate that the author
is a philosopher. Indeed, his fundamental message—that God “has spoken
in these last days”—and the claim that the divine Son came into the world,
suffered, and was exalted was incompatible with Middle Platonism. The
author thus incorporates elements of Middle Platonism but rejects those
parts that are incompatible with his Christian faith. He and the audience
probably had an acquaintance with philosophy that was possessed by the
educated people of the period.

Although the elegant Greek and the philosophical language suggest a
level of acquaintance with Greek culture, the author consistently addresses a
community that is alienated from its culture. In the early days after their
conversion, they had experienced “a hard struggle with sufferings,
sometimes being publicly exposed to abuse and persecution” (10:32–33).
Some were imprisoned while all members of the community had suffered
the confiscation of their property (10:34). No one had died (12:4), but some
are still in prison (13:3). Consequently, a major theme is the endurance of
suffering by the church (10:32; 12:5–11).

The author’s task is to rebuild the symbolic world of a community that
has been shaken by unfulfilled promises (cf. 11:33, 39). The vision of the
ministry of Christ in the heavenly world and the community’s own entrance
to the throne of God in the present (cf. 4:14–16; 10:19–22) reassures the
readers of the certainty of God’s promises and offers motivation for the
readers to endure (10:36–39). The author encourages the community by
presenting Jesus as the pioneer in suffering. He is the pioneer (archēgos) who
has led the way for the community, reaching his present glory and honor
only through the path of suffering (2:9–10). In the days of his flesh, he
prayed “with loud cries and tears to the one who could save him from death”
(5:7) and learned “obedience through what he suffered” (5:8). He “endured
the cross, disregarding its shame” (12:2). Similarly, the heroes of faith in
chapter 11 were outsiders in their own culture, having seen the future that
others had not seen (11:13, 26–27). When Noah built the ark, he
“condemned the world” (11:7). Abraham was a sojourner (11:9). Indeed, all
the faithful people were “strangers on the earth” (11:13). Moses rejected the
security of being Pharaoh’s grandson, choosing rather “to share ill-treatment
with the people of God than to enjoy the fleeting pleasures of sin” (11:24).
The ancestors in the faith “were tortured, refusing to accept release” (11:35)



while others suffered mocking and flogging and even chains and
imprisonment.

They were stoned to death, they were sawn in two, they were
killed by the sword; they went about in skins of sheep and goats,
destitute, persecuted, tormented—of whom the world was not
worthy. They wandered in deserts and mountains, and in caves
and holes in the ground. (11:37–38)

Ernst Käsemann, in his classic work on Hebrews, identifies the people
with the title Das wandernde Gottesvolk; the English translation The
Wandering People of God does not adequately capture the nuances of the
title. Käsemann envisions a people on the move through difficult
circumstances. The title evokes the scene comparing the believers to the
wilderness generation who are on the path to the promised land (3:7—4:11).
They follow the archēgos and forerunner (prodromos) to the heavenly world.
The author gives a similar view of the heroes of faith as a model for a
community that now endures marginalization (cf. 6:12). Its suffering is a
time of discipline (12:5–11) that will ultimately yield the “peaceful fruit of
righteousness to those who have been trained by it” (12:11). In the present
they run the race, following the one who endured the shame that they now
experience (12:1–2).

For the author, the world is a hostile place. In the peroration of the
homily, he summarizes the believers’ response to their culture, reminding
the community that, just as the high priest discarded the bodies of the
sacrificial animals “outside the camp” (13:11; cf. Exod 33:7–11; Lev 16:27),
Jesus suffered “outside the gate” (13:12). The challenge for believers is to
follow Jesus “outside the camp,” bearing the abuse that their forerunner had
suffered (13:13). The threefold use of the term “outside” (exō) and the
compound “let us go out” (exerchōmetha) suggest that the term is the heart
of this exhortation.499 Thus they, like the patriarchs, are “strangers and
pilgrims” in their own culture, accepting the shame of their outsider status.

Communal solidarity gives the strength to endure. Believers are siblings
who journey together on the way, following the path of their forerunner
(2:9–10; 12:1–2; cf. 6:20; 10:19–20). Jesus regards the community members
as his siblings (2:12–13); he is like them in every respect (2:17), having



experienced every temptation that they face (4:15). The ethic of Hebrews
consists in caring and encouraging siblings in the community. The author
recalls the earlier days when the community demonstrated love for each
other and served the saints (6:10), and he desires that they demonstrate the
same kind of zeal until the end (6:11). Their task is to “encourage one
another each day” (3:12), to “stir one another up to love and good works”
(10:24), and to see that no one is hardened by the deceitfulness of sin (3:13)
or fails to attain the grace of God (12:16). He instructs them to maintain the
same love, practicing hospitality toward one another (13:2) and visiting
those who are in prison (13:3). He also insists on the communal solidarity in
their sexual morality and their attitude toward possessions (13:1–6). After
comparing the sacrifice of Christ to the Levitical sacrifices, the author
concludes that the sacrifices that are pleasing to God are good deeds and
fellowship (13:15–16).

Although the author demonstrates that he is at home in Greek culture, he
encourages believers to accept their place outside the camp of its culture. He
does not mention a mission to the culture or issues of interest to the society
as a whole. The only reference to the surrounding culture is the memory of
the occasion when they suffered the confiscation of their property and
imprisonment. His central concern is the continuing viability of a
community whose confession of Christ alienates them from the culture.
Consequently, the ethical instructions involve the relationships within the
community. Their challenge is to be an alternative community in their
society.

ALIENS AND EXILES: 1 PETER

Like the epistle to the Hebrews, 1 Peter exhibits an acquaintance with Greek
culture. Although the writer never mentions Greek writers or philosophers,
he has a facility with the language that demonstrates his immersion in Greek
literary culture, as E. G. Selwyn commented.

Its style is not only natural and unforced, indicating that it
belongs to one who not only wrote, but also thought, in Greek;
but it exhibits a felicity of phrase, a suppleness of expression,
and a wealth of vocabulary which betoken a mind nourished in



the Greek spirit and tradition . . . and we may go further and say
that it is the kind of correspondence which we find in the Greek
tragedians and in Plato rather than that of writers such as
Plutarch or Lucian. His mind is as much that of a poet as of a
theologian.500

The polished Greek style of 1 Peter is a major reason that scholars have
questioned the traditional attribution of the letter to Simon Peter, assuming
that this facility with the language is unimaginable for a Galilean
fisherman.501

The Exile Existence

Like the readers described in the second-century apology Epistle to
Diognetus, who were “not distinguished from the rest of humanity by
country, language, or custom” as they followed the local customs in “dress
and food and other aspects of life” (Ep. Diog. 5:1 4), the recipients of 1 Peter
also share the language and customs of the surrounding society. They live
within the institutions of government (1 Pet 2:13–17), slavery (1 Pet 2:18–
25), and marriage (1 Pet 3:1–6). Nevertheless, they are outsiders in their
own land, as the opening address to the “elect exiles (parepidēmoi) of the
diaspora (1:1)” indicates. The image of exile indicates their separation from
the dominant culture and anticipates the major theme of this short letter.502

While the author exhibits an acquaintance with Greek literary culture,
probably no other New Testament author addresses the tensions between
Christ and culture as thoroughly as 1 Peter.

Whereas the Epistle to Diognetus is written to explain the unusual
behavior to suspicious outsiders, 1 Peter is written to encourage insiders as
they face the challenges of living as exiles in their own land. Their exile
existence is suggested in the opening blessing (1:3–12), which offers hope in
the midst of the community’s grief and testing (1:6–7). The nature of this
testing becomes apparent in the consistent references to the community’s
exile existence and suffering. Believers suffer “for doing what is right” (3:14;
cf. 2:19–20) and because they are Christians (4:16; cf. 4:1).

Peter encourages the readers to live in reverent fear during the time of
their exile (paroikia). The word paroikia (1:17; cf. 2:11) reflects the social



situation of “alien residence” in a foreign land. The image evokes the
experience of the Israelites who, in several instances, resided in a land that
was not their own. The paroikoi were exposed to the various forms of
suspicion, hostility, and suffering that strangers in a foreign land commonly
experience. Abraham was called to go from his country, his kindred, and his
father’s house (Gen 12:1). During a famine, Abraham went down to Egypt
and resided as an alien (Gen 12:10). His grandchildren and the children of
his grandchildren became “aliens in the land of Egypt” (Lev 19:34). Israelites
later lived as exiles in Babylonian captivity. Even when they were secure in
their own land, Yahweh commanded them to be different from the
surrounding nations (Lev 18:1–4).503 The author later addresses them as
“aliens and exiles” (paroikoi kai parepidēmoi, 2:11), the key metaphor that 1
Peter employs to express the Christian relationship to culture.504

The image indicates their tenuous relationship with their culture (1 Pet
1:1; 2:11), implying a clear distance from the society’s values and ideals.505

The Christians live in a time of exile (paroikia) as if they are in a foreign
country (1:17),506 alienated from the “futile ways inherited from [their]
ancestors (patroparadotou, 1:18),507 which were dominated by ignorance
(agnoia) and desires (epithumiai, 1:14; cf. 4:4). They remain foreigners in
their own cities, alienated even from their families, because they have
withdrawn from many of its activities.508 The Christians in 1 Peter are not
aliens and exiles because of their ethnicity or social class, inasmuch as Peter
indicates that their neighbors are surprised that believers no longer join
them in dissipation (4:3–4).509

Because the community has withdrawn from the society’s activities, they
are the objects of abuse from their neighbors, who “malign [them] as
evildoers” (2:12; 3:16) and abuse them (3:16; 4:4). They suffer for the sake of
righteousness (3:13); outsiders ask them to explain the “reason (apologia) for
their hope” (3:15). They suffer for the name “Christian” (4:16), and they can
only anticipate that a “fiery ordeal” of further testing will occur before the
end (4:12–19). They may take comfort, however, in the fact that other
believers (5:9) throughout the world experience the same suffering.

