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Abstract 

This thesis rereads Paul’s use of sacrificial language in Romans.  Its central 

argument is that in 12:1, in which Paul appeals to the ethne to offer their 

bodies as a living sacrifice, Paul uses the language of sacrifice to construct 

and to ratify a relationship of brotherhood between the ethne and Christ 

(8:29) and consequently between the ethne and Israel within the 

Abrahamic lineage (4:16-18; cf Galatians 3:29).  In this way Paul uses 

sacrifice to promote the fulfilment of God’s promise to Abraham, that he 

will be the father of many peoples (plural), as reflected in his eschatological 

vision of 15:10 cf the role of Christ 15:8.  All of Paul’s sacrificial language 

within Romans will be considered.  Generally, we argue that Paul is 

addressing the ethne (in line with his explicit statements within Romans).  

Our understanding as to the function of sacrifice builds on the work of 

Nancy Jay and Stanley Stowers, who have demonstrated the role of 

sacrifice in the construction of the family and kinship relationships.  Our 

analysis flows from Romans 1, in which Paul makes it very clear that the 

fundamental problem is misguided latreía (idolatry).  The sins of Paul’s “vice 

list” are a secondary issue, consequent on the handing over to the cosmic 

power of Impurity and the Passions (1:24,26).  Romans 3:25 has often been 

interpreted in sacrificial terms.  By employing the methodology of J. Ross 

Wagner, however, we will demonstrate that the connection often made 



 
 

with Leviticus 16 is not in fact secure i.e. the allusion is not well-evidenced.  

We will put forward an alternative reading, based on the idea of truce 

(anoché), part of the general dynamic of cosmic conflict against malign 

powers, and which is corroborated by the surrounding text.  Similar 

arguments apply to the idea that Jesus was a sin offering (8:3).  

Subsequently, and building towards our analysis of Romans 12-13, we will 

demonstrate that familial and ethnic categories, not least those of 

brotherhood (8:29; 4:17-18) and those pertaining to Israel, play an ongoing 

and indeed central part in Paul’s message.  Ultimately, we will argue that 

ethnic Israel, while needing to call upon Christ, retains ongoing legitimacy in 

Paul’s eyes.  We will also evidence Paul’s attitude towards the body, and 

will argue that there is a strong element of asceticism within Paul’s message 

and practice.  The body is eschatologically instrumental for Paul, and we will 

call this Paul’s “eschatological asceticism”, of which the dynamic of 12:1 is a 

part.  In 12:1 Paul very significantly brings together the language of the 

family with that of sacrifice.  This constructs brotherhood and hence family 

membership within the family of God and the Abrahamic lineage.  It also 

furnishes the ethne with a new latreía, which will operate in tandem with 

and alongside that of the Israelites (9:4). This is profoundly transformative, 

as strongly emphasised in 12:2, these consequences being further 

articulated and indeed moulded throughout Romans 12-13.  New family 



 
 

membership leads to a transformed relationship with God (inheritance of 

gifts, protection), to new moral capacity, to the arrival of love and the spirit 

and to becoming the image of Christ (8:29), and to the acquisition of the 

characteristics of their new fathers (God and Abraham).  The transformed 

moral capacity of the ethne means that their new lives of love fulfil the law 

(Romans 13:8-10).  The standard that Paul has invoked throughout Romans 

is thereby now fulfilled by the ethne, who are now both worshipping God 

and fulfilling the law alongside their new brothers the Israelites (cf 15:10).  

The ethne’s moral transformation constitutes their circumcision of the 

heart, with Abraham as their father of circumcision (Romans 4:12) and 

Christ as the servant of circumcision, as it is through him that the promises 

to the fathers will be fulfilled (15:8), circumcision of the heart being linked 

to fulfilment of the law in Romans 2:25-29.  Our argument complements 

that of Caroline Johnson Hodge, but we argue that by using sacrifice to 

construct and to further ratify family membership Paul is doing something 

new in Romans.  Romans 15:16 further articulates Paul’s use of sacrifice to 

describe and to facilitate the incoming of the ethne (cf Isaiah 66:20-21).  

This whole dynamic is both familial and profoundly eschatological in nature.  

In this way, Paul uses sacrifice to promote the fulfilment of both God’s 

promise to Abraham, and the law (meaning that God’s kingdom is arriving), 

and thereby to promote the arrival of the end of time. 



 
 

 

Lay Summary 

This thesis reassesses Paul’s use of sacrificial language in Romans.  It does 

so in light of developments in the scholarly understanding of sacrifice, 

which have noted sacrifice’s function in constructing the family and kinship 

groups.  Its central contention is that Paul uses the sacrificial language of 

Romans 12:1 to construct brotherhood with Christ (Romans 8:29) and 

thereby a kinship relationship between the gentiles and Israel (based on the 

reasoning of Galatians 3:29).  This will fulfil God’s promise to Abraham 

(Romans 4:17-18), and is deeply transformative, the gentiles’ new lives of 

love coming to fulfil God’s law (Romans 13:8-10).  Paul thereby deploys 

sacrifice to promote the fulfilment of God’s promise to Abraham, this 

dynamic being eschatological in nature.   
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2014). 

  



 
 

 

Contents  

 

Acknowledgements   ........................................................................................ i 

Introduction: Rereading Paul’s Use of Sacrifice in Romans  ........................... 1 

Chapter 1:  Secondary Literature on Paul, Sacrifice and Kinship  ................. 17 

Chapter 2:  Theorizing Sacrifice  .................................................................... 47 

Chapter 3:  Misguided Gentile Cult (Romans 1) ............................................ 91 

Chapter 4:  Is Jesus’ Death Sacrificial in Romans?  (Romans 3:25; Romans 

8:3) .............................................................................................................. 110 

Chapter 5:  Ethnic Categories, Family Membership and Kinship in Romans 

(Romans 1, 3, 4, 8, 9-11, 15)............................................................................... 178 

Chapter 6:  Paul’s Eschatological Asceticism and the Construction of Kinship 

(Romans 6-8)  ....................................................................................................... 234 

Chapter 7:  Brotherhood in the Spirit and Transformation (Romans 12 and 

13)................................................................................................................ 266 

Chapter 8:  The Obedience of the Ethne, Sacrifice and Eschatology (Romans 

15)  ......................................................................................................................... 393 

Conclusion:  Sacrifice and Fulfilment ................................................................ 406 



 
 

Appendix A:  Paul’s Eschatological Asceticism Throughout the Rest of the 

Corpus ................................................................................................................... 421 

Bibliography .......................................................................................................... 446 

 



i 
 

Acknowledgements 

 

Coming towards the end of this project, I now more fully appreciate the 

huge extent to which it has built upon the contributions of other people, 

both academically and personally.   

First and foremost, I would like to thank my supervisor Dr Matthew 

Novenson, who generously shared some of the key ideas that underpin this 

thesis.  Dr Novenson’s unstinting willingness to give feedback, his academic 

excellence, and unwavering personal kindness have been a privilege for 

which I will always be grateful.  Any deficiencies in what follows remain 

entirely my own.   

I would also like to thank my secondary supervisor Dr Philippa 

Townsend for her expert input particularly on the subject of sacrifice, and 

also more generally throughout the thesis.  So too Professor Paul Foster 

both for his substantive critique and for his encouragement throughout my 

time at the University of Edinburgh.    

New College has been a fantastic and supportive environment 

within which to pursue these studies, and it has felt very special to study 

there.  I would like to thank everyone there who has helped me along the 

way.  In particular I would like to thank the Novenson cohort for 

conversations and discussions that have helped to stimulate this work, 



ii 
 

especially Brian Bunnell, Sydney Tooth, Ryan Collman, Matt Sharp, Alex 

Muir, not forgetting my predecessors Daniel Jackson, J. Thomas Hewitt and 

Benj Petroelje.  More generally, I would like to thank the University of 

Edinburgh for giving me a Chancellor’s Career Development Scholarship 

without which this PhD would not have been possible.   

From my previous studies at Queen’s University Belfast, I would 

particularly like to thank Dr John Curran for his ongoing encouragement and 

input.  So too Dr Gary Burnett, who taught me enough Greek to be able to 

begin the Masters programme here at New College.   

In particular, I would like to thank Alex Muir for his thoughts and 

encouragement on much of the document.  I would also like to thank my 

old Oxford friend Will Wyman for his very kind assistance with the proof-

reading.  I would further like to thank Iain Jones for his friendship and 

support over many years.  So too my dear friend Nick Lawn.   

I would especially like to thank my mother, Patricia McMurray, for 

her unstinting encouragement and interest, which means so much to me, 

and our conversations have been such a pleasure.  I would also like to thank 

my mother-in-law, the Rev. Marjory Mackay, for her support and kindness.   

My three beautiful boys, Angus, Hamish and Gregor.  Thank you so 

much for everything.  I cannot wait to spend more time with you all once 

this is done.  When you have asked what I have been writing about, I have 



iii 
 

given you some different answers.  Sometimes I have said “the Romans”, at 

other times “sacrifice”, and on other occasions “brothers”.  Perhaps, if you 

ever read what follows, you will see that it is about all three.   

And finally, Emily, my wonderful wife, with whom I am so fortunate 

to be together.  An extremely skilled and caring hospital doctor.  A superb 

mother.  You could not have given me more, and I am very grateful.  With 

all my love and thanks, what follows is dedicated to you.   

 



1 
 

Introduction 

 

Rationale  

This project will reassess Paul’s use of sacrificial language in Romans.  Our 

inquiry is situated at, and required by, the coming together of two waves of 

scholarship.   

The first is that scholarly understanding of sacrifice, and its 

functions, has changed very significantly in recent decades (Chapter 2).  

Thanks to the work of scholars including Nancy Jay, Stanley Stowers, 

Caroline Johnson Hodge and Daniel Ullucci, we have come to a much better 

appreciation of the role of sacrifice in constructing the family and kinship.1   

More generally, the nature of sacrifice as constructed is now increasingly 

accepted.  Rather than thinking of sacrifice in terms of intrinsic meaning, or 

invoking a monolithic understanding as to its purposes, scholars are now 

inclined to look more closely at the particular reasons for which a specific 

 
1 Nancy Jay, Throughout Your Generations Forever: Sacrifice, Religion, and 

Paternity (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1992); Stanley Stowers, A Rereading of 
Romans: Justice, Jews, and Gentiles (New Haven; London: Yale University Press, 1994); 
Stanley Stowers, “Greeks Who Sacrifice and Those Who Do Not; Toward an Anthropology 
of Greek Religion,” in The Social World of the First Christians; Essays in Honor of Wayne A. 
Meeks, ed. L. M. White and L. O. Yarbrough (Minneapolis: Fortress, 1995), 293–333; 
Caroline E. Johnson Hodge, If Sons, Then Heirs: A Study of Kinship and Ethnicity in the 
Letters of Paul (Oxford ; New York, Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2007); Daniel Ullucci, 
The Christian Rejection of Animal Sacrifice (Oxford University Press, 2012). 
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sacrifice is being invoked, and its particular circumstances, in order to 

establish the meaning that is being constructed around that sacrificial act.   

The second scholarly dynamic pertains to the study of Paul.  

Scholars have increasingly come to appreciate the role of ethnicity and the 

family, and not least the Abrahamic lineage, within Paul’s worldview and 

message (Chapter 5).  Scholars including Paula Fredriksen and William 

Campbell have seen Paul not as promoting a new religion that supersedes 

Judaism, but rather as pursuing a relationship between peoples within 

which the ethne will worship alongside Israel, which retains its identity and 

ongoing validity within Paul’s eschatological worldview.2  The reasoning 

here is aggregative and complementary rather than supersessionist in 

nature.3   

At the meeting point of these scholarly dynamics, a number of 

questions arise.  Could the new thinking on sacrifice interact with Paul’s 

position as regards ethnicity?  If sacrifice is constructed, then how is Paul 

constructing it, and for what purposes?  How do existing readings of Paul’s 

sacrificial language stand up in light of these new developments and 

 
2 Paula Fredriksen, Paul: The Pagans’ Apostle (New Haven: Yale University Press, 

2017); William S. Campbell, The Nations in the Divine Economy: Paul’s Covenantal 
Hermeneutics and Participation in Christ (Lanham, MD: Fortress Academic, 2018). 

3 Fredriksen, Paul; Campbell, Nations.  We choose to leave “ethne” untranslated, 
rather than rendering it “gentiles”, due to the misunderstandings that have surrounded 
Paul’s use of ethnic categories, and with which the conventional terminology is imbued 
(see Chapter 5).   
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dynamics?  Are current interpretations of Paul and sacrifice, for example 

those relating to Jesus’ death, actually correct?   

Our focus is on Romans.  Firstly, it contains a number of key 

passages that have been interpreted sacrificially (e.g. 3:25; 8:3), as well as 

explicit references to sacrifice (e.g. 12:1; 15:16).  Secondly, Johnson Hodge 

has already furnished a sacrificially informed discussion of Paul and 

ethnicity, with a predominant focus on Galatians.4  Thirdly, our word count 

is limited.  

 

Argument  

This thesis will argue that Paul uses sacrifice to construct brotherhood with 

Christ (Romans 8:29) and consequently to fulfil God’s promise to Abraham 

(Romans 4:17-18).  “If you are of Christ, then you are Abraham’s seed, heirs 

according to the promise” (Galatians 3:29).5   The ethne will become of 

Christ, in the sense of becoming his younger brothers, and hence become 

Abraham’s seed.  Adopted into the family of God, the ethne are therefore 

also adopted into the lineage of Abraham, alongside the Israelites.  The 

ethne, therefore, become the brothers of Christ within the family of God, 

and they also become the brothers of the Israelites, within the lineage of 

 
4 Johnson Hodge, If Sons. 
5 All translations are my own.   
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Abraham.  The ethne will be alongside the Israelites, but yet distinct from 

them (while incorporated within the broader Abrahamic lineage, the ethne 

remain ethne, and do not become Israelites).  The promise to Abraham is 

often misread.  Abraham will be the father of many nations – plural.  Christ 

is the ethne’s appropriate route into the Abrahamic lineage, which will 

allow fulfilment of the promise, in light of the plurality it requires.  This 

required alignment of peoples, and the Christ-centred dynamic that will 

fulfil it, are both eschatological and deeply transformative in nature.   

Paul addresses Christ-followers as his “brothers” throughout his 

letters.  Brotherhood with Christ, however, is a new idea in Romans, and it 

is this new fraternal and spiritual union with Christ that will lead to a 

deepened, spiritual and sacrificially ratified status within the Abrahamic 

lineage.  In Galatians 3:14 Paul states that it is “in Christ Jesus the blessing 

of Abraham might come to the gentiles, so that we might receive the 

promise of the Spirit through faith.”  While in Galatians 3 this happens 

through faith, we will argue that in Romans Paul modifies his approach, 

introducing both new conceptualisation and a sacrificial dynamic.  In 

addition to introducing the new idea of brotherhood with Christ (Romans 

8:29), Paul now also invokes sacrifice.  Paul deploys the language of 

sacrifice to give added legitimacy and transformative impact to the ethne’s 
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new familial status i.e. the brotherhood with Christ that in turn will confer 

membership of the Abrahamic lineage (Galatians 3:29).    

Paul’s key invocation of sacrifice is that of the living sacrifice of the 

ethne themselves (Romans 12:1).  We will argue that Paul places greater 

emphasis on the sacrifice of the ethne themselves, rather than upon the 

idea of Jesus’ death as sacrificial.  Generally, the significance of 12:1 has not 

been fully appreciated in the literature.  Conversely, Paul’s statements with 

regard to the death of Jesus have often been over-interpreted, and 

misinterpreted.   

New developments in our understanding of sacrifice underpin our 

new positive reading of 12:1.  Sacrifice was used to construct family 

membership and kinship in the ancient Eastern Mediterranean during 

Paul’s time period (Chapter 2).  We will argue that Paul was making use of 

this ancient sacrificial function and logic.  Previously, without having taken 

this ancient function of sacrifice into consideration, these verses had been 

interpreted out of context.   

More specifically, in 12:1 Paul deploys brotherhood and sacrifice in 

conjunction.  While prima facie this verse may appear comparatively 

innocuous, by bringing together the discourses of family membership and 

sacrifice Paul was ratifying and constructing that family membership.  The 

carrying out of the sacrifice rests upon the status of brotherhood, and to 
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perform this sacrifice is to accept that status.  (While the theory of sacrifice 

backs our analysis, the logic is present within Paul’s own exposition.) The 

brotherhood that Paul refers to is that which he has carefully set out in 

both Romans 4 (4:17-18; father of us all 4:16), and in Romans 8 

(brotherhood with Christ 8:29; sonship of God 8:14; God as father 8:15).  In 

12:1 Paul ratifies and constructs – he delivers – the brotherhood and family 

membership that he has carefully outlined in previous chapters.  In 8:15 

Paul tells the ethne that they have “received a spirit of adoption”.  This new 

status adoption is confirmed and ratified in 12:1.   

This living sacrifice is also the ethne’s λογική λατρεία.  The λατρεία 

of 12:1 connects with Paul’s other uses of λατρεία in Romans.  It contrasts 

with the idolatrous λατρεία of the ethne in Paul’s vital framing in Romans 1 

(λατρεύω 1:25).  It also contrasts with the λατρεία of the Israelites (who will 

be their new brothers) as positively referred to in 9:3.  (Paul, however, does 

not want the ethne to get physically circumcised - Galatians and Romans 

2:25-29;  also, this would negate the plurality required by God’s promise to 

Abraham.)  We will argue that, in light of these λατρειαι, Paul in 12:1 is 

furnishing the ethne with an appropriate and reasonable λατρεία – their 

λογική λατρεία.  This λατρεία both corrects the idolatrous λατρεία of 

Romans 1, and is also ethnically appropriate, allowing the ethne to worship 

in tandem with their new brothers the Israelites (who retain their normal 
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λατρεία at the temple).  This will fulfil Paul’s eschatological vision of 

Romans 15:10, in which the ethne will worship with God’s people (the word 

with containing distinction).6  The eschatological vision of 15:10 stems from 

the plurality required by God’s promise (4:17-18).   

This new family membership is profoundly transformative (12:2). 

Union with the resurrected Christ, a life-giving spirit (1 Corinthians 15:45), 

leads to an influx of the spirit, which is the fundamental dynamic of Romans 

12 and 13.  The consequent transformation of the ethne is articulated and 

sculpted throughout these two chapters (the theme of consequences 

illuminates both the problem in Romans 1 and the solution of Romans 12 

and 13).  The ethne’s relationship with God, who in Romans 1 handed them 

over to Impurity and the Passions due to their idolatry (1:24,26), is now 

transformed into one where, as appropriately sacrificing creatures, they 

receive gifts (12:6) from their creator and protector (12:19).  These gifts are 

gifts of the spirit.7  Vitally, God’s transformative power gives his new family 

members the new moral capacity to live lives full of love.  The ethne take 

on and inherit specific characteristics of their new fathers (both God and 

Abraham).  And in Romans 13, we will see that their transformed lives full 

of love fulfil God’s law (13:8-10).  (Vitally, the law is spiritual – πνευματικός 

 
6 Fredriksen, Paul, 75–76. 
7 The dynamic connecting Romans 8 and 12 underpins our argument. 
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7:14.  This verse will be central to our analysis.)  These new lives of love, 

and fulfilment of the law, will constitute their circumcision of the heart – 

with Abraham their father of circumcision (4:12) and Jesus as the servant of 

circumcision (15:8).  These transformations indicate the effective nature of 

the sacrifice of 12:1.  Jesus is central to this whole dynamic – the ethne 

become his brothers (8:29), he patterns their suffering (8:17; 6:3,5), and 

their new lives of love conform to his image (8:29).  So too, like Jesus – with 

whom they are in fraternal and spiritual union - they will be resurrected.   

Fundamentally, God’s promises must be kept.  If the ethne get 

circumcised then Abraham will not be the father of many peoples, because 

the ethne will be subsumed into the Jews.  Paul therefore needs the ethne 

to come into the family but yet to remain distinct.  This is a fine line to 

tread, and Paul will tread it genealogically and ethnically, by constructing 

brotherhood.  Paul’s project therefore pulls in the same direction as his 

important understanding of Christ’s role “in order that he might confirm 

the promises given to the fathers” (15:8).  Christ’s role is ethnically defined 

as subordinate to both the promise and the circumcision. The incoming of 

the ethne is both eschatological and familial.  The function of the Messiah is 

ethnic.8   

 
8 It is universal but this universe is ethnically variegated – see Chapter 5.   



9 
 

Further, Paul’s application of sacrificial language to the bodies of the 

ethne is part of a broader ascetic dimension to Paul (Chapter 6).  This 

ascetic dynamic is eschatologically instrumental.  Paul uses sacrificial 

language to conceptualise ascetic activities towards the body (i.e. the 

sacrificial language is attached to action).  Paul’s asceticism is 

eschatologically instrumental.  Additionally, we will argue that in 15:16 Paul 

uses sacrificial language to talk about the eschatological incoming of the 

ethne (cf Isaiah 66:20; cf the role of the Messiah 15:8-10). Essentially, 15:16 

and 12:1 are talking about the same thing.   

Generally, Paul’s emphasis is on the sacrifice of the ethne 

themselves.  Sequentially, Jesus plays a vital role by ransoming the ethne 

from slavery to malign powers (3:24).  But the interpretation of ἱλαστήριον 

(3:25) as referring to atoning sacrifice is mistaken, and we will advance an 

alternative reading revolving around truce and gift (Chapter 4).   Paul does 

think about Jesus sacrificially (θύω 1 Corinthians 5:7), but this is not his 

emphasis in Romans.  Extremely significantly, in Romans Paul never 

unambiguously applies sacrificial language to Jesus.9  Rather, Paul’s 

emphasis is upon the cultic sacrifice of the ethne (12:1 θυσία; 15:16).   

Ideas of sacrifice and gift underpin the dynamic in Paul’s letter to 

the Romans:  (1) Jesus’ ransom and death is God’s conciliatory gift (3:24-5), 

 
9 Even περἰ ἁμαρτἰας is uncertain.  
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this being a death into which the ethne have been baptised (6:3-4), 

followed by (2) the sacrifice of the ethne, putting to death the deeds of the 

body (8:13), and joining themselves to Jesus’ resurrection, via sacrifice and 

brotherhood (12:1).  In short:  God presents Christ to the ethne, and the 

ethne present their bodies to God (receiving gifts and protection from him 

in turn).   

Romans rests upon two key questions.  Firstly:  how will God’s 

promise to Abraham be fulfilled?  Secondly:  how will the ethne come to 

fulfil the law?  Paul answers them both, and the answers are related.  The 

answer rests upon sacrifice and upon the role of Christ (albeit not as often 

understood).  In short:  Sacrificially ratified adoption of the ethne into the 

family of God (fraternal union with the resurrected and spiritual Christ) and 

consequently into the lineage of Abraham (Galatians 3:29, thereby fulfilling 

the promise) will transform the ethne, giving them the capacity to live lives 

of love in an influx of the spirit (thereby fulfilling the law, which is spiritual).  

This dynamic is eschatological – Paul’s understanding of the eschaton is 

familial and ethnic in nature, involving profound transformation and 

fulfilment of the law, and facilitated by the Messiah.   

Regarding structure:  Chapter 1 will review the secondary literature 

relating to both sacrifice and kinship in Paul.   Chapter 2 will consider the 

function of sacrifice in constructing the family, kinship and ethnicity, and 
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also its nature as constructed.  Chapter 3 will consider Paul’s vital framing in 

Romans 1, in which we will see that the primary problem is misguided 

gentile cult, with Paul emphasizing the behaviours of 1:26-32 as being a 

secondary consequence of this.  Chapter 4 will engage with Paul’s 

presentation of Jesus’ death in Romans, which will include a new reading of 

ἱλαστήριον as referring to a conciliatory gift in the context of God’s truce 

and ransom of slaves.  Chapter 5 will evidence the ongoing validity and 

centrality of ethnic and familial categories within Romans, locating these 

within Paul’s eschatological agenda, focussing not least on God’s promise to 

Abraham.  Chapter 6 will evidence the eschatologically instrumental nature 

of asceticism within Romans, which we will label Paul’s “eschatological 

asceticism”.  Chapter 7 will examine Paul’s use of the language of sacrifice 

to ratify and so to bolster family membership in 12:1, its implications as 

regards membership of Abraham’s lineage (cf Galatians 3:29), and its 

transformative effects as regards the acquisition of familial characteristics, 

new moral capacity that will allow fulfilment of the law (13:8), the 

circumcision of the gentiles’ hearts, and their spiritual theosis.  Chapter 8 

will consider the offering of the ethne (15:16), arguing that this refers to the 

gentiles’ living sacrifice of their bodies in 12:1 and that it is part of Paul’s 

eschatology more generally (cf Isaiah 66:20).  In conclusion we will consider 

how both Paul’s deployment of sacrifice and his conceptualisation of Christ 
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are used to constructively relate the promise and the law.  Paul does this 

ethnically and familially.   

 

Methodology  

Our basic method is conventional historical-critical analysis, and employs 

methods common to the fields of biblical studies and classics.10  Lying at the 

heart of our approach are the activities of disaggregation, 

recontextualisation, and rereading.  We will try to corroborate our reading 

with references within Romans and throughout the corpus.  

Epistemologically, we do not assume that complete understanding is 

possible.   Terminologically, we will be alert to anachronism.11  More 

specifically, χριστός is understood an example of Messiah language in 

ancient Judaism.12  We will be wary of potentially false oppositions e.g. 

 
10 See generally, David R. Law, The Historical-Critical Method (London: A&C Black, 

2012).  Readers always have presuppositions, but these should not be determinative - 
Rudolf Bultmann, The New Testament and Mythology and Other Basic Writings, trans. 
Schubert Ogden (Minneapolis: Augsburg Fortress, 1984), 145–53.  Gadamer rejects the 
enlightenment pursuit of objectivity as unrealistic, that we cannot escape our own 
historicality and tradition, our historical consciousness in fact determining our 
understanding, and which we should consciously bring out in a fusing of horizons in the 
interpretive process.  Hans-Georg Gadamer, Truth and Method (London: Sheed & Ward, 
1975), 262–64, 302–5. To use Gadamer’s terminology, our reading of sacrifice will be 
outside the effective historical tradition of many Western interpreters, but does build on 
the work of some (discussed Chapter 2).    

11 Runesson criticises “Christians” and “church” on these grounds.  Anders 
Runesson, “The Question of Terminology: The Architecture of Contemporary Discussions 
on Paul,” in Paul Within Judalism: Restoring the First-Century Context to the Apostle, ed. 
Mark Nanos and Magnus Zetterholm, 2015, 53–78.  

12 Matthew V. Novenson, Christ among the Messiahs: Christ Language in Paul and 
Messiah Language in Ancient Judaism (New York ; Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2012), 
9.  Further discussion is beyond our scope.   



13 
 

spirit versus law.  Chronologically, Paul was writing before the temple’s fall, 

and we will not impose its destruction upon our reading.   

Our subject-matter is language within a letter.13  Sacrifice in the 

ancient world was constructed (Chapter 2), although we have been open to 

finding different.  We do not assume an essentialised definition of sacrifice, 

or that sacrifice is central.  Nor do we assume that all of Paul’s sacrificial 

language refers to Jesus, or that usages interpreted as sacrificial are meant 

as sacrificial.  We do not assume that Paul’s sacrificial language is coherent 

or unified – it might be ad hoc, or develop diachronically; our activity is 

historical analysis, not theological synthesis.  We think it probable that Paul 

was using sacrificial language in ways that would have been understood by 

his audience (who will have had their own interpretations and 

reworkings).14  The constructed nature of sacrifice requires engagement 

 
13 Concepts may impose a unity and coherence an ancient evidence that was not 

present at the time.  Nils Dahl, Jesus the Christ: The Historical Origins of Christological 
Doctrine (Minneapolis: Fortress, 1991), 132.   

14 Saussure emphasized language as a fundamentally social phenomenon - a 
“social product” and “a body of necessary conventions adopted by a society”. Language is 
“external to the individual, who by himself is powerless either to create or to modify it. It 
exists only in virtue of a kind of contract agreed between the members of a community.”  
As such, “a language is always an inheritance from the past” Ferdinand de Saussure, Course 
in General Linguistics (LaSalle: Open Court, 1986), 9–14, 71–72.  Saussure’s analysis implies 
a degree of restriction regarding the flexibility of usage open to Paul, but also that society’s 
conventions would have enabled Paul’s usage accordingly. We therefore need to establish 
the relevant conventions in Paul’s time and place (see Chapter 2).  Paul used his language 
in context, and could neither radically alter its meaning nor neatly abstract his own 
discussion from conventional usages (cf ἱλαστήριον).  Saussure observes that “Language at 
any given time involves [both] an established system and an evolution.” Notably, our own 
contemporary conventions may therefore be rather different to ancient conventions e.g. 
regarding sacrifice.   



14 
 

with Paul’s broader purposes and agenda and narratives (from which it 

cannot be abstracted), to assess why he deployed it and the meaning 

imbued (we do not assume any pre-existent or agreed formulation.)  

Sacrifice, in other words, is not a discrete aspect of Paul.  Also, Paul’s 

opponents may help us understand his usages.   

This project will use some theory, particularly regarding sacrifice.15 

Here special care will be taken to avoid assuming universal applicability (the 

first century Eastern Mediterranean is our sole concern).  I will use theory 

that is underpinned by historical evidence, but will rely on the scholars who 

have undertaken this work (detailed engagement with their sources is 

beyond my scope).  We are not asserting that familial construction is the 

only aspect as regards which our paradigm of sacrifice might be usefully 

retheorized.16  Exegesis of Paul’s texts will remain primary.   

Our focus is on the letter to the Romans.  We will engage with all of 

Paul’s sacrificial references in Romans (and those interpreted as such).  

Great theological weight has been placed on the sacrifice of Christ and 

much less on the sacrifice of the ethne – our analysis will question this 

allocation.  Detailed discussion of broader Jewish eschatology is beyond our 

scope.  

 
15 Referenced earlier.     
16 Paradigms constitute “the entire constellation of beliefs, values [and] 

techniques…shared by members of a given community”, Thomas S. Kuhn, The Structure of 
Scientific Revolutions, Second edition. (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1970), 175.  
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Conventionally, we recognise the “virtually unquestioned” seven 

authentic letters.17  We note that Romans is a letter, possibly addressing 

concrete situations, but not ruling out a universal message.18 Textually, 

Romans 16 is taken as part of Romans.19   

 

To whom was Paul addressing his message?  

Paul is addressing ethne Christ-followers in Rome, in line with his explicit 

statements in Romans 1:5-6; 1:13; 11:13; 15:18; 16:26.  The first two of 

these are important early signposts and explicit steers to guide readers and 

listeners.  More generally, these statements bookend Paul’s letter and are 

mutually corroborative.  Stowers argues that the ethne are the “encoded 

audience” of his letter, and I agree.20  While indeed some Jews may have 

been in the audience during its reading, Paul is nonetheless explicitly 

addressing the ethne (“audience” is misleading given that the letters were 

read out).21  The Jewish names in Romans 16 are people to whom Paul is 

 
17 James D. G. Dunn, The Theology of Paul the Apostle (Grand Rapids, Mich.; W.B. 

Eerdmans Pub., 1998), 13. 
18 Contra Karl P. Donfried, The Romans Debate (Edinburgh: T& TClark, 1991), 103–

4. 
19 Harry Y. Gamble, The Textual History of the Letter to the Romans (Grand Rapids: 

Eerdmans, 1977); James D. G. Dunn, Romans.  Word Biblical Commentary. Volume 38 
(Waco, Tex.: Word Books, 1988), 884–85. 

20 Stowers, Rereading, 43–44. 
21 Similarly, Matthew Thiessen, Paul and the Gentile Problem (Oxford: Oxford 

University Press, 2016), 11. 
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asking his listeners to pass on greetings.22  In Romans 2 Paul is addressing a 

gentile calling himself a Jew (Paul would not need to make this point about 

someone born Jew). 23   

Looking forward, this basic issue will be vital to our interpretation 

(the first steps of a journey condition its ultimate destination).  Generally, 

Paul’s negative statements about the law were delivered specifically to the 

ethne.  Here in Romans, Paul’s discussion of appropriate new λατρεία (12:1) 

is λατρεία for the ethne, not replacing that of the Jews (9:4).  These recent 

advances regarding Paul’s addressees have allowed some scholars to 

develop a richer and more historically accurate understanding of Paul as 

acting from - and indeed largely staying - within Judaism (cf our own 

genealogical and ethnic emphasis on Abraham as father).  It is to this 

history of interpretation that we now turn.   

 

 
22 Runar M. Thorsteinsson, Paul’s Interlocutor in Romans 2: Function and Identity 

in the Context of Ancient Epistolography (Almqvist & Wiksell International, 2003), 99. 
23 While controversial, I find some recent contributions persuasive.  Matthew V. 

Novenson, “The Self-Styled Jew of Romans 2 and the Actual Jews of Romans 9–11,” in The 
So-Called Jew in Paul’s Letter to the Romans, ed. Rafael Rodriquez and Matthew Thiessen 
(Minneapolis, Minnesota: Fortress Press, 2016).  See also this volume more generally.  
Also, Runar M. Thorsteinsson, Paul’s Interlocutor in Romans 2: Function and Identity in the 
Context of Ancient Epistolography (Almqvist & Wiksell, 2003), 92–97. Thorsteinsson 
plausibly emphasizes the context of Paul’s mission and audience in Romans 1.  Also Joshua 
D. Garroway, Paul’s Gentile-Jews Neither Jew nor Gentile, but Both (Basingstoke: Palgrave 
Macmillan, 2012), 84–109. 
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Chapter 1:  Secondary Literature on Paul, Sacrifice and Kinship 

 

Introduction  

This chapter will review some of the key secondary literature on sacrifice 

and kinship in Paul, and especially in Romans.  The theological idea of 

sacrifice has been a fixture and indeed preoccupation in many of the vast 

number of attempts to account for Paul’s theology.  But has it been 

correctly understood?   

 

Ferdinand Christian Baur 

Baur saw Christianity as divided into Pauline Christianity (which was 

universal), as contrasted with Jewish Christianity (which was 

particularistic).1  Drawing on Hegel, Baur understood Jewish Christianity as 

the thesis, to which Pauline Christianity was the antithesis.2  Baur thought 

that Jesus’s spirit spread out to all of humanity, at the resurrection.3  Jewish 

Christianity was characterised as revolving around covenant, legalism and 

the Messiah - all merely particularistic concerns.  Correspondingly, Baur 

tried to separate “the essential and universal from the less essential, the 

 
1 Ferdinand Christian Baur, Paul the Apostle of Jesus Christ: His Life and Works, His 

Epistles and Teachings (Peabody, Mass: Hendrickson Pub, 2003), 3. 
2 Campbell, Nations, 343. 
3 Baur, Paul the Apostle of Jesus Christ, 218. 
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fortuitous, and that which has reference only to the special circumstances 

of his time”.4   Problematically, however, the term “Jewish Christianity” was 

not used in the first century.5  Further, what if Paul’s gospel was both 

universal but also profoundly Jewish in nature – revolving around ideas of 

covenant, law and the Messiah?  Further, separating the “essential” from 

the “less essential”, 1800 years later, risks serious anachronism.   

More generally, Baur thought that Paul “regarded Christianity in the 

main as the opposite of Judaism”,6 Christianity involving a “new 

enfranchised form of religious thought and life, essentially differing from all 

the national peculiarities of Judaism”.7   The product of this contrast, 

defined against the Jewish “Other”, was Pauline Christianity, universal, 

gentile and Hellenic in nature.  Thus Baur contributed to “the West’s long 

cultural and theological habit of looking at Judaism as somehow 

Christianity’s opposite”.8   

More recent scholarship has undermined Baur’s neat binaries.  

Firstly, per Dale Martin, “All Judaism of the ancient world that would have 

 
4 Ibid., 115.   
5 J. Carleton Paget, “Jewish Christianity,” in The Cambridge History of Judaism:  

Volume 3 The Early Roman Period (ed. W. Horbury, W.D. Davies and John Sturdy; 
Cambridge:  CUP, 1999), 731.  

6 Baur, Paul the Apostle of Jesus Christ, 182. 
7 Ibid., 3.  
8 Fredriksen, Paul, 121. 
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had anything to do with early Christianity was already “Hellenized”.9   

Pithily, according to Daniel Boyarin, “Jewgreek is Greekjew”.10  Secondly, a 

cluster of scholars now view Paul as operating within Judaism.  Indeed, Paul 

does not use the word “Christianity”.11  As we shall see, their positions are 

internally diverse, but is their basic contention correct?  Thirdly, Baur’s 

Hegelian underpinnings are problematic.  Baur considered Christianity “the 

ultimate principle by which the self-consciousness of the spirit is produced 

and maintained”.12  N.T. Wright characterises Baur’s history as the 

relentless projection onto the ancient world of a grand Idealist scheme.13  

Strangely, Baur attributes even to Paul himself “profound and 

comprehensive ideas of the historical development of religion”.14 Hegel’s 

basic idea that history works on the basis of thesis and antithesis, while 

previously influential, no longer achieves plausibility, and seems 

suspiciously simplistic.  And having set Hegel to one side, why would we 

assume antithesis?  Paul was, after all, an Israelite, Benjaminite, and 

Hebrew (Philippians 3:5-6).    Fourthly, Baur assumes that universality and 

 
9 Dale B. Martin, “Paul and the Judaism/ Hellenism Dichotomy:  Toward a Social 

History of the Question,” in Paul Beyond the Judaism/Hellenism Divide (Louisville, 
Kentucky: Westminster John Knox Press, 2001), 30. 

10 Daniel Boyarin, A Radical Jew: Paul and the Politics of Identity (Berkeley: 
University of California Press, 1994), 79. 

11 Runesson, “The Question of Terminology.” 
12 Baur, Paul the Apostle of Jesus Christ, 2. 
13 N. T. Wright, Paul and His Recent Interpreters: Some Contemporary Debates 

(Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 2015), 14. 
14 Baur, Paul the Apostle of Jesus Christ, 182. 
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ethnic particularity are incompatible.  We will demonstrate that God’s 

promise to Abraham was universal but within this required ethnic 

variegation.   This was provided by both sacrifice and Christ (12:1; 8:29; 

Galatians 3:29).   

 

Albert Schweitzer  

By contrast, Schweitzer interpreted Paul’s position as being firmly Jewish, 

specifically within Jewish apocalyptic, and as "dominated by the 

expectation of the immediate return of Jesus, of the Judgment, and the 

Messianic glory".15 As such, Paul’s understanding of the gospel was above 

all eschatological.  Schweitzer married this eschatological emphasis with an 

emphasis on Paul’s “Christ-mysticism”.   This was not the mysticism of 

“being one with God or being in God”, but is instead “an immediate 

mystical relation to God, but as mediated and effected by means of a 

mystical union with Christ”.16  Familial and fraternal union with Christ as his 

younger brothers (8:29) will be central to our own thesis.   Schweitzer 

specifies that, “Another distinctive characteristic of this mysticism is that 

being in Christ is conceived as a having died and risen again with Him, in 

consequence of which the participant has been freed from sin and from the 

 
 15 Albert Schweitzer, The Mysticism of Paul the Apostle (Baltimore, Md: Johns 
Hopkins, 1998), 52.  

16 Ibid., 3.   
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Law, possesses the Spirit of Christ, and is assured of resurrection”.17  Wright 

notes that Schweitzer marginalises the more forensic language of 

justification that some earlier scholars, such as Luther, thought of as being 

central to understanding Paul.18  (Our own analysis will demonstrate that 

sinful behaviours are not the primary problem as Paul sees it, will link some 

positive statements about death to Paul’s eschatological asceticism, and 

will emphasize fraternal union with the spiritual and resurrected Christ.)    

Schweitzer analyses Jesus’ death in terms of atonement and the 

forgiveness of sins, particularly with regard to Romans 3:25 (Jesus dying not 

for humanity, but rather for the elect).19  The presence of a theology of 

atonement in Paul is a point which Stowers disputes, and which we will also 

question.20  Schweitzer further explains that:  “The fundamental meaning of 

the death of Jesus for Paul is that he has thereby brought to an end the 

dominion of the powers of evil in the world and set in motion the process, 

shown in his resurrection, of transforming the natural world into the 

supernatural.”21   

 
17 Ibid.  
18 Wright notes that Schweitzer followed Wrede on this point.  Wright, Recent 

Interpreters, 35. 
19 Schweitzer, Mysticism, 386. 
20 Stowers, Rereading, 206–13. 
21 Schweitzer, Albert, Albert Schweitzer’s Ethical Vision A Sourcebook, ed. Predrag 

Cicovacki (Oxford, New York: Oxford University Press, 2009), 69. 
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Here Schweitzer’s eschatological accentuation is evident, and 

resonates with contemporary discussions of battling powers.22  Schweitzer’s 

stress on Jesus’ resurrection is thought-provoking, shifting the focus from 

the past towards the present and the future.  Schweitzer’s analysis of 

“suffering as a mode of manifestation of the dying with Christ” is, however, 

incomplete (he does not talk about Desire, the Passions, or the 

eschatological instrumentality of Paul’s asceticism).23    Transformation, 

emphasized by Schweitzer, is central to our own analysis (Romans 12-13).  

Romans 12:1 is mentioned only once in The Mysticism of Paul the Apostle; 

Schweitzer characterises it as an ethical formulation, and does not explore 

its familial and eschatological implications.24  Regarding ethnic diversity, 

however, Schweitzer states that, “we must not allow his protestations that 

he had become a Greek to the Greeks to introduce any confusion on this 

point— [Paul] continued to live as a Jew”.25  Schweitzer’s recognition of this 

ongoing ethnic variegation was indeed, and typically, prescient.   

 

 

 
22 Gaventa discusses “the larger apocalyptic dynamic of Paul's theology, 

particularly the cosmic character of his remarks about Sin”.  Gaventa, Beverly, “The Cosmic 
Power of Sin in Paul’s Letter to the Romans: Toward a Widescreen Edition,” Interpretation 
58.3 (2004): 229–240. 

23 Ibid., 141-59. 
24 Schweitzer, Mysticism, 302. 
25 Ibid., 196. 
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Rudolf Bultmann    

Influenced by Luther, Bultmann portrayed Jesus and Paul as reacting 

against flawed Jewish legalism, interpreting Christ as the end of the law as 

meaning “termination”.26  Although the Torah revealed the will of God, the 

problem, per Bultmann, was that no-one could actually fulfil it, or were 

even intended to.27  Contrast E.P. Sanders’ view that Judaism was 

functioning well until Christ inaugurated a new route towards salvation.28  

Problematically, Paul describes his earlier Jewish life as involving “as to 

righteousness under the law, having become blameless” (Philippians 3:5-6;  

i.e. this was an outcome).  We will argue that the transformation brought 

about by sacrifice and adoption now gives the ethne the capacity to fulfil 

the law (13:8), even listing its provisions, and “any other commandment” 

(13:9).   

With regard to sacrifice within Judaism, Bultmann argues that, 

“Polemic against the temple cult is completely absent from the words of 

Jesus… for Judaism was no longer a cultic religion, but had become a 

religion of observance. … But in general the temple cult with its sacrifices 

 
26 Wright, Recent Interpreters, 40. Rudolf Bultmann, Theology of the New 

Testament (New York: Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1951), 163, 280.  
27 Bultmann, Theology of the New Testament, 263. 
28 E. P. Sanders, Paul and Palestinian Judaism: A Comparison of Patterns of 

Religion (London: SCM Press, 1977), 550.  
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was carried out as an act of obedience— for was it not commanded in the 

Law?” 29   

This argument from absence seems strained; perhaps Jesus, and 

indeed Paul, simply did not object to temple cult, or assumed its existence?  

To acknowledge temple cult but to say that Judaism was no longer a cultic 

religion seems odd.  Psychologically, how does Bultmann know in what 

spirit temple cult was conducted?  Further, why subordinate sacrifice to the 

law, which law came later?  Notably, in Paul there is (significantly) no 

statement that the temple is defunct (cf λατρεία 9:4).  More specifically, 

Bultmann’s discussion of ἱλαστήριον as “expiation, mercy-seat” is in our 

view incorrect.30  Bultmann’s ideas that Paul is “visibly leaning on 

traditional formulations”, or that “the blood” of Christ is “evidently a 

traditional statement” seem uncertain.31  Bultmann’s awkward assertions 

may suggest a polemic agenda.       

The true origins of Christianity, Bultmann argues, are non-Jewish: 

“Standing within the frame of Hellenistic Christianity he raised the 

theological motifs that were at work in the proclamation of the Hellenistic 

Church”.32  A remarkable position, given Paul’s self-identification as a Jew 

and Messiah as a deeply Jewish hope and title.  Even Bultmann’s neat 

 
29 Bultmann, Theology of the New Testament, 17. 
30 Ibid., 46.  
31 Ibid. 
32 Ibid., 187. 
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distinction between Hellenism and Judaism is highly dubious.33  Our 

argument rests upon Abraham, the Messiah, and Israel (all quintessentially 

Jewish), while remaining entirely open to other influences (Paul was a Jew 

in the diaspora).  Finally, Bultmann asserts that “the word of proclamation 

of Christ’s death-and-resurrection becomes a possibility of existence in 

regard to which a decision must be made…”.34  These existentialist 

sentiments further date his contribution.   

 

N. T. Wright  

Regarding sacrifice, Wright considers Jesus’ death (3:25) as being both 

expiatory and propitiatory in nature.  He acknowledges slight surprise, 

given that sacrificial language “has not made its way into Romans until 

now”.35 He also notes that προέθετο (προτίθεμαι) was used in the LXX of 

the showbread at the Temple (although this term has a wide range of 

meaning, and this connection seems weak to me).36 Wright does not 

consider non-Jewish usages of the term ἱλαστήριον.  Our own analysis 

 
33 Troels Engberg-Pedersen, “Introduction: Paul Beyond the Judaism/Hellenism 

Divide,” in Paul Beyond the Judaism/Hellenism Divide (Louisville, Kentucky: Westminster 
John Knox Press, 2001), 1–17.  Jewish resistance to cultural assimilation is detailed within 
Margaret Williams, The Jews among the Greeks and Romans: A Diasporan Sourcebook 
(London: Duckworth, 1998). 

34 Bultmann, Theology of the New Testament, 302. 
35 Nicholas T. Wright, “Romans,” in The New Interpreter’s Bible Commentary 

Volume IX: Acts, Introduction to Epistolary Literature, Romans, 1 & 2 Corinthians, Galatians, 
ed. Leander Keck (Abingdon: Abingdon Press, 2015), 474.  

36 Ibid., 474.  See also Leviticus 24:8.  
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draws upon both non-Jewish usages and the dynamic of cosmic conflict, 

which Wright has been criticised for lampooning.37  The broader functions 

of sacrifice, particularly with regard to the construction of ethnicity, are also 

not engaged with by Wright.   

Regarding ethnicity, Wright’s work “which contrast[s] Pauline 

universalism to Jewish particularlism, has much in common with the early 

nineteenth-century work of F. C. Baur”.38  Citing Galatians 3:28, Wright 

states that “He does indeed advocate something that can loosely be called 

‘universalism’”.39  Wright also refers to Paul’s “account of universal 

sinfulness in Romans 1.18—3.20”.40  By contrast, and discussing Romans 2, 

Wright refers to Paul’s rejection of “the national ‘boast’ of ‘the Jew’, 

namely that Israel as a whole is charged with putting the world to rights”.41  

Our own analysis, however, will consider Israel and its remnant as being 

ongoing and valid ethnic designations (9:3-4; 11:5).  Wright emphasizes the 

covenant.42  But actually Paul emphasizes the promise.43  God’s promise to 

Abraham was explicitly ethnic in nature, its fulfilment requiring ethnic 

 
37 John M. G. Barclay, “Paul and the Faithfulness of God,” Scott. J. Theol. 68.2 

(2015): 235–43.  
38 Thiessen, Gentile Problem, 5 fn.16.  
39 Wright, N. T., Paul and the Faithfulness of God (London: SPCK Publishing, 2013), 

1170. 
40 Ibid., 739.   
41 Ibid., 812.  In my view Paul’s interlocutor is not in fact a Jew; it makes more 

sense that a gentile would need to call himself a Jew (2:17).   
42 Ibid., 40, et seq.   
43 James D. G. Dunn, The New Perspective on Paul (Grand Rapids, Mich.: 

Eerdmans, 2008), 433. 
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plurality and hence distinction (έθνη – 4:17-19).  Paul deploys sacrifice to 

construct the brotherhood that will constitute and deliver this promised 

ethnic alignment and configuration.   

Wright’s conclusions are supersessionist.  He argues that “The 

replacement of Temple with Jesus and, secondarily and derivatively, with 

his people remains one of Paul’s central worldview revisions”.44  But where 

does Paul actually say this?  The danger here is that of imposition.  Wright 

talks of the “redefinition of God’s people”.45  But again, where does Paul say 

this?  Logically, just because “not all Israelites truly belong to Israel” (9:6) 

does not mean that gentiles now belong to Israel.  Rather, Paul talks of 

Israel’s positive characteristics (9:4-5), and has every hope that “all Israel 

will be saved” (11:26).  The idea that Israel is now partly constituted by 

gentiles is a big idea to swallow.  To make such a controversial argument, 

with such huge implications, Paul (1) would have had to be very clear and 

(2) would have had to explicitly and convincingly justify his position.  He 

does neither.  Wright further argues that Paul rejects Jewish law 

observance for Jewish Christ followers.46  But where does he say so?47  

 
44 Wright, N. T., Faithfulness, 358. 
45 Ibid., 362. Also, “Israel itself, as the elect people, being redefined, reconstituted, 

around Israel’s own Messiah” (p.1178). 
46 Wright, N. T., Faithfulness, 1433–37. 
47 Yes, in the particular circumstances of the Antioch incident (Galatians 2:11-18), 

if Jewish law observance impedes communion with gentile Christ believers, then the latter 
takes precedence. Generally, however, Paul assumes Jewish law observance on the part of 
the Jews.   
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Rather, we will argue Paul wants the ethne to fulfil the law as well (13:8-

10).  Wright further contends that “Paul did insist on a clean break with 

Jewish identity markers”.48  Vitally, Paul is talking to gentiles, who he does 

not want to get physically circumcised precisely in order to maintain the 

promised ethnic distinctions referred to above.  Paul never says that Jews 

should stop getting physically circumcised.49  Paul therefore precisely wants 

ethnic markers in their proper place.  It would seem very strange to 

conceptualise Christ as a servant of circumcision (15:8) if circumcision were 

now wholly illegitimate.  Indeed, the ethne will also enjoy circumcision of 

the heart (an ethnicised concept if not a physical reality), with Abraham 

their father of circumcision (4:12), this family membership having been 

facilitated by Christ who is in this sense the servant of circumcision (15:8).  

In 12:1 Paul also furnishes the gentiles with an ethnically specific form of 

worship, operating in tandem with Israel’s λατρεία (9:4).   

Methodologically, Wright argues that "a small allusion could and did 

summon up an entire implicit narrative”.50  But this opens the door to 

imposition and anachronism.  Secondly, did diaspora Jews really feel “a 

continuing exile”? 51  Where is the evidence, particularly within Paul? 52  

 
48 Ibid., 387. n.125. 
49 Interpretive failure to acknowledge ongoing Jewish circumcision also often 

leads to misunderstanding of Paul’s emphasis on faith in Romans 3-4.   
50 Nicholas Thomas Wright, Paul: Fresh Perspectives (London:  SPCK, 2005), 8. 
51 Wright, N. T., Faithfulness, 1274. 
52 Wright, N. T., Faithfulness, 139. 
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Thirdly, Wright’s idea that “all Israel” in Romans 11:26 is a “polemical 

redefinition”, as well as being unevidenced, is methodologically suspect.53  

As Wright himself has argued, “When anybody - pressure groups, 

governments, civilizations - suddenly changes the meaning of key words, 

you really should watch out”.54   

 

Stanley Stowers 

In A Rereading of Romans Stowers argues that "Romans has come to be 

read in ways that differ fundamentally from ways that readers in Paul's own 

time could have read it".55  Stowers argues that Christian doctrine, 

emanating not least from Augustine, has come to overlay and distort Paul’s 

message.  Generally, and historically, Paul should be read within a 

Hellenistic context, as well as Jewish.   So for example, self-control 

(ἐγκράτεια), a was highly influential idea within in the Greco-Roman world, 

and provides an explanation for gentile interest in Judaism, which was 

viewed a means of achieving this virtue.56  Stowers also emphasizes Paul’s 

use of Greek rhetorical techniques, particularly “speech in character” (cf 

 
53 Ibid., 1243-4.   
54 N.T. Wright, “N.T. Wright on Gay Marriage,” n.d., 

https://www.firstthings.com/blogs/firstthoughts/2014/06/n-t-wrights-argument-against-
same-sex-marriage. 

55 Stowers, Rereading Romans, 1.   
56 Ibid., 42-82.   
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Romans 7).57   These Greco-Roman “cultural codes” complement and 

include Stowers’ later work on the use of sacrifice to construct family 

membership (see Chapter 3).  They are also linked to Stowers’ 

interpretative crux, namely that gentile Christ-followers are Paul’s 

“encoded explicit readers”.58   Stowers also understands much of what Paul 

says as pertaining to groups – to gentiles and Jews as peoples – contrasting 

with the individualised emphases of Augustine and Luther.59   

More specifically, regarding Judaism, Stowers notes that Paul does 

not say that their covenant with God was over,60 or that Jews should 

abandon the Torah.  In fact, Paul “assumes that Israel continues to live by 

the law”, and that Jews and gentiles have “separate but interrelated end-

time destinies”.61  Regarding the death of Jesus, Stowers contends that the 

sacrificial explanation "is not able to provide the most historically plausible 

reading of 3:21-26".62  Stowers plausibly notes that if ἱλαστήριον was of 

such theological centrality, then it seems very puzzling that Paul only 

mentioned it once.63  In light of his general analysis, Stowers believes this 

interpretation to have been distorted by later Christian doctrine.  Stowers 

 
57 Ibid., 266-69.   
58 Ibid., 43-44.   
59 See also Krister Stendahl, “The Apostle Paul and the Introspective Conscience of 

the West,” Harv. Theol. Rev. 56.3 (1963): 199–215. 
60 Ibid., 150.  Citing Romans 9:1-5.  
61 Ibid., 206.    
62 Ibid., 213. 
63 Ibid., 213. 
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notes that sacrifice at this time was not really understood as revolving 

around the death of the victim, which was merely an incidental prelude to 

the division and distribution of the body.  More generally, Paul’s 

“conception of Jesus’ death projects an image utterly antithetical to Jewish 

sacrifice”, which emphasised “bodily perfection and purity”, a quick death, 

and precise usages of its body.64   

Stowers’ alternative theory of “the Messiah who delayed” is that 

Jesus chose to delay exercising his power of judgement, accepting death, 

and thereby allowing the gentiles the opportunity to repent (Jesus’ death is 

not sacrificial and not part of the moral economy).65  This reading draws on 

Greco-Roman ideals of self-control and adaptability.  Problematically, 

Stowers’ argument lacks immediate textual confirmation.  Further, Paul 

does think of Jesus as the sacrificial paschal lamb (1 Corinthians 5:7).  Like 

Stowers, however, we will argue that Paul’s message includes both Greco-

Roman and Jewish components.  We will argue that Paul harnesses ideas of 

kinship construction through sacrifice and asceticism, and puts these to the 

service of Jewish eschatology. 

 

   

 
64 Ibid., 210.  
65 Ibid., 213-226.  
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Caroline Johnson Hodge  

Our reading of Paul is in some profound respects quite similar to that of 

Caroline Johnson Hodge.  Our analyses have four fundamental points in 

common.  Firstly, Johnson Hodge recognises the ongoing centrality of 

ethnicity and kinship to Paul’s message.  This is a point with which we 

profoundly agree.  Contrast the “New Perspective” reading that Paul 

rejected Jewish ethnic particularism in favour of an ethnicity-free 

Christianity.66  Secondly, we also agree that Paul is addressing his message 

to gentiles.67  Thirdly, we agree that “Paul” never “left Judaism for 

Christianity”,68 and that the term Christianity is “anachronistic”.69  Fourthly, 

Johnson Hodge understands the fundamental problem that Paul is trying to 

deal with as being “gentile alienation from the God of Israel”.70  This will 

cohere with our analysis of Romans 1.71  Its solution is the kinship and idea 

of new (or deepened) ethnic membership that is common to both our 

analyses.   

But yet what exactly is this kinship that Paul provides?  Again, we 

agree in some key respects.  Johnson Hodge argues that the gentiles receive 

 
66 Wright, N. T., Faithfulness, 907 fn.366. “‘God’s elect’, which in Judaism would 

unambiguously have meant ethnic Israel or some purified subset thereof, [now] refers, 
equally unambiguously, to those who are ‘in the Messiah’.”  

67 Johnson Hodge, If Sons, 10. 
68 Ibid., 122. 
69 Ibid., 4.   
70 Ibid., 18.   
71 More precisely, we see the problem as misguided gentile λατρεία.   
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“Abrahamic heritage…through Christ”.72  As such, Paul furnishes a new 

patrilineal identity for “gentiles in Christ”, through the lineage of Abraham.  

Johnson Hodge argues that “Paul uses the discourse of kinship and ethnicity 

to construct a myth of origins for gentile followers of Christ”.73  In doing so 

she builds upon Stowers’ analysis of Romans 4, in which faith is understood 

as “God's way of adopting whole peoples as his own by using the generative 

trust of Abraham and Jesus to work procreative miracles that founded new 

families".74  Johnson Hodge notes that “although Ioudaioi and gentiles now 

share a common ancestor, Paul does not collapse them into one group (of 

“Christian,” for example). Gentiles-in-Christ and Jews are separate but 

related lineages of Abraham”.75  We agree, in particular that there can be 

separate lineages within the broader lineage of Abraham.  However, for 

Johnson Hodge the “gentiles in Christ” receive a Jewish identity - “within 

the larger network of Israel”.76  By contrast, we will see the ethne as coming 

to worship the Jewish God simply as ethne, and that they remain distinct 

from Israel (the sons of Jacob), albeit incorporated alongside Israel within 

 
72 Ibid., 117.   
73 Ibid., 5.   
74 Stowers, Rereading Romans, 229.  With regard to similar issues in Galatians 4, 

Stowers states: “The later Christian readings, with their categories of sin and salvation, 
have obscured the issues of ethnic lineage and inheritance that would have appeared 
central to Paul’s ancient readers” (p. 221).   

75 Johnson Hodge, If Sons, 5. 
76 Ibid., 131.   
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Abraham’s broader lineage.  Paul’s deployment of sacrifice, and vision of 

Christ, work together to achieve this.   

Also, how is this kinship constructed?  Focussing on Galatians, 

Johnson Hodge sees shared spirit-baptism as a ritual of adoption.77  

Johnson Hodge discusses sacrifice and the construction of kinship, including 

the contribution of Nancy Jay, but does not apply this insight to Romans.   

Rather, we will argue that in Romans 12:1 Paul takes a further step by 

deploying sacrifice to ratify the kinship relationships that Johnson Hodge 

has identified.  To clarify, we will not be arguing that Johnson Hodge’s 

analysis is wrong, but rather that in Romans Paul adds sacrifice to the 

dynamic (thereby bolstering and strengthening the construction of kinship).  

Analytically, therefore, we do not see a binary of baptism versus sacrifice, 

but rather an aggregative of baptism plus sacrifice.  Paul also reworks the 

fact of baptism, transforming it into “baptism into death” (cf analysis 6:3-4).   

Within kinship, Johnson Hodge argues that “Paul calls for a unity of 

those in Christ, but not an erasure of other identities. We might imagine 

this “in-Christness” superimposed over other facets of identity, like being 

called in the 1 Corinthians passage above”.78  The status of being “in Christ” 

is more important than these other aspects, but does not abolish them.  In 

 
77 Ibid., 76.    
78 Ibid., 126.   
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this sense, there is a hierarchy of identity here.79  In addition, Johnson 

Hodge argues that the Jews are ranked higher than the Greeks (1:16; 11:17-

24).80  By contrast, we will argue that the adopted  ethne will relate to the 

Israelites as their brothers (cf 12:1; 8:29; 4:16-18).   

More broadly, our analysis has some different emphases.  Firstly, 

while Johnson Hodge connects Paul’s construction of kinship to his 

“apocalyptic expectation”, we specifically locate brotherhood in terms of 

fulfilling God’s promise (4:17-18; cf 15:10).81   Secondly, our reading - in 

particular Romans 1 - is rooted in cosmic conflict and the battle against 

malign powers, as articulated by J. Louis Martyn, Martinus de Boer, 

Beverley Gaventa, and Paula Fredriksen.82  Thirdly, we will evidence a very 

significant ascetic dimension to Paul that has often been overlooked.   

 

Pamela Eisenbaum  

Pamela Eisenbaum’s recognition that Paul was using sacrifice to construct 

membership within the Abrahamic lineage represents a significant 

 
79 Ibid., 130-131.   
80 Johnson Hodge, If Sons, 138 et seq. 
81 Johnson Hodge, If Sons, 151. 
82 James Louis Martyn, Galatians (New York: Doubleday, 1997); Martinus C. de 

Boer, Galatians: A Commentary (Westminster John Knox Press, 2011); Beverly Roberts 
Gaventa, Our Mother Saint Paul (Louisville ; London: Westminster John Knox Press, 2007); 
Fredriksen, Paul.  See generally J. P. Davies, Paul Among the Apocalypses?: An Evaluation of 
the ‘Apocalyptic Paul’ in the Context of Jewish and Christian Apocalyptic Literature 
(London: Bloomsbury, 2016). Also R. Barry Matlock, Unveiling the Apocalyptic Paul: Paul’s 
Interpreters and the Rhetoric of Criticism (Sheffield, England: Continuum, 1996). 
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advance.83  Generally, Eisenbaum’s contribution is the closest to our own 

analysis.  Fundamentally, Eisenbaum recognises the centrality of ethnicity 

to Paul’s message (we agree) and the particular importance of the 

Abrahamic lineage (we also agree).   

However, how do the ethne become members?  Eisenbaum focuses 

on the sacrificial death of Jesus, which she argues is both expiatory and 

“effects the joining of Jews and Gentiles”.84  Like us, Eisenbaum leverages 

the contributions of Jay and Stowers.  By contrast, however, Eisenbaum 

does not mention Romans 12:1 in her article.  Further, while notably radical 

on the subject of kinship, Eisenbaum’s analysis is rather conventional with 

regard to the expiatory nature of Jesus’ death.  Eisenbaum states that “Paul 

clearly understands Christ as an expiatory sacrifice and says so explicitly in 

8:3”, but I respectfully disagree on both counts (Chapter 4). Jesus as lamb (1 

Corinthians 5:7) is not expiatory, but refers to escape from Sin.  

Eisenbaum’s focus upon Christ’s death risks neglecting Paul’s explicit and 

emphatic application of sacrificial language to the ethne themselves (12:1; 

15:16).  Eisenbaum stresses that inheritance and participation in the 

Abrahamic lineage “cannot be earned like wages; it is a gift freely 

 
83 Pamela Eisenbaum, “A Remedy for Having Been Born of Woman: Jesus, 

Gentiles, and Genealogy in Romans,” J. Biblic. Lit. 123.4 (2004): 671–702.  See also Pamela 
Eisenbaum, Paul Was Not a Christian: The Original Message of a Misunderstood Apostle, 
(New York, N.Y.: Harper One, 2010).  

84 Ibid., 701.   
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bestowed”.85   Nonetheless, Paul is in fact asking the gentiles to do 

something in both 8:13 and 12:1 (cf Paul’s eschatological instrumental 

asceticism Chapter 6 and 7).   