The author offers consolation to the readers’ exile existence, indicating
that Jesus was also rejected by his own society. He was the stone that the
builders rejected (2:7–8). The author focuses on Jesus’s suffering rather than
on his death. He “suffered for” them (2:21), “suffered for sins” (3:18), and



“suffered in the flesh” (4:1). When believers suffer, they follow in the
footsteps of Jesus (2:21) and share in the sufferings of Christ (4:13). Thus the
task of the community is to maintain their status as aliens and exiles in their
own land, leaving behind their former practices.

A New Identity

Recognizing that exiles survive only as they live in communities, as Elliott
has demonstrated, Peter describes a “home for the homeless,” an identity
that strengthens them when they suffer abuse. They are the “living stones”
(2:5) who come to the “living stone” that was rejected by humankind, but
chosen by God (2:4).510 Together they are being built up into a spiritual
house (2:5). The author provides an identity for them that separates them
from their culture and incorporates them into Israel. They have, like Israel,
been chosen by God (cf. Deut 7:7–11). They are not only exiles like Israel,
but “the elect exiles” of the diaspora (1:1) and an “elect race, a royal
priesthood” (2:9), who have been called out of darkness into God’s
marvelous light (2:9),511 a people who were once no people (2:10). The
language of election and calling, drawn from Israel’s Scriptures, indicates
that this gentile community has been incorporated into the people of God.512

They take on the collective identity of Israel as the people of God. Although
the readers are gentile converts, they are instructed to live no longer like the
gentiles (2:12; 4:3). The command to Israel, “you shall be holy” (Lev 19:2), is
also the requirement for the church, for whom separation is not a
misfortune but the vocation to which God has called the elect people. The
exhortation to a new pattern of behavior (anastrophē, 1:15, 18; 2:12; 3:1, 16)
is consistent with the incorporation into Israel’s story. The behavior consists
of abandonment of their former desires (1:14; 4:3), the malice, “guile,
insincerity, envy, and slander” of their former lives (2:1), and the adoption of
a new way of life of mutual love and support (1:22–23; 4:8), hospitality, and
service to one another (4:9–10). This identity is the basis for their moral
conduct.

The poetic blessing in 1:3–11 celebrates the fact that they are the
privileged ones; they have been born again to a living hope and unfading
inheritance (1:3–4, 23). Their current suffering is a test that will result in the
salvation of their souls (1:9). Indeed, the sufferings of Christ are the



culmination of the expectations of the prophets (1:10–12). As the author
says, “They were not serving themselves, but you” (1:12); even angels desired
to look at the days that the community now has seen (1:12). Their separation
from the culture was nothing less than a ransom from their previous way of
life (1:18).

They now live in a new family that shares their alien status. They belong
to the “household of God” that will share in the fiery ordeal (4:17), which
includes not only the local believers but also brothers and sisters throughout
the world (5:9). Having been estranged from their physical families, they live
in a new family that provides the loving care that they have lost. Peter urges
the readers to have “genuine mutual love” and to “love one another deeply
from the heart” (1:23; cf. 4:8). They practice hospitality to one another (4:8)
and share their gifts (4:9–10). Together they are the living stones of a
“spiritual house” (2:4). Thus they share their exile status as they share in the
sufferings of Christ.

Exiles and Society

While love and mutual support unite the believers and separate them from
their environment, they nevertheless continue to interact with the existing
society, living within the institutions of their own time. Their identity as the
people of God (2:9–10) is now the foundation for the behavior that Peter
encourages in the new section that begins in 2:11. “Aliens and exiles” (2:11)
must now ask what practices of their culture they reject and which ones they
continue. They do away with the “desires of the flesh” (2:11) that once
characterized their existence (1:14; 2:1; 4:2) within their culture. Because
they have separated themselves from many of the practices of their
neighbors, they now live with the suspicions that they are “evildoers” (2:12;
cf. 3:17; 4:15) who undermine the institutions of society. Consequently, the
author introduces the instructions for life within society’s institutions with
the encouragement to demonstrate “good behavior among the gentiles”
(2:12) to counteract their suspicions.513 Their task is to do “good works” in
order that others may “glorify God on the day of visitation” (2:12). Indeed,
“doing good” (agathopoiōn) is a refrain throughout the letter. Believers are
expected to be “do-gooders” with respect to government authorities (2:12),
slavery (2:20), and the household (3:6). He concludes the insistence on



doing good within these institutions by citing Ps 34:10–12, which appears to
be written in a situation of marginalization.514 The Psalmist encourages the
listeners, “Those who desire life and desire to see good days, let them keep
their tongues from evil and their lips from speaking deceit; let them turn
away from evil and do good; let them seek peace and pursue it” (1 Pet 3:10–
11). While suffering is a reality that they face, it is better to suffer for doing
good than for doing evil (3:17; cf. 2:20; 4:19). By doing good they “will
silence the ignorance of the foolish” (2:15).

In 2:13—3:7, the author offers specific examples of doing good,
addressing Christian conduct within the institutions of the government
(2:13–17), slavery (2:18–25), and marriage (3:1–7). In each instance he
addresses believers who interact with unbelievers, and in each instance
(2:13, 18; 3:1) he introduces the instructions with a form of hypotassein (“be
submissive”), the conduct expected of everyone in the society. As Paul
indicates in Romans 13:2, the opposite of submission is resistance
(antitassein). The same term is used in the author’s exhortation to those who
are younger to submit (hypotagete) to the elders. As the etymology suggests,
hypo-tasso, means “to place oneself under an ordered structure,”515 with the
emphasis on “order” (taxis) rather than “under” (hypo).516

Because forms of hypotassein introducing the relationship with basic
social institutions is commonplace in ancient ethics, some interpreters have
regarded 2:13—3:7 as an ethic of accommodation to societal norms.517

However, the verb takes on a new dimension and motivation in Christian
literature, especially 1 Peter. The author concludes this section with a
summary, indicating the qualities of life that are appropriate for insiders and
outsiders. He encourages the readers to have “unity of the Spirit”
(homophrones), sympathy, and love for one another, a tender heart, and
humility (3:8–9). Believers do not return evil for evil or abuse for abuse
(3:9). In 5:5–6, submission is a dimension of humility. Indeed, Jesus was the
submissive one who did not retaliate, leaving an example for his disciples to
follow (2:23).

In response to the rumors that believers undermine the established order
(2:12), Peter instructs believers not to rebel, but to demonstrate the good
behavior that is expected of everyone (2:12). Peter encourages believers to
be submissive to “every human institution” (2:13–17), including the emperor
and governors, agreeing with Paul (Rom 13:1–2) that governmental



institutions are sent by God to maintain order. Inasmuch as submission is
not inconsistent with freedom (2:16), the task of believers is to use the
freedom for good rather than evil (2:16–17), not provoking the state to
violence against them. The stance of believers is summarized in the
exhortation, “Honor everyone. Love the family of believers” (2:17), which
distinguishes between the response to government (to honor) and the
response to the community of believers (to love).

Like Ephesians and Colossians, 1 Peter includes a household code (cf.
Eph 5:21—6:9; Col 3:18—4:1). Unlike these letters, however, Peter assumes
that slaves and wives live in the households of unbelievers. He encourages
slaves to be submissive even to harsh masters (2:18–19),518 indicating that it
is grace (charis) to suffer unjustly (2:19). The primary motivation is that
submission to unjust suffering is the path of Jesus. To submit to unjust
suffering is to follow “in his steps.” The extended instructions to slaves,
including the hymn-like summary of the suffering of Jesus (2:21–25),
describes the path of discipleship for minority communities.519

Although wives who have become Christians without their husbands’
consent have already exercised their freedom, Peter instructs them to be
submissive, addressing them also with the verb hypotassein. Their attire (not
by “braiding your hair, and by wearing gold ornaments or fine clothing”) is a
sign of chaste behavior (3:3) and of gentle and quiet spirit. That is, their
attire indicates their submission to the norms of their society and their
submission to their husbands.520

Peter instructs believers to respond to this hostile environment with
behavior that is appropriate to the whole society. He instructs them to “do
good” (agathopoiein) in order to silence the rumors about believers. By
doing good the believers demonstrate that they live within the civic
institutions. Slaves submit to their masters, “doing good” (2:20). Wives
submit to their husbands in order to “do good” (3:6). Thus believers
demonstrate by their good works that they live and work within the society
and its institutions. They live an alternative way of life in the present social
setting, demonstrating that they were not undermining society and its
institutions. In any case, the community did not seek to exert social or
political pressure but to give public witness to a new way of life.521

The ethical instructions in 1 Peter demonstrate that, while the
community has separated its practices from those of society, becoming



aliens in their own land because of their Christian confession, their values
overlap with those of their society in important ways.522 The community’s
task is to distinguish between the moral practices that constitute the holy life
and the good works recognized by society. Even where the Christians’ values
overlap with those of their society, their motivation is different. Submission
to society’s institutions is for them the path of Jesus, their example of
submission to injustice.

Exiles and the Missionary Task

Not only do the believers attempt to live peacefully within the pagan culture,
but they also engage in missions. An alien community cannot change social
structure, but it has a mission to the world. Like Israel, their vocation is not
to retreat from the world but to “proclaim the mighty acts of him who called
[them] out of darkness into his marvelous light” (2:9). By taking on the
identity of Israel, the church also takes on its vocation, as the allusion to Isa
43:21 indicates that Israel has been called to be a “light to the nations” (Isa
49:6).