What exactly is the outcome?  Eisenbaum recognises that “the 

descendants of Abraham cannot be exclusively Jewish”.86  This 

complements our view that, while the ethne are incorporated into the 

Abrahamic lineage, they do not become sons of Jacob.  Eisenbaum takes 

the view that, although within the Abrahamic lineage, “the categories of 

"Jew" and "gentile" are still conceptually operative for Paul”.87  Here also 

we agree (see Chapter 5).  However, we see the the specific nature of this 

relationship as being one of brotherhood.  Further, while Eisenbaum 

recognises the eschatological significance of the gentiles’ incorporation, she 

does not connect this to the plurality required by 4:17-18 as reflected in 

15:10.  So while Eisenbaum recognises that Paul’s ethnic categories are 

“conceptually operative”, she does not recognise that they are 

eschatologically necessary.  Eisenbaum does however recognise that 

incorporation into the Abrahamic lineage is a “means to immortality, which 

is ultimately what Paul means by being a "son of God" (cf theosis).88  But 

 
85 Ibid., 695.   
86 Ibid., 689.   
87 Ibid., 696.   
88 Ibid.   
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her emphasis that this is “in the world to come” overlooks the here and 

now.   

Eisenbaum further contends that Jesus is just for the ethne, while 

the Jews are already being saved under the covenant.  This is difficult to 

accept in light of 10:12-13, and Paul’s personal distress and anxiety (9:2-3; 

10:2-3).  Conversely, Eisenbaum’s statement that “Torah observance, 

therefore, is largely irrelevant for Gentiles” also seems incorrect.89 It seems 

odd that Paul would choose to “unite Jew and Gentile in Abraham” but yet 

to give them such different positions regarding both Jesus and the law.90   

Rather, the ethne not only fulfil the law (13:8), but Paul even lists some of 

its provisions (13:9).  The gentiles’ circumcision will be of the heart.   

 

Paula Fredriksen 

There are a number of key points of commonality between Fredriksen’s 

analysis and my own.  Firstly, Fredriksen argues that Paul is addressing 

gentiles.91  Secondly, Fredriksen emphasizes Paul’s belief that the eschaton 

was imminent: “His firm belief that he lived and worked in history’s final 

hour is absolutely foundational…”.92  Fredriksen suggests that this 

conviction was underpinned by Paul’s belief in Christ’s resurrection, which 

 
89 Ibid., 700.   

90 Ibid., 702.   
91 Fredriksen, Paul, 155. 
92 Fredriksen, Paul, xi.  So too Schweitzer, Mysticism, 39.  
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he saw as ushering in the time when the gentile nations would turn from 

their idols (cf e.g. Zechariah 8:20-23; cf idolatry Romans 1; 15:16).  

Fredriksen notes early Jewish apocalyptic expectations, stemming from 

exile and the hope of restoration.93  Jews debated how exactly the gentiles 

would relate to Israel within God’s plans (this being precisely the issue of 

this thesis – our answer being familially, and as brothers).  Thirdly, and 

relatedly, Fredriksen outlines the idea of ongoing apocalyptic battle, 

involving both human and divine actors (cf 1 Cor. 15:24–26).94  I agree.  

Fourthly, Fredriksen views Paul’s interlocutor in Romans 2 as a gentile, 

encouraging other gentiles to get physically circumcised.95  I agree.96  

However, Fredriksen’s “fictive interlocutor” could be a real person.  Fifthly, 

Fredriksen argues that Paul never abandoned Judaism.  I agree.  While of 

course the Jews have to call upon the Lord (10:12-13), at no point does Paul 

state that the Jews are to abandon the temple or the law (cf 9:3-5).  

But what exactly is to be the relationship between Israel and the 

gentiles?  Like Campbell, Fredriksen argues that the gentiles are to remain 

gentiles when they are worshipping the God of Israel.97  Vitally, Fredriksen 

notes the distinction between ethnic groups articulated by Paul in 15:10 - 

 
93 Fredriksen, Paul, 8–32. 
94 Ibid., 89.   
95 Ibid., 157.   
96 See earlier referencing.   
97 Fredriksen, Paul, 75–76. 
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“Rejoice, O gentiles, with his people”.  Our own analysis gratefully builds 

upon this important insight.  Vitally, “with” (μετὰ) implies distinction from 

God’s people, Israel.  Paul’s vision, therefore, is that of two communities 

(Israelites and ethne) worshipping God at the end of time.  The word “with” 

clearly evidences distinction, especially in conjunction with Paul’s ethnic 

essentialism (see Chapter 5 for further analysis).   

Fredriksen also emphasizes the familial relationship between gods 

and their subjects: “Antiquity configured “family”—that is, kinship or ethnic 

groups—both vertically (between heaven and earth) and horizontally 

(between humans and across generations)”.98  The idea of family will be 

central to our reading (both the family of God and the family of Abraham).  

But yet, when considering the relationship between Israel and the ethne, 

Fredriksen underplays Paul’s characterisation of this relationship in familial 

terms.  Just as significantly, Fredriksen overlooks Paul’s use of sacrifice to 

ratify the familial and ethnic alignment with Israel which Paul is 

constructing for the ethne, Fredriksen’s engagement with sacrifice largely 

being relegated to a long footnote. 99  We hope to provide a positive reading 

of Paul and sacrifice that will complement Fredriksen’s contribution.   

 

 
98 Ibid., 128. 
99 Fredriksen, Paul, 154. fn.53. 
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William Campbell    

We also build on William Campbell’s The Nations in the Divine Economy.  

Campbell’s framing in terms of “economy” suggests the diversity that 

underpins his analysis.  He views both the gentiles in Christ and Israel as 

having ongoing legitimacy within God’s vision.  Secondly, Campbell rejects 

Baur’s Hegelian underpinnings; “antithesis between past and present in the 

form it has tended to take since the time of F.C. Baur is not the dominant 

biblical ethos”.100 Instead Campbell prefers an approach based upon 

comparison.  He understands Israel as enjoying ongoing legitimacy in 

tandem with the ethne in Christ (i.e. not superseded).   

The ethne in Christ are to become the sperma of Abraham (4:16).101  

The centrality of Abraham is key - “although it may be argued that it is only 

through the work of God in Christ that the promise of Abraham can be 

accessed by non-Jews, it is Abraham who remains the bearer of the 

promise.  And according to Paul, Christ’s work, however significant, does 

not annul or bypass the role of Abraham”.102  I agree.103  For Campbell, the 

ethnic location of the ethne in Christ exists only in relation to the ongoing 

position of Israel; they are bound to the Jews and their identity does not 

 
100 Campbell, Nations, 338. 
101 Ibid., 236. 
102 Ibid. 
103 Note Christ’s role being defined in terms of the promise in (15:8). 
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stand alone in its own right.104  More specifically - and biblically - the ethne 

in Christ, in fact, are “representatives of the nations” within the divine 

economy i.e. they are part of the end time gathering of the nations.105  This 

identity as ethne is to continue within Christ.  This, then, is a role that they 

can fulfil only if they do not get physically circumcised (to be gathered as 

ethne they have to remain ethne).106  This continued identity as ethne will 

fit with our own emphasis on transformation (12:2; Romans 12 and 13), 

contrasting with “obliteration” (Campbell himself makes this distinction).107  

Generally, people should remain as they were called (1 Corinthians 7:20).108   

As such, Israel itself serves an ongoing role “within the divine 

purpose”, enjoying continued “covenantal status”.109  Campbell contends 

that “Paul did not view the divine pattern of relations with Israel as one of 

displacing, overcoming, or obliterating the past for the sake of a totally new 

people or future direction”.110  Campbell also emphasizes the remnant as 

bridging God’s testaments, arguing that the remnant “‘denotes God’s 

continuing purpose for Israel, despite the fact that ‘the rest’ (i.e. those not 

 
104 Ibid., 168. Israel’s role being “inalienable” (p. 225).  So too brotherhood, 

conceptually. 
105 Ibid., 213. 
106 See our analysis of the term gentiles as only making sense within a broader 

Jewish ethnic rubric (Chapter 5).   
107 Ibid., 338. 
108 Ibid., 9.   
109 Ibid., 193. 
110 Ibid.  
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part of the remnant) are unconvinced by Paul’s gospel’”.111   Generally, 

then, Paul anticipated diversity right from the beginning.112  Campbell’s 

situating of the ethne alongside Israel, as opposed to replacing Israel, 

complements Fredriksen’s analysis of 15:10.113  Limiting this, Campbell 

argues that the ethne in Christ, while receiving the blessings of the renewed 

covenant with Israel, are nonetheless not fully part of the covenant because 

they are not Jews.114  The covenant, which remains with Israel, “is not 

transformed but rather confirmed in Christ”.115  Contra Wright, Campbell 

plausibly notes that Christ as entirely taking over Israel’s vocation would 

constitute the unfaithfulness of God towards Israel.116   

Considering the ethne and Israel, together, then, Campbell correctly 

states that “it is Paul’s determined intention to locate the ethnē in Christ 

specifically in a relation to Israel, rather than positing them existing as a 

separate new creation or even as a replacement for Israel”.117  Campbell 

accurately discerns that Paul needs to relate the ethne to Israel, while 

retaining their identity as distinct from that of Israel (i.e. as ethne - hence 

 
111 Ibid., 199.  
112 Ibid., 107.  
113 Fredriksen, Paul, 74–75. 
114 Campbell, Nations, 316. The “ethnē now have access to the promises … But he 

[Paul] does not state that this access is to the covenant”.   
115 Ibid., 196.   
116 Ibid., 212.   
117 Ibid., 13.   
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Paul’s opposition to physical circumcision).  This is therefore a fine line that 

Paul needs to tread.   

But what exactly will this relation be, and how will it be 

implemented?  Campbell argues that “Christ is the link, but this intrinsically 

connects the ethnē also to Israel yet without them becoming Israelites”.118 

Campbell is in our view correct to argue that the ethne are joined to Christ 

(Israel’s Messiah) and that this brings them into relation with Israel itself 

(which constitutes the incoming of the ethne; cf Galatians 3:29).  Christ is 

central to our own specific emphasis on brotherhood with Christ (8:29).  

Kinship, indeed, is relevant to Campbell’s argument.  He argues that the 

ethne in Christ “At best ... might have been reckoned by themselves, if not 

by the Jews, to be related to Jews but possibly only as first cousins of 

Jews!”.119  We will argue that this is precisely the relationship that Paul had 

in mind, albeit expressed as brotherhood (within Abraham’s lineage).  Our 

thesis, however, will further specify that Paul uses the language of sacrifice 

in order to construct this brotherhood with Christ that will bring about the 

necessary entry into Abrahamic lineage i.e. the desired ethnic alignment.  

Moreover, the transformations this sacrifice brings about, including the 

 
118 Ibid., 193.   
119 Ibid., 240.  
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ethne’s new moral capacity to fulfil the law, will involve their deeper entry 

into what Campbell calls “the Jewish symbolic universe”.120    

 

Conclusion  

Great progress has been made on the recognition of the ongoing 

importance of ethnic thinking to Paul (not least - Johnson Hodge, 

Eisenbaum).  Great progress has also been made with regard to Paul’s 

recognition of the ongoing centrality of Israel (not least – Stowers, 

Fredriksen, Campbell).  Analysis of Paul is now more plausible and more 

historical in both these regards.    

However, the role of sacrifice in Romans remains to be reconsidered 

in detail.121  Pamela Eisenbaum has argued that the sacrifice of Jesus 

himself was important in the creation of new ethnic relationships.  We will 

argue that the death of Jesus was indeed an important part of the process, 

especially in serving as ransom for release from slavery to malign powers.  

But, in our view, it is the sacrifice of the ethne themselves, in 12:1, that 

joins them to Christ and so ratifies the familial and kinship relationships 

within Abraham’s lineage.  As such, our analysis will give a positive account 

of Paul’s sacrificial language, one that explains how Paul constructed the 

 
120 Ibid., 8.   
121 Noting, however, Ullucci, Christian Rejection, 69–79; Stowers, Rereading, 206–

13.   
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ethnic groups that scholars are increasingly coming to appreciate as being 

central to his exposition.   
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Chapter 2:  Theorizing Sacrifice 

 

Introduction  

When talking about sacrifice, authors within the Western Christian tradition 

have tended to focus on the relationship between sacrifice and sin, and on 

ideas of expiation, propitiation and atonement.  This is, of course, a 

generalisation, but we base it on our literature review (Chapter 1) and also 

the material that we will subsequently encounter relating to the death of 

Jesus (Chapter 4).   

Sacrifice, however, had many functions in the ancient world.1  These 

related to war and peace.  To birth, marriage, death, maturity.  To the hope 

for good fortune and continuing favour from a god.  To crops, health, 

wealth, travel.  To games, divination, appointing a new governor.  

“Sacrifices to mark imperial birthdays, accessions, deaths or deifications, 

 
1 See generally:  Jennifer Wright Knust and Zsuzsanna Várhelyi, Ancient 

Mediterranean Sacrifice (New York ; Oxford, New York, N.Y.: Oxford University Press, 
2011). Daniel Ullucci, “Sacrifice in the Ancient Mediterranean: Recent and Current 
Research,” Curr. Biblic. Res. 13.3 (2015): 388–439. Daniel C. Ullucci, The Christian Rejection 
of Animal Sacrifice (Oxford University Press, 2012). F. S. Naiden, Smoke Signals for the 
Gods: Ancient Greek Sacrifice from the Archaic through Roman Periods (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 2015). Walter Burkert, Homo Necans: The Anthropology of Ancient Greek 
Sacrificial Ritual and Myth (University of California Press, 1983).  Catherine M. Bell, Ritual: 
Perspectives and Dimensions (New York: Oxford University Press, 1997). Kathryn 
McClymond, Beyond Sacred Violence: A Comparative Study of Sacrifice (JHU Press, 2008). 
William K. Gilders, Blood Ritual in the Hebrew Bible: Meaning and Power (Baltimore: The 
Johns Hopkins University Press, 2004). Jonathan Klawans, Purity, Sacrifice, and the Temple: 
Symbolism and Supersessionism in the Study of Ancient Judaism (Oxford University Press, 
USA, 2006). 
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sacrifices because of the discovery of a conspiracy against the emperor or 

because he had returned safely to Rome”.2 “Whether in Israel, Greece, or 

Rome, no agreement, no contract, no alliance can be made without 

sacrifice”.3  Sacrifice had myriad forms, occasions and functions.   

Are any of these other functions of sacrifice relevant to Paul?  Was 

Paul insulated from all these other functions?4  Could some of them have 

been more important to Paul than has yet been recognised?   

Recent developments in the scholarly understanding of sacrifice 

mean that we now have the opportunity to consider Romans in a new light.  

In particular, theorists now increasingly appreciate the central role of 

sacrifice in the construction of family and kinship groups, as well as the 

more general point that sacrifice was constructed in nature.  This thesis will 

reassess Romans in light of these developments.  More specifically, we will 

build upon the recent contributions of scholars including Nancy Jay, Stanley 

Stowers, and Caroline Johnson Hodge.  We have little to add to their 

analysis.  So too, evidentially, we will build on their many references to 

classical texts upon which their analysis rests.5  Our own contribution, 

 
2 Mary Beard et al., Religions of Rome: Volume 1, A History (Cambridge University 

Press, 1998), 195. 
3 Walter Burkert, Homo Necans: The Anthropology of Ancient Greek Sacrificial 

Ritual and Myth (University of California Press, 1983), 35. 
4 “Paul was fully implicated in the values and discourse of his society” Stowers, 

Rereading, 42. Cf earlier discussion of Saussure.   
5 We will not repeat these due to considerations of space.   
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however, will be that of applying their insights, which will help us to 

understand what Paul was trying to achieve in Romans.   

Paul clearly makes extensive use of the language of family in 

Romans (sonship, fatherhood, brotherhood, kin).  Sacrifice is also a 

significant theme.  Could there be a connection between Paul’s familial 

language and his use of sacrifice?  Do these two fields of discourse meet to 

generate something more?  Was Paul doing something with regard to 

sacrifice and the family, and if so what?   

Our approach will be eclectic and pragmatic.  We are not particularly 

committed to any one grand theory.  Rather, we will assemble a toolkit of 

relevant ideas, and then see if they can help us to understand Paul.  The 

ideas that we will draw upon derive from both more recent contributions 

and also from some older theorists.  The real question is as to whether they 

can plausibly help us to interpret Paul’s sacrificial language in the context of 

how sacrifice was used and understood within his world.   

Regarding structure:  First, we will consider some definitions.  Then we will 

consider some key authors, proceeding broadly chronologically.  Finally, we 

will briefly consider sacrifice and purity (which draws upon a number of 

authors, and so is best considered thematically).   
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Definitions  

Recent scholarship has come to appreciate that sacrifice was more broadly 

and diffusely understood than previously thought.  This applies not just to 

function, but also to what might be offered.   

In the words of James Rives, “the monolithic place of animal 

sacrifice in accounts of ancient religion is now starting to be called into 

question”.6  Kathryn McClymond has argued that we need to consider 

vegetable and other non-animal offerings into consideration when defining 

sacrifice.7  Sacrifices also included non-animal offerings such as grain, wine, 

oil, milk, and honey. Ullucci suggests that scholars may have 

“overemphasized the importance of specifically animal sacrifice”.8  We are 

therefore seeing “a reintegration of animal sacrifices with other forms of 

offerings”.9  Death, therefore, was not an essential requirement of sacrifice 

(cf Romans 12:1).10   

 
6 Rives, James, “The Theology of Animal Sacrifice in the Ancient Greek World,” in 

Ancient Mediterranean Sacrifice, ed. J. W. Knust and Z. Varhelyi (Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, 2011), 187–203. 

7 McClymond, Beyond Sacred Violence, 65–92. Also Henri Hubert and Marcel 
Mauss, Sacrifice: Its Nature and Functions (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1981), 12; 
Christian A. Eberhart, The Sacrifice of Jesus: Understanding Atonement Biblically (Wipf and 
Stock Publishers, 2018), 28.   

8 Ullucci, “Sacrifice in the Ancient Mediterranean,” 401. 
9 Ibid., 390.   
10 “rather than the slaughter of animals, the burning rite on the altar is the 

element common to all types of sacrifice [and] accomplishes the goal of biblical sacrifice – 
namely communication with God”.  Christian A. Eberhart, “A Neglected Feature of Sacrifice 
in the Hebrew Bible: Remarks on the Burning Rite on the Altar,” Harv. Theol. Rev. 97.4 
(2004): 485.  Stowers argues that the act of killing was not central.  Stowers, “Greeks Who 
Sacrifice,” 297–98. 
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So too Parker notes that the θυσία word group (closest to our 

“sacrifice”) was used frequently for grain and wine offerings.11  Parker 

further observes that the term sacrifice is etic, an observer’s category, 

contrasted with the emic terms that come from different sematic spheres.  

There was no one thing in the ancient world called “sacrifice”.   

Sacrifice is perhaps better conceptualised as a continuum or 

constellation of different activities, institutions and actors.  Thinking about 

sacrifice as a deeply embedded field of human activities, rather than as a 

separate and discrete sphere, allows a flexibility and suppleness that helps 

us to better engage with the complexity and variety of sacrificial practices.  

In the words of Michael Bourdillon, “Sacrifice is a flexible symbol which can 

convey a rich variety of possible meanings”.12  For this reason, context is 

vital, because the context shows us how sacrifice is being used in this 

particular instance (cf Romans 12:1-3).     

With regard to ethnicity, we will adopt Jonathan Hall’s definition 

that “Ultimately, the definitional criteria or ‘core elements’ which 

determine membership in an ethnic group—and distinguish the ethnic 

 
11 Robert Parker, On Greek Religion, Cornell Studies in Classical Philology; (Ithaca, 

N.Y.; London: Cornell University Press, 2011), 135. Parker goes on to note the risk of alien 
assumptions insinuating themselves when using the English word “sacrifice” to talk about 
ancient Greece.   

12 Michael F. Bourdillon, “Introduction,” in Sacrifice, Conference on Sacrifice, 
Cumberland Lodge, England, Feb 1979, ed. Michael F. Bourdillon and Meyer Fortes (Press, 
1980), 23. 
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group from other social collectivities—are a putative subscription to a myth 

of common descent and kinship, an association with a specific territory and 

a sense of shared history”.13  The issues of common descent and kinship will 

be central to our argument. 

 

Henri Hubert and Marcel Mauss   

Hubert and Mauss, building on their study of Vedic sacrifice, argued that 

sacrifice established “a means of communication between the sacred and 

the profane worlds through the mediation of a victim, that is, of a thing that 

in the course of the ceremony is destroyed”.14 They further specified that 

consecration distinguished sacrifice from other offerings, and that sacrifice 

consecrated both the victim and the person who offered it.15  Most 

basically, “It is indeed certain that sacrifice always implies a consecration; in 

every sacrifice an object passes from the common into the religious 

domain; it is consecrated.”16  In this sense, sacrifice is concerned with the 

transition from the profane to the sacred realm, and with the consecration 

 
13 Jonathan M. Hall, Hellenicity: Between Ethnicity and Culture (University of 

Chicago Press, 2002), 9. See also Denise Kimber Buell, Why This New Race: Ethnic 
Reasoning in Early Christianity (New  York ; Chichester: Columbia University Press, 2008); 
Cavan W. Concannon, “When You Were Gentiles”: Specters of Ethnicity in Roman Corinth 
and Paul’s Corinthian Correspondence (New Haven, Conn.: Yale University Press, 2014). 

14 Hubert and Mauss, Sacrifice, 97. 
15 Cf 12:1.  They argued against Robertson Smith’s more specific idea that tribes 

have a symbol of communal identity (a “totem”) that is sacrificed and eaten in order to 
preserve the community.  William Robertson Smith, Religion of the Semites (Ppr) (New 
Jersey: Transaction Publishers, 1907).   

16 Hubert and Mauss, Sacrifice, 9. 
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of an ordinary living being or thing.  As paraphrased by Catherine Bell, “An 

essentially profane offering is made sacred —consecrated, in effect— in 

order to act as the means of communication and communion between the 

sacred and profane worlds”.17  The basic processes of sacrifice, structuring 

it, were those of sacralization and desacralization.   

This consecration occurred in the act of sacrificial killing, which was 

thought to liberate the victim from its body (destruction and violence, they 

argued, was essential to sacrifice).18  This idea of sacrifice being linked to a 

change of status is also of interest (this change of status being temporary 

within Hubert and Mauss’ analysis).19  More specifically, they contended 

that the consecration of a profane object, followed by its destruction, 

served to mediate between the profane and the sacred worlds (thereby 

ordering the relationship between them).   

Sacrifice is a religious act that can only be carried out in a religious 
atmosphere and by means of essentially religious agents. But, in 
general, before the ceremony neither sacrifice, nor sacrificer nor 
place, instruments, or victim, possess this characteristic to a suitable 
degree. The first phase of the sacrifice is intended to impart it to 
them. They are profane; their condition must be changed. To do 
this, rites are necessary to introduce them into the sacred world and 
involve them in it. 20   

 
17 Bell, Perspectives and Dimensions, 26. 
18 Later we will discuss the putting to death the deeds of the body – 8:13 – as part 

of Paul’s eschatological asceticism, resting upon a distinction between the spirit and the 
flesh, in our Chapter 6).    

19 But a permanent change of familial status will underpin our argument regarding 
12:1. 

20 Ibid., 19-20.   



54 
 

Here the idea of sequence is significant, and will indeed play its part 

in our analysis of Romans in terms of a series of gifts, or sacrificial acts 

(essentially, God gives Christ to the ethne, who in turn give God their bodies 

in living sacrifice).  This concept is also relevant to purification as discussed 

later in this chapter.  Other aspects do not fit so well with our analysis of 

Paul, however.  In Hubert and Mauss’ analysis the consecrated sacrificial 

victim is usually subsequently completely destroyed, whereas Paul’s 

emphasis in Romans is more on transformation (12:2).  So too Hubert and 

Mauss note the process of desacralization at the end of the rite to restore 

and re-establish the distinction between the sacred and the profane, 

whereas we interpret Paul in terms of a change of familial status that will 

produce theosis.   

Hubert and Mauss understood sacrifice as being explained by its 

social function: “this personal renunciation of their property by individuals 

or groups nourishes social forces.  They confer upon each other, upon 

themselves, and upon those things that they hold dear, the whole strength 

of society.”21 

 

Sacrifice ascribed a divine nature to social matters (Mauss tried to 

analyse religion in connection with every aspect of society).  Hubert and 

 
21 Hubert and Mauss, Sacrifice, 102. 
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Mauss saw religious ideas as social facts, and argued that this was enough 

to explain sacrifice.22  Does sacrifice in Paul have a social function?  In what 

way is the living sacrifice of the body in 12:1 linked to the strengthening and 

transformation of the society of people to whom Paul is writing?23  The 

further social function that Hubert and Mauss identified is that of:   

“redressing equilibriums that have been upset:  by expiation they redeem 

themselves from social obloquy, the consequence of error, and re-enter the 

community...”24   

Expiation was seen as the primary function of sacrifice, and referred 

to ““The expulsion of a sacred spirit”.25   Many have invoked expiation of 

sins with regard to Jesus as ἱλαστήριον (3:25; see Chapter 4).  The more 

general idea of redressing equilibrium will also be key to our reading of 

God’s reconciliation with those perpetrating the behaviours listed in Paul’s 

“vice list” (1:26-32).   

The layperson who offered the sacrifice was also consecrated in 

their transition from the profane to the sacred world. The devotee who 

provides the victim is “religiously transformed”; sacrifice “modifies the 

condition of the moral person who accomplishes it”.26  Indeed, “The 

 
22 Ibid., 101.   
23 Note strengthening στηρίζω 1:11; 16:25.  
24 Hubert and Mauss, Sacrifice, 103.   
25 Ibid., 6.  
26 Ibid., 13.   
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devotee who provides the victim which is the object of consideration is not, 

at the completion of the operation, the same way he was at the beginning.  

He has acquired a religious character which he did not have before.”27  

Hubert and Mauss even talk of a “metamorphosis”, so close to Paul’s own 

vocabulary of Romans 8:29 and 12:2.28  Note that in 12:1 the living sacrifice 

of the body applies sacrificial language so that the offeror and the thing 

offered are one and the same.  In terms of outcome, they talk of the 

sacrifice imparting and investing the sacrificer with a sacred character, of 

his being regenerated and given a new power, of the victim being “reborn 

sacred”, with the victim itself becoming divine.29  These themes of new 

character, new power and the acquisition of divinity will all be present in 

our analysis of Romans 12 and 13.   

 

Walter Burkert 

Burkert argued that sacrifice originated from hunting, and that its function 

was underpinned by the point that “Civilized life endures only by giving a 

ritual form to the brute force that still lurks in men.”30  Burkert thought that 

hunting and killing shaped the societies and the minds of men.31  While men 

 
27 Ibid., 9.   
28 Ibid., 10, 13, 51.   
29 Ibid., 35.   
30 Burkert, Homo Necans, 45. 
31 Ibid., 17-22.   
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must kill to live, control of the killer instinct is necessary for any society to 

form.  The killer instinct may be controlled by sanctifying violence against 

some, thereby containing the violence and allowing successful cooperative 

groups to form, and permitting survival.32  As such, this theory is 

substitutionary, with the sacrifice as a ritualization of the hunt itself.  

Sacrifice is a mechanism to discharge inherent aggression, but using the 

sacred to deny its reality.  Burkert argued that this theory explained what 

he saw as being the connection between hunting and sacrifice, as well its 

global spread, carried out exclusively by males. 

Burkert’s understanding has been heavily criticised.  Firstly, his 

assertion that animal sacrifice was carried out by hunter-gatherer societies 

(i.e. pre-agrarian) has been criticised due to the ambiguity of the evidence 

(the suggestion being that Burkert was over-interpreting).33  Smith further 

points out that it is invariably domestic animals that were sacrificed, 

suggesting an agrarian society.34  Burkert’s assumption that his model is 

universal has been quite rightly rejected.  Secondly, Burkert seems to be 

 
32 Ibid., 35-48.   
33 Jonathan Z. Smith, “The Domestication of Sacrifice,” in Relating Religion:  Essays 

in the Study of Religion (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2004), 202–4. 
34 Fritz Graf, “One Generation after Burkert and Girard: Where Are the Great 

Theories?,” in Greek and Roman Animal Sacrifice:  Ancient Victims, Modern Observers, ed. 
C. Farone and F.S. Naiden (Cambridge: CUP, 2012), 49. 
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excessively focussed on the act of killing.  Recent theorists have suggested 

that this was not in fact central to sacrifice, and indeed minimized.35  

Burkert also emphasizes transformation, stating,  

“Sacrifice transforms us.  By going through the irreversible "act” we reach a 

new plane.  Whenever a new step is taken consciously and irrevocably, it is 

inevitably connected with sacrifice … … when passing into a new age group 

or on entering into an exclusive society there will be sacrifice.” 36 

We do not endorse the idea that a new step is inevitably connected 

with sacrifice.  However, the profound connection being drawn between 

sacrifice and transformation, by such an eminent theorist, is worth noting.  

So too the association between sacrifice and exclusive society i.e. the 

connection between sacrifice and the construction of boundaries.  The 

boundary between the ethne and Israel is the central issue of this thesis.  

That between the Christ-following ethne and non-Christ-following ethne 

will also be important to Paul’s construction of a sacrificing community.   

 

 

 

 
35 Stowers, “Greeks Who Sacrifice,” 297–98; McClymond, Beyond Sacred Violence, 

44–64. Eberhart emphasises cereal offerings Eberhart, The Sacrifice of Jesus, 75–79. 
36 Burkert, Homo Necans, 40. 
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René Girard37 

Girard considered sacrifice as being a means of channelling human 

violence: “The function of sacrifice is to quell violence within the 

community and to prevent conflicts from erupting”.38  Girard notes that, 

“Violence too long held in check will overflow its bounds”.39  Girard further 

explains that, “Men can dispose of their violence more effectively if they 

regard the process not as something emanating from within themselves, 

but as a necessity imposed from without, a divine decree…”.40  Rather than 

looking at what he called the “theological superstructure”, Girard 

attempted to “formulate the fundamental principles of sacrifice without 

reference to the ritualistic framework”.41  For Girard, this violence was of a 

specific kind; rather than being sexual (as with Freud) or even innate, Girard 

asserted that, once our basic needs are met, violence was imitative in 

nature, arising when two or more individuals are competing for the same 

desired object. If only one person can have the object, then imitating each 

other’s desire will lead to a Hobbesian war of all against all.  Sacrifice exists 

to channel this violence into licit directions, displacing it onto the object of 

 
37 Girard is selected because of his theological influence e.g. Robert J. Daly, 

Sacrifice Unveiled: The True Meaning of Christian Sacrifice (London ; New York: T & T Clark, 
2009); Robert G. Hammerton- Kelly, Sacred Violence: Paul’s Hermeneutic of the Cross 
(Minneapolis: Augsburg Fortress, 1991). 

38 René Girard, Violence and the Sacred (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University 
Press, 1977), 14.   

39 Ibid., 30. 
40 Ibid., 14. 
41 Ibid., 9. 



60 
 

sacrifice, the “scapegoat” (citing the pharmakos ritual), this being a 

surrogate victim and ritual substitute for social rivals.42  Acting as a social 

safety valve, “The function of ritual is to ‘purify’ violence”. 43  Notably this 

violence has no expiatory function (cf discussion ἱλαστήριον - Romans 

3:25), but functions on a merely mechanical, indeed unconscious, level, as a 

social device.   