The proclamation of God’s mighty acts is necessarily accompanied by
appropriate Christian behavior. Continuing to live among the gentiles, they
exhibit good behavior, which not only refutes the slanders against them but
results in the positive response of their neighbors, who will see
(epopteuontes) their “good works and glorify God when he comes to judge”
(2:12, literally “on the day of visitation”). Their good deeds as citizens will
silence those who slander them (2:15). Undoubtedly, the refusal of slaves to
rebel will silence those who accuse Christians of undermining society. Wives
submit to their husbands in the hope of winning them (3:1). Thus they
witness to their neighbors both by words and deeds.523 Believers respond to
hostile questions about their hope by giving a defense (apologia) of their
hope. According to Miroslav Volf:

The distance from society that comes from the new birth into a
living hope does not isolate from society. For hope in God, the
Creator and Savior of the whole world, knows no boundaries.
Instead of leading to isolation, this distance is a presupposition
of mission. Without distance, churches can only give speeches



that others have written for them and only go places where
others lead them. To make a difference, one must be different.524

Although interpreters debate whether 1 Peter is a call for believers to
distance themselves from their culture or to accommodate to it, one does
not need to choose between these two approaches. This epistle expresses a
tension between difference and enculturation. The dominant metaphor of
alien stresses the separation from culture while “doing good among the
gentiles” indicates that believers live within the structures of society and
seek its common good. Even when Christians live within the institutions of
society, they view them within the Christian focus on following in the
footsteps of the one who suffered unjustly.

JAMES AND FRIENDSHIP WITH THE WORLD

In writing to “the twelve tribes of the dispersion” (1:1), James joins other NT
writers in connecting his community with Israel’s identity. The advice that
he offers is consistent with the values expressed in Israel’s wisdom literature.
The author attempts to create communal solidarity in the way of life
indicated in the series of imperatives. In addressing the readers as siblings
(1:2, 9, 16, 19; 2:1, 14–15; 3:1; 4:11), he follows other New Testament writers
in describing the church as a family that carries out familial obligations. If a
brother or sister is in need, the believer’s task is to take care of the needs of
the body (2:14–15). The frequent use of “one another” (allēlōn) also points
to the solidarity of the family. Members of the community do not speak evil
of one another (4:11) or complain against one another (5:9). They confess
their sins to one another and pray for one another (5:16).525

Communal solidarity is necessary for establishing boundaries. These
sharp boundaries are indicated in James’s distinction between God and the
world. James uses “world” five times (1:27; 2:5; 3:6; 4:4 [bis]) to designate the
culture system that is alien to the values of James’s community. According to
1:27, “true and undefiled religion before God” is to “care for orphans and
widows in their affliction, to keep oneself without defect from the world”
(1:27). Thus he recognizes two poles: “before God” and “from the world.”526

For the community to remain “unstained from the world,” it must maintain
a line of separation between God’s valuation and “the world.” Readers are



challenged to observe the boundary between the world’s values and the will
of God.

According to 4:4, believers face the choice between the two sets of values:
those of the world and those of believers. On the one hand, James indicates
that community members do not receive the answer to their prayers because
they ask only for the benefit of their pleasures (4:3). They should know that
“friendship with the world is enmity against God, and those who become
friends of the world are enemies of God (4:4). The alternative to the world is
for readers to submit to God (4:7) and draw near to God (4:8).

James offers a sharp distinction between the rich and the poor. Although
he speaks of both in the third person (2:1–7), he identifies the believers with
neither. He insists on impartiality toward both rich and poor when they
enter their assembly, but gives special condemnation to the rich, declaring
that the rich “oppress you and haul you into court” (2:6) and “blaspheme the
good name by which you are called” (2:7). Thus James assumes that the
community faces hostility from the society. Similarly, James addresses the
rich in 5:1–6 in prophetic terms, declaring that they “murdered the just one.”

Partiality is a violation of the “royal law” that “you shall love your
neighbor as yourself ” (2:8–9; cf. Lev 19:18). While Paul uses this passage to
encourage love within the community, here it is not certain whether the love
command extends outside the community, for James does not specify the
identity of the poor.

In 3:13–18 he describes two types of wisdom: one is from below and the
other is from above, and he encourages his readers to demonstrate the
wisdom from above by their works. The wisdom from below is characterized
by “envy and selfish ambition, .  .  . disorder and wickedness of every kind
(3:16); it is “earthly, unspiritual, and devilish” (3:15). The wisdom from
above is characterized by the opposite features; it is a life that is “pure, then
peaceable, gentle, willing to yield, full of mercy and good fruits” (3:17).
Those who exhibit the wisdom from above, therefore, have separated
themselves from the values of the culture.

Although James draws sharp boundaries between the community and the
world, the epistle reflects the author’s good Greek education. Luke Timothy
Johnson notes that the language of the epistle “is a form of clear and correct
koine with some ambitions toward rhetorical flourish.”527 In addition to the
author’s mastery of grammar, the composition is rich in literary rhetorical



features such as alliteration (1:2–3; 3:17), parachesis (the use of assonance,
1:24), and paronomasia (play on similar sounding words, 2:4, 20; 4:14).528

James also employs the diatribe, a familiar teaching method in the Greco-
Roman world. This distinct teaching style appears in Jas 2:18–26 and
includes an imaginary interlocutor’s objection (“but some will say,” 2:18), the
direct address “you empty person” (2:19), and the use of rhetorical questions
(2:20–21).529

Further evidence of Hellenistic influence may be observed in James’s use
of topics common in Greco-Roman moral teaching. Some of the moral
topics used in James include the unity of virtue, the mirror as a source of
self-reflection, the tongue as full of poison, the common images of the
charioteer and pilot for self-control and the fundamental convictions that
speech must be controlled, that friends correct each other, and that wars
arise from one’s passions.530 When James says that “friendship with the
world is enmity against God,” he urges the readers to separate from the
values of the society: the pursuit of pleasure (4:1), jealousy, quarreling
(3:16), the abuse of the poor (cf. 2:1–11), and the engagement in commerce
without discerning the will of God (4:1–4). James urges the readers to be a
counterculture that rejects the world’s values and demonstrates a love for
neighbors (2:8–11).

REVELATION AND THE ENDANGERED PEOPLE

The Apocalypse, whose author identifies himself as John (1:4, 9), was written
at a time of great distress (thlipsis), which he shares with the seven churches
to which he writes (1:9; 2:9, 10, 22; 7:14). Apparently, at least one has died
(2:13), and others will be put into prison (2:10) for the sake of the gospel.
The author is now in exile on the island of Patmos (1:9). The letters to the
seven churches (chs. 2–3) indicate the church’s tenuous status within the
society and the prospect of overt persecution. Although tradition identifies
the persecution with Domitian’s reign (AD 81–96), the evidence for an
organized persecution under Domitian remains uncertain.531 However, the
worship of the emperor was pervasive in the population, and believers
evoked the hostility of the populace because of their rejection of the
emperor cult. The New Testament witnesses consistently describe the



hostility of the society toward Christ-believers, but only Revelation speaks
consistently of the prospect of martyrdom at the hands of Rome.

The author offers a bleak portrayal of Roman power in chapters 12–18,
describing the representatives of the Roman state in mythological language.
The fiery dragon with seven heads makes war against the woman and her
children (12:17). A beast rises out of the sea, having ten horns and seven
heads, having blasphemous names on his heads (13:1). The world worships
the beast (13:3–4). The great whore of Babylon—a code name for Rome—
sits on the beast with blasphemous names; she is “drunk with the blood of
the saints” (17:6). The “seven heads” of the beast are seven mountains on
which the woman is seated. The reference is obviously to Rome, which sits
on seven hills. The angel urges the church: “Come out of her, my people, so
that you do not take part in her sins” (18:4). This plea is a call for clear
distance between the church and the society.532

The consistent challenge to the church is to endure despite the
persecutions that they will continue to face. John himself participates in the
persecutions “with patient endurance” (hypomonē, 1:9). He praises the
churches at Ephesus and Thyatira for their patient endurance (2:2–3, 19).
When the beast threatens the community, he says, “This is a call for
endurance of the saints” (13:10). When assimilation is the easy path (cf.
14:1–11), John again calls for the endurance of the saints (14:12). As the end
of the drama indicates, the community endures because it looks beyond the
persecutions of the moment to the new heavens and new earth.

CONCLUSION

Like the church throughout the ages, the churches addressed in the letters
written in the latter part of the first century faced varying degrees of hostility
from their culture. In some instances the readers were subject to
discrimination, verbal abuse, and disdain. In other instances the churches
faced overt persecution from their neighbors that resulted in death. With
their confession that Jesus is Lord and call for conversion from all other
deities, Christians disturbed the pluralism of ancient societies, separating
believers from their family and friends. The authors addressed the pressure
to assimilate to the culture by establishing a strong ecclesial identity for
believers, maintaining that they were the privileged heirs of faithful people



of the past and even the Lord himself, who faced the abuse of his
contemporaries. They now cared for one another, replacing the families that
had abandoned them.

In many respects, the contemporary church faces challenges that are
similar to those faced in the first century. The overt persecution of
Christians remains a reality in many parts of the world while in the Western
world believers face the dilemma of living as exiles in their own land. The
church has survived discrimination and oppression because of its refusal to
accommodate to the values of the larger culture. Believers have not retreated
from culture but have sought the public good, living as good citizens and
loving their neighbors. Because they are separate from the culture, they
conduct a mission to the culture.
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Middle-Class Morality?
n George Bernard Shaw’s Pygmalion (later adapted into the musical My
Fair Lady), Alfred P. Doolittle laments that his new wealth has forced him

to adopt “middle-class morality,” a new set of rules that were never expected
of him in his previous social class among the poorest citizens. “Middle-class
morality” is an approximate rendering of “christliche Bürgerlichkeit,” a term
that Martin Dibelius used for the ethics of the Pastoral Epistles,533 rendered
in the English translation as “good citizenship.” Dibelius introduced this
phrase in an excursus on the instruction for believers to conduct a quiet and
peaceful life (1 Tim 2:2). After Dibelius, other scholars applied the term
bürgerlich (bourgeois, middle class) to the ethics of these letters. Siegfried
Schulz has a chapter on “bürgerliches Christentum” in his
Neutestamentlichen Ethik.534 The slogan “bürgerliches Christentum” became
commonplace among interpreters for describing the conventional morality
in the culture adopted by Christians.