Building on this analysis, Girard argues that the whole of religion, 

society and culture emerged from this foundation in primal violence, whose 

repression underpins every institutional structure, including language 

itself.44  Sacrifice underpins a distinction between “good” and “bad” 

violence, upon which the entire social order depends.45  Modern society has 

displaced this function onto the legal system, which “rationalizes” and 

limits revenge.46 

Critically, however, Girard’s imitative conceptualisation of violence 

seems unnecessarily complicated and obscure.  How can we assess whether 

human beings really work this way?  Secondly, Girard’s focus on violence 

does not account for all the evidence regarding either what was offered 

(e.g. grain, oil), or the process (which included selection, cooking, 

 
42 Ibid., 9. 
43 Ibid., 36. 
44 Ibid., 154. 
45 Ibid., 37, 52. 
46 Ibid., 22. 
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consumption, and often celebration).47  Sacrifice, in short, is not just about 

violence and killing.48  Thirdly, some anthropologists argue that the 

scapegoat is not in fact essential in societies that maintain sacrificial rites.49  

Fourthly, much of Girard’s evidence from the Upper Palaeolithic and 

Neolithic eras is inherently very difficult to interpret.  Fifthly, Girard’s 

sweeping assertions about the nature of culture, religion, and society as a 

whole seem implausibly ambitious.50  Consequently, Girard’s influence has 

been losing ground.51   

More generally, recent theorists have been sceptical of totalising 

and reductionist claims as to what sacrifice is really about (i.e. essentialist 

readings).52  Mono-causal explanations are now often viewed sceptically as 

“grand theories” and “one-dimensional models”.53  The sense is that no 

single explanation quite manages to grasp sacrifice in its entirety, or deal 

with the evidence completely, or to reassure us that we are not in the 

 
47 Stephenson discusses the “festive atmosphere and sociability” involved in 

sacrificial feasts.  Stephenson, Barry, Ritual (Oxford, New York: Oxford University Press, 
2015), 33. 

48 Stowers, Rereading, 207.  
49 Stephenson, Ritual, 37.  
50 Ibid.  The “all-embracing” nature of Girard’s thesis is pointedly noted by 

Burkert, Walter, “The Problem of Ritual Killing,” in Violent Origins, ed. Robert Hamerton-
Kelly (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1987), 118. 

51 Fritz Graf, “One Generation after Burkert and Girard: Where Are the Great 
Theories?” 

52 E.g. Jay argues that there is no universal category of sacrifice.  Rather, sacrifice 
is part of “religious legitimation of male domination”, and arises “only with agrarian and 
pastoral societies”.  Jay, Throughout Your Generations Forever, 148. 

53 Naiden, Smoke Signals, 181–82. 
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realm of grand assertion.  In the words of F.S. Naiden, “Meant to be a lens, 

the category of sacrifice became a blinder.”54  

There is a danger, however, of taking this rejection of earlier 

theorists too far.  Their theoretical excesses should not lead to complete 

dismissal.  Rather, their ideas should be applied cautiously to the text at 

hand.  Some of their insights may still help to illuminate our reading of 

Paul.55   

 

Nancy Jay  

Nancy Jay has discussed the role of sacrifice in the construction of family 

and kinship groups in the ancient world.56  This thesis will draw, 

circumspectly, upon her contribution.  Ultimately, we will to some extent 

build upon Jay, leveraging her work in tandem with Stowers and Johnson 

Hodge, who will furnish a further quantity of evidence as to the applicability 

of Jay’s insights to the period we are considering.    

The key point is that family membership was effected by sacrifice.  It 

was effected cultically.  This is why Jay refers to sacrifice as “birth done 

better”.57  Having given birth, woman are in a situation of power.  This is 

 
54 Naiden, Smoke Signals, 320. 
55 E.g. transformation (see Chapter 7). 
56 Jay, Throughout Your Generations Forever. 
57 Ibid., xxiv.   
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compounded by the fact that biological paternity is uncertain.58  In this 

context, men assert that children do not become members of the family by 

virtue of birth.59  Rather, sacrifice is necessary for family membership.60  In 

the words of Stanley Stowers, membership and status were “cultic, not 

natural”.61  In this way, men use sacrifice to create fictive kin groups and 

male lineages through which property can be passed on (primarily to other 

males).  Sacrifice creates, indexes and delineates these social relations and, 

in particular, the lines of male descent.  Notably sacrifice is usually 

performed by adult males (the priesthood) and where women are cited as 

performing sacrifice it is never as mothers, but instead as virgins or post-

menopausal women.62  In this way, therefore, men use sacrifice to take 

power away from women.  Jay refers to “sacrificially maintained 

domination” and to sacrifice as a “means of disempowering women”.63 

Gender and power hierarchies, specifically patriarchy, are drive Jay’s 

understanding.  Jay’s analysis demonstrates that membership of the family 

 
58 Ibid., 36.   
59 “Oikos membership was not a consequence of birth. Only some days later, 

when a sacrifice purified the household from the pollution of a child's birth, did its father 
recognize the child in the family cult, making it a family member”.  Jay, Throughout Your 
Generations Forever, 43. 

60 The linked issue of cult and boundaries is prominent in S. R. F. Price, “The Place 
of Religion: Rome in the Early Empire,” in The Cambridge Ancient History, ed. Alan K. 
Bowman, Edward Champlin, and Andrew Lintott, 2nd ed. (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1996), 812–47. 

61 Stowers, “Greeks Who Sacrifice,” 316. 
62 Jay, Throughout Your Generations Forever, xiii.   
63 Ibid., 150. 
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has become a cultural production resting on the performance of ritual, 

rather than upon the natural process of giving birth.  Membership of the 

family is given a ritualised structure.  Ritual, in this context, is 

transformative; the transformation is that of acquiring new familial status.  

Sacrifice, in this sense, is used to regulate membership of the family.  

Sacrifice is used to reassert male control of the family. Power relationships 

between males are also structured by sacrifice: “sacrificing orders relations 

within and between lines of human fathers and sons, between men and 

men”.64   

There are a number of limitations to Jay’s analysis.65  Firstly, we have 

an initial concern that Jay’s analysis might be susceptible – like that of 

Girard – to the criticism of being overly sweeping in nature.  It certainly 

applies to a very broad period of time.  Does it run the risk of making 

universal claims?  Jay’s analysis is more specific, however.  It links sacrifice 

to societies that have elaborate networks of inheritance in the form of 

extended kin groups.66  As such, Jay sees sacrifice as arising and continuing 

“only with agrarian and pastoral societies”, as opposed to hunter-gatherer 

societies and within modern industrial society (i.e. on Jay’s own terms, her 

 
64 Ibid., 34.  
65 Noted by Johnson Hodge, If Sons, 27. fn. 35.  Also Eisenbaum, “Remedy,” 677. 

fn.15. These will be countered by the limited role that we are asking it to perform.  
66 Jay, Throughout Your Generations Forever, xxiv.   
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analysis is by no means universal).67  Secondly, a similar point arises with 

regard to methodology.  Here Jay’s approach may be criticised for focussing 

too much on test-cases within this broader historical sweep, the question 

being as to whether it is really possible to generalise on this basis.68  

Generally, then, we do not endorse any universal claims;  these are beyond 

my expertise to evaluate, and are - practically - not relevant to the specific 

task of reading Paul (which requires an understanding of sacrifice only in his 

particular time and place).  Thirdly, analysis in terms of social function risks 

being reductive.  What was the personal experience of people who 

participated in sacrifice?  This emic question indicates a limitation to all 

analyses that consider sacrifice through the lens its indexing social 

relations.   

Our interest is specifically focused on Paul’s historical time period.  

Does Jay’s analysis apply here?  The real issue is as to whether it applies to 

“Israelites, Greeks, Romans, Christians and Jews” of the first century CE as 

opposed to whether it translates universally.69  Our engagement with 

Johnson Hodge and Stowers will furnish further evidence on this more 

specific question, remedying Jay’s limitations. But yet, even if Jay’s analysis 

 
67 Ibid., 148.   
68 Edward James, “Book Review:  Throughout Your Generations Forever,” J. Hist. 

Behav. Sci. 31 (1995): 424–26. 
69 Eisenbaum, “Remedy,” 677. fn.15. Drawing on the critique of Jay in Strenski, 

Ivan, “Between Theory and Speciality: Sacrifice in the 90s,” Relig. Stud. Rev. 22.10–22 
(1996). 
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applies to Paul’s historical context, it is not necessarily that useful for 

interpreting Paul himself, as Paul did not necessarily use this logic.   

More positively, Jay’s contribution valuably emphasis the 

relationship between ritual and power, and its basic insight that people 

construct sacrificial systems in particular contexts and for particular 

reasons.  Jay’s more practical emphasis on power relationships within 

society contrasts with the more mysterious and innate psychological drivers 

as invoked by Girard above, and with the essentialist assertions of the older 

theorists more broadly.   

Thinking about Paul in this light, a number of key questions arise: (1) 

Does Paul connect sacrifice and the family? (2) What is Paul trying to 

achieve when he uses sacrificial discourse?  The distinction here is between 

what sacrifice means, and what sacrifice is being used to achieve.  Jay’s 

analysis alerts us to the instrumentality of sacrifice.   

 

Caroline Johnson Hodge  

Regarding family membership, Caroline Johnson Hodge explains that, 

“Greek sources indicate that birth did not automatically grant membership 

into the oikos or household. A child had to be officially—that is, ritually—

admitted into the family by the father.”70  The role of ritual is key:  

 
70 Johnson Hodge, If Sons, 27. 
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“Religious ritual is important because it both ratifies and creates kin 

relationships: members of patrilineal cultures regulate, sanction, and adjust 

descent patterns with religious ritual, specifically sacrifice.”71  Or, more 

briefly:  “Through sacrifice, children are given a place in the father's 

lineage.”72  Our application of these insights to Paul lies at the heart of this 

project.   

Created by religious ritual, the kin relationships that Johnson Hodge 

mentions are therefore both malleable and constructed.  While appearing 

natural, they are susceptible to modification, not least via sacrifice: “kinship 

and ethnicity are both considered “natural” categories yet are also treated 

as mutable”.73  Indeed Johnson Hodge goes on to talk about “the strategic 

construction of identity”.74  The strategic use of descent is explored in a 

number of case studies by Johnson Hodge.75  These include adoption,76 the 

rewriting of family genealogies,77 the reconstrual of the lineages of whole 

 
71 Ibid., 20.  So too Burkert notes the use of sacrifice to seal the bond of marriage 

in Etruria and in Italy more generally.  Burkert, Homo Necans, 274. 
72 Johnson Hodge, If Sons, 27. 
73 Ibid., 20.    
74 Ibid., 22.  
75 Ibid., 28-42. 
76 Here Johnson Hodge references:  Isaeus, Aulus Gellius, Diodorus of Sicily and 

Julius Caesar’s adoption of Octavian, and Philo and Josephus’ respective recognitions of 
adoptions. Ibid., 29-31. 

77 Here Johnson Hodge references:  fragment attributed to Aristotle, Roman 
families crafting genealogies “Trojan and Greek heroes”, Julius Caesar’s claimed descent 
from Venus and Aeneas. Ibid., 31-32. 
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populations,78 the recrafting of the history of a people,79 the proving of the 

antiquity and hence the authenticity of a people,80 and finally the forging of 

intellectual kinships in schools of learning.81  As such, Johnson Hodge 

explores “a variety of discourses available to 1st-century thinkers such as 

Paul” (this idea of richness and the use of a variety of different aspects will 

be relevant to our own analysis).82 The idea of creative reworking is 

prominent here.  The strategic use of sacrifice in the construction of new 

kinship relations stands in stark contrast with the essentialist analyses such 

as that of Girard, as previously discussed.  Johnson Hodge asks “How is the 

ideology of patrilineal descent put to use?”83  Significantly, the discussion 

has moved from definition to function.     

Could eschatological or covenantal matters be the “specific 

rhetorical goals” that Paul is trying to advance via his construction of 

identity?84  Or what if we were to link it with the idea of cosmic conflict?  

 
78 Here Johnson Hodge discusses Kleisthenes' reforms, which reorganised kinship 

structures in the polis. Ibid., 33-34. 
79 Here Johnson Hodge discusses that of Rome by Dionysius of Halicarnassus, who 

“refigured ancestry” to “demonstrate that the true ethnicity of the Romans is Greek”.  
Interestingly, “Despite this common heritage, however, Dionysius does not collapse 
Romans and Greeks into one people; Romans remain distinctive with their own history, 
law, and customs”.  Ibid., 34-36. This will resonate with our own analysis of Paul.   

80 Here Johnson Hodge discusses the Jews, as described by Josephus.   Ibid., 37-38.  
On the value of antiquity see Christoph Pieper and James Ker, Valuing the Past in the 
Greco-Roman World (BRILL, 2014). 

81 Here Johnson Hodge makes some general observations about philosophical 
schools, and discusses Philo, Plutarch, Epicurus, Hippocrates (medical learning) and the 
Mishnah.  Ibid., 38-41.   

82 Ibid., 20.   
83 Ibid., 41.   
84 Ibid., 20.   
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How might kinship link with any, or indeed all of these ideas?  Building on 

Johnson Hodge’s analysis we can generate new possibilities for thinking 

about what Paul might have been trying to achieve with his discourses of 

family and sacrifice.  The question is, though:  are these actually evidenced 

in the text?   The constructed nature of sacrifice means that we need to 

look more closely at the text to see how Paul is using sacrifice in each 

particular instance; with what significance is Paul endowing any particular 

sacrificial invocation? 85 

Adoption is explicitly discussed by Paul in Romans 8:15 and 8:23. 

Johnson Hodge notes that “Adoption was widely recognized as a legitimate 

means of refiguring kinship structures”.86 Regarding mechanism: “in the 

case of adoption … kinship is created through ritual and legal 

proceedings”.87  Paul certainly talks about adoption (8:15,23).  Significantly 

for our own argument, Johnson Hodge evidences the important point that 

“Animal sacrifice provides the context for legitimizing a son by adoption or 

by birth”.88  Johnson Hodge draws upon Jane Gardner’s observation that 

“the familia was entirely a legal construct, the composition of which was 

 
85 Our Chapters Our chapters on Romans 1 (Chapter 3), ethnicity (Chapter 5) and 

eschatological asceticism (Chapter 6) will all inform our interpretation of Paul’s invocation 
of sacrifice in Romans 12:1 (see our Chapter 7) 

86 Ibid., 29.   
87 Ibid. 
88 Ibid. Isaeus, Apollodoros, 7.15-16.  



70 
 

created both ‘naturally,’ by blood descent within lawful marriage, and 

artificially…through the medium of adoption”.89   

Building on Stowers, Johnson Hodge argues that: “Ritual, specifically 

plant and animal sacrifice, thus serves as a mechanism for implementing 

the ideology of patriliny in ancient Mediterranean social structures. In these 

agricultural economies, sacrificial practices not only regulate the transfer of 

land and inheritance, but also serve as a means for selecting and 

authorizing each new member of the lineage”.90  The issue of inheritance is 

specifically referenced by Paul in 8:17, notably in conjunction with the issue 

of adoption υἱοθεσία 8:15).  The question as to membership of the lineage 

lies precisely at the very heart of the argument of this thesis.   

Turning to Paul, Johnson Hodge states that, “Paul clearly understood 

the strategic potential of casting a ritual of initiation (baptism) as an 

adoption of alien peoples by the God of Israel”.91  Johnson Hodge argues 

that Paul “crafts a new genealogy for gentile believers, one that links them 

to Israel through Christ”,92 and that the mechanism by which this kinship is 

created is that of baptism into the spirit, in a ritual of adoption.93  (But does 

 
89 Jane F. Gardner, Family and Familia in Roman Law and Life (Oxford: Clarendon 

Press, 1998), 10. 
90 Johnson Hodge, If Sons, 26. 
91 Ibid., 31.   
92 Ibid., 20.   
93 Ibid., 67-79.   
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this fit with the broader picture – was baptism used to construct new 

genealogy elsewhere in the ancient world?)   

Further - what about the role of sacrifice, as just evidenced?  Does 

Paul link sacrifice and adoption, or the acquisition of new  familial status?  

Johnson Hodge’s analysis emphasizes baptism, and pays particular 

attention to Galatians.  But what of Romans?  Johnson Hodge analyses the 

role of sacrifice in constructing ethnic relationships, but does not apply this 

to sacrifice and ethnicity being invoked in conjunction in Romans 12:1.   

Looking more closely, the ethnic end product that Johnson Hodge 

discerns for the “gentile in-Christ” is that of a “model of multiple identities” 

that are “hierarchically arranged”.94  I agree with Johnson Hodge’s basic 

premise that “ethnic identity is inextricable from a people's standing before 

God”.95  But the idea that hybridity is a useful way of thinking about the 

“gentiles in-Christ” is one that I do not think is correct.96  It does not fit with 

the ongoing validity of ethnic distinctions within Romans (see Chapter 5).   

 

 

 

 
94 Ibid., 118-120.  Sanders sees Jew and gentile joining to become a “third entity”.  

E. P. Sanders, Paul, the Law, and the Jewish People (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1983), 
172.   

95 Ibid., 43.   
96 See also later discussion of Garroway, Gentile-Jews. 
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Stanley Stowers   

Like Johnson Hodge, Stowers argues for the centrality of sacrifice in terms 

of establishing paternal lineage; “the work of sacrifice creating lineages 

through men and bypassing rights established through women remained 

basic”.97  The constructed nature of kinship is emphasized by Stowers, when 

he notes that “Greek society always rested heavily on kinship, but kinship is 

never merely natural, physiologically determined. Physiology and biology 

do not create descent groups and patterns of kinship. People do”.98  With 

regard to Paul we will later consider the interplay between nature and 

ritual in Romans 11 and Romans 12; Paul’s discussion of the olive tree 

emphasizes both the question of nature (mentioned three times in 11:24) 

but also grafting (which very neatly combines the natural with human 

action). We will argue that Paul’s appeal in 12:1, asking the ethne to do 

something (to offer their bodies as a living sacrifice i.e. to undertake a ritual 

act), is Paul giving the ethne the opportunity to ratify and construct a 

pattern of kinship.  The grafting of 11:24 is carried out by the actions 

described in 12:1.   

Evidentially, Stowers demonstrates the discursive connection 

between sacrifice and the construction of descent groups with reference to 

 
97 Stowers, “Greeks Who Sacrifice,” 331.   
98 Ibid., 313.   
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Greek literary and medical texts.99  With regard to newborns, and their 

acquisition of familial status, Stowers describes the ritual where “the father 

ran or walked the newborn around the purified hearth and offered a 

sacrifice that was both expiatory and communal”.100  The overlap of 

function here is interesting.  We should be careful not to characterize 

sacrifice in a simplistic manner.  A single ritual could have multiple layers of 

meaning.  Stowers later explains that “the child now separated from its 

mother was of the father's seed and line of descent”.101  So too here the 

functions are polyvalent; here sacrifice has achieved both separation and 

unification.  Ideas of impurity are also relevant: “the child is separated from 

the pollution of its mother, with sacrifice being used to bind it to its 

father”.102   Significantly, Paul frames his dynamic in terms of people being 

handed over to Impurity and the Passions (Romans 1:24,26).  The sequence 

of purification and sacrifice will be highly pertinent to our own analysis.  

More specifically, the impurity needs to be escaped from (cf analysis of 

3:24-25), but then this is followed by sacrifice being used to construct 

something (cf Romans 12:1-2; and Romans 12-13 more broadly).  Our 

 
99 Ibid., 301 et seq. Further details are discussed and footnoted in Stowers’ 

chapter.     
100 Ibid., 297.   
101 Ibid., 316.   
102 Ibid., 317.   
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general emphasis on the idea of there being a sequence of actions and 

sacrifices precisely with this dynamic of purity followed by sacrifice.   

Looking more closely at nature of the mechanism:  the actual 

creation of the kin relationship was effected by sacrifice.103  Stowers states 

that,  

Sacrifice actually caused what it signified. Sacrifices at the hearth, of 
the phratry and deme actually caused membership in an all-male 
line of descent through which the initiate received property, power, 
and status, including citizenship. Pollution and expiatory sacrifices 
actually caused a separation of women from men. Communion 
sacrifice actually effected membership and bonds of community in 
hierarchically ranked groups, both identifying and constituting the 
group.104 
 
In this sense sacrifice was effective.  It achieved something.  And 

indeed, Stowers goes on to talk about sacrifice “effecting…social 

relationships”, and also notes its determining role in the legal context of 

inheritance disputes.105  Sacrifice was the means by which kinship was 

created.  Stowers argues that sacrifice is used to legitimate and authorize 

each new member of these social structures.106  In this sense sacrifice was 

used to regulate kinship.  

An important qualification here is noted by Philippa Townsend, 

specifically that “identifying a persistent discursive association between 

 
103 Ibid., 313.   
104 Ibid., 328.   
105 Ibid., 319, 329.   
106 Ibid., 316.   
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sacrifice and descent is not the same as claiming that sacrifice has an 

inherent “meaning,” even within a particular culture”.107  The 

connection here is not essentialist, and a wide variety of other 

applications of sacrifice is entirely possible.     

More broadly, “sacrifice seems to have increasingly worked to 

establish and maintain many types of social relations beyond gender”.108  As 

noted earlier, the sheer range of ways in which sacrifice could be applied is 

remarkable.  Stowers lists the “domains and distinctions that sacrifice 

helped to shape: perception of the human place in the cosmos, gender, 

descent, kinship, citizenship, civic particularity (e.g., Athenians vs. 

Spartans), membership and rank in voluntary associations, ethnicity, social 

status, basic patterns of conviviality, the distribution of food, civic time, life 

passages, age grading, and civic space”.109   

Sacrifice defined relationships with gods and between human 

beings.  Stowers explains that “Sacrifice was intensively locative, placing 

humans between gods and beasts and setting the human hierarchy of the 

city in its place”.110  It operated both vertically and horizontally.  Both 

aspects will be relevant to our own analysis.  Most obviously, sacrifice 

 
107 Philippa Townsend, “Bonds of Flesh and Blood: Porphyry, Animal Sacrifice and 

Empire,” in Ancient Mediterranean Sacrifice, ed. J. W. Knust and Z. Varhelyi (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 2011), 214–35. 

108 Stowers, “Greeks Who Sacrifice,” 331. 
109 Ibid., 328.   
110 Ibid., 326.   
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creates a relationship with God.  We will argue that by giving the ethne a 

new λατρεία in 12:1, Paul is furnishing for them a genuine means of 

worshipping God.  Further, this sacrifice creates a new relationship with 

God, the logic and substance of which Paul elaborates upon in Romans 12 

and 13.  Less obviously, we will argue that the sacrifice of 12:1 ratifies and 

constructs the relationship of kinship between the ethne and the Israelites.  

The recent contributions of Jay, Johnson Hodge and Stowers will help us to 

discern this common ancient function and dynamic within Paul.   

Scheid also notes that this locative function could also be 

hierarchizing in nature, with sacrifice being used to ritually display the 

social order of the world, this order including human beings’ 

relationships with gods and animals.111  While the idea of hierarchy 

obviously applies to the relationship between humans and gods, we do 

not assume that Israel and the ethne will be equal (first the Jew and 

then the Greek 1:16).   

Stowers continues that “sacrifice both joins and separates, thus 

locating Greeks in society and the cosmos.  By locating humans within the 

cosmic hierarchy, the myth of sacrifice legitimated and naturalized the 

social hierarchies of the polis that were also mapped and indexed by 

 
111 John Scheid, “Roman Animal Sacrifice and the System of Being,” in Greek and 

Roman Animal Sacrifice:  Ancient Victims, Modern Observers, ed. Christopher Faraone and 
F. S. Naiden (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2012), 84–95. 



77 
 

sacrifice”.112  Kinship both joins people (as kin) but also separates them 

from others (who are not kin).  The idea of boundaries is relevant here.  

Sacrifice both overcomes boundaries but also constructs them.  Paul’s 

interest in boundaries is evident from the beginning of Romans 1 

(ἀφορίζω 1:1; ὁρίζω 1:4).  As we shall see, sacrifice gives him a powerful 

and subtle tool with which to pursue his agenda.  The activity of 

location, identified by Stowers, was also a process of negotiation.  

Kinship was constructed to negotiate relationships between groups, using 

the shared language of sacrifice that was common throughout the eastern 

Mediterranean.  Our thesis is that Paul is using the language of sacrifice to 

negotiate and define the relationship between Israel and the ethne.113     

The difficulty with Stowers’ analysis relates to its application. 

Stowers - like Johnson Hodge - does not discuss Paul’s use of sacrifice to 

construct kinship in Romans 12:1, which we will elaborate upon and 

evidence later in this thesis.   

Sacrifice was deeply contested in nature.114 Stowers’ idea of 

“cultural entrepreneurs” helps to theorise our understanding of this 

 
112 Stowers, “Greeks Who Sacrifice,” 326. 
113 Like Johnson Hodge, Stowers does not discuss the construction of kinship in 
relation to 12:1.   
114 “The vast majority of … pre-Christian thinkers do not reject the practice of 

sacrifice; rather they attempt to impose their own interpretations on this key ritual” 
Ullucci, Christian Rejection, 3. 
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contest.115  This conceptualisation sees sacrificial discourse as being 

conducted by highly educated cultural producers participating in discursive 

competition and debate over the true meaning of sacrifice.  They may be 

making a reasonable living as itinerant peddlers of mystery as well.  This 

characterisation helpfully indicates the potential self-interest and sheer 

invention at play.  But its idea of a creative elite perhaps implies a passive 

audience, neglecting appropriation and reworking.  Further, the cynicism of 

the terminology risks mistaking genuine religious sincerity for self-

promotion.  

 

Catherine Bell  

Rather than talking about “ritual”, Bell prefers the verb “to ritualise” and 

the dynamic activity of “ritualization”.116  Ritual “is not an intrinsic, universal 

category or feature of human behavior,” and is “a cultural and historical 

construction”.117 Bell insists that “ritual should be analyzed and understood 

in its real context” (while hard to disagree with, this basic point will be vital 

to our own analysis) and that “the focus is less a matter of clear and 

 
115 Stanley Stowers, “The Religion of Plant and Animal Offerings Versus the 

Religion of Meanings, Essences, and Textual Mysteries,” in Ancient Mediterranean 
Sacrifice, ed. J. W. Knust and Z. Varhelyi (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2011), 35–57. 
Also Heidi Wendt, At the Temple Gates: The Religion of Freelance Experts in the Roman 
Empire (New York, NY: Oxford University Press, 2016), 146–89. 

116 Bell, Catherine, Ritual Theory, Ritual Practice (Oxford, New York: Oxford 
University Press, 2009), 107–8. Also throughout Bell, Perspectives and Dimensions.  

117 Bell, Perspectives and Dimensions, 9. 
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autonomous rites than the methods, traditions and strategies of 

"ritualization”.118  Specificity and particularity of motivation are key.  As 

with Jay above, the specific motivations for ritualization revolve around the 

creation, negotiation, and exertion of power.  As Bell puts it, "[r]itualization 

is a strategic play of power, of domination and resistance, within the arena 

of the social body".119 Interestingly, however, Bell emphasis within the 

social body, whereas Johnson Hodge has talked about constructing the 

identity of the social body itself through kinship.   

Bell also emphasizes multiplicity; different people experience and 

interpret ritual performances in different ways.  Further, ritualisers on both 

sides of the power equation “misrecognise” what is going on.120  Ideas of 

ambiguity and multivalence is also important.  Bell’s idea of misrecognition 

draws upon Bourdieu’s emphasis on indeterminacy, ambiguities, and 

equivocations.121   Klawans concludes that "Rituals—sacrifice included—are 

multivalent entities whose levels of meaning cannot be reduced to any 

single idea or purpose."122  In the words of Theo Sundermeier: “Every 

sacrifice is an aggregate of many symbols, a well from which one can draw 

new interpretations again and again, which do not exclude but complement 

 
118 Ibid., 81-82. 
119 Bell, Catherine, Ritual Theory, Ritual Practice, 204. 
120 Ibid., 82.     
121 Bell, Catherine, Ritual Theory, Ritual Practice, 82–83, 109. 
122 Klawans, Purity, Sacrifice, and the Temple, 68. 
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one another”.123  However, it is by no means new.  Robertson Smith noted 

the lack of “authoritative interpretation”, the “variety of influences”, and 

that “Every rite therefore lent itself to more than one interpretation”.124  

Ritual therefore resists neat definition.   

 

Daniel Ullucci  

The question Ullucci asks prises open some intellectual space for our own 

project.  Ullucci asks how Christianity came to reject animal sacrifice, which 

was universally practised in its surrounding culture.  He rejects both the 

idea that this was a culmination of enlightened criticism, and any 

teleological or evolutionary assumptions that owe more to the 

retrospective imposition of fourth century orthodoxy than to historical 

analysis.125  Ullucci notes that from the first to the third century Christian 

texts display a wide variety of views on sacrifice (which he leaves 

unharmonized), and that a coherent position on sacrifice was only 

developed in the fourth century.126  We, therefore, should not assume that 

animal sacrifice was necessarily marginalised or diminished in Paul’s 

writings, or that sacrifice was understood by Paul in the same way as it 

 
123 Sundermeier, Theo, “Sacrifice in Traditional African Religions,” in Sacrifice in 

Religious Experience, ed. A. Baumgarten (Leiden; Boston, Mass.: Brill, 2002), 11–12. 
124 Smith, Religion of the Semites (Ppr), 399. 
125 Ullucci, Christian Rejection, 117–18. 
126 Ibid., 8-9.  
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came to be understood in later Christianity (Paul is part of this earlier 

diversity).127  Ullucci’s methodological insistence on the historical 

contextualisation and theorization of social reality when interpreting has 

been precisely our task in this chapter.128    

Theorizing sacrifice, Ullucci draws a “distinction between discursive 

and non-discursive action, roughly the distinction between doings and 

sayings”.129  He notes that our literary evidence for sacrifice, while reflecting 

the interpretations and agendas of their “cultural producers”, does not 

necessarily represent those of participants (which may, also, be various).130  

Sacrifice was largely undetermined, facilitating multiple interpretations, co-

existing in ostensibly the same sacrificial act.131   

Ullucci further suggests that rather than thinking of sacrifice in 

terms of articulated meanings, we should instead think of it in terms of 

reciprocal gift-giving.  Building on Bell, Ullucci sees sacrifice was a 

“ritualization” of everyday reciprocity.132  This reciprocity, Ullucci argues, 

was seen as a means of establishing a relationship between humans and 

God (cf adoption 12:1; gifts 12:6; protection 12:19).   

 
127 Λατρεία 9:4; 12:1.   
128 Ibid., 119.   
129 Ullucci, The Christian Rejection of Animal Sacrifice, 21. We will pay close 

attention to the mythic, familial, and ascetic discourses surrounding Paul’s sacrificial 
usages (discursively, we have his letters).   

130 Ibid., 20-23, 119.  Ullucci draws on the terminology of Pierre Bourdieu.   
131 Daniel Ullucci, “Sacrifice in the Ancient Mediterranean: Recent and Current 

Research,” Curr. Biblic. Res. 13.3 (2015): 391. 
132 Ullucci, The Christian Rejection of Animal Sacrifice, 24. 
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The prevalence of sacrifice in the ancient world meant that it was 

deeply embedded in all spheres of life.  Indeed, Ullucci has argued that it 

was often used metaphorically - much as we might use metaphors from 

sport today - and that ancient people were sufficiently intelligent to keep 

metaphor and reality separate.133  Lakoff and Johnson’s work has made an 

important contribution to our understanding of metaphor.134  They 

establish the prevalence of metaphor.  But more importantly, they 

demonstrate that metaphors are not just matters of language.  Rather, we 

use them, in a more profound way, to understand the world, and to reason 

about the world.  

Regarding Paul, Ullucci notes the apostle’s “key role”, as the 

“earliest Christian cultural producer whose writings survive”.135 But, to 

paraphrase, was Paul’s position actually in line with Christianity’s later 

developments, or has this reading been retrospectively imposed?  Ullucci’s 

discussion of eating sacrificial meat in 1 Corinthians 8, although linked to 

idolatry, is beyond our present scope.  His analytical approach, however, 

emphasising social dynamics, is plausible, and this contextualisation is in 

 
133 Ibid., 130. 
134 George Lakoff and Mark Johnson, Metaphors We Live By, New edition. 

(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2003). See also Janet Martin Soskice, Metaphor and 
Religious Language (Oxford: Clarendon, 1985); Janet Martin Soskice, The Kindness of God: 
Metaphor, Gender, and Religious Language (Oxford: University Press, 2007); G. R. Boys-
Stones, Metaphor, Allegory, and the Classical Tradition: Ancient Thought and Modern 
Revisions (Oxford: University Press, 2003). 