Two texts in the Pastoral Epistles that exemplify the conventional
morality, according to Dibelius, are 1 Tim 2:1–2 and Titus 2:12. In 1 Tim
2:2, Paul appeals to the readers to pray for the rulers in order that the
believers may “live a quiet and peaceful life in all godliness (eusebeia) and
dignity (semnotēs).”535 These categories are common in Hellenistic ethics but
not in the undisputed letters of Paul.536 In Titus 2:12 Paul encourages readers
to put away the previous way of life and “to live lives that are self-controlled
(sōphronōs), upright (dikaiōs), and godly (eusebōs).” According to Dibelius, 1
Tim 2:2 describes the characteristic “ethics of good citizenship”: the peaceful
relationship with authority, the wish for a “quiet and peaceful life,” and the
virtues of piety (eusebeia) and dignity (semnotēs). In Titus Greek cardinal
virtues (sōphonē, dikaiosynē, and eusebeia) appear, all of which are part of
the conventional morality of the period.

The ethics of “good citizenship” emerges with the loss of eschatological
urgency, the end of a conflict with the authorities, the institutionalization of
the church into established offices, and the assimilation to the values of the



larger culture. The church no longer lives in the mode of “as if not” (cf. 1 Cor
7:29–31) but adapts to the conventional ethics of the larger society. The ethic
of the family takes on a special significance in “christliche bürgerlichkeit,” as
the contrast between Paul’s statements about the family in 1 Cor 7 and in the
disputed letters indicates.

The ethics of “good citizenship,” with its emphasis on the family, is
particularly evident in the Pastoral Epistles and in the household codes of
Ephesians, Colossians, and 1 Peter. According to S. Schulz, the household
code is the symptom of a dangerous adaptation of early Christianity into the
existing social relationships. “Instead of letting the eschatological message of
the kingdom of God shape the dominant forms of authority, early
Catholicism [i.e., Ephesians, Colossians, 1 Peter, and the Pastoral Epistles],
drew the opposite conclusion by regarding the dominant order as divinely
ordained.”537

THE HOUSEHOLD CODES IN EPHESIANS AND

COLOSSIANS

The household codes do not appear in the undisputed letters of Paul but
appear in Colossians, Ephesians, and 1 Peter in various forms. First Timothy
and Titus expand the household code to include members of the house
church (cf. 1 Tim 2:1—3:16; 5:1—6:2; Titus 2:1—3:3). Numerous studies
have compared these household codes, described by Luther as Haustafeln, to
antecedents in ancient literature, maintaining that the household codes in
the New Testament reflect the conventional morality of the period and the
accommodation to the values of the society.

According to the dominant narrative of Christian origins, the inclusion of
the Haustafel marks a radical break and conservative reaction to Paul’s
ethical instruction.538 Paul is an egalitarian who joined the first generation of
believers in proclaiming that “there is no longer slave or free, male and
female” (Gal 3:28).539 According to Elisabeth Schüssler-Fiorenza, “While a
few scholars think that the demands for the obedience and submission of
wives, children, and slaves are genuinely Christian, the majority sees the
domestic code as a later Christian adaptation of a Graeco-Roman or Jewish-
Hellenistic philosophical-theological code and the common morality of the
day.”540 Thus the household code is commonly regarded as the reversal of



Pauline countercultural egalitarianism of the first generation to adoption of
conventional morality in the next generation. James Crouch suggested that it
is a Christian creation in response to the cries for freedom among women
and slaves.541 Others argue that Christians appropriated it from the
philosophical tradition via Hellenistic Judaism to mitigate the hostility of
those who were offended by Christian egalitarianism.542 According to this
view, the household code is evidence of the surrender of the countercultural
ethic and the accommodation to the culture.

Since the management of the household was a common theme in
antiquity, the early Christian household codes had numerous antecedents
but no precise parallels to all its features.543 Whereas ancient household
codes primarily addressed those in authority over the proper treatment of
their subordinates, the household code in these letters addresses each
member of the household, including those who have an inferior status. The
use of the plural address reinforces the corporate nature of the community’s
hearing of these instructions.544 Klaus Berger has observed the parallels to
specific instructions in pagan and Jewish gnomic literature but does not find
the combination of features that are present in the household codes in the
New Testament. He is probably correct that “nests” of specific features
existed in antiquity, which early Christians adapted for their own. Thus the
Haustafel was probably not a static form, but existed in considerable variety
from the beginning.

All the Haustafeln contain instructions for wives to be submissive to their
husbands. That wives should submit to their husbands was commonplace in
philosophical literature, in common folk wisdom,545 in popular moral
advice,546 and in Jewish summaries of the law (Philo, Hyp.7.2–4; Josephus, C.
Ap. 2.201). Similarly, the common expectation in ancient Hellenistic texts
was for husbands to love their wives.547 The obedience of slaves and children
was also an unquestioned expectation.548 Jewish and Hellenistic sources also
attest to the responsibilities of masters and parents not to abuse those under
their control. The Haustafeln are not unique among New Testament
writings, however, in proposing commonplace morality. John Barclay’s
comment that “the Christian movement could hardly be expected, perhaps,
to invent new vices”549 is appropriate in describing virtues. While Christians
apparently considered some vices and virtues from antiquity antithetical to
their moral values, an acceptance of other moral values was inevitable.



While the household codes were largely consistent with conventional
morality, Christ-believers did not uncritically adopt them from the culture.
Indeed, the household codes in Colossians and Ephesians appear at the end
of a lengthy paraenetic section in which Paul has described vices to “put to
death” (Col 3:5) and “put away” (Eph 4:22, 25; Col 3:8) and moral practices
to “put on” (Eph 4:24; Col 3:10). The vices listed belong to the old existence
of believers (Eph 4:22; Col 3:7) when they shared the common practices of
their environment. Indeed, they belong to a community that is unlike any
other in their society in which “there is no longer Greek and Jew,
circumcised and uncircumcised, barbarian, Scythian, slave and free” (Col
3:11; cf. Eph 2:11–22). According to Ephesians, the believers are “the
children of light,” having once lived in darkness (5:8). Now their task is to
recognize that the people in this new community are “members of one
another” (Eph 4:25) who no longer live in darkness or associate with the
“children of disobedience” (5:7, 11). The reciprocal response of members,
reflected in the emphasis on “one another” (Eph 4:25, 32; 5:19; Col 3:9, 13,
16), indicates the family solidarity of the group, which unites the
community and separates it from the surrounding culture.

The instruction to the household code in Ephesians, “Be submissive
(hypotassomenoi) to one another in the fear of Christ” (Eph 5:21) is a bridge
extending the emphasis on reciprocity within the community to existence
within the household (Eph 5:21—6:9). Indeed, hypotassein is used elsewhere
for the relationship of believers to each other (1 Cor 16:16). In Eph 5:22 it
refers to the submission of wives.

While hypotassein is commonplace in ancient instructions for wives, its
use in Ephesians, Colossians (3:18), and 1 Peter takes on a significance that
it does not have in ancient societies, for it reflects the values of communities
in which all members “submit to one another” (Eph 5:21), count others
better then themselves (Phil 2:3), look to the interests of others, do not seek
their own (Phil 2:4; cf. Rom 12:10). It is the expression of humility
(tapeinophrosynē, Phil 2:3; Col 3:12) and the opposite of the grasping for
power (cf. Rom 13:1–6). Indeed, both Jesus and Paul “humbled themselves”
(etapeinōsen) by reversing the values of their own society. Jesus “humbled
himself ” at the cross (Phil 2:8), and Paul humbled himself by working with
his hands (2 Cor 11:7). Paul’s opponents criticized him for being “humble”
(tapeinos, 2 Cor 10:1). Thus while the advice to wives to submit to their



husbands corresponds to conventional morality, it takes on a new dimension
within the community that is shaped by the reevaluation of humility and
concern for others.550

While Paul does not reject the institutions of society mentioned in the
household code, he places everyday activities under the sovereignty of the
exalted Christ. Indeed, in a preface to the household code in Colossians,
Paul encourages the community, “Whatever you do in word or deed, do all
in the name of the Lord” (Col 3:17). This submission is “as is fitting in the
Lord” (Col 3:18), and “as to the Lord” (Eph 5:22).

Forms of hypotassō appear three times in the instructions for believers in
1 Peter (2:13, 18; 3:1). The first reference echoes the Pauline instruction to
be submissive to government authorities (2:13; cf. Rom 13:1–7). The latter
two references appear in the address to slaves (1 Pet 2:18) and wives (1 Pet
3:1) in the Petrine version of the household code in 2:18—3:7. The extended
argument for the submission of slaves in 2:18–25 suggests that their
situation is a central focus of the household code. Their submission is
followed by the hymnic recitation of the Christian story. Indeed, the
situation of slaves is paradigmatic for all believers. To suffer the indignities
of slavery was nothing less than following in the footsteps of Jesus, who
“suffered for you” (2:18), refusing to return abuse for abuse (2:23). To be
submissive is not only the calling of slaves but to all who follow Jesus.

Addressing wives who have unbelieving husbands, Peter follows earlier
tradition (Col 3:18; Eph 5:22), urging wives to be submissive to their own
husbands. Although they have probably already displeased their husbands
by becoming Christians,551 they nevertheless practice submission, following
the common expectation of both Jewish and Greco-Roman societies.
Condemnation of luxury and extravagance was commonplace among
Jewish, Greek, and Roman writers. Peter even insists that they dress in a way
that demonstrates submission, conforming to ancient expectations for the
chaste wife.552 For example, Diodorus (History 12.28) mentions the wearing
of gold jewelry or a garment with a purple border as signifying a “courtesan,”
and Epictetus (Ench. 40) laments that from an early age girls tend to beautify
themselves with outward adornments. As a maxim in the Sentences of Sextus
declares, “A wife who likes adornment is not faithful.”553

While the author shares the views of his contemporaries on the
submission of wives, the motivations are “decidedly Christian in content and



without parallel in the New Testament.”554 Subordination and holy conduct
can win unbelieving husbands to the faith (3:1; cf. 1 Cor 7:12–16). It is also
the will of God and consistent with the conduct of Sarah, the Jewish model
and ancestor of women of faith.

Only in the instructions to men does the author not encourage
submission (3:7). The instructions to live with consideration, like the
instruction to wives, echoes ancient instructions to husbands to treat their
wives appropriately. Like other ancient writers, Peter assumed that the wife
is the “weaker vessel” who required special consideration.555 First Peter,
however, addresses Christian husbands who are “joint heirs of the grace of
life,” uniting with their wives in prayer. Thus while these instructions reflect
common Greco-Roman values, they bring a new dimension in the
motivation to husbands, who now share a common faith with their wives
and join them in prayer.

After giving the instructions for the relations between believers and
unbelievers in the institutions in which they are subordinate (2:13—3:7),
Peter concludes with instructions to the whole community in their
relationships with each other (3:8–12). As an exile community (2:11), they
are encouraged to embody the moral qualities of unity of spirit
(homophrones), sympathy (sympathies) love for one another (philadelphoi),
tenderheartedness (eusplagchnoi), and humility (tapeinophrosynes). The
instruction not to render evil for evil or abuse for abuse is intended not only
for slaves but for the whole community as it follows the footsteps of Jesus.

In the other instructions, the writers adopt conventional practices, but
they have a new motivation. That husbands should love their wives (Eph
5:25; Col 3:19; cf. 1 Pet 3:7) was commonplace in the moral teaching of
antiquity. However, Ephesians offers a new dimension, defining love: “as
Christ loved the church and gave himself for it” (Eph 5:25). Similarly, that
children should obey their parents was a common expectation in antiquity.
That masters should treat slaves appropriately was also not uncommon in
antiquity.

The new dimension in the household codes is the direct address to those
in a subordinate position. Unlike ancient parallels, which were written for
males in charge of the household, the instructions in Colossians, Ephesians,
and 1 Peter address each of the groups in the household, including wives,
slaves, and children. Although the proper treatment of slaves was a common



topic in antiquity, the address to slaves in Col 3:22 and elsewhere (cf. Eph
6:5; 1 Tim 6:1–2; 1 Pet 2:18–25) is unparalleled in ancient sources. The
direct address to slaves is an indication of their new status as members of the
family and of the Christian community.556 The direct address to children also
reflects a community life unlike those of ancient associations. Thus while the
instructions to those in a subordinate position correspond to Hellenistic
moral values, the household codes in the New Testament are not merely the
“middle-class morality” of the society. The household codes have both a
distinctive Christian motivation and an ecclesiological dimension that
recognizes the full membership of women, children, and slaves in the
community.

THE EXPANDED HOUSEHOLD CODE

(GEMEINDETAFEL): THE PASTORAL EPISTLES

Christ and Culture in 1 Timothy

First Timothy 2:1–2, identified by Dibelius as the expression of bürgerlich
(bourgeois, middle-class) Christianity, introduces the expansion of the
household code, which includes the entire house church. It is composed of
men and women (2:8–15; 3:1–13), children (3:4), widows (5:1–16), old men
(5:17–22), and slaves (6:1–2). Similarly, Titus 1 gives instructions for elders,
and Titus 2 addresses old women, old men, young men, and slaves (2:1–10).
The bishop is the paterfamilias of the household (1 Tim 3:1–5; cf. Titus 1:6),
who manages both it and the church.557 Similarly, the letter to Titus speaks
of elders who have demonstrated their domestic responsibilities by having
faithful children in a church that includes old women, old men, young men,
and slaves (Titus 2:1–10). The task of the paterfamilias is to model
appropriate behavior and to teach others how to behave in the household of
God (1 Tim 3:15). Consequently, while the Pastoral Epistles frequently
speak of “sound teaching” and recite the basic Christian confession, their
focus is on the moral conduct of believers, that is, a life that is appropriate to
sound teaching (Titus 2:1). The orderly household is necessary to combat
the disorder caused by false teachers who threaten the church. The task of
the paterfamilias is thus to model and teach proper conduct. While 2
Timothy is Paul’s last will and testament, both 1 Timothy and Titus offer



instructions on “how to behave in the household of God” (cf. 1 Tim 3:15),
giving special focus on ethical conduct that is “appropriate to sound
teaching” (Titus 2:1).

In all three Pastoral Epistles, the instructions are a response to the danger
of false teachers who threaten the church. Although the false teaching is
mentioned repeatedly (1 Tim 1:3–11; 4:1–6; 6:3–5; 6:20; 2 Tim 2:16–17; 3:1–
9; Titus 1:10–14; 3:8–11), their actual teaching is never indicated in detail.
Instead, Paul focuses on their immoral conduct, which is the result of their
teaching, which is “like gangrene” (2 Tim 2:17). Paul insists repeatedly on
“sound teaching” and the moral life that accompanies it, drawing a sharp
contrast between the behavior of the believers and that of the false teachers.

Another concern of the Pastoral Epistles is the relationship of the house
church to the larger society. These letters demonstrate an awareness of the
boundary separating the church from the world and the importance of the
church’s reputation to outsiders. The prayers for the rulers (1 Tim 2:2), like
the prayers for rulers among diaspora Jews, indicates the distinction
between rulers and those who are under their power. The instructions for
young widows to demonstrate proper behavior reflects a concern for the
church’s reputation among the adversaries (1 Tim 5:14). Only those who are
“well thought of by outsiders” should be bishops (1 Tim 3:7). Slaves should
honor their masters “so that the name of God and the teaching may not be
blasphemed” (1 Tim 6:1). The same concern for the church’s reputation
among outsiders is present in Titus (2:5, 8, 10).

The relationship of believers to the culture is indicated in 1 Tim 2:1–2, as
Dibelius observed. In the request for the prayers for “all people,” Paul
introduces the first of several noteworthy universalizing statements in 2:1–7,
which suggest the community’s relationship to the world. God wills the
salvation of “all people” (2:4). Hence Jesus is the mediator between God and
the people (2:5), having given his life a ransom “for all” (2:4). As 2:2
indicates, God “desires that all people be saved and come to the knowledge
of the truth.” The community not only creates no offense to the larger
society but acknowledges the missionary implications of good behavior.

The transition from the concern for false teaching (1:18–20) to prayers
for “all people,” including kings and all those in authority (2:1), indicates the
importance of social stability for Timothy’s purpose in Ephesus.558 This
instruction recalls Paul’s instruction for believers to be submissive to the



authorities (Rom 13:7) and the similar instructions in Titus 3:1–2 (cf. 1 Pet
2:13–17). Thus contrary to Dibelius, the prayer for the governmental
authorities is not evidence of accommodation to the culture, but the voice of
a minority group, as the references in Rom 13:1–7 and 1 Pet 2:13–17
indicate.559 Indeed, prayers for the ruling authorities were commonplace
among diaspora Jews,560 who prayed for rulers to maintain peace and
security for themselves.

The encouragement of prayers for the imperial powers is a rhetorical
strategy used by both Philo and Josephus, who indicate that Jews living
during the imperial period demonstrate their loyalty to the emperor by
praying and offering sacrifices to God on behalf of the emperor.561 The early
church continued this practice, as Tertullian indicates when he argues for
the legitimate piety of Christians in their solemn prayers on behalf of the
emperor’s welfare (Apol. 30–34). In response to Roman suspicions about
subversive intent of the Christians and the gatherings of all foreign cults, the
prayers demonstrate that they do not foster sedition against imperial
authority.562

The tenuous relationship of the house church to governmental authorities
is suggested by the purpose statement in 2:2: “that we might live a quiet
(ēremos) and peaceful (hēsychion) life in all godliness (eusebeia) and dignity
(semnotēti).” The purpose clause indicates the community’s separation from
the authorities and its desire to live without repression. To live in quietness
(hēsychia) is to live without disturbing Roman order.563 This goal is
consistent with Paul’s instructions to the Thessalonians to “aspire to live
quietly (hēsychazein), to mind [their] own affairs, and to work with their
own hands” so that they may behave properly toward outsiders (1  Thess
4:11). The concern for the reputation of the community among outsiders
becomes a major focus throughout 1 Timothy.

To live “in all godliness (eusebeia)” is a central feature of the Pastoral
Epistles (cf. 1 Tim 3:16; 4:7–8; 6:3, 5–6; 2 Tim 3:5; Titus 1:1), although it
never appears in the undisputed letters of Paul and only rarely elsewhere in
the New Testament (cf. Acts 3:17; 17:23; 2 Pet 1:3, 6; 3:11). The term is,
however, a basic principle of Hellenistic religion. The stem seb- means “to
shrink from” or have “reverent awe.”564 It was commonly used for one’s
religious duties towards the gods and the orders protected by them: family,
neighbors, and government officers. It appeared in the earliest grouping of



the four cardinal virtues.565 Aeschylus (early fifth century BC) speaks of a
pious (eusebēs), wise (sōphrōn), just (dikaios), good (agathos) man (aner).566

The Roman equivalent pietas played a special role in imperial ideology,
signifying a devotion toward the gods, the nation, and family, which was
epitomized in Augustus’s vision of restoring Rome’s ancestral traditions and
values. Along with other virtues, it included valor, clemency, and justice,
which were embodied in the emperor.567

The Pastoral Epistles, however, do not use eusebeia in the normal Greek
sense. It refers both to the content of the Christian faith and the conduct
that grows out of it.568 The “mystery of godliness (eusebeia)” is the
christological hymn in 1 Tim 3:16. The “teaching that is in accord with
godliness” is the equivalent of the “sound words of our Lord Jesus Christ” (1
Tim 6:6 NRSV). Similarly, the “truth that is in accord with eusebeia (Titus
1:1) is the Christian message. The ethical dimension is evident in the
author’s desire that believers live a godly life (1 Tim 2:2; 2 Tim 3:12) and
pursue godliness (1 Tim 4:7–8; 6:1). Thus eusebeia does not reflect the
“middle-class” Christianity of accommodation to cultural values569 but has
been redefined in keeping with the Christian tradition. Similarly, to live
“with dignity” (semnotēs) recalls Paul’s instructions to live properly
(euschēmōs) toward outsiders (1 Thess 4:11).570 To live with dignity
(semnotēs) was to live according to the Hellenistic values of good character.
This language builds “linguistic bridges” between the church and the
broader society.571 Thus to “live a quiet and peaceful life” is not to
accommodate to the culture but to ensure that outsiders find no occasion for
hostility against the church (cf. 6:1; Titus 2:5).