135 Ibid., 69.   



83 
 

some ways similar to our own emphasis on ethnic dynamics (required by 

the promise, see Chapter 5).  Ullucci’s statement that there is “nothing 

antisacrificial in Paul’s argument” instructively avoids overreading.136  His 

linkage of “the weak” with Stowers’ analysis of self-mastery also declines to 

abstract sacrifice from the broader dynamic of asceticism (see Chapter 6).  

Ullucci notes that “In the Pauline corpus, two passages are touted [sic] as 

sure evidence that Paul sees Jesus’ death as a sacrifice” i.e. 3:25 and 8:3 

(see Chapter 4).137  Regarding 12:1, central to our own argument, Ullucci 

argues that “there is no justification for reading a replacement of animal 

sacrifice in this passage”.138 I agree.  The ethne’s previous sacrifice had 

been animal, yes, but misdirected (1:25; Chapter 3).  By contrast 12:1 is 

appropriately directed (towards God), the living sacrifice of the body being 

eschatologically furnished by Paul, with the parallel animal sacrifice of the 

ethne’s new brothers the Israelites (9:4) carrying on as normal.   

 

Purity and Sacrifice (various authors)  

Our emphasis on sequence is important here.  We will argue that the 

sequence of (1) escape from impurity, followed by (2) transformative 

sacrifice unfolds throughout Romans.  This flows from Paul’s framing in 

 
136 Ibid., 71.   
137 Ibid., 74.   
138 Ibid., 78. 
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Romans 1, in which people were handed over to Impurity and the Passions 

(1:24,26).  Notably, Jonathan Klawans has argued that purity and sacrifice 

should be treated as inter-related phenomena, as is the case in the Hebrew 

Bible itself.139   

Purity was a state of ritual fitness necessary for the people of Israel 

to enjoy the presence of God.140   Issues of purity, therefore, are central to 

the possibility of enjoying a relationship with God.  In the words of Moshe 

Blidstein, “purification is a preparatory ritual, and its function is to allow a 

person to participate in social life, to enter sacred space, come in contact 

with a sacred object, or participate in a sacred ritual”.141    

The Pentateuch provided the foundation for the purity practices of 

ancient Judaism.  Purity requirements are found elsewhere throughout the 

Hebrew Bible (e.g. Isaiah 4:4).  While some scholars have suggested a 

distinction between ritual and moral purity, Kazen argues that “this 

 
139 Klawans, Purity, Sacrifice, and the Temple, 3. 
140 Hannah Harrington, “Purity and Impurity,” in The Eerdmans Dictionary of Early 

Judaism, ed. John J. Collins and Daniel C. Harlow (Grand Rapids, Michigan: Eerdmans, 
2010), 1121–23.  Also, Hannah Harrington, The Purity Texts (London ; New York: T&T Clark, 
2007).  Underpinning much modern study is the work of Mary Douglas who defended the 
social and symbolic function of ritual purity. Mary Douglas, Purity and Danger: An Analysis 
of the Concepts of Pollution and Taboo (Ark Paperbacks, 1984). Gentile religions were also 
interested in this issue.    

141 Moshe Blidstein, “Purity and Defilement,” in The Oxford Handbook of the 
Abrahamic Religions, ed. Guy G. Stroumsa, Adam J. Silverstein, and Moshe Blidstein 
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2015), 448–56; Moshe Blidstein, Purity, Community, and 
Ritual in Early Christian Literature (Oxford University Press, 2017), 449.  
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category of opposites is at least in part a modern construct”.142  Paul’s 

contemporary Philo, for example, discussing the requirements for entry 

into temples, requires both washing of the body and also that the mind be 

neither polluted nor disordered.143  At Qumran, the sectarians considered 

sin to be ritually defiling.144  Klawans argues that “ritual and moral 

defilement were, over time, integrated into a single conception of 

defilement”.145 Purity, like sacrifice, was dynamic.    

Jews of Paul’s time – and indeed the Second Temple more generally 

- had a heightened interest in purity.146  This is confirmed by archaeological 

evidence of ritual baths and stone vessels not just at Qumran but also in the 

Upper City of Jerusalem.  Dunn notes that some see purity as the basic and 

contested issue separating Sadducees from Pharisees.147   

Purity constructs boundaries.  Anthropological studies have linked the issue 

of purity to the idea of the group maintaining boundaries.148 Purity 

requirements help to mark the members of the group by contrast with 

 
142  Thomas Kazen, “Purity / Impurity,” in Vocabulary for the Study of Religion 3, 

ed. R. Segal and K. von Stuckrad (Leiden: BRILL, 2015), 166–70. 
143 Philo, That God is Unchangeable, 8. All Philo references are from the Loeb 

Classical Library.   
144 Jonathan Klawans, Impurity and Sin in Ancient Judaism (Oxford; New York: 

Oxford University Press, 2000), 79.  Also, 1QS 3.6-9 refers to iniquities being atoned for 
and the flesh being cleansed and sanctified with the waters of purification.   

145  Ibid., 159.   
146 Harrington, The Purity Texts, 31. 
147 James D. G. Dunn, “Jesus and Purity: An Ongoing Debate,” New Testam. Stud. 

48.4 (2002): 455. 
148 Douglas, Purity and Danger, 115–29. 
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those outside it.149  Purity is therefore an important tool in the construction 

of social and ethnic groups.  We will argue that purity considerations, in 

light of Paul’s framing in Romans 1, underpin Paul’s narrative of ransom in 

Romans 3.  

The body is central to purity, and Paul explicitly makes this 

connection in Romans 1:24.  In Romans 8:13 Paul tells the ethne that “if by 

the spirit you put to death the deeds of the body, you will live”.  We will 

argue that Paul’s appeal in Romans 12:1 must be read alongside this more 

general emphasis and dynamic (see Chapters 6 and 7).  We will 

demonstrate that there is a big ascetic dimension to Paul, and that what 

people did with their bodies was eschatologically instrumental 

(instrumentality being very clear in 8:13, above).  Both “put to death the 

deeds of the body” and “bodies as a living sacrifice” are ascetic sentiments 

(and both are explicitly connected with life). We will discuss this in our 

chapter on Paul’s “eschatological asceticism”.   

Purity was, above all, linked to God’s presence in the Temple.150  This 

was the institutional location for sacrifice.  Paul’s cultic discourse will be 

important to our readings of Romans 12 and Romans 15.  As with sacrifice, 

Paul puts this discourse to the service of his eschatological agenda.  

 
149 Blidstein, Purity, 2. 
150 Daniel Jackson, “The Logic of Divine Presence in Romans 3:23,” Cathol. Biblic. 

Q. 80.2 (2018): 302–3. Also Klawans, Purity, Sacrifice, and the Temple, 49–74.  
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Generally, we think of Paul’s discourses relating to sacrifice, purity, cult and 

the temple as a continuum or constellation of cultic and ritual discourse.   

Purity fits with the idea of sequence.  Burkert talks about the 

“various stages in the mysteries”.151  Significantly, the sacrifice of 

purification often came first; at Eleusis, “the individual's purification … 

preceded the procession of the mystai”.152  Hubert and Mauss discuss the 

pairing of sacrifices, in sequence, for example: “After the first sacrifice that 

has purified him, the leper must complete his purification by an additional 

ablution and even by a new sacrifice”.153  My analysis of Paul rests upon a 

sequence of purificatory and then sacrificial movements (i.e. Romans 1 

involves handing over to Impurity due to idolatry; Romans 3 involves 

ransom and escape from Impurity; Romans 12 involves transformative 

sacrifice and adoptive and worshipful reconciliation into God’s family and 

the Abrahamic lineage).   

Janzen notes that “The field of Hebrew Bible/Old Testament has 

come to no consensus on the meaning of sacrifice in ancient 

Israel.”154 Christian Eberhart asserts that “there are almost as many theories 

on sacrifice as there are scholars studying the subject”.155  Gilders observes 

 
151 Burkert, Homo Necans, 265. 
152 Ibid., 274.   
153 Hubert and Mauss, Sacrifice, 55. 
154 David Janzen, “Priestly Sacrifice in the Hebrew Bible: A Summary of Recent 

Scholarship and a Narrative Reading,” Relig. Compass 2.1 (2008): 38. 
155 Eberhart, “A Neglected Feature,” 486. 
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that lack of data is an problem.156  Milgrom argued, influentially, for the 

significance of the purification sacrifice (Leviticus 1–7), with blood ritually 

cleansing Israel's unintentional sins and impurities, thereby allowing the 

continued presence of God in the sanctuary.157  By contrast, more recent 

analyses have highlighted sacrifice’s role in light of Israel's moral failings in 

relationship to the divine law.  More broadly, Klawans has criticised 

evolutionist accounts of Jewish sacrifice that criticised it as somehow 

spiritually empty.158  By contrast he argues that it was a rich and meaningful 

activity, illuminated by the desire to imitate God and to maintain God's 

presence (both central to the priestly traditions of the Bible.)159 Further 

discussion is beyond our present scope.  Significantly, however, Gilders 

notes that “In the Hebrew Bible, sacrifice always 

involves transformation.”160   

 

Conclusion  

We need to avoid making major, and possibly incorrect, assumptions when 

considering Paul and sacrifice.  Speaking generally, Western Christianity’s 

 
156 Gilders, Blood Ritual in the Hebrew Bible, vii. 
157 Jacob Milgrom, Studies in Cultic Theology and Terminology (Leiden: Brill, 1983), 

75–84. 
158 Klawans, Purity, Sacrifice, and the Temple, 18, 243. 
159 So too Eberhart links Israel’s sacrifice with its encounter with God. Eberhart, “A 

Neglected Feature,” 485. 
160 William Gilders, “Sacrifice in Ancient Israel” (SBL, n.d.), https://www.sbl-

site.org/assets/pdfs/TBv2i5_Gilders2.pdf.  
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focus has been upon the sacrificial death of Jesus, as atonement for sin.  

But, now that we are coming to appreciate the other functions of sacrifice, 

not least those pertaining to ethnic construction, we need to be open to the 

possibility that there are other sacrificial usages and functions within Paul, 

and even that this general view may not in fact be correct.161  We need to 

be open to “questions other than those handed down by the history of 

Christian doctrine”.162  Christianity’s plural and subsequent interpretations 

of Paul may simply not reflect Paul’s historical project and intentions.  The 

focus on sacrifice as atonement may have obscured other functions.  This is 

particularly the case if we have got Paul wrong more generally, as scholars 

from the Paul within Judaism perspective have suggested (see Chapter 1).   

Close scrutiny - indeed, reconsideration - of Paul’s deployments of sacrifice, 

in context, is therefore required.  How was Paul constructing sacrifice?  

Stepping away from assumptions and essentialized definitions, we can ask 

these potentially more fruitful questions.  With what meaning was Paul 

imbuing it in context?  And what even was that context?  What was Paul’s 

broader agenda within which he was deploying sacrifice and sacrificial 

language?  We will argue that Paul’s agenda was ethnic, ascetic, 

 
161 Or might be! 
162 Matthew V. Novenson, “Review of John M.G. Barclay Paul and the Gift,” Rev. 

Biblic. Lit. 12 (2016).  Novenson Barclay warns against taking one perfection as the 
definition of grace.  John M. G. Barclay, Paul and the Gift (Grand Rapids, Michigan: 
Eerdmans, 2017), 66–78.  So too it would be a mistake to think that sacrifice had one 
defined purpose or meaning.    
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eschatological, promissory (4:17-18) and indeed prophetic (Isaiah 66:20-

21).  Paul takes considerable time and effort to establish these contexts, 

and so to construct the meaning of his later deployment of sacrificial 

language (particularly that of 12:1).  So too our own analysis must follow 

Paul down this road, so that we can establish the true context in which he is 

invoking sacrificial language, and so the meaning with which he is imbuing 

it.163  In Romans 1 Paul extremely carefully lays out the narrative and 

specifies the problem to which sacrifice will play a very important role in 

providing the solution.164  It is to this vital framing that we now turn.   

 

 
163 This context is familial and ethnic (Chapter 5), and ascetic (Chapter 6).    
164 This solution will be cultic, familial and transformative in nature. 
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Chapter 3:  Misguided Gentile Cult (Romans 1) 

 

Introduction:  What is the fundamental problem that Paul identifies in 

Romans 1?  

In this chapter we will demonstrate that the fundamental problem that Paul 

identifies is that of improper and misdirected λατρεία, rather than sin.  Paul 

is very precise and indeed insistent on this point.  He is very clear on the 

causation:  improper λατρεία leads to immoral behaviours.1  Misdirected 

λατρεία is the primary problem, and the behaviours are secondary 

sequelae.  More fully, misguided λατρεία leads to God handing people over 

to Impurity and the Passions, which leads to reprehensible behaviours that 

contravene God’s legal decree.  Fundamentally:  only if we correctly 

understand Paul’s framing of the problem, will we be able to correctly 

discern what he offers as its solution.2  (The whole letter flows from 

Romans 1, where Paul carefully lines up the issues that will unfold.)   

 

 

 

 
1 More precisely, it leads to behaviours that go against God’s law (cf 1:32; we will 

establish this more specific point in later discussion), and which are impure (1:24) – these 
terms being native to Paul’s text.  See discussion of the law in Chapter 7.   

2 Paul’s solution will be the appropriate λατρεία of 12:1, this sacrifice constructing 
adoption, the consequences of this dynamic including transformed moral capacity.  
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Paul’s vital causation and logic in Romans 1  

In 1:18, the wrath of God is revealed (ἀποκαλύπτω) from heaven (ἀπ 

οὐρανοῦ) against impiety (ἀσέβεια) and unrighteousness (ἀδικία) of people 

(άνθρωποι) who by their unrighteousness (ἀδικία) suppress the truth.  Sin, 

notably, is not mentioned here.  Impiety (ἀσέβεια) is given primacy (cf 

λατρεύω 1:25 paired with σεβάζομαι cf ἀσέβεια 1:18).3  Here in 1:18 

impiety is mentioned in conjunction with unrighteousness (ἀδικίαν; cf 

Romans 12-13 where piety leads, via transformative adoption, to lives that 

produce justice, in accordance with the wider meaning of δικαιοσύνη). Paul 

talks of ἀνθρώπων but, he is generally addressing the ethne (see previous).  

Importantly, Paul is not talking about mankind in general – as Novenson 

argues, ἀνθρώπων is “modified and thus restricted”, with Paul talking 

specifically to “people who suppress the truth in unrighteousness”.4   

 
3 Σεβάζομαι is a unique usage. Dunn, Romans, 63. This corroborates Paul’s special 

emphasis on λατρεία.   
4 “Gentile Sinners: A Brief History of an Ancient Stereotype” (Matthew Novenson, 

forthcoming).  Our analysis is broadly coherent with Stowers, Rereading, 83–125. Stowers 
argues that Paul is talking about “the corruption of the non-Jewish peoples” rather than 
about the fall of humanity” in general (p.83).  Also Dale Martin reads Romans 1 as referring 
not to the fall but to the origin of gentile idolatry and polytheism, rather than making “a 
general condemnation of perverse human nature”. Dale B. Martin, “Heterosexism and the 
Interpretation of Romans 1:18-32,” in Sex and the Single Savior: Gender and Sexuality in 
Biblical Interpretation (Louisville: WJK, 2006), 54.  Also note Fredriksen’s succinct 
statement that “The fundamental pagan sin was idolatry. From that, all the rest followed” 
Fredriksen, Paul, 125. Also Thiessen, Gentile Problem, 44–53. Contrast the many readings 
that think this refers to the fall of mankind in general. Hooker attempted to connect 1:23 
to the fall of Adam, but this is unevidenced and arbitrary. Morna Dorothy Hooker, From 
Adam to Christ: Essays on Paul (Cambridge: University Press, 1990), 73–84. Stowers notes 
the striking absence of Adam in chapter 1 (p.90).  Martin reads “the invention of idolatry 
and its consequences, not the fall of Adam”. Martin, “Heterosexism,” 52.  N. T. Wright, 
Paul: In Fresh Perspective (Minneapolis: Fortress, 2005), 117.  Wright refers to Paul 
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Novenson further notes that the pattern of idolatry leading to sexual and 

gross immorality is a Jewish stereotype of gentiles.  In our view Paul is 

talking to gentiles, about gentiles.  Novenson specifically notes that “all 

people are ‘under sin’ (Rom 3:9), but not all people suppress the truth of 

God by worshipping idols.” There is no clear reference to Jewish idolatry, 

but Paul has been extremely clear and explicit that he is talking to ethne.  It 

therefore makes sense that he is talking about their situation. This passage 

is particular and its immorality ethnicised.5   

In 1:19-23 Paul clarifies the gentiles’ problem.  What can be known 

about God (γνωστός) was made manifest (φανερός) to them by God (1:19). 

The cosmic perspective is explicitly invoked by God as creator (ἀπὸ κτίσεως 

κόσμου - 1:20), and by God’s eternal nature (ἀΐδιος) and power (δύναμις).6  

 
denouncing “human idolatry and sin in 1:18-2:16”. But (in addition our analysis of 1:18) 
where is the positive evidence that Paul is talking about Israel here in Romans 1 (contrast 
2:9; 3:9)?  Following Hooker regarding Adam, and despite noting “the typical association 
between pagan idolatry and sexual licence”, Dunn argues that in 1:18-3:20 “the principal 
focus of critique is Jewish self-assurance” and Jewish arrogance.  Dunn, Romans, 51, 63, 72.  
This fails due to lack of evidence and anachronism, see Stowers, Rereading, 27–29. The 
encoded audience is gentile (see previous). Longenecker’s connection between ἀλλάσσω 
1:23 and Israel’s idolatry in LXX Ps 105:20 seems tenuous. Richard N. Longenecker, The 
Epistle to the Romans: A Commentary on the Greek Text (Grand Rapids, Michigan: 
Eerdmans, 2016), 213.Even if correct, Paul might have been applying that language to the 
ethne.  Linebaugh argues that Paul reworks the aniconic tradition of Wisdom of Solomon 
to establish the essential unity of humanity.  Jonathan A. Linebaugh, “Announcing the 
Human: Rethinking the Relationship Between Wisdom of Solomon 13-15 and Romans 1.18-
2.11,” New Testam. Stud. 57.2 (2011): 214–237. This argument is undermined by Wisdom’s 
focus on gentile idolatry (11-15), by Paul’s explicit address to gentiles (see previous), by our 
subsequent analysis of 1:18, and by our Chapter 5 which demonstrates the ongoing validity 
and requirement of ethnic distinction.   

5 Contrast the ethnicised morality of Romans 12-13.   
6 Dunn’s “qualitative distinction between Creator and creature” will be 

undermined by family membership, spiritual participation and theosis (Chapter 7).  Dunn, 
Romans, 58. 
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These people are without excuse (ἀναπολογήτους).  The problem revolves 

around knowledge and understanding - γνωστός (1:19), νοέω and καθοράω 

(1:20). This continues in 1:21 - despite the fact they knew God (γινώσκω), 

they became futile (ματαιόω) in their thinking (διαλογισμός) and their 

foolish (ἀσύνετος) heart was darkened.  This framing of the problem in 

terms of knowledge links to the renewed mind and to the will of God in 

12:2, and the mention of the heart anticipates its subsequent circumcision.    

So too 1:22 contrasts wisdom (σοφοὶ) with foolishness 

(ἐμωράνθησαν), resulting in idolatry (1:23).  This vivid description of 

idolatry corroborates its centrality.  The verb ἀλλάσσω anticipates 

transformation (12:2; Romans 12 and 13 - albeit without lexical 

connection).  This “image” contrasts with 8:29, and the ethne’s transformed 

lives of love which will instantiate the image of Christ.  Notably, sin has not 

been mentioned.   

The vital causation is established in 1:24-28, where Paul considers 

the consequences of this idolatry.  “Therefore (Διὸ) God gave them up in the 

desires (ἐπιθυμίαις) of their hearts to Impurity, to dishonour of their bodies 

among themselves” (1:24).  This is the first occasion when Paul establishes 

causation.7  Paul then explains that they “exchanged (μεταλλάσσω) the 

 
7 The heart, referring more broadly to “the seat of inner life”, is significant framing 

for the ethne’s transformative circumcision of the heart (see Chapter 7). Dunn, Romans, 
60.  
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truth about God for a lie and worshipped and served the creature rather 

than the Creator, who is blessed forever” (1:25).  Idolatry, again, is key.  

They were reverencing (σεβάζομαι) and serving (λατρεύω) the creature 

rather than the Creator.  Their worship was inappropriately directed.  The 

verb μεταλλάσσω (exchanged), repeated in 1:26, links lexically to ἀλλάσσω 

(1:25), establishing the key theme of transformation.  In 1:25 truth is 

changed (μεταλλάσσω) into falsehood, linking transformation and 

knowledge.  Significantly, the body is also central (1:24), connected to God 

as creator (1:25).  Paul continues that “For this reason (Διὰ τοῦτο) God gave 

them up to degrading Passions” (1:26). That is the second occasion when 

Paul establishes causation.  Paul talks about both women (1:26) and men 

(1:27).  1:27 starts with ὁμοίως τε, indicating that the same criticism (of 

going against nature) applies to both, so too presumably the same 

causation (Διὰ τοῦτο).   ὄρεξις is another aspect of framing in terms of 

desire.  Paul continues that “And since (Καὶ καθὼς) they did not see fit to 

acknowledge God, God gave them up to a debased mind…” (1:28; cf 12:2).  

That is the third occasion when Paul establishes causation.  Three times in a 

row, therefore, Paul explicitly establishes the causation that is so central to 

his analysis and to our argument.  Therefore (Διὸ - 1:24), for this reason 

(Διὰ - 1:26), and since (Καὶ καθὼς – 1:28).  Idolatry is the fundamental 

problem.  (It is easy to assume that idolatry is sinful - i.e. another type or 
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species of sin – but here in Romans  Paul’s triply emphasized causation 

indicates that it is a problem of a more fundamental order than the 

behaviours listed in 1:26-32).8  Idolatry leads God to take a striking and 

dreadful action.   

What exactly?  God hands them over (παραδίδωμι) to Impurity 

(ἀκαθαρσία) and to the dishonouring of their bodies among themselves 

(1:24).  They are rejected by their own creator.9  This is the heart of the 

problem that Paul articulates in Romans 1.  In this sense, the problem is 

relational, and so too the solution will be relational (indeed, familial).   

 “Impurity” has been capitalised due to the translation of 

παραδίδωμι.  The NRSV’s “giving up” misses the personal transaction 

here.10  Etymologically, παραδίδωμι suggests being beside someone and 

handing them over i.e. from one person to another.  As the recipient, 

Impurity has been personified.  This is part of God’s cosmic narrative.  

Fitzmyer acknowledges παραδίδωμι as applied “to the transfer of slaves 

from one master to another”.11  Very significantly, παραδίδωμι also refers 

 
8 Contrast 1 Corinthians 6:9-10 where idolaters are listed among other 

wrongdoers.  Here λατρεία is linked to inheritance of the kingdom (i.e. to eschatology, this 
factor underpinning our own later discussion).   

9 Emphasizing rejection by God, Klawans, Impurity and Sin in Ancient Judaism, 36.  
God has been provoked to wrath cf Deuteronomy 9:7.   

10 As does Longenecker’s emphasis on abandonment. Longenecker, Romans, 215–
16.   

11 Joseph A Fitzmyer, Romans: A New Translation with Introduction and 
Commentary (New York: Doubleday, 1993), 449. 
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to military surrender (also personal; cf cosmic conflict).12  In the words of 

Beverley Gaventa,  

“This language of "sparing" and "handing over" appears regularly in 

literature referring to surrender in military contexts (e.g., see παραδίδωμι 

in LXX Deut 2:24; Josh 2:14; Herodotus 1.45.1; 3.13.3; Pausanias, 1.2.1; … 

[]). This is not simply "giving" as it is often taken to be in English 

translations, but to give up, to surrender, to another power.” 13   

Παραδίδωμι suggests being handed over to a new custodian, which 

fits with the idea of cosmic slavery.  Similarly, in 1:26: “For this reason God 

gave them up to dishonourable Passions” (it does not fit so well with the 

debased mind of 1:28).  Paul is talking about Impurity in personal terms.14  

This personal aspect is overlooked by Fitzmyer’s “delivering over… to moral 

degradation”, which in turn underpins his analysis regarding “the 

inevitability of evil finding its own retribution”.15  The language of “sparing”, 

as Gaventa notes, is applied in 8:32 - “He who did not spare (φείδομαι) his 

own Son, but handed him over (παραδίδωμι) for all of us”.   So too in 7:5 

Paul talks about Death and the Passions in personal terms: “… our sinful 

 
12 E.g. LXX Deuteronomy 2:24; Joshua 2:24; Herodotus 1.45.1; Pausanias 1.2.1. 
13  Beverly Roberts Gaventa, “The Rhetoric of Violence and the God of Peace in 

Paul’s Letter to the Romans,” in Paul, John, and Apocalyptic Eschatology:  Studies in Honour 
of Martinus C. de Boer, ed. Jan Krans et al. (Leiden ; Boston: Brill, 2013), 65. See LXX 
Deuteronomy 2:24; Isaiah 65:12.  

14 In 6:6 “enslaved to Sin” again refers to a malign cosmic power in personal 
terms.   

15 Fitzmyer, Romans, 271–72.  But see πάρεσις 3:25.  
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Passions, aroused by the law, were at work in our members to bear fruit for 

Death”.  Then in 7:8 - “But Sin, seizing an opportunity in the 

commandment”.  Sin is therefore also an actor and an agent.16   The 

dynamic here is personal.   

So too, when God is angry with his people in LXX Isaiah 47:5-6 he 

gives them into the hand - δίδωμι - of “daughter Chaldea” i.e. lexically 

linked, this is a personal transaction.  Significantly, LXX Isaiah 64:6 reads: 

“καὶ παρέδωκας ἡμᾶς διὰ τὰς ἁμαρτίας ἡμῶν” (“you have handed us over 

because of our sins”).  The verse immediately after is “we are the clay, and 

you are our potter” (64:8 – found in 9:21).  Paul’s reasoning in Romans 1 is 

different to that of Isaiah 64:7. In Romans 1 idolatry leads to sins.   

The personal implication of παραδίδωμι fits with the underpinning 

dynamic of cosmic battle against malign powers.  Christ will destroy every 

ruler and every authority and power, putting all enemies under his feet (1 

Corinthians 15:24-25).  Eschatologically, only when Death is destroyed will 

the kingdom be handed over to God the Father (15:24; the terminology 

being eschatological and familial).  Remarkably, “The last enemy to be 

destroyed (καταργεῖται) is Death” (15:26; καταργέω is also applied to the 

 
16 This is so figuratively, at least. Cf Emma Wasserman, “Gentile Gods at the 

Eschaton: A Reconsideration of Paul’s ‘Principalities and Powers’ in 1 Corinthians 15,” J. 
Biblic. Lit. 136.3 (2017): 727–746.  
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body of Sin in Romans 6:6).17  Jesus is God’s “deputy warrior”, who will win 

victory, before submissively handing the kingdom over to God (whose 

supremacy has not been seriously rivalled).18  Cosmic conflict is extensively 

(and variously) discussed in the work of Martyn, de Boer, Fredriksen, and 

Gaventa.19  Further discussion is beyond our scope.   

This problem, then, is relational.  But this is not the evangelical 

“relationship with God”.20  Rather, it stems from misdirected cult, with the 

Creator not being appropriately honoured.21  Secondly, this leads God to 

hand people over into the control of another.22  Handing over to other 

personalised and cosmic entities is a personal transaction.23   Significantly, 

these emphasize the group - παρέδωκεν αὐτοὺς - rather than the 

individual.24  Paul also uses παραδίδωμι in a number of key interactions 

 
17 Wasserman argues that Paul is referring to gentile gods rather than evil powers.  

Wasserman, “Gentile Gods at the Eschaton.”  Paul does, however, talk of powers (e.g. 
Impurity, the Passions, Death, Sin) in personal terms. The specifics of this debate go 
beyond our present scope.   

18 Wasserman, “Gentile Gods at the Eschaton,” 746. 
19 See previous references.    
20 John Stott, Basic Christianity (Grand Rapids, Mich: Wm. B. Eerdmans Publishing, 

2017), 70. 
21 As Burkert notes, “from a structuralist-semiotic perspective one may well 

describe religion as the relations between men and gods, with sacrifice mediating between 
them” Burkert, Homo Necans, xv. 

22 An “exchange of lordship”.  Ernst Käsemann, Commentary on Romans (London: 
SCM Press, 1980), 216. Stowers sees this as God’s punishment. Stowers, Rereading, 121. 
Maybe (although not explicitly indicated).  But it also reflects the simple cultic reality that 
they are not worshipping him, and so are not his.   

23 While “punitive”, Dunn does not push hard enough on the question as to 
whom. Dunn, Romans, 62.  

24 Cf Stendahl, “Introspective Conscience.” 
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between God and Jesus (e.g. 4:25) – and Romans 1 will inform our 

discussion of Jesus’ death (Chapter 4).   

Ascetic issues are part of Paul’s framing.  In 1:24, Desire 

(ἐπιθυμίαις), Impurity (ἀκαθαρσίαν) and the body (σώματα) are central.  

Regarding desire, contrast Paul’s positive πρόθυμος of 1:15 – he takes the 

time to set up an opposition here; also μακροθυμία 2:4.  The Passions are 

key in 1:26. Note also ὀρέξει (passion or lust) in 1:27.  Vitally, then, Paul is 

framing the problem in terms of Desire, Impurity and the Passions.25  

Significantly, these are now linked to the mythic narrative of handing over.  

Paul is framing the problem in terms of ακρατεια (cf ἀκρασία 1 Corinthians 

7.5) that will ultimately be addressed through asceticism (see Chapter 6).  

Paul’s solution in 12:1 will be at least partly ascetic in nature.   

Honour is used in connection with the body in this diagnosis 

(ἀτιμάζεσθαι 1:24).  Honour is a conspicuously Greco-Roman category.  

Paul, a Jewish author, was part of the Greco-Roman world.26  The body 

connects with asceticism, and later Paul will again connect honour with 

ascetic sentiments, when it will constitute part of their transformation 

(12:10).   

 
25 “Chapter 1 emphasizes loss of self-mastery”.  Stowers, Rereading, 107. The 

term “desire” was “culturally loaded” in this respect, and “allowed entry to all of the issues 
of self-mastery” (p. 121).   

26 Troels Engberg-Pedersen, “Introduction:  Beyond the Judaism/Hellenism Divide” 
in Beyond the Judaism/Hellenism Divide (ed. T.E. Pedersen; Louisville:  Westminster John 
Knox Press, 2001), 7. 
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Centrally, λατρεύω in 1:25 sets up Paul’s exposition (its connection 

with 9:4 and 12:1 provides the very backbone of this thesis).  λατρεύω 

refers to service, and more specifically to cultic service.27  Notably, Paul 

never criticises λατρεία itself, or sacrifice (including that of Israel).28 Rather, 

the ethne’s λατρεία has been misdirected.  In 12:1 Paul will furnish the 

ethne with an appropriately directed and also eschatologically appropriate 

λατρεία, which will function in tandem with that of the Israelites (cf 15:10).     

Paul then turns to look at the further consequences of the ethne 

being handed over.  In terms of causation, these morally bad behaviours 

that Paul is about to consider flow from their having been handed over.  

Misguided λατρεία leads to handing over, which leads to these bad 

behaviours.29  Vice is the consequence.30  Or, as Käsemann puts it, “Moral 

perversion is the result of God’s wrath, not the reason for it”.31  

(Nonetheless, Paul does say that they deserve to die in 1:31!)   

Perhaps surprisingly (yet significantly), Paul starts with women who 

have “changed the natural manner into that contrary to nature (φυσικός)” 

(1:26).  Dunn helpfully notes both the “well-established view that 

covetousness or lust was the root of all sin”, and also “characteristic … 

 
27 LSJ.   
28 1 Corinthians 10:18-22. 
29 Contrast Paul’s own mission as λατρεία (1:9) and positive slavery (1:1).   
30 Dunn, Romans, 67. 
31 Ibid., 64. 
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Jewish anti-homosexuality”.32  But why does Paul start with female 

homosexual acts? Interestingly, πορνεία is strongly linked with the idea of 

forsaking the Lord (but not homosexuality) in Hosea 1:2 (cf misdirected 

λατρεία).  Stowers discusses both “assigned gender roles” and the ruling 

classes’ fear of uncontrolled women, and their uncontrolled passions, as 

reflected in social legislation from Augustus.33   

But why talk about nature?34  Mentioned twice in 1:26, nature is 

also invoked with regard to male homosexual acts (φυσικός 1:27).  The 

Creator (1:25), created nature.  More generally, living in harmony with 

nature was a particularly Greek (and especially stoic) concept.35  Jews 

considered homosexual behaviour characteristic of gentiles, but non-

existent among their own people.36  As such, this immoral behaviour had 

 
32 Ibid., 74, 400.  
33 Stowers, Rereading, 46, 80.  
34 Martin warns against imposing modern understandings and contemporary 

cultural polemics regarding “nature”.  Martin argues that for Paul the main problem was 
sexual passion, and that his “assumptions about the cosmic hierarchy of male over female” 
were secondary to this.  Martin argues that “The ancients had no notion of … 
“homosexuals”… but of legitimate desires that were allowed illegitimate freedoms” (the 
ancients not distinguishing between homosexual and heterosexual desire, but rather being 
concerned with inordinate desire, and opposing desire per se).  Martin, “Heterosexism.” 
Bernadette Brooten, however - perhaps more straightforwardly - views Paul’s statements 
in 1:26-27 as clearly pejorative and as indicating his commitment to a society based on 
gender hierarchy. See generally, Bernadette J. Brooten, Love between Women: Early 
Christian Responses to Female Homoeroticism (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1996). 
Dunn sees “a characteristic expression of Jewish antipathy toward the practice of 
homosexuality”. Dunn, Romans, 74.  The prominence and vehemence of this issue makes it 
difficult to disagree with Longenecker that “Paul’s attitude towards homosexual behaviour 
could hardly be more adversely expressed.” Longenecker, Romans, 217.  

35 Fitzmyer, Romans, 286. 
36 Fitzmyer cites Ep. Arist. 152. Ibid. 
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ethnic connotations.37  Paul possibly starts with female homosexual acts 

because he views these as being even more shocking than those between 

men.38  This problem will be answered by Paul’s solution of constructing of 

eschatologically appropriate masculinity - brotherhood and kinship (see 

later).  Paul will be constructing nature.  Notably, transformation is once 

again emphasized (μεταλλάσσω). Desire (ὀρέξει) connects with Passions 

(πάθη 1:26) and desires (επιθυμίες 1:24).  The fires of ἐκκαίομαι (1:27) 

remind us of burning in 1 Corinthians 7:9 (πυροῦσθαι).39   Somewhat 

bawdily, “received in (ἐν) their own persons the due penalty for their error” 

references male homosexual sex.  Brittany Wilson notes the ancient 

construction of masculinity in opposition to its ostensible anthesis of 

femininity, with its qualities of subordination and passivity.40   Are men 

going against nature by taking a passive feminine role, hence the females 

mentioned first?  This idea of perversion frames his subsequent list.  

Notably, Paul talks of going astray (πλάνη), rather than “sin”.  Thinking 

 
37 While the Jews are also in difficulties (3:9; 9:2-3) Paul nowhere links them to 

extreme immorality.  Stowers argues that 3:9 is “rhetorical hyperbole” Stowers, Rereading, 
181.  But this does not explain Paul’s anguish at the beginning of Romans 9, or the gentile 
role in their salvation (see later).   

38 1 Corinthians 5:1 is again extreme depravity.     
39 See Martin, “Heterosexism.” 
40 Brittany E. Wilson, Unmanly Men: Refigurations of Masculinity in Luke-Acts 

(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2015), 40.  Peter Brown notes the late antique anxiety 
regarding “womanish” behaviour. Peter Brown, The Body and Society: Men, Women, and 
Sexual Renunciation in Early Christianity (New York: Columbia University Press, 1988), 11.  
Cf Stowers, Rereading, 51.  Porneia as the “breaking of gender or sexual boundaries or 
rules” Johnson Hodge, If Sons, 51 fn. 32.  
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about the ethnic dynamic, Paul is applying Jewish law (e.g. Lev 18:22) to the 

ethne (whose transformed lives will fulfil the law - 13:8).  Generally, 

homosexual acts frame ideas of nature and transformation.    

1:28 again emphasizes knowledge (ἐπιγνώσει), causing God to hand 

them over (παρέδωκεν) to an unapproved mind (ἀδόκιμον νοῦν cf 12:2; 

also δοκιμάζω 1:28 - cf δοκιμάζειν re the will of God, also 12:2).  Again, Paul 

is setting up an opposition that he will resolve.  The body and the mind are 

present in both the problem, and its solution.   

They were filled with (πεπληρωμένους) every kind of 

unrighteousness (ἀδικίᾳ 1:29).  Paul has still not referred to “sin” 

(ἁμαρτία).  Πληρόω will later apply to love fulfilling the law (13:8).  Paul 

describes the fruit of which they will be ashamed, produced when slaves of 

Sin and free from righteousness (6:21-22).  Obviously, some items overlap 

the Ten Commandments (not least, murder and rebellion against parents).  

Again, Paul is framing their subsequent transformation (13:8; listing in 13:9; 

adoption 12:1).   

The issue of impurity is present (ἀκαθαρσία 1:24).41  Paul’s list (26-

32) is framed by Impurity and the Passions (24,26), and indeed the 

depraved mind (1:28; cf 12:2; lexically connected by ἀδόκιμος and 

δοκιμάζειν).  Paul specifies the body with regard to Impurity.  The body is 

 
41 Longenecker’s “immorality” or “filth” reduces this.  Longenecker, Romans, 215. 
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central to Paul’s concerns (8:13; 12:1; asceticism Chapter 6).  The Torah 

specifies three types of defiling sin:  idolatry (Leviticus 19:31), sexual 

immorality (18:24-30), and murder (Numbers 35:33-34) - all being 

prominent in Romans 1.  Paul therefore is not merely talking about 

individual sins, but about general depravity (indicated by the sheer 

concatenation). Blidstein notes the connection between impurity and 

disgust, which is evident.42  Murder (1:29) was especially impure.43  

Obviously, not everyone is a murderer, so Paul is talking collectively.44  

Collectivity is also powerfully evidenced by the third person plural 

(1:28,29,32).    

Specifically, Paul is talking to the ethne, about the stereotypical 

vices of the ethne, as understood by the Jews.45 Stowers notes that “Jewish 

conceptions of the gentile … tend to focus upon idolatry as the cause of 

 
42 Ibid., 2.  Also, Thomas Kazen, “The Role of Disgust in Priestly Purity Law,” J. Law 

Relig. State 3.1 (2014): 62–92. 
43 Blidstein, Purity, 50. 
44 Fitzmyer, Romans, 270. 
45 Cf Wisdom of Solomon 11-15 especially 13:1-9.  Interestingly, Wisdom talks of 

people as being “foolish by nature (φύσει)” Wis 13:1.  A similar causation is emphasized in 
Wis 14:27 - “the worship of idols not to be named is the beginning and cause and end of 
every evil”.  Dunn, Theology, 91–93.  In the words of E.P. Sanders, “Jews in general 
regarded the characteristic Gentile sins as being idolatry and sexual immorality, especially 
homosexual relations” E. P. Sanders, Judaism: Practice and Belief 63 BCE - 66 CE (London : 
Philadelphia: SCM Press, 1992), 269.  See also “Gentile Sinners” (Matthew Novenson, 
forthcoming).  Novenson traces the Hellenistic emergence of the “stereotypical sexual 
immorality of gentiles” as connected with gentile idolatry, noting that its presence within 
the “Christ groups” undermines the assumption that the “Jesus movement dissolved or 
overcame the Jew/gentile, righteous/sinner binary” (cf Chapter 5 on ethnic categories).  I 
agree with Novenson that “Paul… explains gentile immorality as a direct consequence of 
gentile idolatry”.  Jews saw the ethne as “characteristically idolaters”.  Stowers, Rereading, 
44.   
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gentile psychology and social order” – Stowers’ emphasis upon causation 

fits with our analysis.46  Notably, Paul never describes Jewish behaviour of 

this kind.  Yes, “all, both Jews and Greeks, are under the power of Sin” (3:9).  

But Paul never talks about the Jews in such graphic terms, and they are 

differentiated in 3:9.  This wholesale degeneracy is ethnicised.  So too 

homosexual acts.  While Paul refers to άνθρωποι (1:18), the specific issues 

he refers to apply particularly to his gentile audience, these being men who 

by their wickedness have suppressed the truth (as indicated by their flagrant 

– and ethnically stereotypical idolatry – of 1:23).   

θεοστυγεῖς (God-haters – 1:30) alongside foolishness and 

faithlessness (1:31) - confirms the causality we noted earlier; it is due to 

their foolishness and faithlessness that God handed them over.  They “even 

applaud others who practice them” (1:32).  The ethne have completely lost 

their moral compass.   

Yet the Jewish law is prominent (this, indeed, is the standard by 

which the ethne will be judged – it is after all the creator God’s law).47  

“They know God’s decree (δικαίωμα), that those who practice 

(πράσσοντες) such things deserve to die” (1:32).  They knew about this 

decree (ἐπιγνόντες – aorist participle), so this is not a new decree.  Notably, 

 
46 Stowers, Rereading, 34. 
47 See Chapter 7. 
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in 8:4 Paul talks about the δικαίωμα τοῦ νόμου (πληρόω 8:4 cf 13:8; cf 8:13 

πράξεις of the body).  So too in 2:26 Paul refers to the δικαιώματα τοῦ 

νόμου, clearly referring to the Jewish law, discussing circumcision.48  God’s 

δικαίωμα, therefore, connects with the Jewish law, the Torah.  (These 

points render Otto Michel’s suggestion that ἀδικίαν and ἀσέβειαν of 1:18 

refer to the tablets of the Ten Commandments worthy of serious 

consideration.)49  Οἱ is once again collective.  Later, we will see that the 

theme of the ethne fulfilling the law stretches throughout Romans, and is 

fundamental within Paul’s letter and exposition (Chapter 7).  (Paul’s central 

concerns of the ethne’s λατρεία, acceptance or otherwise by God, and the 

fulfilment of the law are present and correct in Romans 1 – Paul has been 

setting up the problems that he will resolve later.)   

What about sin?  Strikingly, Paul does not mention “sin” (ἁμαρτία) 

throughout Romans 1 (not until 2:12).  (Fitzmyer talks of Paul seeking to 

establish “an intrinsic connection between sin and punishment” – yet, 

remarkably, Paul has used neither of these terms).50  Rather, the 

fundamental problem is that of lack of appropriate λατρεία (due to 

idolatry), leading to handing over to Impurity and the Passions, and to 

behaviours that contravene the law.  Paul’s framing uses homosexual acts 

 
48 Fitzmyer, Romans, 290. 
49 Otto Michel, Der Brief an die Römer (Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 

1966), 98–99. 
50 Fitzmyer, Romans, 284. 
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(going against nature) to emphasize perversion rather than sin tout court.  

These immoral (illegal) behaviours are sequelae to and symptomatic of not 

recognising God.  Furthermore, Paul frames immoral behaviours with 

reference to God’s decree (δικαίωμα) i.e. against God’s law.   

In Romans 2, remarkably, even when referencing sin, it is in 

conjunction with the law (ἀνόμως 2:12).  Here the law is invoked as a 

standard (ἐν νόμῳ ἥμαρτον), indicating ongoing legitimacy.  

Eschatologically, it is the “doers of the law who will be justified” (2:13). The 

idea of the ethne doing the law, by nature (φύσει – 2:14)51 will be 

important to our analysis of the transformations of 12:1-2, and the ethne’s 

transformed capacities with regard to the law (13:8-10; see later 

discussion).   

 

Conclusion  

Misdirected λατρεία, therefore, is the fundamental problem that Paul 

identifies in Romans 1.  The central problem in Romans 1 is cultic.  Paul is 

then very explicit and clear about the causation.  Misguided λατρεία leads 

to God handing people over to Impurity and the Passions (meaning 

 
51 The natural law argument is discussed by Stowers, Rereading, 109–11.  Barclay 

interprets this as “an inscription of the law on Gentile hearts” leading to “a heart 
transformation effected by the spirit”. Barclay, Gift, 467.   My reading, however, is that 
they lack the law by nature (μὴ νόμον ἔχοντα φύσει), unlike the Jews to whom God gave 
the law (9:4).  The heart transformation is indeed effected by the spirit but in Romans 12-
13, constituting the new construction of their nature.   
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alienation from God), and to the impure, reprehensible, and indeed illegal 

concatenation of behaviours in 1:26-32.  The ongoing validity of God’s law is 

a theme that will underpin this thesis, particularly given its spiritual nature 

(7:14), and the influx of the spirit (Romans 12-13).  Having carefully 

identified these problems, we are therefore in the position to discern the 

solution Paul puts forward as being appropriate λατρεία, and gentile 

reconciliation with the God of Israel (through ἱλαστήριον as conciliatory gift, 

and above all through adoption).52  Sin is not the primary problem here, but 

a mere sequela.53  Yet, as we shall see, it too shall be solved by 

transformative adoption, which will allow the ethne to live the new lives of 

love that will in fact fulfil the law (13:8).   

Yet while sin is not actually the primary problem that Paul presents 

in Romans 1, it has often been understood as such.   This understanding has 

underpinned sacrificial interpretations of Jesus’ death.   But if sin was not 

actually the main problem, then where does this leave these 

interpretations?  And are there alternative positive readings of Jesus’ death 

that might fit better with the problems as Paul has framed them?  It is to 

these issues that we now turn.          

 
52 Johnson Hodge, If Sons, 18.  
53 Its depravity will highlight the incongruity of God’s gifts (given independently of 

the value of their recipient). Paul’s emphasis on the perfection of God’s gifts in this 
particular respect is comparatively unusual (challenging cultural norms). Barclay, Gift, 116. 
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Chapter 4:   Is Jesus’ Death Sacrificial in Romans? (Romans 3:25; 

Romans 8:3) 

 

Introduction  

The secondary literature, when discussing sacrifice in Romans, has focussed 

overwhelmingly upon the death of Jesus.  Paul certainly does think of Jesus 

sacrificially (using θύω and πάσχα in 1 Corinthians 5:7 – thereby linking 

Jesus to the Passover sacrifice).  But in Romans does Paul actually portray 

Jesus’ death in sacrificial terms?  And, if so, what is the nature of this 

sacrifice, and what is its function?  How, in other words, does Paul 

construct the death of Jesus, both sacrificially and more generally?  This 

chapter will consider the two key statements that have been interpreted 

sacrificially:  ἱλαστήριον (3:25) and περὶ ἁμαρτίας (8:3).    

One risk here, as noted by Käsemann, is the “desire to prove that 

everything derives from Judaism”.1  Both ἱλαστήριον and περὶ ἁμαρτίας are 

both being used by a Jew, and historically were both used in Judaism.  

However, we decline to assume that they are being used in a specifically 

Jewish sense.   

The language of θυσία is applied on neither occasion (contrast 1 

Corinthians 5:7).  Robert Parker describes θύω as “the closest multipurpose 

 
1 Käsemann, Romans, 221. 
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verb in classical Greek for ‘to sacrifice’”.2  In Romans, Paul uses θυσία to 

characterise not Jesus’ death, but rather the living sacrifice of the ethne 

themselves (12:1).  We do not assume that θυσία is required for sacrifice to 

be invoked.  Nonetheless, Paul’s decision in Romans to apply it to the 

ethne, and not to Jesus, is one that we will argue to be significant.   

 

Part 1:  ἱλαστήριον  

Introduction  

Paul uses ἱλαστήριον on only one occasion, but yet it has borne a huge 

amount of theological weight and controversy.  Paul’s solitary usage has 

made it difficult to gain interpretive traction.  This is a terminological 

innovation within Paul’s letters, which raises profound questions as to how 

it fits with Paul’s broader agenda in Romans.     

Many have argued that it refers back to the LXX.3  Specifically, 

connection is often made to the golden plate on the Ark of the Covenant, 

 
2 Parker, On Greek Religion, 154. 
3 So for example:  Baur conceptualizes ἱλαστήριον as atoning sacrifice, and also 

notes an aspect of propitiation Baur, Paul the Apostle of Jesus Christ, 152. Schweitzer 
connects ἱλαστήριον to the Day of Atonement of Leviticus 16 and to the sin-offering of 
Leviticus 4 Schweitzer, Mysticism, 217–18.  Wright argues for a “sacrificial meaning” of 
3:25 with ἱλαστήριον as “the place and means of propitiation” Wright, N. T., Faithfulness, 
1343. Moo argues that “a strong case can be made for taking the word as a reference to 
the OT "mercy seat," Douglas J. Moo, The Epistle to the Romans (Grand Rapids, Michigan: 
Wm. B. Eerdmans Publishing, 1996), 232.   Fitzmyer contends that ἱλαστήριον is “better 
understood against the background of the LXX usage of the Day of Atonement rite” 
Fitzmyer, Romans, 349–50.  Jewett discerns the “Context of the day of atonement that the 
reference to blood in 25 implies” Robert Jewett, Romans: A Commentary, Hermeneia--a 
Critical and Historical Commentary on the Bible (Minneapolis, Minn.: Fortress Press, 2007), 
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central to atonement ritual (Leviticus 16:15-16).  This is often translated 

“mercy seat” (e.g. NRSV).  

There are a number of initial difficulties.  Firstly, even within the 

LXX, not all ἱλαστήρια refer to the mercy seat.  Twenty-one out of twenty-

seven references do.  But ἱλαστήριον can also mean “ledge”, translating 

 While Fitzmyer has argued that this term also has salvific  .ֲעָזָרה

connotations, this plurality of application means that ἱλαστήριον does not 

straightforwardly mean “mercy seat”.4  Secondly, Paul’s usage is 

anarthrous, unlike the LXX.5  This difference undermines a specific 

reference.   

Within Romans 3, Jewett argues that blood (3:25) refers to the Day 

of Atonement, and that God is giving humankind a new system of 

atonement.6  Others have noted that blood is very non-specific,7 possibly 

simply referring to Jesus’ death.8  Wright has argued that προέθετο (3:25) 

 
284–85.  Even Eisenbaum takes a traditional view of  ἱλαστήριον revolving around “Jewish 
sacrificial language”, the LXX, and the mercy seat. Eisenbaum, “Remedy,” 685.fn.46.  
Dissenting, Stowers refers to the “Greco-Roman literature on the noble death”, and notes 
that blood could simply be a reference to Jesus’ death (i.e. that Jewett is overreading). 
Stowers, Rereading, 210–11.  Similarly Douglas Campbell points towards the “Jewish and 
Greco-Roman martyrological literature” -  Douglas A. Campbell, The Deliverance of God: An 
Apocalyptic Rereading of Justification in Paul (Grand Rapids, Mich.: WBEerdmans PubCo, 
2009), 648.  

4 Fitzmyer, Romans, 121. On the complexity here see C. E. B. Cranfield, The Epistle 
to the Romans 1-8, 1 edition. (London; New York: T&T Clark, 2004), 214.  Moo, Romans, 
233. 

5 Cranfield, Romans 1-8, 214. The exception being Exodus 25:17.  Philo is also 
anarthrous:  Philo, On the Life of Moses, 2.95; On Flight and Finding, 100. 

6 Jewett, Romans, 179. 
7 Campbell, Deliverance, 654. 
8 Stowers, Rereading, 210. 
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refers – sacrificially - to the showbread at the Temple.9  But this seems thin, 

and προέθετο’s public connotation does not sit comfortably with the 

ἱλαστήριον hidden in the Holy of Holies.10  Further, Jesus’ execution does 

not fit with his death as cultic i.e. law enforcement contrasted with the 

priestly realm (although Paul could give it a cultic interpretation).  

Generally, “there is nothing in the context which can be said to indicate 

unambiguously that the mercy seat is referred to” (Cranfield).11   

The function of Christ’s death is extremely controversial.  Dunn 

argues that Christ does not bear God’s anger (it is propitiatory, but not 

penal).  However, he notes that propitiation is undermined because “it is 

God himself who provided the hilasterion”, suggesting that “The imagery is 

more of the removal of a corrosive stain or the neutralization of a life-

threatening virus than of anger appeased by punishment”.12  Dodd argued 

that Christ’s death as punitive is not found in the Jewish Scriptures, 

understanding ἱλαστήριον as “means of forgiveness”.13  By contrast, 

Gathercole argues that Christ’s death was penal, building on substitution in 

Isaiah 53, hence “for our sins, in accordance with the scriptures” (1 

 
9 Wright, “Romans,” 474.  cf Leviticus 24:5-8.  πρόθεσις can simply mean “placing 

in public” (LSJ).   
10 Fitzmyer, Romans, 350.   
11 Cranfield, Romans 1-8, 215. 
12 Dunn, Theology, 212–13.  Normally God does not offer sacrifice, but receives it.   
13 C. H. Dodd, The Bible and the Greeks (London: Hodder & Stoughton, 1954), 93.  

Also Käsemann, Romans, 97.   
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Corinthians 15:3).14  Wright argues that Christ’s death is both propitiatory 

and expiatory in nature, drawing upon the context of Romans 1-3.15   

Fundamentally, the idea of ἱλαστήριον as sacrificial when applied to 

Christ’s death is undermined by our knowing of no occasion whatsoever 

when ἱλαστήριον referred to animal or human sacrifice.  Rather, ἱλαστήριον 

applied to a wide array of physical objects, including tripods, monuments, 

stelae and drinking bowls.16  (In 4 Maccabees 17:22, where ἱλαστήριον is 

applied to human deaths, these are not cultic, but rather are torture and 

murder.  In this respect, they are like the death of Jesus, which raises the 

question as to whether the Maccabees’ deaths and Jesus’ death are similar, 

which we shall engage with in due course.)   Our point for now, however, is 

that there is not one example of either an animal or a human being as 

ἱλαστήριον in a normal cultic format.17  (Nonetheless, Paul did, however, 

think of Jesus in sacrificial terms 1 Corinthians 5:7.)   

Underpinning much of the controversy is the question whether 

ἱλαστήριον actually refers to Leviticus.  We hope to resolve this issue.   

 
14 Simon Gathercole, “Justified by Faith, Justified by His Blood:  The Evidence of 

Romans 3:21-4:25,” in Justification and Variegated Nomism Vol II, ed. D. Carson, P. O’Brien, 
and M. Seifrid (Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2004), 179.  Simon Gathercole, Defending 
Substitution: An Essay on Atonement in Paul (Grand Rapids, Michigan: Baker Academic, 
2015), 55–84.   

15 Wright, “Romans,” 476.  So too Baur, Paul the Apostle of Jesus Christ, 152.  
16 Daniel P Bailey, “Jesus as the Mercy Seat:  The Semantics and Theology of Paul’s 

Use of Hilasterion in Romans 3:25,” Tyndale Bull. 51.1 (2000): 156.  Interestingly, these will 
be of ongoing use in the relationship between the giver and their God.   

17 The term never refers to a sacrificial victim.  Bailey, “Mercy Seat,” 156. 
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Our discussion divides into two parts.  Our negative thesis will call 

into question the connection between 3:25 and Leviticus 16.  Here we will 

adopt and apply Wagner’s methodology for detecting allusions to evaluate 

this connection.   Our positive thesis will then put forward a new reading of 

3:24-25.  Here the ideas of truce (ἀνοχή) and ransom (ἀπολύτρωσις) will be 

central.  We will argue that ἱλαστήριον itself refers to a conciliatory gift at 

the end of a conflict.  This Greco-Roman reading fits with themes of 

enslavement and cosmic conflict.  Moreover, this conciliation was 

profoundly ethnicised and indeed eschatological in nature.   

 

(A) Negative Thesis  

A New Methodology: (i) Introductory  

We will adopt J. Ross Wagner’s methodology to assess whether ἱλαστήριον 

refers to Leviticus.18 Wagner’s work draws upon Richard Hays in Echoes of 

Scripture in the Letters of Paul.19  Hays contended that Paul’s letters draw 

extensively upon the Jewish Scriptures, and explored his interpretive 

techniques.20  Hays demonstrated that Paul’s intertextuality goes beyond 

 
18 J. Ross Wagner, Heralds of the Good News: Isaiah and Paul in Concert in the 

Letter to the Romans (Leiden: Brill, 2002).  This section develops, reworks and 
recontextualises an issue that I first started to consider in my Masters dissertation 
“ἱλαστήριον in Romans 3:25” (University of Edinburgh, 2015).  My general reading of 
ἱλαστήριον has changed.   

19 Richard B. Hays, Echoes of Scripture in the Letters of Paul (New Haven: Yale 
University Press, 1993). 

20 Hays, Echoes.  Wagner, Heralds, 9. 
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citation, and includes allusion.  Wagner’s approach is sophisticated, and has 

been commended.21  While Wagner is particularly interested in Romans 9-

11 and Isaiah, we will apply his methodology to Romans 3.    

Wagner describes Paul as constructing a “thick web of scripture and 

interpretation”, in which “scriptural testimonies entwine with Paul’s own 

interpretive comments”.22  Paul quotes the LXX seventy-five times.  In 

addition, Paul makes a large number of allusions.   Why did Paul engage so 

extensively with the LXX?  Wagner plausibly suggests that Paul’s 

understanding of his own mission stemmed from the Jewish Scriptures, 

indeed developing through his interactions with them.23  Christ’s death 

came to function hermeneutically; conditioning and animating his reading.24  

Christ’s death allowed Paul to reconsider the LXX from this new 

perspective.  Paul was willing to radically reread texts to make sense of 

them in light of Christ’s death, even altering the texts themselves when 

necessary.25  As such, Paul’s interpretation was creative.  Indeed, Lim 

suggests that both Paul and the pesherists self-consciously not merely 

interpreted Scripture, but also created it.26   

 
21 E.g. Craig A Evans, “Heralds of the Good News: Isaiah and Paul ‘in Concert’ in the 

Letter to the Romans,” Bull. Biblic. Res. 12.2 (2002): 284–85. 
22 Wagner, Heralds, 43. 
23 Wagner Ross, “Paul and Scripture,” in The Blackwell Companion to Pau, ed. 

Stephen Westerholm (New Jersey: John Wiley & Sons, 2011), 163. 
24 Ibid., 168. 
25 Wagner, Heralds, 85. 
26 Timothy H. Lim, Holy Scripture in the Qumran Commentaries and Pauline Letters 

(Oxford: Clarendon, Clarendon Press, 1997), 110–22. 
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A New Methodology: (ii) Wagner’s Criteria 

Building upon Hays, Wagner sets out five criteria to assess allusion to the 

LXX: 27 

Volume:   Verbal correspondence or distinctive verbal connections is the 

issue here.  Prominence within in Paul’s exposition is also a relevant 

consideration.   

Recurrence:  Does the author cite or more directly allude to that text, or its 

near context, elsewhere?  If already referenced, then a further allusion 

becomes more likely.  “In the case of Paul, intertextual echo nearly always 

functions in tandem with more obvious references to scripture”.28   

Historical plausibility:  Does this potential reading of Paul makes sense in 

“the author’s cultural environment and inherited traditions of 

interpretation”,29 and in light of what contemporary interpreters were 

saying? 30   

Thematic coherence:  Does the possible allusion cohere with Paul’s other 

uses of texts and instances when he explicitly cites the LXX?   

 
27 Wagner, Heralds, 10.   
28 Ibid. 
29 Ibid., 12. 
30 David Ian Starling, Not My People: Gentiles as Exiles in Pauline Hermeneutics 

(Berlin ; New York: De Gruyter, 2011), 12. 
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Satisfaction:  Does it sit comfortably with Paul’s broader argument more 

generally?    

Terminologically, both “allusion” and “echo” are used.  Wagner does 

not draw a bright line distinction between them - it is a question of extent.  

Generally, “allusion” means references on the stronger end of the 

spectrum, whereas “echo” is more tentative.31  Wagner agrees with Hays 

that the end assessment may be far from definite in nature, consisting of an 

assessment of relative probability as to whether an echo exists.   

A New Methodology: (iii) Evaluating Wagner’s Approach     

Samuel Sandmel’s “parallelomania” refers to the danger of perceiving 

similarities and attributing causation illegitimately.32  Correspondingly, 

David Starling’s “echomania”, refers to mistakenly asserting allusion, absent 

authorial intention.33  A further risk is that of correctly noting an allusion, 

but using this connection to import too wide a range of material from the 

text being referenced.  Generally, the risk here is that excessive assertion 

regarding allusion may distort interpretation.  Given Christian theology’s 

diachronic evolution, obviously later ideas risk being imposed upon earlier 

texts, possibly via illegitimate detection of allusion.   

 
31 Wagner, Heralds, 9. 
32 Samuel Sandmel, “Parallelomania,” J. Biblic. Lit. 81.1 (1962): 1–13. 
33 Starling, Not My People, 9. 
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Wagner’s method gives us a rigorous and disciplined approach for 

detecting allusions or echoes, especially when his criteria are applied in 

conjunction.  The notion of verbal correspondence, for example, in 

isolation, could be akin to proof-texting.  But Wagner’s richer “Volume”, 

however, looks not only to verbal connections but also to their significance 

within Paul’s argument.  His subsequent “Recurrence” cautiously requires 

an explicit citation to which possible allusions must be attached.  The 

criterion of “Historical Plausibility” emphasizes contemporary 

interpretations, lessening the risk of anachronism.  While the final criteria 

of “Thematic Coherence” and “Satisfaction” are more susceptible to 

theological readings being imposed, this danger is mitigated by the first 

three categories.    

Negatively, however, Wagner’s criteria do not adequately take into 

account that Paul is writing letters to particular communities.  In this sense, 

the focus is entirely upon Paul.  The risk here is that he is taken in isolation, 

rather than considering, for example, whether his addresses would have 

discerned potential allusions, or their potential range of interpretation.34   

 

 

 
34 Christopher D. Stanley, “Review of Heralds of the Good News: Isaiah and Paul 

‘in Concert’ in the Letter to the Romans,” by J. Ross Wagner, J. Biblic. Lit. 124.4 (2005): 781. 
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A New Methodology: (iv) Application 

When Paul uses ἱλαστήριον is he really referring back to Leviticus?  Notably, 

there is no explicit citation.  We will therefore use Wagner’s criteria to 

assess possible allusion or echo.   

(i) Volume  

The noun ἱλαστήριον occurs on twenty-seven occasions in the LXX.35  Most 

prominently, it is used regarding the Day of Atonement in Leviticus 16.  In 

twenty-one of its twenty-seven usages, ἱλαστήριον it refers to the mercy 

seat.  Therefore, almost a quarter of the time, it does not refer to the mercy 

seat.36  

Are there distinctive verbal connections in the words surrounding 

ἱλαστήριον?  Christ was put forward as a ἱλαστήριον “by his blood” (3:25).  

This could link with Leviticus 16, to the blood of the rites of atonement.37  

Problematically, however, the term “blood” is very general in nature, and 

susceptible to many interpretations and connections.  So, for example, 

Stowers suggests that “blood” refers to Jesus dying a martyr’s death, and 

that this contention is just as plausible as that of positing a link to Leviticus 

16.38  Even in Leviticus 16 the Israelites’ sins are placed on the head of the 

goat sent into the wilderness, not the goat to be killed.  This particular 

 
35 Cranfield, Romans 1-8, 214. 
36 Ezekiel 43:14-17. Fitzmyer, Romans, 121. 
37 E.g. Lev. 16:19. 
38 Stowers, Rereading, 210. 
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method of dealing with iniquities does not actually involve that goat being 

killed (which would produce blood).    