Paul illustrates the good behavior that is necessary for living quiet and
peaceful lives in 1 Tim 2:8–15, encouraging believers to embody practices
that are consistent with Greco-Roman values. These instructions
demonstrate to a suspicious public that Christians do not undermine public
order. He extends the responsibilities of husbands and wives to the public
assembly, describing the appropriate demeanor for both. The orderly lives of
believers occur when men pray “without quarreling or wrangling” (2:8). The
extended instructions for women probably reflect a special concern for the
reputation of the church inasmuch as women were commonly confined to
the household. They demonstrate the orderly life when they dress with
modesty (aidous) and decency (sōphrosynē),572 “not with braided hair, gold,



pearls, or expensive clothes” but as befits a woman who professes godliness
(theosebeia).573 The conduct of the women is consistent with the injunction
that “we may live a quiet and peaceful life in all godliness” (1 Tim 2:2), for
the dress code conforms to the expectations of popular morality. Conduct
that “befits a woman professing godliness” suggests the existence of
common expectations for women in the society.

The instructions that the women “learn in silence in all subjection” (2:11)
reflect the values of the day. According to Plutarch, the woman should
conceal her presence and voice in public places (Conj. praec. 139C),
“Whenever the moon is at a distance from the sun we see her conspicuous
and brilliant, but she disappears and hides herself when she comes near him.
Contrariwise a virtuous woman ought to be most visible in her husband’s
company, and to stay in the house and hide herself when he is away.” The
instructions that a woman not “teach or have authority over men” in the
assembly also conforms to popular expectations, extending her
submissiveness in the household to the assembly. That she should learn “in
quietness” (hesychia) is an example of the quiet life Paul encourages for the
whole church (cf. 2:1) in demonstrating that the community does not
subvert the order of society. To have authority over men would also
undermine the reputation of the community.574

The reason that women are not permitted to teach is that it was not Adam
who was deceived in the beginning but Eve (Gen 3), who represents all
women. While Paul uses this story in 2 Cor 11:3 to indicate the vulnerability
of the whole church, only Eve is the one who is deceived in 1 Tim 2:13. This
argument indicates that the author holds the culture’s common stereotype of
women. She is thus the archetype of the gullibility of women.575 As Paul
indicates in 2 Timothy, women were vulnerable to false teachings because
they were led away by the passions (2 Tim 3:6). Instead, her role is to bear
children (2:14–15), the expected role of the woman in that society (cf. 1 Tim
5:14; Titus 2:3–5).

Having limited the authority of women and declared that their proper
role is childbearing (1 Tim 2:15), Paul describes the role of the bishop as the
legitimate authority. Bishops manage the house church, having
demonstrated that they can manage their own households (1 Tim 3:4). In
the context of the threatening false teachers, they are the authorized teachers
of the church. As the list of virtues indicates (3:2–7), overseers are



distinguished by their character. These qualities of bishops are not
mentioned in the undisputed Pauline letters but are common in Greco-
Roman discourse.576 Dibelius has demonstrated that the qualifications for
the office closely resemble the qualifications for a good general.577 The ideal
of being “blameless” (anegklētos) covers the entire catalogue of virtues and
forms an inclusio with the last in the series, “having a good witness to those
who are outside” (3:7). These virtues are not limited to overseers, however,
but are also expected of deacons and women (1 Tim 3:8).578 That is, the focal
point is that their moral behavior represents the highest expectations in the
culture. These instructions describe how one behaves in the household of
God (1 Tim 3:15).

While the community exemplifies some of the moral ideals of the culture,
its message places it in tension with its surroundings. First Timothy
repeatedly recalls the Christian message that separates it from the larger
culture. As a preface to the instructions for men and women in the assembly,
Paul says:

There is one God;

There is also one mediator between God and humankind,

Christ Jesus, himself human,

Who gave himself a ransom for all. (1 Tim 2:5)

After describing the qualities of those who live appropriately in the
household of God, Paul concludes:

He was revealed in flesh,

Vindicated in spirit,

Seen by angels,

Proclaimed among Gentiles,

Believed in throughout the world,



Taken up in glory. (1 Tim 3:15–16)

The Pastoral Epistles consistently recall the Christian message (cf. 1 Tim
4:10; 2 Tim 1:9–10; 2:8–13; Titus 1:1–4; 2:11–14; 3:3–7), the confession that
distinguishes believers from the larger society. This claim gives a missionary
motivation, for God wants all people to be saved and come to the knowledge
of the truth (1 Tim 2:4).

Paul also insists on moral values that were not commonplace in the
culture. The focus on faith and love (1 Tim 1:5; 2:15; 4:11; 6:11)
distinguishes the moral vision from that of the surrounding culture. He also
condemns the same vices that are condemned in the undisputed letters of
Paul, including fornication (1 Tim 1:10), homosexual practices (1 Tim 1:10;
cf. 1 Cor 6:9), and subservience to the lusts (1 Tim 6:9; cf. 2 Tim 2:22; 3:6;
Titus 2:12). The requirement that both bishops and deacons be “husband of
one wife” (1 Tim 3:2, 11) also distinguishes the community from the larger
culture.

Christ and Culture in Titus

In Titus, Paul instructs his emissary to ordain elders in every city in order to
combat the false teachers. The qualifications for elders are closely parallel to
those listed in 1 Timothy. They exhibit moral behavior that is in sharp
contrast to the behavior of the false teachers (1:5–16). According to Titus 2,
the entire house church is expected to maintain the same moral conduct as
the elders, demonstrating a life that “is appropriate to sound teaching” (2:2).
The instructions for the whole community indicate the qualities that are the
expectations for the whole church.

The instructions for old men repeat the earlier virtues of the bishops and
deacons. They are to be temperate (nēphalios, cf. 1 Tim 3:2, 11), honorable
(semnos, cf. the characteristics of deacons, 1 Tim 3:8), and sober (sōphrōn,
cf. 2:12; 1 Tim 3:21), qualities that are common in Greek ethics. Similarly,
the older women conform to a Greek ethical ideal; they are to be reverent
(hieroprepei, literally “fitting for a priest”).579 The old women and young
women also exemplify the common values of the day. Old women are not to
be slanderers or enslaved to wine, but should teach the young women to
practice the common morality of the day: to love their husbands and their



children, to be self-controlled (sōphronōs), chaste (hagnas), keepers of the
household (oikourgos), and submissive to their own husbands (cf. Col 3:18;
Eph 5:21; 1 Pet 3:1). Similarly, young men are encouraged to be self-
controlled (sōphronein, 2:6), and Titus himself (presumably one of the young
men) is encouraged to be a model of good works and demonstrate integrity
(aphthoria), gravity (semnotēta), and sound speech in his teaching. Likewise,
slaves are expected to submit to their masters (cf. Col 3:22–25; Eph 6:5–9; 1
Tim 6:1–2; 1 Pet 2:18–25). While distinctly Christian values are present,
including faith, love, and endurance (2:2), the ethical values for the church,
like the ethical values for the leaders (1 Tim 3:1–15), reflect the values of the
larger society. One may observe especially the repetition of forms of sōphron
(2:4, 6) and semnos (2:2, 7), which play a dominant role elsewhere in the
Pastoral Epistles (1 Tim 2:2; 3:4, 8; 2 Tim 1:7), as well as the traditional
expectation of submission of the wives and slaves.

Having addressed the conduct of specific groups within the house church
(2:2–10), describing the life that is appropriate to sound teaching (2:1), Paul
summarizes the moral life of the entire community in 2:11–15. Their
challenge is to live “soberly (sōphonōs), righteously (dikaiōs) and godly
(eusebōs) in this present world” (2:12). These qualities have been a consistent
feature of the ethics of the Pastoral Epistles (cf. sōphron- in 1 Tim 3:2; Titus
2:2, 5–6; 2 Tim 1:7; dikaios- in 1 Tim 6:11; euseb- in 1 Tim 2:2; 3:16; 4:7–8;
6:3, 5–6; 2 Tim 3:5; Titus 1:1); thus they offer a general summary of the
ethics of these letters. These qualities conform to three of the cardinal
virtues in antiquity; thus they would have resonated with a Greek audience.

Interpreters have maintained that the frequent use of Hellenistic ethical
values is an indication of the accommodation of the Pastoral Epistles to the
larger society. Jürgen Roloff, for example, has argued that the Hellenistic
values in the Pastoral Epistles indicate that the author presents the
community as living according to the highest ideals of Hellenistic society.580

While the ethical categories would have resonated with a Hellenistic
audience, they take on a new meaning in the Pastoral Epistles. As Reiser
argues, “Here Christianity does not conform to Hellenistic ethics, but
Hellenistic ethics conforms to Christianity.”581 As the larger context of Titus
2:12 indicates, the moral life conforms to “sound teaching” (2:1). The call to
live “soberly, righteously, and godly in this present world” is (in Greek) a
part of a single sentence that begins in 2:11 and ends in 2:14. The rejection



of earthly lusts (2:12) is the presupposition for the adoption of the cardinal
virtues; it does not fit with the common understanding of the cardinal
virtues. Furthermore, the motivation for the moral life is the incarnation
and redemptive death of Jesus (2:14), who cleansed a people to engage in
good works (2:14). Titus 3:3–7 follows the familiar Pauline once-now,
describing the sharp distinction between the community’s former behavior
(cf. Titus 3:3) and the new existence (Titus 3:4–6), which is antithetical to
the conduct of those in their surroundings (cf. 1:12).

The life that is appropriate to sound teaching (2:1) is intended to have an
evangelistic impact. The advice to specific groups is repeatedly followed by a
purpose clause, indicating the motivation for appropriate behavior. Young
wives conform to the common expectations of their culture “in order that
the word of God not be discredited” (2:5). Young men should behave
appropriately so that “any opponent will be put to shame, having nothing
evil to say of us” (2:8). Slaves should be submissive in accordance with
common expectations “so that in everything they may be an ornament to
the doctrine of God our Savior” (2:10). Similarly, the slaves of 1 Timothy are
instructed to honor their masters “in order that the name of God and the
teaching may not be blasphemed” (1 Tim 6:1). He expects young widows to
marry and have children in order “to give the adversary no reason to revile
us” (1 Tim 5:14).

CONCLUSION

The Pastoral Epistles reflect an acute awareness of the separation of the
community from its culture. While the primary issue in the Pastoral Epistles
is the internal confrontation with false teachers, the relationship of the
church to society is also a major concern. Undoubtedly, the Christian
message, which is reaffirmed periodically in these letters (cf. 1:15; 2:5–6;
3:16; 6:15–16; 2 Tim 2:9–10; Titus 2:11–14; 3:3–7), has separated the
community from its surroundings, creating adversaries (1 Tim 5:14) who
slander the community (5:14; 6:2), claiming that it undermines the order of
society.

The Pastoral Epistles present a moral vision that is consistent with Paul’s
desire that the community live “quiet and peaceful lives” as a minority group
conscious of its reputation. On the surface, the ethical instructions appeal to



the highest ideals of Hellenistic culture, employing many terms that are
unprecedented in the undisputed Pauline letters. These letters also assume
the societal expectations for the submission of wives and slaves and the
authority of the paterfamilias, depicting the community as an extended
household. By praying for rulers, the community demonstrates its desire to
live peacefully with its culture.

However, the community has accepted only those Hellenistic values that
are consistent with their own identity, and it has redefined the Greek virtues
that play an important role in the epistles. Contrary to Dibelius and others,
the Pastoral Epistles do not reflect an accommodation to the culture. Indeed,
2 Timothy is the testimony of the apostle as he faces death at the hands of
the governmental authorities (2 Tim 1:8, 12, 17; 2:9). He declares that all
who live godly lives (eusebōs) will be persecuted (4:12), and he challenges
Timothy to join him in suffering for the gospel (1:8; 2:3). If 2 Timothy is
included with 1 Timothy and Titus as a single collection, as most scholars
believe, it is evidence of the tensions between Christ and culture and the
reasons for the church’s concern for its reputation.

Because God “wants all people to be saved” (1 Tim 2:4), the church does
not retreat from the world but declares the Christian message—“the mystery
of godliness” (3:16)—and lives in a way that is appropriate to it (cf. Titus
2:1). Good behavior will thus make the faith attractive to outsiders (Titus
2:10) and ensure that others do not slander believers (cf. 1 Tim 5:14; 6:1;
Titus 2:5, 8).
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I

Conclusion

Christ and Culture: Lessons from the Past

n the era when mainline Protestant Christianity was dominant in the
United States, H. Richard Niebuhr wrote Christ and Culture, arguing that

Christianity can have a transforming effect on the culture. While Niebuhr
was responding to those who questioned the benefit of Christianity for
society, today we ask the question of Christ and culture at a time when
Christianity is no longer dominant but is declining throughout the West.
Because believers have become a “cognitive minority” that deviates from the
views of the majority culture, one may ask how it can survive in this
changing situation. Sociologists describe the challenges of maintaining a set
of convictions when one is immersed in a culture that does not share them
or even regards them with disdain.582 For us the question is existential: How
do we respond to a post-Constantinian situation? In the words of the
psalmist, “How could we sing the Lord’s song in a foreign land” (Ps 137:4)?
Can the church survive when it is a minority in a land that is increasingly
less hospitable? What form of Christianity will survive?

We are not lacking for answers. For decades, believers have aligned
themselves with political parties in hopes of restoring the Constantinian era,
making their own understanding of Christian values a matter of public
policy. Others maintain that the church should take measures to become
more attractive to the values of the twenty-first century. It would be more
attractive, for instance, if it abandoned the exclusive claims of the Christian
confession and accepted its place in a pluralistic society, no longer engaging
in the mission of converting others. Or perhaps the church could be more
attractive if it removed boundaries and became more inclusive to all
alternative lifestyles. Undoubtedly, multiple ways exist to make Christianity
more attractive.

Two questions emerge from the alternative approaches. First, one may ask
the pragmatic question: would accommodation to contemporary values
actually be effective for the survival of Christianity? That is, when the church
accommodates to the culture, does a compelling reason exist for becoming
or remaining a Christian? One must also ask the theological question: what



is in the DNA of the Christian faith that defines its relation to culture?
Niebuhr looked to the New Testament to articulate options and to commend
a course of action. As I indicated in the introductory chapter, Niebuhr’s
categories rarely fit the message of the respective writers in the New
Testament. In this study, I have examined the response of the first-century
Christ-believers to the problem of Christ and culture to discover models for
the church today.

We cannot simply reproduce the early Christian experience in the
present, as Hans-Josef Klauck has argued, for the temporal distance is too
great. To do so would be to become a museum piece for those with historical
interests. The vast distance from the pre-Constantinian to the post-
Constantinian period requires caution as we look to antiquity for models for
facing the marginalization that believers now experience, for we are tempted
to begin with our own conclusions and superimpose them on the historical
evidence.583 Nevertheless, we will benefit from determining which factors in
the Christian existence in antiquity are relevant for the contemporary
church.584 As Talcott Parsons demonstrated, movements that survive and
flourish share common strategies.585 We turn to the New Testament for
models, for it records the roots of the movement that unleashed the new
dynamic that remains today. “Those who wish to shape the future must first
understand the past and know their roots.”586 We learn from history, but the
application of what we have learned requires a process of discernment
because the restoration of all early Christian and ancient conditions is
neither possible nor desirable. Our discernment requires a hermeneutical
reflection on which features of Christian existence in the early church are
meaningful for the task of the church today.587 The New Testament
demonstrates that, in a pluralistic and syncretistic world of religions,
Christian identity exists neither through absorption into the culture nor
through total withdrawal but through dialogue and critique.588

THE ANCIENT AND CONTEMPORARY CONTEXTS

We now face a situation that resembles that of the earliest Christians in
many respects inasmuch as the pre-Constantinian world has similarities to
the post-Constantinian environment.589 Like the churches in the first
generation, contemporary believers will be increasingly marginalized in a



secular culture, existing as a “cognitive minority.”590 Similarly, the
contemporary church, like the ancient communities, exists in a pluralistic
society. Romans and Greeks did not doubt the existence of strange gods;
thus they were open to the claims of various religions. The growth of the
mystery religions is evidence of openness to new religious expressions, and
the mobility of the people also created a climate for growth.

The pluralism of a multicultural society once provided the environment
for the growth of Christianity.591 Similarly, in the post-Constantinian
situation, Christians live in a pluralistic society that is a marketplace of ideas
and values. While its message may be rejected by most of society, some will
find the foundation for their lives and the place to belong in the
communities of faith, as in the first generation.

GROWTH AND RESISTANCE IN EARLY CHRISTIANITY

Christianity grew in this pluralistic society prior to Constantine. While
precise data on the growth of Christianity in the first three centuries are not
available, we can draw conclusions from the comments of ancient writers
and the informed estimates of historians. In AD 25, this movement did not
exist, and contemporary writers took little notice of it.592 One hundred years
later, Pliny writes to the emperor Trajan to inquire about the prosecution of
Christians, complaining about their growth. “It is not only the towns, but
villages and rural districts too which are infected through contact with this
wretched cult” (Pliny, Ep. 10.96.9–10 LCL). Rodney Stark estimates that in
AD 200 there were around 200,000 Christians.593 He estimates that in AD
300 there were around six million Christians.594 It nevertheless remained a
minority group before Constantine as it flourished in the midst of the
hostility of the populace. Thus numerical growth was consistently
accompanied by the hostility of the majority.

While the New Testament says little about the numerical growth of the
movement in the first generation,595 the existence of churches throughout
the empire indicates the spread of Christianity. The hostility to the
movement, which is evident in almost every book of the New Testament, is
an indication of the growth of a movement as it divided families and
separated believers from civic and commercial life. The success of
Christianity was undoubtedly the source of the hostility that believers faced,



for believers were perceived as a threat to existing institutions. Not only was
Paul consistently persecuted, but the communities that he left behind also
faced hostility from their relationships, leaving them with an uneasy
relationship with their culture. Before persecutions were officially mandated,
believers suffered discrimination and abuse from their neighbors in the local
communities (cf. Phil 1:28; 1 Thess 3:1–5) because of their refusal to
accommodate fully to the culture.

THE UNATTRACTIVENESS AND ATTRACTIVENESS OF

CHRISTIANITY: THEN AND NOW

Early Christians lived between the two poles of withdrawing from their
culture and taking their place within it. That is, it was unattractive to the
majority and attractive to the minority who accepted the Christian message.
As Paul indicates in 1 Corinthians, the Christian message was attractive to a
minority of the population, but most people were offended by the message
of a crucified Savior (cf. 1 Cor 1:18–28) and the call to turn away from local
religions.596

The Exclusive Claim and the Rejection of Pluralism

The claim that “for us there is one Lord, Jesus Christ” (1 Cor 8:6) was
attractive to those who rejected polytheism, but the exclusive claim was
offensive to the majority. The movement spread because the early Christians
believed that what they had found to be true was true for the whole world.
As the author of Hebrews indicates, God has spoken his final word “in these
last days” (1:2). Paul insists that believers “turn from idols”—all ancient
religion—to “serve the living God” (1:10). While the message resulted in the
conversion of some, it also created hostility among others. The Christian
message thus disturbed the pluralism of the ancient culture.

Both the growth and the hostility experienced by the church were the
result of the absolute claims that “there is no other name” by which people
are saved (cf. Acts 4:12). This claim remains an offense to our own culture.
The celebration of diversity in the current climate precludes any claim to
possess the ultimate truth for all. In a postmodern society, all claims are to
be entertained except those that claim to be true. Consequently, the claim



that God has been revealed singularly in Jesus Christ is offensive to the
pluralism of our time just as it was in antiquity.