What about Jesus being put forward (προέθετο 3:25)?  This term is 

indeed used in Leviticus (24:8).  But this is not particularly proximate to 

Leviticus 16, and it applies to showbread, rather than being directly 

connected with the mercy seat (this connection seems tenuous).39  In 

reality, the lack of surrounding sacrificial vocabulary is notable.  Further, the 

connotation of public display; this does not fit that well with the mercy 

seat, which was hidden (as previously noted).40   

Further, in 3:25 πάρεσις containing the idea of letting go; however, 

this term is not used at all in the LXX.41    The term ἀπολυτρώσις (3:24) is 

important;  often translated in terms of “redemption”, our later argument 

will focus on the idea of ransom (λύτρον) within.  Neither ἀπολυτρώσις nor 

λύτρον are present in Leviticus 16, however, and so there is no verbal 

connection.   

In sum, then, there is little verbal correspondence.  While there are 

some similarities, we have not found any that are distinctive.  Nor have we 

found any sequences of words that correspond between the two texts.  This 

is a very significant limitation.  If Paul had wanted to introduce a sequence 

 
39 Fitzmyer, Romans, 352.   
40 Ibid., 350.   
41 Ibid., 352.   
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of words to indicate a connection between Romans 3 and Leviticus 16, then 

this would have been very easy to do.  The fact that none exists calls into 

question the idea that Paul is making a connection between these two 

texts.    

Wagner further requires that the prominence that the posited allusion 

is given in Paul’s exposition should be considered.  Christ as ἱλαστήριον is 

indeed prominent.  It is puzzling, therefore, that Paul uses this vocabulary 

on only one occasion.  Remarkably, this is Paul’s solitary usage of 

ἱλαστήριον throughout his letters.  He neither repeats this idea, nor 

develops it.  Nor does he apply it in a different context, or to a different 

audience.  These considerations undermine the idea of ἱλαστήριον as 

central.  As Stowers suggests, if the term ἱλαστήριον was of such centrality 

to Paul, then it seems rather puzzling that he mentions it only once.42   

 

(ii) Recurrence  

Did Paul have a pattern of drawing on Leviticus, particularly Leviticus 16?   

Paul engaged extensively with the Jewish Scriptures, but focussed 

upon his “canon within the canon”.43  More specifically, the books which 

Paul cites the most are:  Isaiah (twenty-eight citations), Psalms (twenty), 

 
42 Stowers, Rereading, 213. But while the term ἱλαστήριον may not be repeated, 

could the dynamic it describes be nonetheless important?  Does prominent innovation not 
suggest an important function?   

43 Wagner, Heralds, 311. 
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Deuteronomy (fifteen), and Genesis (fifteen).  Significantly for our present 

inquiry, Paul cites Leviticus on only five occasions, two of which are 

duplications.  Significantly, none of these citations relate to the mercy seat.  

In Romans 10:5 Paul references Leviticus 18:5, regarding keeping statutes.  

In Romans 13:9b Paul cites Leviticus 19:18, regarding grudges.  Romans 

contains only these two explicit references to Leviticus.  Neither is 

proximate to 3:25.   

Paul does, however, engage quite extensively with the Jewish 

Scriptures in Romans 3 (seven references).  By contrast, in each of Romans 

1 and 2 Paul explicitly cites the Scriptures on just one occasion.   Romans 4 

has five citations.  In Romans 3, we see that six out of the seven references 

in Romans 3 are located in the list of sins (3:10-18).  But despite these 

sustained citations, Paul does not make any reference to Leviticus.   

More generally, when considering Paul’s citations, he does not ever 

refer to ἱλαστήριον.   Nor do any of his citations use the cognate ἱλάσκομαι 

(this verb – meaning “to make  propitious to one”, “to conciliate” or “to 

appease” - is never used by Paul).44  The fact that precisely zero of Paul’s 

citations refer to either ἱλαστήριον or ἱλάσκομαι undermines the argument 

that ἱλαστήριον referred back to Leviticus.   

 
44 LSJ. 
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Wagner notes that “in the case of Paul, intertextual echo nearly 

always functions in tandem with more obvious references to scripture”.45  

The attempt to discern an echo to ἱλαστήριον in Leviticus 16, is therefore 

weakened by the lack of explicit reference.  Strikingly, Leviticus 16 is never 

explicitly cited by Paul.  This is a very significant omission.   

Christopher Stanley further notes that “Paul typically surrounded his 

quotations with enough explanatory material to ensure that his audiences 

could grasp his central point even if they knew nothing about the original 

context”.46  Here Stanley is talking about quotations, but we can apply it to 

allusion.  When Paul uses ἱλαστήριον he does not surround it with 

explanatory material.  Or, to be more precise, he does not surround it with 

explanatory material that would back up a reference to Leviticus (see our 

later positive argument).  If Paul had wanted to make a connection with 

Leviticus, then he would have needed to explain this connection.  This is 

particularly so given that he was addressing a gentile audience (many 

plausibly less familiar with Leviticus) and also given contrasting 

understandings of ἱλαστήριον within the gentile world (more familiar to his 

addressees, and central to our positive account).   

 
45 Wagner, Heralds, 10.  
46 Christopher D. Stanley, “A Decontextualized Paul? A Response to Francis 

Watson’s Paul and the Hermeneutics of Faith,” J. Study New Testam. 28.3 (2006): 361. 
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Paul used citation cleverly.  He was capable of creative alterations, and 

creative “strong” rereadings.47  Paul’s Christological agenda dictated his 

hermeneutic.  Given that Paul was such a sophisticated and purposeful 

operator, it seems very odd that he would neglect to make a reference to 

Leviticus 16 clear, if this was what he in fact intended.  This is especially so 

given the prominence of Jesus as ἱλαστήριον.  Regarding an important 

matter, a sophisticated exponent would take extra care to make his 

meaning absolutely clear.  This is particularly so given that the word was 

given other meanings by gentiles, of which Paul - as a diaspora Jew - may 

well have been aware.  Yet Paul provides no reference whatsoever to guide 

the interpretation of ἱλαστήριον by tying it to Leviticus 16.  If Paul had 

wanted to make this connection then he could quite easily have done so.  

The obvious conclusion is that Paul actually had no particular intention of 

making a connection with Leviticus 16.   

 

(iii) Historical plausibility  

Does the idea that Paul was alluding to Leviticus make sense in historical 

context, and in light of contemporary interpretation?   

 
47 Wagner, Heralds, 85. 
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The mercy seat was not actually part of the cultic furniture during 

Second Temple Judaism.48  Paul therefore would be making an historical 

reference.  Could Paul have reasonably expected his gentile addressees to 

have picked upon a reference to historical Jewish practice?  This point 

renders the idea of allusion a little more tenuous than before.   

Turning to contemporary interpretation:  in their descriptions of the Day 

of Atonement, none of Philo, Josephus, or the Mishnah even mentions the 

mercy seat.49  Further, we know of no pre-existing tradition connecting the 

idea of the mercy seat with atonement.50    

 

(iv) Thematic coherence  

Does the idea that Paul is alluding to Leviticus fit with Paul’s actual use of 

explicit citation?  Here we can draw on our analysis above.  Under heading 

(i) Volume we saw that there is little verbal correspondence between the 

vocabulary surrounding ἱλαστήριον and Leviticus 16.  Under heading (ii) 

Recurrence we saw that neither of Paul’s two references to Leviticus in 

Romans are proximate or related to ἱλαστήριον, and that Paul never refers 

to ἱλαστήριον, ἱλάσκομαι or to Leviticus 16.  In light of these points, we can 

 
48 Campbell, Deliverance, 654. 
49 Ibid. 
50 Moo, Romans, 236. 
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conclude that the idea Paul is alluding to Leviticus does not fit particularly 

well at all with Paul’s use of explicit citation.   

 

(v) Satisfaction  

Does the idea that Paul is referring to Leviticus make sense of Paul’s larger 

argument?   

This is difficult to answer given the lack of agreement regarding 

Paul’s larger argument.  Further, it is particularly difficult to situate this 

term within Paul’s larger argument given that Paul uses ἱλαστήριον only 

once.   

More specifically, then, how does it fit with Paul’s framing in 

Romans 1?  The idea that Jesus served as an atonement for sin underpins 

the argument connecting ἱλαστήριον to Leviticus.  But sin was not the 

primary problem that Paul identifies in Romans 1 (see Chapter 3).  The 

primary problem was idolatry, leading to handing over to Impurity and to 

the Passions.  While sin is prominent in 3:9-18, it would be a mistake to 

think of sin exclusively as being the problem (rather, it is a secondary 

consequence).  Accurate understanding of Paul’s framing of the problem 

will be key to discerning the solution that he will offer.  (Excessive focus on 

sin may lead to excessive focus on atonement.  Paul’s conceptualisation is 

broader, in light of his framing of the problem as misguided λατρεία, and 
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personal handing over, leading to ethnically stereotyped behaviour that 

infringes God’s decree.) 

How, also, might the Levitical connection fit with Paul’s uses of 

sacrificial language?  Firstly, we will discuss 8:3 later in this chapter, and 

argue that it does not refer to the sin offering.  Secondly, in 12:1 Paul 

unambiguously invokes the language of sacrifice with regard to the living 

sacrifice of the body.  The sequential relationship between 3:25 and 12:1 is 

important, but for now it is difficult to see how they fit with one another.  

Thirdly, reaching more broadly within the Pauline corpus, we can consider 

the possible Levitical reference alongside Paul’s use of sacrificial language in 

describing Jesus as τὸ πάσχα ἡμῶν “our Passover lamb” in 1 Corinthians 

5:7.  Here Paul undoubtedly talks about Jesus in sacrificial terms (θύω).  But 

the Passover sacrifice was not an atoning sacrifice.  It was not an offering 

for sins.  Rather, it was part of Israelite memory of the escape from slavery 

in Egypt, in which the sacrifice itself was linked to the turning away of the 

avenging angel (Exodus 12:21-24).  For this reason, it is difficult to reconcile 

Jesus as Passover lamb with the idea of Jesus as atoning sacrifice.  They rest 

upon quite different sacrificial logics.  Fourthly, we can briefly consider 

Paul’s use of sacrificial language as a whole.  Remarkably, ἱλαστήριον, περὶ 

ἁμαρτίας, and πάσχα are each only used once, and apparently each with 
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little in the way of sacrificial explanation.  Does Paul have a doctrine of 

sacrifice, or are his references more ad hoc?   

 

A New Methodology: (v) Conclusions  

Application of Wagner’s criteria leads us to conclude that there is little to 

indicate that Paul was alluding to Leviticus 16 on this particular occasion.  

Essentially, when Paul draws upon the Jewish Scriptures he usually 

leaves clues.  Either he explicitly cites the Hebrew texts, or else he uses 

groupings of words providing verbal correspondence.  Regarding 

ἱλαστήριον, however, there are no such signposts.  The absence of these 

pointers is telling.   Moreover, signalling of this kind would have been all the 

more necessary given that the mercy seat had no cultic role during the 

Second Temple period.  Without guidance, how would Paul’s gentile 

audience have appreciated a reference that was not just particular to 

Judaism, but that was actually part of historical Judaism?  Additionally, if 

this was such an important moment for Paul (as it seems to be), then why 

did he not make any intended reference as clear as he could?  Why instead 

does he mention ἱλαστήριον once, and once only, and then move on?   

In light of the simple lack of evidence that we have encountered, 

and that difficulties that we have experienced in terms of mapping the term 

ἱλαστήριον back onto the texts of the Jewish Scriptures, we must conclude 
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that any argument resting upon a connection between ἱλαστήριον and 

Leviticus 16 is in fact an over-reading, and unjustified.  The idea Paul is 

attempting to forge a connection with Leviticus here, is in my view unlikely, 

and this connection has been too hastily made.  When considered in the 

context of Paul’s usual authorial practices, there is not adequate evidence 

to indicate that Paul was in fact making this connection.    

 

4 Maccabees 17    

But could there be a connection with 4 Maccabees 17?  The death of the 

seven brothers of 4 Maccabees 17 is described as a ἱλαστήριον: “And 

through the blood of those devout ones and their death as a ἱλαστήριον, 

divine Providence preserved Israel that previously had been mistreated” 

(17:22).  This is the only other text where a person is called a ἱλαστήριον, 

and so we should consider it carefully.    

Jarvis Williams argues that “Martyr Theology shaped Paul’s 

conception of Jesus’ death in addition to Greco-Roman ideas, the OT cult, 

and Isaiah 53”.51  Williams is sensibly willing to look beyond the Jewish 

Scriptures, and is open to plural streams of tradition.  He further argues 

that “Martyr Theology and Paul use καταλλάσσω and ἱλαστήριον along with 

 
51 Jarvis J. Williams, Maccabean Martyr Traditions in Paul’s Theology of 

Atonement (Eugene, Oregon: Wipf & Stock, 2015), 121.  See also Campbell, Deliverance, 
648.  
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other sacrificial language to describe the soteriological significance of a 

human’s death for others”.52   

There are a number of difficulties, however. Firstly, the constant 

capitalisation of “Martyr Theology” risks reifying these ideas and imposing 

upon them a solidity and a sense of unity and pre-existence to Paul that 

leads to anachronism.  Secondly, I do not agree that this audience was 

“Hellenistic-Jewish” (see previous).53  Thirdly, as with ἱλαστήριον in Romans 

3:25, what positive indication to indicate that a connection to usage within 

the Jewish Scriptures is actually being made in 4 Maccabees?  (A connection 

to 4 Maccabees therefore does not necessarily entail that Levitical meaning 

was being invoked.)  Fourthly, the brothers’ deaths are “competing in the 

name of the divine law” (4 Maccabees 17:16).  This does not mean that the 

term ἱλαστήριον was specifically Jewish.  However, it does undermine any 

analysis that links ἱλαστήριον with supersessionism.54  Fifthly, in 4 

Maccabees 17, the function of the brothers’ deaths is that of impressing 

Antiochus, as opposed to being expiatory in nature.  (Contrast the death of 

Eleazar who in 4 Maccabees 6:28 asked God to “Be merciful to your people, 

and let our punishment suffice for them. Make my blood their purification, 

and take my life in exchange for theirs".)  The martyrs’ action is not a 

 
52 Ibid., 119. 
53 Williams, Maccabean Martyr Traditions, 123. 
54 See “A Death for Israel Versus A Death for Jews and Gentiles” Ibid., 122.   
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calculus with blood paying down particular moral failings of particular 

Israelites.  The usage in 4 Maccabees 17 is more figurative than expiatory.  I 

agree with Stowers that “the martyr’s death for others here has nothing to 

do with sacrifice or the temple cult”.55   

More generally, the situation in 4 Maccabees 17 is also very 

different to that of Romans 3.  It is true that in both situations a bad state of 

affairs seems to be obviated by a ἱλαστήριον.  In both situations, death 

leads to deliverance.  However, the nature of danger faced is different.  In 

Maccabees it is pagan oppression by the Seleucids, whereas in Romans it is 

the wrath of God.  Secondly, the question of who is facing the danger is also 

different.  In Maccabees it is danger for the Jews, in Romans it is for the 

gentiles.  Thirdly, the role played by sin is different.  In Romans the sin of 

the people getting delivered is the key issue, whereas in 4 Maccabees the 

focus is on the martyrs’ action to benefit the nation of Israel.   

For all the above reasons, it is difficult to draw a neat connection 

between ἱλαστήριον in 4 Maccabees 17 and Paul’s usage in Romans 3.  If 

Paul is alluding to 4 Maccabees 17, or to a tradition behind it, it is not a 

strong or dense allusion that can guide our understanding.56   

 
55 Stowers, Rereading, 212. 
56 A connection with the Akedah has been suggested by Douglas Campbell. 

Campbell, Deliverance, 652.  Paul, however, never cites Abraham’s near-sacrifice of Isaac. 
Campbell notes the similar quality of obedience and the existence of a tradition espousing 
a “martyrological” reading of Isaac, who was a figure of ongoing interest.  However, a clear 
connection with Genesis 22 is lacking.   
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(B) Our positive reading of ἱλαστήριον  

Preliminary points  

If ἱλαστήριον does not refer to either Leviticus 16, or to 4 Maccabees 17, 

then can we offer a more plausible reading?   

Most basically, the meaning of ἱλαστήριον is not obvious from the 

text (hence the endless disagreements surrounding it).  The term is under-

determined, and its meaning is unclear.  More broadly, it is a somewhat 

unusual term within Jewish literature, beyond the Jewish Scriptures.  

(Consequently, Stowers broadens his analysis to discuss ἱλάσκομαι, which 

unlike ἱλαστήριον is well-attested.)   

Perhaps the context in Romans 3 can help us.  Three main factors 

are at play.  Firstly, “all, both Jews and Greeks, are under the power of Sin” 

(3:9).  Sin is strongly emphasised (3:9-18).57  The power of Sin contrasts 

with the power of God (1:16,20), and this personification fits with slavery to 

Sin (6:6) and the personal handing over (1:24,26).58  Paul’s emphases on 

righteousness and understanding (3:9-10) also connect with Romans 1 (e.g. 

 
57 Barclay discusses incongruity as one of the perfections of gift / grace.  Barclay, 

Gift, 72–73. 
58 Notably, Paul is talking about sin, rather than talking about adoption.  

Eisenbaum argues that the death of Jesus constructs new ethnic membership for the 
gentiles.  Eisenbaum, “Remedy.”  However, familial matters are developed after Romans 3 
i.e. particularly in Romans 4 and 8.   
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17-18; knowing 28,32).  Atonement readings of ἱλαστήριον may in doubt, 

but this should not lead us to underplay sin here.  Secondly, ethnic matters 

are being discussed.  “what advantage has the Jew?” (3:1), “both Jews and 

Greeks (same predicament, but ethnic distinction significantly being 

maintained in 3:9), “or is God the God of Jews only? Is he not the God of 

gentiles also? Yes, of gentiles also” (3:29).  Thirdly, the role of the law is 

intriguing – righteousness has been disclosed apart from the law (3:21), but 

yet Paul insists that the faith that leads to justification will in fact uphold 

the law (3:31).  The law is clearly central to Paul’s exposition – mentioned 

on eleven occasions (3:19-31).  But can these statements be reconciled?    

 

Our argument  

We will argue that ἱλαστήριον refers to a conciliatory gift, and will further 

contend that this conciliation - when considered in context - has a big 

ethnic dimension.  This meaning draws upon Greco-Roman usages rather 

than trying to make a connection with Leviticus.59  It also locates Paul’s 

deployment of this vocabulary within his ethnic agenda as evident within 

Romans 3, and beyond (and which will be a much more obvious emphasis in 

Romans 4).  

 
59 To be clear, this meaning is not attested in the LXX.   
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More specifically, we will argue that Paul’s use of ἱλαστήριον refers 

to a conciliatory gift at the end of a conflict.  What is the evidence for this?  

Our position is backed up by a cluster of relevant vocabulary in the 

immediate proximity, and more broadly by a prominent classical usage.   

The translation of ἀνοχή (3:25) will unlock our argument here.  

Often translated as "forbearance” (e.g. NRSV), its primary meaning is 

actually that of armistice, or truce.60  This is the first and most heavily 

evidenced definition offered by the LSJ – “holding back, stopping, esp. of 

hostilities: hence mostly in pl., armistice, truce”.  Note also ἀνοκωχή 

meaning stay or cessation – “esp. cessation of arms, truce” (LSJ).  God has 

called a truce.  As part of which, as was normal at the end of a conflict, 

prisoners are ransomed (ἀπολύτρωσις 3:24).  It is in this context that Jesus 

has been put forward as a conciliatory gift (ἱλαστήριον 3:25).  This idea of 

gift is also explicitly referenced by Paul (δωρεὰν 3:24; cf χάρισμα 12:6).  

 
60 LSJ.  All LSJ references derive from Henry George Liddell, Robert Scott, and 

Roderick McKenzie, Greek-English Lexicon, Ninth Edition with a Revised Supplement, ed. 
Henry Stuart Jones, 9 edition. (Oxford : New York: Clarendon Press, 1996). Dunn links this 
forbearance or restraint to “God’s not pressing for punishment of the sins committed”.  
Dunn, Romans, 174. Käsemann argues that this contradicts Paul’s earlier emphasis on the 
wrath of God (assuming Paul’s blanket condemnation of Judaism).  Käsemann, Romans, 
98–99.  Longenecker interprets God’s “forbearance” or “clemency” in terms of how “the 
earliest Jewish believers in Jesus explained [the] problem of how God dealt with the sins of 
people in the past”. Longenecker, Romans, 435.  So too Linebaugh argues that ἀνοχή refers 
to the past in which “God delayed the revelation of his righteous-judgment” by passing 
over former sins.  Jonathan Linebaugh, “Righteousness Revealed: The Death of Christ as 
the Definition of the Righteousness of God in Romans 3:21–26.,” in Paul and the 
Apocalyptic Imagination, ed. Ben Blackwell, John Goodrich, and John Maston (Minneapolis, 
Minnesota: Fortress, 2016), 229.  
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These different components, found in such close conjunction, mutually 

reinforce one another.   

Our translation of 3:23-25, therefore, is:   

“For all have sinned and lack the glory of God, being justified as a gift by his 

grace through the redemption that is in Christ Jesus, whom God set forth as 

a conciliatory gift (ἱλαστήριον) - through faith, [and] in his blood, in order to 

demonstrate his righteousness, because of the passing over of the earlier 

sins - in the truce (ἀνοχή) of God”.   

Paul’s sentence is rather long.  But the nub of it is that Christ was set forth 

as a conciliatory gift (ἱλαστήριον) … in the truce of God.   

More generally, this reading of ἱλαστήριον - as revolving around the 

idea of cessation of conflict - fits with Paul’s themes of cosmic conflict, the 

anger of God, and of course the opposite of conflict, namely the recurring 

theme of peace.   

 

We will now consider these ideas of truce and ransom in more detail:  

(i) Truce  

The term ἀνοχή is central to our reading of ἱλαστήριον.  The primary 

meaning of ἀνοχή relates to the holding back or to the stopping of 

hostilities (LSJ).  The words armistice and truce are also indicated in this 

primary definition.   
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Our reading builds upon cosmic conflict and associated dynamics 

within Paul.  Firstly, in Romans 1 we noted that Paul’s vocabulary of 

παραδίδωμι referred to the idea of surrendering to another power in a 

military context.61  Paul’s vital framing in Romans 1, therefore, establishes 

the dynamic that Paul is now building upon.  The idea of truce is predicated 

upon the wrath of God (ὀργὴ 1:18; cf deserve to die 1:32; indefensible 

ἀναπολόγητος 2:1), and facing judgement 2:2; 2:9; 3:5).  People who are 

under the power of Sin (3:9) are on the wrong side of God’s anger.  They 

are serving the wrong master (λατρεία 1:25), have been handed over into 

the control of Impurity and the Passions (1:24,26 - hence serving their 

malign purposes), and are consequently on the wrong side in this cosmic 

conflict.  Secondly, in Romans 5 and 6 we will see rival kingdoms (e.g. 

5:17,21; βασιλευέτω - 6:12), and the military language of spears being 

deployed (ὅπλα - 6:13).  Thirdly, more generally the idea of cosmic conflict 

(conflict between God or Jesus and malign powers) is found throughout 

Paul.62  Fourthly, the opposite of war is obviously peace.  This is referenced 

quite proximately in 3:17 “the way of peace they have not known”.  This 

reference makes sense in that Paul is just about to talk about a truce.  It is 

also a theme throughout Romans.63  Finally:  our understanding of ἀνοχή, 

 
61 Gaventa, “Rhetoric of Violence,” 65.  
62 See previous.   
63 Romans 1:7; 2:10; 5:1; 8:6; 14:17; 14:19; 15:13; 15:33; 16:20. 
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therefore, fits with this dynamic of cosmic conflict.   Punishment is 

deserved (1:32).  But God, generously - and indeed, as a revelatory act, “to 

show his righteousness” (3:25) - has called a truce.   

Specifically, the truce is between God and ἄνθρωπος - who is 

currently acting as the slave of Sin (6:6).  As the slave of malign powers, 

men are fulfilling their purposes, and are effectively on their side.  While 

the malign powers will be defeated by Christ, God is withholding the 

punishment that men deserve (1:32).   

The immediate context helps us here.  Paul links God’s ἀνοχή to his 

having passed over the sins previously committed (διὰ τὴν πάρεσιν τῶν 

προγεγονότων ἁμαρτημάτων ἐν τῇ ἀνοχή τοῦ θεοῦ - 3:25-26).  The word 

πάρεσιν indicates a letting go (lexically, pará, "from close-beside" 

and hiēmi, "let go".)64   It can also indicate a remission of debts.65  Later 

usages involve the remission of punishment.66  Dunn notes the “more 

strictly legal sense of ‘letting go unpunished, remission of penalty’" (cf 

“deserve to die” 1:32).67 Very importantly, therefore, Paul clearly states 

here in Romans 3:25 that God has let these preceding sins go. Note also 2 

 
64 LSJ.  Tom Holland, Romans: The Divine Marriage (Eugene, Oregon: Pickwick 

Publications, 2011), 91–96.  While the positive evidence for this is limited, it is a possibility 
that we certainly do not rule out, and that coheres with our broader analysis regarding 
slavery to Sin.   

65 LSJ. 
66 BGU II. 624, i.e. during time of Diocletian (244-311).   
67 Dunn, Theology, 214. 
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Corinthians 5:19 - “in Christ God was reconciling (καταλλάσσων) the world 

to himself, not counting (λογιζόμενος) their trespasses (παράπτωμα) 

against them” – καταλλάσσων connecting lexically with Paul’s ἀλλάσσω 

(1:23);  notably, while παράπτωμα are present, there is nothing about 

Christ’s sacrifice in this passage.68  (The question as to what happens as 

regards these sins is therefore explicitly dealt with here in Romans, 

rendering discussion of Jesus dying to atone for these sins superfluous.  The 

positive detail and explanation that Paul has provided means that there is 

no need to place the interpretive burden, regarding sin, onto the term 

ἱλαστήριον.)  While Baur asserts that God “cannot suffer sin to go 

unpunished”, it rather looks as if this is exactly what God is doing (we have 

no reason to think otherwise).69  I agree with Schweitzer that this is more 

accurately thought of in terms of the annulment of sin, rather than its 

forgiveness.70  Indeed, drawing upon medical usages, Christopher Holmes 

has argued that πάρεσις means “utterly incapacitated”.71  As we saw, sin - 

in the sense of bad moral behaviours - is not the primary problem identified 

 
68 Nor in 2 Corinthians 8:9 (πτωχεύω). Nor in Philippians 2:5-11.  With the 

exception of 1 Corinthians 5:7, Paul’s characterisations of Jesus’ death lack any clear 
connection with animal sacrifice.  

69 Baur, Paul the Apostle of Jesus Christ, 152. 
70  Schweitzer, Mysticism, 222. 
71 Christopher T. Holmes, “Utterly Incapacitated: The Neglected Meaning of 

ΠΑΡΕΣΙΣ in Romans 3:25,” Novum Testam. 55.4 (2013): 349–66. Holmes argues that sin 
produces a state of complete incapacitation, and that the death of Christ allows escape 
from this situation.  Like Schweitzer, I read it in terms of sin being annulled or passed over, 
rather than as the individuals themselves being incapacitated.   
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by Paul in Romans 1.72  Nonetheless, this is a remarkable act of generosity 

and mercy indeed.   

How does this fit with ἱλαστήριον?  Jesus was put forward as a 

ἱλαστήριον because God had let the preceding sins go (διὰ τὴν πάρεσιν – 

3:25).  The sequence of events, therefore, is that God let the preceding sins 

go, and then put Jesus forward as a ἱλαστήριον.  There is no necessary 

suggestion here that Jesus was the mechanism by which the sins were let 

go.  Jesus was put forward as a ἱλαστήριον, God having let the preceding 

sins go.  But if God had already let the preceding sins go, then what did it 

mean to put Jesus forward as a ἱλαστήριον?   

(Notably the NRSV also places its rendering of ἀνοχή as 

“forbearance” in front of the idea that God passed over the sins “because in 

his divine forbearance he had passed over the sins previously committed”.  

This makes ἀνοχή sound much more like a characteristic of God, rather 

than an armistice, and as such this interference with the word order risks 

obscuring a possible meaning.)   

The Trojan Horse is a helpful point of reference (although we are not 

arguing for either dependence or allusion).  The Trojan Horse was called a 

ἱλαστήριον.73  The Trojan Horse was, or at least appeared to be, a gift at the 

 
72 Generally, God overlooks the sin, but will give the ethne a new λατρεία and 

family membership in 12:1 (addressing the fundamental problem).   
73 Dio Chrysostom, Discourses, 11.121. Here the Trojan Horse is referred to as a 

hilasterion to the goddess Athena of Ilion, aimed at averting her impending wrath.  Bailey 
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cessation of conflict.  The Greeks appeared to have decided to halt their 

war against the Trojans, and presented them with this fine gift as a gesture 

of conciliation.  Notably the fall of Troy continued to be prominent in 

Roman discourse (e.g. Virgil),74 and indeed Romans traced their genealogies 

back to Trojan heroes.75  (The point being that Troy was an active part of 

Roman mythologizing and genealogical thinking.)  It is entirely possible that 

the Trojan Horse would have more broadly informed the understanding of 

ἱλαστήριον, as connected with the idea of truce, that would informed the 

interpretation of Paul’s Greco-Roman addressees.76  Essentially, the idea of 

gift at the end of a conflict may have contained a somewhat similar and 

broadly familiar logic.   

Let us now think about gift, and especially about the idea of 

ἱλαστήριον as a conciliatory gift.77  Our reading is powerfully corroborated 

by the close proximity of the language of gift in 3:24-25 (δικαιούμενοι 

 
notes that the Trojan Horse was also called a ἱλαστήριον by two later commentators on 
Homer.  Bailey, “Mercy Seat,” 156.  While the Trojan Horse was an act of deception, the 
putting forward of Jesus was not.  

74 Paul Zanker, “The Power of Images in the Age of Augustus (Ann Arbor, 
University of Michigan Press, 1988), 193. 

75 Johnson Hodge, If Sons, 32. 
76 Cf earlier discussion of Saussure and the idea of Paul not being able to abstract 

his usage from conventional usages.   
77 See generally Barclay, Gift.  Barclay argues that Paul’s theology of grace is best 

understood in light of 'gift', and emphasises Christ as a gift.  This strongly complements our 
own analysis and emphasis, both as regards ἱλαστήριον in 3:25, and later regarding the 
arrival of the spirit (12:1; χάρισμα 12:6).  Like the tripods and other physical objects 
mentioned earlier, the gift of Christ will be of ongoing use in mediating the relationship 
between God and the recipients of his gift, the blessing of which will stretch throughout 
Romans.  Barclay interprets ἱλαστήριον as “a moment of atonement” (p. 476).   
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δωρεὰν τῇ αὐτοῦ χάριτι διὰ τῆς ἀπολυτρώσεως τῆς ἐν Χριστῷ Ἰησοῦ ὃν 

προέθετο ὁ θεὸς ἱλαστήριον).  Here Paul’s use of δωρεὰν very significantly 

backs up our analysis of ἱλαστήριον.  Notably it is in the very same sentence 

as ἱλαστήριον.  Paul says that God made people righteous as a gift, and the 

ἱλαστήριον was that gift.  In this way, Paul talks about God offering a gift, 

and then specifies what that gift actually was (i.e. God putting Jesus 

forward as a ἱλαστήριον).  As well as making full use of the term ἀνοχή 

(rather than diminishing or attenuating it to mean “forbearance”), our 

analysis also gives full weight to the term δωρεὰν.  We make full use of its 

connotations of “gift”.   

Specifically, the gift is given to human beings (not to the malign 

power).  Jesus is sent as a gift for human beings, and this gift is that he will 

serve as their ransom (cf ἀπολύτρωσις), freeing them from slavery to Sin 

(see next section).  (God, obviously, is not giving a malign cosmic power a 

gift.)  The ethne will receive further gifts in 12:6 i.e. this is part of a 

sequence and series of gifts.   