The earliest Christians flourished not because they accepted their place
within the pluralism of their time or minimized the offense of the gospel but
because they claimed that their message was true for the whole world and
declared a message that people would accept or reject. As Paul said when he
faced the apparent failure of his message, “And even if our gospel is veiled, it
is veiled to those who are perishing. In their case the god of this world has
blinded the minds of unbelievers, to keep them from seeing the light of the
gospel of the glory of Christ, who is the image of God. For we preach not
ourselves but Jesus Christ as Lord” (2 Cor 4:3–5).

The clarity of this confession provided Karl Barth and his colleagues the
strength to resist those who adapted the gospel to the social and intellectual
currents of the time. According to the first article of the Barmen
Declaration, written by Barth in response to the German Christians, who
had accommodated the church to the Third Reich, the words of the Gospel
of John remain true.

I am the way, and the truth, and the life: no one comes to the
Father, but by me.” (John 14:6). “Truly, truly, I say to you, he
who does not enter the sheepfold by the door but climbs in by
another way, that man is a thief and a robber. . . . I am the door;
if anyone enters by me, he will be saved. (John 10:1, 9)

Barth knew that an acculturated gospel could no longer offer a critique of
idolatries of his own time.597 In the same way, the church lives to declare
“that the gospel is the unique and radical thing that it is: as the Truth which
has no other foundation than the God revealed in Israel and Jesus Christ.”598

Believers follow the model of Paul, who neither “peddles” God’s word like
merchandise (2 Cor 2:17) nor “tampers” with it (2 Cor 4:2) in order to win
others.

This claim inevitably creates boundaries between believers and
unbelievers—between church and society—in their convictions and way of
life. The basic Christian confession requires consistent elaboration and
defense. Consequently, Paul’s model is still appropriate as catechesis involves
the repetition of the church’s confession and its application in all situations.



In preaching and worship, the church is reminded of the confession that
defines its identity. The elaboration on the confession is the church’s resource
for resisting the false gods of the current era. The reminder of the one who
emptied himself offers an alternative vision of morality to the current
emphasis on the rights of the individual. The consistent reaffirmation and
catechesis create an alternative plausibility structure to the dominant one in
the culture.599

Christians as Strangers in Their Own Land

The Christian confession unites believers who accept it and creates
boundaries separating it from the existing society. The Johannine literature
demarcates believers from the world that hates them (John 15:18), and Paul
distinguishes between believers and unbelievers, insiders and outsiders. A
common image identifying believers was that of citizens of another country,
a colony of outsiders in their own lands. Paul indicates that their citizenship
is in heaven (Phil 3:20), and both the authors of Hebrews and 1 Peter
describe believers as “aliens and exiles” (cf. Heb 11:13–16; 13:13–14; 1 Pet
2:11). Thus they knew sharp boundaries between themselves and the world.

The metaphor of the exile and alien is still useful for believers. As Martin
Niemöller said when the German church was oppressed, “We do not want to
forget that even the German fatherland means a foreign exile to us, as for the
man who had nothing as he lay in the manger because he laid down his head
out of love for the people.”600 While believers continue to be good citizens,
they recognize that political parties, national interests, business, and
commerce are only penultimate values for those who are exiles in their own
land.

Love for One Another

All the witnesses of the New Testament describe an alternative society with
its own identity and ethos. The Sermon on the Mount portrays the identity
and the ethos that is applicable only within the circle of disciples, exceeding
the “righteousness of the Pharisees” (Matt 5:20). Paul’s letters consistently
describe a pattern of life that is “worthy of the gospel” and encourage the
moral formation of a community that is “blameless at the day of Christ” (cf.
Phil 1:10). At the heart of the community’s existence is love for one another



as the community replaced the functions that had belonged to the families
from whom they were separated. The command to “love one another” is
shared by the Johannine literature (John 13:34–35; 1 John 1:7), Paul (Rom
12:9; Gal 5:14; 1 Thess 3:12), Hebrews (Heb 10:24), and 1 Peter (4:8).
Indeed, the prominence of “one another” in the exhortations in the New
Testament reflects the distinctive community ethic of believers who are
separated from their society. The Epistle of Diognetus summarizes the ways
in which believers demarcated themselves from values of the societies in
which they lived. They did not expose infants; they maintained marital
fidelity, and loved everyone. Nevertheless, they were regarded with suspicion
and were outsiders in their own lands.601

Openness to All

While the early church established boundaries from its culture, it was open
to all. Among the associations of the ancient world, a community that
included multiple ethnic groups and social classes, women, and children was
unprecedented. While their love for one another reflects special concern for
members within the community, their practice was attractive to the larger
culture and a means of evangelism. Indeed, the rigorous ethic required
throughout the New Testament was attractive to Greeks and Romans who
were searching for a means of self-control. Only by separating from their
culture could the early Christians “shine as lights in the world” (cf. Phil
2:15). Similarly, in the current climate, a vibrant community of mutual care
and support can be the place where people can find a place to belong, and
the demanding ethic can provide structure for those who have lost a moral
compass.

A Missionary Movement

The claim to exclusive truth was the foundation of the missionary efforts of
the earliest Christians. Unlike both Judaism and Hellenistic religions,
Christians engaged in mission to convert their contemporaries to their own
confession. If one understands by mission an activity of intentional
recruitment and action based on a global, established eschatological claim to
exclusive truth in order to win others to a clearly definable group, then early
Christianity brought a new dimension into the history of ancient religions.



The aim of the early Christian mission was not to offer people an additional
religion; rather, it combined with the exclusive claim a requirement for the
abandonment of all previous religious commitments.602

Like the ancient society, today’s pluralistic society is skeptical of all
attempts to evangelize or engage in foreign missions to convert others.
Believers nevertheless engage in missions, anticipating the time when “every
knee will bow and every tongue confess that Jesus is Lord,” sharing the
ancient conviction that Jesus Christ is Lord of the world. As in ancient times,
believers bear witness to their faith within the family (cf. 1 Cor 7:16; 1 Pet
3:1) and other close relationships.

Engagement with the World

Despite the boundaries, early Christians did not retreat from their culture.
Believers lived between the two poles of withdrawal from the local populace
and engagement with it. As the Epistle of Diognetus explained (see ch. 8),
Christians were participants in society. They spoke the language of their
fellow citizens, lived in the cities without withdrawing into ghettos, married,
had families, and lived as good citizens, looking out for the public good.
While their citizenship was in heaven, they acted as good citizens,
recognizing the legitimate authority of government officials. None of these
earthly institutions, however, were of ultimate importance (1 Cor 7:29–32),
for they belonged to the world that is passing away.

While Paul encouraged his converts not to behave “like the gentiles” (1
Thess 4:5), the Christians accepted many of the ethical norms of antiquity.
They were conscious of conducting themselves in a way that outsiders would
approve (1 Thess 4:12; cf. 1 Pet 3:3). Thus the existence of boundaries does
not involve a retreat from the world but the engagement with it. Only by
having boundaries can the church be a light to the world (cf. Phil 2:15).
Paul’s statement comes shortly after he has told the story of the one who
emptied himself.

Although believers withdrew from many functions of the society, they
lived in the cities where education and literature played an important role in
their community formation. Udo Schnelle indicates that “no religious figure
(earlier or later) gave rise to a literature as quickly and totally as Jesus
Christ!”603 The literacy rate of Christians was impressive. The Christians



demonstrated a knowledge of the basic Greek literature and created their
own new forms of literature. Paul adapted the epistle from Greek
predecessors to engage in community formation. He employed Stoic
arguments on natural law for his own purposes (Rom 1; 1 Cor 11). He
demonstrates an awareness of the conflict between the philosophers and
rhetoricians and engages in anti-Sophistic rhetoric. The author of Hebrews
demonstrates a knowledge of Middle Platonism. However, these writers do
not uncritically accept the Stoic or Platonic systems. As Paul says to the
Corinthians, his task is to take every thought captive to Jesus Christ (2 Cor
10:8).

According to Schnelle, the growth of the early Christian mission can be
explained only with the assumption of a high capacity to speak intelligibly to
an audience immersed in Jewish and Greco-Roman streams of tradition.
The transformation of Greco-Roman concepts within the Christian tradition
did not begin with the second-century apologists but with Paul. Like no one
else, he was capable of combining Jewish and Greco-Roman thought and
creating an open and intellectual system in which both Jews and Greeks
could participate. Similarly, other Christian authors appropriated Greco-
Roman literary models to make their arguments. This twofold capacity for
connection could be attained not by rejection but only through a conscious
participation in the debates that were taking place in the environment of the
churches. The early Christian missionaries participated aggressively in the
religious, ethical, and philosophical discussions of their time. “A new
cultural system like early Christianity could emerge only because it was in a
position to connect with existing cultural movements and produce new
organizations of concepts and traditions. Intentional communication and
desired conviction are here at the beginning!”604

Believers do not retreat from the intellectual challenges of the world. As
Paul and the author of Hebrews indicate, believers engage in the intellectual
conversation, at times acknowledging their benefits but also offering a
critique. As 1 Peter indicates, as believers interact with outsiders, they are
prepared to give a defense (apologia) of their hope (3:15). The apologists of
the second century continued the task of meeting the intellectual challenges
of their environment.



SUMMARY

If the church in Western society is now marginalized, it joins the earliest
believers as well as Christians throughout the ages who have experienced
situations more perilous than our own. While some have suffered from overt
persecution, others have experienced marginalization and discrimination.
This experience is not a misfortune but belongs to the DNA of the Christian
faith, for the gospel was offensive to the majority from the beginning. The
task of believers is to be faithful even when Christian belief is not plausible
to major parts of the population. As the first Christians learned, the
offensive gospel evokes both growth and hostility.

While the New Testament does not provide a complete pattern that the
church can duplicate, it offers insights demonstrating that the Christian
community can flourish in difficult circumstances when it maintains a clear
identity and a confidence in its message. It flourishes neither by
accommodating to the world’s values nor by total withdrawal from the
world. With its eschatological vision of the new age, the church is an
alternative community that offers a critique of the values of individualism,
nationalism, politics, and commercialization that dominate the culture.
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