This reading is corroborated by Josephus (also Jewish and roughly 

Paul’s contemporary).  In The Antiquities of the Jews Josephus describes 

Herod’s attempt to rob David’s sepulchre, stealing precious goods and 

furniture of gold.78 Herod was wanting to search further, even as far as the 

 
78 Josephus, Jewish Antiquities, 16.7.1.   
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bodies of David and Solomon, but two of his guards were killed by a 

mysterious flame.  Herod became very frightened, and immediately went 

out and built a mnema hilasterion – a propitiatory monument.  The context 

here indicates propitiation - Josephus is afraid that God is angry, and that 

God will kill him also.  He feared God’s wrath, and the ἱλαστήριον was a gift 

to propitiate God’s wrath and so to conciliate with God.  Here, however, a 

human is presenting the ἱλαστήριον to God, whereas in Romans 3 God is 

putting forward the ἱλαστήριον.   

Holy truces were significant in the ancient world.  Once such truce 

took place before the Olympic games (the period of Ekecheiria).79  Another, 

prior to the celebration of the Eleusinian Mysteries (celebrated for over a 

thousand years).80  These truces facilitated relevant movement.  So too 

God’s truce in Romans 3 will facilitate the ransom and so the movement of 

the ethne out of slavery to Sin, thereby allowing their adoption i.e. the 

incoming of the ethne (cf προσαγωγή 5:2, which Dunn argues could be 

cultic;81 εἰσέρχομαι 11:25 i.e. movement).   

Our Greco-Roman reading fits more broadly with the idea of 

Judaism as part of Greco-Roman culture, albeit with distinctive 

 
79 Matthew Dillon, Pilgrims and Pilgrimage in Ancient Greece (Abingdon: 

Routledge, 1997), 2.  
80 Robert Garland, Religion and the Greeks (London: Bloomsbury Academic, 1994), 

83. 
81 Dunn, Romans, 247.  The language in 12:1 and 15:16 is notably cultic.    
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characteristics; as a subset of Greco-Roman culture.82  While Paul of course 

self-identifies as an Israelite, Benjaminite, and Hebrew (Philippians 3:5-6), 

he was also “a debtor both to Greeks and to barbarians” (1:14).  Here Paul 

was understandably therefore using ἱλαστήριον in a sense with which his 

gentile audience would have been familiar.  Christopher Jones advocates 

the search for "the ways in which Christianity and paganism 

interpenetrate".83  While the term Christianity is not relevant to Paul, this 

broad dynamic Jones identifies applies to our analysis.   

But yet our reading, highlighting peace, also fits with Jewish 

eschatology. This emphasis on truce fits with peace as brought about by the 

Messiah.  The ideas of having “peace with God” (5:1) and conversely “if 

while we were enemies we were reconciled to God by the death of his Son” 

(5:10) are highly relevant here (also 1:7; 2:10; 3:17; 8:6).  In the words of 

Michael Gorman, “For Paul, the prophetically promised age of 

eschatological, messianic peace has arrived in the death and resurrection of 

Jesus the Messiah”.84   Gorman continues that “For Paul, God in Christ, on 

the cross, has made peace with humanity and between humans”.85  So too 

 
82 Engberg-Pedersen, “Introduction: Paul Beyond the Judaism/Hellenism Divide.”  

Albeit to some extent retaining distinctiveness and resisting assimilation - see generally 
Williams, The Jews among the Greeks and Romans.  

83 Christopher P. Jones, Between Pagan and Christian (Cambridge, Massachusetts: 
Harvard University Press, 2014), 7. 

84 Michael J. Gorman, The Death of the Messiah and the Birth of the New 
Covenant: A (Not-So) New Model of the Atonement (Cambridge: James Clarke & Co, 2014), 
141. 

85 Ibid.   
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Dunn notes the eschatological implication that “in prophetic hope the full 

flowering of God’s covenanted peace belonged to the future new age”.86  As 

such, Paul’s vision of Jesus as eschatological Messiah fits with our reading of 

ἀνοχή.   

Generally (to conclude), our analysis rests on the very proximate 

verbal nexus of:  δωρεὰν, ἱλαστήριον, and ἀνοχή.  Our interpretation of 

ἱλαστήριον, therefore is powerfully backed up by its immediate proximity, 

and indeed ideas within the very same sentence.   Conditioned by ideas of 

gift and truce, ἱλαστήριον is plausibly interpreted as a conciliatory gift upon 

the cessation of conflict.87   

  (To anticipate some possible objections:  The term ἀνοχή has often 

been translated as “forbearance” (e.g. NRSV), but this translation is not 

adequate.  In the LSJ the only references to “forbearance” are in fact 3:26 

itself and 2:4. “Forbearance” completely ignores the military dimension i.e. 

the primary meaning.  2:4 begins, “Or do you despise the riches of his 

kindness and forbearance and patience?” (ἢ τοῦ πλούτου τῆς χρηστότητος 

αὐτοῦ καὶ τῆς ἀνοχῆς καὶ τῆς μακροθυμίας καταφρονεῖς).  We recognise 

that here ἀνοχή is a characteristic of God, and is mentioned alongside other 

personal characteristics.  It is difficult to say precisely what this word 

 
86 Dunn, Romans, 247. 
87 Contrast heavily theologised readings of ἱλαστήριον that have attempted to 

connect it to the Old Testament.  
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meant, as there are no other examples of ἀνοχή as a personal 

characteristic.  But even this characteristic may have had a military ring to 

it.  A further possible objection is that ἀνοχή as an armistice is in tension 

with the idea of ἀνοχή as a personal quality of God in 2:4. Reconciling this, 

however, God’s granting of an armistice reflects his personal quality of 

mercy.  Cf God’s actions as a revelation of his personal righteousness 3:25-

26.  The idea of ἀνοχή as a personal characteristic of God and event of God 

calling an armistice may be bridged by notions of clemency or giving 

quarter or the peace-making disposition of God.)   

 

(ii) Ransom  

The second main plank of our analysis is that of λύτρον, as contained within 

ἀπολύτρωσις (3:24).  Once again, the idea of “ransoming” is the primary 

meaning of ἀπολύτρωσις (LSJ).  It is also the primary meaning of λύτρον, 

which the LSJ renders as “price of release”.   

The practice of ransoming or exchanging prisoners of war was well 

known in the ancient world.88  As such, the idea of ransom is deeply 

complementary to that of truce.  When the truce occurred, prisoners could 

 
88 “Exchange and ransoming of prisoners” - examples provided in Michael Sage, 

Warfare in Ancient Greece: A Sourcebook (London ; New York: Routledge, 1996), 117–18.    
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be ransomed or exchanged.  These two aspects of our analysis therefore fit 

together powerfully.   

Romans 1 again frames this issue.  The letter’s second word 

introduces the theme of slavery (δοῦλος).  We have already discussed 

handing over (1:24,26).  They are in the hands of the enemy, in a cosmic 

conflict.  So too in 6:6 Paul talks of slavery to Sin.  Again, “Sin” is capitalised 

as having slaves suggests personal conceptualisation.  (Baur’s theologised 

discussion regarding God’s “great plan of redemption” does not recognise 

this personal dynamic.) 89    

Now God, in his mercy, is going to get them back.  God has called a 

truce with the ἄνθρωποι he had handed over (if not the powers 

themselves, who will be defeated by Christ 1 Corinthians 15:24-26).  And as 

a gift (δωρεὰν 3:25), God has given his own son Christ as ransom in 

exchange for their release.  Tellingly, in the very next chapter Paul applies 

the same verb (παραδίδωμι) to Jesus: “who was handed over (παρεδόθη) 

to Death for our trespasses and was raised for our justification” (4:25).  In 

Romans 1 people were handed over to Impurity and the Passions, whereas 

in 4:25 Jesus is handed over to Death – in both cases they are handed over 

into the control of malign cosmic powers.  Jesus nobly and obediently takes 

their place.  The dynamic is that of prisoner exchange, in the aftermath of 

 
89 Baur, Paul the Apostle of Jesus Christ, 189. 
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conflict.90  As Dunn correctly notes, “The word ‘redemption’ would 

probably conjure up for those listening to Paul’s letter the image of 

prisoners of war being ransomed (or of slaves being set free).”91  Once 

ransomed, they will no longer be under the control of malign powers, and 

God – having passed over their sins – will no longer be angry with them.  

(We disagree with Dunn’s assessment that the prisoner exchange is 

metaphorical.)  God has done this to demonstrate (and reveal) his own 

righteousness (3:26), and as part of his eschatological unfolding (ἐν τῷ νῦν 

καιρῷ - 3:26).  (Sequentially, this ransom will facilitate adoption.)  Ransom 

means that Sin still exists.  (Contrast Dunn who says that Sin has been 

destroyed).92  The final denouement, anticipated in 1 Corinthians 15, has 

not yet taken place.   

Jesus as ransom constitutes God’s ἱλαστήριον.  By giving his own son 

to ransom the ethne and Jews from slavery to the power of Sin, God has 

rescued the ethne from a situation where they were susceptible to his 

anger, and has thereby promoted a conciliation.  This is God’s conciliatory 

gift.  In this sense, ἱλαστήριον characterises and describes in general terms 

the truce and ransom that has taken place.   

 
90 More generally, ransom also fits with the general importance of manumission 

of slaves within Roman society.  In both instances, the individuals are being freed from the 
control of another.   

91 Dunn, Romans, 179. 
92 Ibid., 182.  
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Within this context, I do not rule out the possibility that blood (3:25) 

refers to the getting rid of impurity.93  This is especially so in light of Paul’s 

framing (ἀκαθαρσία 1:24).  This purification, and release from slavery to Sin 

(with all the defiling activities that come in consequence 1:26-32), will 

facilitate and legitimise the sacrifice of the ethne in 12:1 i.e. in line with the 

normal sequence of purification and sacrifice.  Stowers’ argument that 

blood refers to death risks being reductive.94   

My general analysis is this:  God mercifully decided to save those 

people who had been handed over (1:24,26), those under the power of Sin 

(3:9) and enslaved to Sin (6:6).  (Sin is one of the powers referred to in 1 

Corinthians 15:24, in this respect being similar to death 1 Corinthians 15:26, 

and the personally conceptualised Impurity and the Passions 1:24,26).95  He 

decided to call an armistice or truce, and to let their preceding sins go.  God 

then presented Jesus as a gift to humankind.  This gift involved Jesus 

redeeming them (ἀπολύτρωσις 3:24) from slavery to Sin, in a prisoner-

exchange style transaction. In this way Jesus as ἱλαστήριον is a conciliatory 

gift ending this conflict situation.  Regarding the recipient, while in order to 

pay the ransom Jesus is given to their captor, this is clearly for the benefit of 

 
93 See generally Gilders, Blood Ritual in the Hebrew Bible.   
94 Stowers, Rereading, 210. 
95 Wasserman argues that Paul’s “principalities and powers” in 1 Cor 15:23–24 are 

best understood as a subordinate host of gentile gods, rather than evil powers. 
Wasserman, “Gentile Gods at the Eschaton.”  For our present purposes, the specifics of 
this debate go beyond our scope.   
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those released (who will receive the further benefit of fraternal union with 

Christ in 12:1).  The ethne themselves, no longer enslaved to Sin or serving 

malign powers (λατρεύω 1:25) will no longer be susceptible to God’s anger 

(1:32; the anger averted is explicitly that of God, rather than that of the 

enslaving powers).  They will no longer be doing the bidding of these malign 

powers, as manifested in 1:26-32.96  (God, mercifully, has ransomed and 

disaggregated them.)  Jesus was handed over to the malign powers in the 

place of and using the same verb applied to the ethne (παραδίδωμι 4:25).   

Jesus was then being put to death by the archons (1 Corinthians 2:8);97 

receiving the treatment the ethne had deserved 1:32), from which he is 

subsequently resurrected by God.  The ethne will join Christ in fraternal 

(8:29) and spiritual union (12:1), which will be transformative.  In this way, 

their faith will result in the upholding of God’s law (1:31; 13:8-10), thanks to 

the power of transformative adoption (12:1-2).  As such, Jesus as 

conciliatory gift (ἱλαστήριον) is the first of a series of gifts that God will 

bestow upon the ethne (cf 12:6; 12:1).  Joined with the spiritual Christ, the 

ethne will be imminently resurrected with him (13:11).  Christ will also 

defeat the malign powers and hand the kingdom over to the father (1 

 
96 Worship creating κοινωνία 1 Corinthians 10:18,20.   
97 ἄρχων meant ruler or commander and was used of both the Greek and Roman 

magistrates and governors. LSJ. They are linked to authorities and powers in 1 Corinthians 
15:24.  Some cosmic and planetary associations of this term are discussed in Adela Yarbro 
Collins, Cosmology and Eschatology in Jewish and Christian Apocalypticism (Leiden: BRILL, 
2000), 52.   
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Corinthians 15:24-26).  In short:  our reading is that God has given people 

(both Jews and perhaps more extraordinarily the particularly depraved 

gentiles 1:26-32) a second chance, by putting forward his own Son as a 

conciliatory gift (a ἱλαστήριον), the essence of this gift being that Jesus 

constitutes a new route to God (the familial and transformative nature of 

which will be discussed in Chapter 7; calling upon Christ, their Messiah, also 

being required of the Jews - 3:30; 10:12-13, which is not to say that the 

Torah or the Temple are in any way to be abolished.)  Generally, the story 

of God’s truce and Jesus’ ransom is part of Paul’s cosmic drama that Paul 

began developing with the idea of handing over (παραδίδωμι) in Romans 1.  

This myth will be further elaborated upon, not least in Romans 9-11.98   

 

Conciliation and Ethnic Variegation 

Vitally, there is a very important ethnic dimension to this conciliation.  

Paul’s recent question “what advantage has the Jew” (3:1) is relative to 

gentiles.  Secondly, “all, both Jews and Greeks, are under the power of sin” 

(3:9).  They are under the same power, but ethnic distinction is maintained.  

 
98 Aulén rejects the idea of Christ's death as paying a penalty as being ahistorical 

(its development linked to Anselm).  Rather, Christ enacts liberation to achieve victory over 
sin, death, and the devil. Gustaf Aulén, Christus Victor: An Historical Study of the Three 
Main Types of the Idea of Atonement (New York: Macmillan, 1969).  But this ransom is a 
kind of payment (albeit sin is not the primary problem).  Also, Christ being put to death by 
the archons is no victory.  Christ’s vindication comes with his resurrection, and 
glorification, in which the ethne can share.     
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Both are under Sin, whereas the stereotypical gentile vices derived from 

Impurity and the Passions (1:24,26).  Consequently, in the citations of 3:10-

19 while Paul talks of righteousness (3:10) and understanding (3:11), the 

porneia of Romans 1 is rather significantly not present.  These charges, 

while serious, are qualitatively different to the sheer concatenation of vice 

found in 1:26-32.  Paul, now talking about the Jews as well, has modified his 

charges and leaves out mention of Impurity and the Passions.  His 

exposition is ethnically conditioned.  Thirdly, and in addition, not being 

justified by deeds prescribed by the law (3:20) is rooted in ethnic 

distinction, the law having been given to Israel (9:4).  Generally, Paul’s 

exposition rests upon ethnic distinctions, and his understanding of the 

cosmos is as ethnically variegated (see Chapter 5).   

Conciliation makes sense in this ethnically variegated context, as 

confirmed by 3:27-31.  The fact that God justifies people the same way (i.e. 

faith 3:26) does not entail that ethnic categories are being abolished (that 

would be a huge overreading).  Indeed, Paul makes clear ethnic distinctions 

just a few verses later in 3:29 and 3:30.   Paul’s universalism is ethnically 

variegated as required by the plurality within God’s promise to Abraham 

(see Chapter 5).  Boasting (i.e. Jewish boasting) is excluded by the law of 

faith (3:27 i.e. both justified in the same way).  In 3:28, “apart from works of 

the law” shows that these Jewish works do not lead to justification.  
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Notably, however, Paul says nothing about the law’s abolition (see Chapter 

7).  But verse 29 reaches the nub:  God is now not just the God of the Jews, 

but also of the gentiles (repeated for the benefit of his gentile audience). 

The real point is that the gentiles have been reconciled to God (remarkably, 

in light of Romans 1:18-32).  Jewish boasting is undermined because the 

gentiles can now also receive the righteousness of God through faith (3:22).  

Vitally, Jewish boasting has been undermined not by the abolition of ethnic 

categories but by giving the ethne the same thing that the Jews have.99  I.e. 

Both groups will be justified through faith (3:30 maintaining ethnic 

distinction).  The law is not overthrown but upheld (3:30 – cf transformation 

of ethne 12:1-2 leading to 13:8-10; contrast 2:32).  The Jews are also 

justified by faith.  But Paul’s main point is that God is now God of the 

gentiles also (3:29; faith, while universal, albeit with separate ethnic 

categories, will allow the conciliation of the gentiles to God).  This status no 

longer depends on the ethnically particular Jewish law (3:20-21; 9:4).  Paul 

maintains ethnic categories, and God is the God of the gentiles also.   

Paul’s emphasis on faith is, in reality, a heavily ethnicised stance.  

Superficially, it appears not.  But Paul is talking to gentiles, and is talking 

against the background of ongoing Jewish circumcision.  By telling the 

gentiles that they only need faith, Paul is telling them that they do not need 

 
99 See Conclusion.  
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to get physically circumcised (“there is no point, justification is through 

faith”).100  Paul does not want the ethne to get physically circumcised (this 

is clear from Galatians and from Romans 2).  The outcome that Paul is 

effectively promoting, therefore, is that of the gentiles not getting 

circumcised but being justified through faith, and Jews continuing to get 

circumcised but also being justified by faith.  This outcome, therefore, 

precisely maintains ethnic distinction (the Jews get physically circumcised, 

the ethne do not).  This is in line with the ethnic variegation required by 

God’s promise to Abraham (see Chapter 5).  Paul is emphasising faith, 

therefore, in order to further a deeply ethnic agenda, and specifically to 

promote the ethnic distinctions required by God’s promise to Abraham.   

 

Further contextualisation within Romans and beyond 

Paul’s summary of Jesus’ role (4:24-5:3) provides some corroboration.  

Jesus was handed over (παραδίδωμι 4:25 cf 1:24,26,28) to Death 

(personified cf 1 Corinthians 15:26).101  Jesus was handed over for their 

trespasses (παράπτωμα), but there is no mention of sacrifice here.  This 

 
100 A further aspect of Paul’s argument will be that the ethne’s capacity to fulfil 

the law comes only through Christ (see Chapter 7).   
101 Also 8:32 (παραδίδωμι).   
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παραδίδωμι is no more sacrificial when applied to the ethne in Romans 1.  

Nor is ἁμαρτία mentioned.102   

The new peace (εἰρήνη) of 5:1 fits with truce.  Peace was linked to 

the eschatological arrival of the Messiah and to the establishment of the 

kingdom of God (cf 14:17).103  Jesus provides access προσαγωγὴν to the 

grace (χάρις) in which we stand (5:2).104  The idea of ἄγω implies 

movement, and fits with being led out of slavery (ἀπολύτρωσις 3:24; 

εἰσέρχομαι 11:25).105  Grace will also feature in light of the sacrifice of the 

body (χάρισμα 12:6). Then, having just discussed the role of Jesus, Paul 

immediately connects this with boasting in sufferings (both θλίψεσιν and 

θλῖψις - 5:3).  The willing embrace of suffering links with asceticism, and 

indeed here suffering is boasted of (see Chapter 6).   

“Dying for” is often interpreted sacrificially.106  In 5:8 “while we 

were still of Sin (ἁμαρτωλῶν ὄντων) Christ died for us”.  They were of Sin as 

 
102 Rather interestingly, Paul’s wish in 9:3 that he could be “accursed (ἀνάθεμα) 

and cut off from Christ” is similar to our understanding of Jesus’ death.  Christ, handed 
over, was cut off from God – and indeed cursed (Galatians 3:13 κατάρα) for the sake of the 
ethne and the Jews.  Paul is wishing that he could do for the Jews something akin to what 
Jesus has done.  Remarkably, the primary meaning of ἀνάθεμα relates to offering i.e. 
sacrifice (“anything dedicated” LSJ).  Paul seems to be wishing that he too could be put 
forward, like Christ (ἀνάθεμα being lexically connected to προτίθεμαι 3:25).   

103 Fredriksen, Paul, 134.  A messianic (Davidic) kingdom of peace is anticipated in 
Isaiah 9:6-7.   

104 Gupta argues this applies to the “glorious temple presence of God”. Nijay K. 
Gupta, Worship That Makes Sense to Paul: A New Approach to the Theology and Ethics of 
Paul’s Cultic Metaphors (Berlin: Walter de Gruyter, 2010), 118.  

105 Dunn suggests that this could be cultic, applying to the sanctuary.  However I 
see no evidence for this.  Dunn, Romans, 247. 

106 E.g. Dunn, Romans, 257.  
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his slaves (6:6).  Being “of sin” (which of course involves sinning cf 1:26-32) 

fits better with the idea of personal control and status (cf paradidomi 

1:24,26), rather than with the plural moral deficiencies sins of Paul’s “vice 

list” (1:26-32). The ontic state here is echoed in ὄντες applied to the flesh in 

8:8. Yet while Christ died for them, sacrifice is not mentioned.  As Ullucci 

notes, regarding 5:8 and Galatians 1:3-4, the fact is that “Neither of these 

passages explicitly calls Jesus’ death a sacrifice for sins.”107 Indeed, 5:7-8 

acknowledges that some people would die on behalf of a righteous man or 

a good man, which undermines the uniqueness of Jesus’ death.  “Dying for” 

does, however, fit comfortably with our idea of ransom.    

The vocabulary of reconciliation in 5:10 – being “reconciled 

(κατηλλάγημεν) to God through the death of his Son” - links with Paul’s 

framing in 1:23 (ἀλλάσσω cf 1:25).  Reconciliation is through Jesus’ willing 

death – but again sacrifice is not mentioned.   

Note also “the free gift (δωρεὰ) in the grace of the one man, Jesus 

Christ” in 5:15, “the free gift (χάρισμα) following many trespasses brings 

justification” in 5:16 (cf δώρημα also 5:16), and the gift (δωρεᾶς) of 

righteousness in 5:17.  Jesus as gift underpins our discussion of Romans 3, 

and especially ἱλαστήριον (cf 12:6).  Tellingly, Jesus’ role is characterised as 

 
107 Ullucci, Christian Rejection, 76. 
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an “act of righteousness” (5:18), and “obedience” (5:19), rather than 

sacrifice.   

In 6:3 the ethne were baptised into Christ’s death, and Paul has just 

characterised them as having died to sin (6:2).  This suggests that Christ 

died to sin (confirmed by 6:10).  This in turn is linked to the dynamic of 

death and resurrection, which it is anticipated the ethne will follow, 

patterned upon Christ (6:4 ὥσπερ… οὕτως καὶ; 6:10; cf later discussion of 

theosis).  Vitally, and continuing his discussion about what we should do 

(i.e. first person plural ἡμᾶς 6:6; also 6:8), Paul states that “the one having 

died has been justified (δικαιόω) from sin” (6:7).  Paul is not talking about 

Jesus, but about the ethne themselves (confirmed by 6:8; cf baptism into 

Christ’s death 6:3).  Romans 6:18 refers to Paul’s addressees (the ethne) as 

having been “set free (ἐλευθερόω) from Sin”, now becoming “slaves of 

righteousness” (cf 6:20,22; contrast 6:6).   Note also paradidomi in 6:17 

(often used in key personal transactions).  This fits with our analysis.  It is 

emancipation, not sacrifice.  In a personal dynamic, they are set free from 

one master into the hands of another (the positive slavery of righteousness 

6:18; God 6:22).  This positive slavery will become sonship in 12:1.   

In 15:8 received or accepted the ethne (προσλαμβάνω) rather than 

dying sacrificially for them.  This will fit with our idea of familial reception 

and integration.   
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In Galatians 4:4-5 Paul talks about God sending his son “in order to 

redeem (ἐξαγοράζω) those who were under the law, so that we might 

receive adoption (υἱοθεσίαν)”.  Εξαγοράζω suggests being bought from the 

marketplace.108  This backs up our idea of being released from slavery, or 

from the control of another.    Many prisoners of war would have ended up 

being sold as slaves, in the marketplace. Notably, it is not sacrificial.   

Ransom from slavery links to Jesus as πάσχα (1 Corinthians 5:7).  

The paschal lamb both played a role in and was used to commemorate 

escape from slavery in Egypt.  Our analysis of ransom (3:24) emphasises 

escape from slavery.  While Jesus does not serve exactly the same function 

as the paschal lamb (which was sacrificed and its blood spread on 

doorposts Exodus 12:3-11), there is some similarity here. In addition, Philo 

made a strong connection between the Passover and escape from the 

passions.109  We will argue that there is a major and eschatologically 

instrumental ascetic dynamic within Paul (Chapter 6).  We will also argue 

that the embrace of suffering advocated by Paul is patterned upon that of 

Christ (συμπάσχω 8:17).  Escape from the passions is not emphasised in 

Romans 3, although it has been part of Paul’s framing (1:24, 26; cf analysis 

of Romans 6-8).  There therefore seems to be a connection between Paul’s 

 
108 Also Galatians 3:13; 1 Corinthians 6:20 (ἀγοράζω).  
109 e.g. Philo, Allegorical Interpretation, 3.94. 
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sacrificial language about Christ (which is not particularly emphasized in 

Romans) and this ascetic dynamic (which we will show to be important in 

Romans).  

 

Conclusion: re ἱλαστήριον  

So did ἱλαστήριον in 3:25 refer to a sacrifice?  I do not think so.  The 

unambiguous language of sacrifice is not present (e.g. θυσία); there is no 

cluster of sacrificial and cultic references (contrast 12:1; 15:16); any literary 

allusion to Leviticus is quite simply not adequately evidenced; the 

ἱλαστήριον was an historical reference rather than being part of Second 

Temple Judaism; and in the Jewish Scriptures ἱλαστήριον did not even refer 

to a sacrifice anyway.   

I think that ἱλαστήριον in 3:25 suggests a conciliatory gift - a peace-

making gift - with this particular ἱλαστήριον being given at the end of 

conflict.  This is powerfully backed up by the explicit and immediately 

proximate language of truce, gift and ransom.  Jesus serves as ransom 

(λύτρον cf ἀπολύτρωσις 3:24), doing so in the context of God’s truce (3:25).  

In this manner he is a gift (δωρεάν 3:24) from God that effects conciliation 

(ἱλαστήριον 3:25).  (Gift is the key idea, being present in both δωρεάν and 

ἱλαστήριον.)  Conciliation is effected, and God’s wrath is appeased, because 

the ethne are no longer slaves to Sin, and therefore are no longer under the 
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control of Sin, on his side and doing his work (contrast Romans 1:26-32).  

The idea of disaggregation applies here.   

This conciliation is an important first step in the reconciliation of the 

ethne with God, thereby overturning the alienation of God handing them 

over (1:24,26).  But yet, this is not the end of the story.  The truce and 

conciliatory gift of 3:24-25 will be followed by adoption (12:1), and indeed 

by further gifts (12:6) in the context of a transformed relationship with God.  

Ultimately the ethne’s reconciliation with God will be familial and spiritual 

in nature, achieved through their adoption (brotherhood with the spiritual 

and resurrected Christ will bring them into the divine family).  Generally, 

then, reconciliation will be achieved sequentially, with gifts and sacrificial 

conceptualisation relevant with regard to each step of the process.110   

Vitally, also, ἱλαστήριον needs to be understood in light of Paul’s 

broader ethnic agenda.  In particular, it needs to be understood in light of 

the dynamic of God reaching out to the ethne, whom he had handed over 

to malign powers (1:24,26), and whom he is about to bring into the lineage 

of Abraham (through Christ).  Reaching behind the orthodoxies of the 

fourth century, we must ask ourselves what concepts Paul had available to 

articulate this dynamic.111  The idea of ἱλαστήριον was used within the 

 
110 Most obviously:  Christ’ death as sacrifice 1 Corinthians 5:7; ethne as living 

sacrifice 12:1.   
111 Conceptually, Buell’s “culturally available understandings” helps here. Buell, 

Why This New Race, 2. 
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Greco-Roman world, and it makes sense that Paul would deploy a concept 

the meaning of which he thought would be comprehensible to the ethne 

whom he was addressing.  Pragmatically, then, Paul has used a common 

Greco-Roman understanding, but employed it for Jewish and eschatological 

purposes, and to continue the narrative he started in Romans 1.  While 

there appears to be no intentional connection made with the LXX, or with 4 

Maccabees, these Jewish resonances would not necessarily have been 

unwelcome to him.  But what matters is not the term itself, but rather the 

merciful action of God and the underpinning ethnic message that God is 

now the God of the gentiles also.  Generally, discussion has been overly 

focused on the particular terminology of ἱλαστήριον, with a tendency to 

overdraw its conclusions.  Virtually, it has overlooked the broader ethnic 

and eschatological dynamics.112   

Significantly, God’s conciliation with both ethne and Jews (3:9) takes 

place against the background of ongoing Jewish circumcision.  Paul’s 

addressees the ethne are now conciliated with God, who as Paul 

emphasises is God of the ethne also (3:29).  Paul also emphasises that 

righteousness does not come through the law or its works (3:21,27).  The 

upshot is that the ethne do not need to get physically circumcised (this 

 
112 Not to mention the legal implications of ἱλαστήριον - 3:31, 13:8 (see Chapter 

7).   
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being Paul’s concern in Galatians and Romans 2:17-29).  Paul’s underlining 

that conciliation has taken place, therefore, is precisely aimed at the 

preservation of ethnic distinction.113  We will see that this underpins Paul’s 

agenda when we consider Romans 4 (in our Chapter 5).114   

But yet while the ethne have been ransomed, there remains there is 

more to be done.  Romans 3:24-25 does not effect deliverance in full.  

Romans 7 demonstrates the ongoing power of Sin in people’s lives (7:15-

25).   It is to this problem that we now turn.   

 

Part 2:  Περὶ ἁμαρτίας  

What does περὶ ἁμαρτίας mean?   

Does περὶ ἁμαρτίας refer to the sin offering?  Scholarship is divided on this 

issue.  As Dunn notes, “Some think peri hamartias should be translated less 

precisely as "for sin.” But the phrase is used quite often in the LXX to 

translate the Hebrew (le)chatta'th ("as a sin offering").”115  Dunn discusses 

first ἱλαστήριον, then περὶ ἁμαρτίας, under the heading of “A sacrifice for 

 
113 Paul is telling the ethne “You do not need to get physically circumcised!  You 

already have conciliation with God!” 
114 Indeed, while 3:24-25 shows the ethne that they do not need to get 

circumcised, Romans 4 will reveal Paul’s understanding as to why the ethne must not get 
circumcised.   

115 Dunn, Theology, 215.  Similarly, Moo, Romans, 479; Wright, N. T., Faithfulness, 
659.  Those favouring the less determinative reading include C. K. Barrett, A Commentary 
on The Epistle to the Romans, 2nd Edition. (London: A & C Black Ltd., 1973), 147. Cranfield, 
Romans 1-8, 382.  
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sins”.116  Dunn contends that, “Given the centrality of cultic imagery in the 

key gospel statement of 3.21-26, it must be judged highly likely that Paul 

intended a similar allusion here.” The difficulty, however, is that 3:24-25 is 

not necessarily cultic (as we have seen, the connection with Leviticus 16 

seems unlikely), and so this cumulative argument does not apply.  We 

therefore need to consider περὶ ἁμαρτίας afresh.  Most basically, this 

scholarly controversy rests upon the fact that there is no necessary 

sacrificial meaning to περὶ ἁμαρτίας.  The Greek may simply mean “about 

sin”, or “to deal with sin” - or “with respect to sin”.117   

Our own argument is that περὶ ἁμαρτίας needs to be interpreted in 

context (both its immediate context and in light of the preceding text in 

Romans 7).  Substantively, we will argue that περὶ ἁμαρτίας refers to God 

dealing with the active power of Sin as evidenced in detail in the second 

half of Romans 7.   

 

Immediate context:  Paul and the law in Romans 8:3  

The immediate context of 8:3 relates to the law, which has been weakened 

(ἀδύνατον).  This links to the struggle between cosmic powers (δύναμις) - 

between the malign powers of evil (8:38) versus the power of God (1:16).   

 
116 Dunn, Theology, 212–17. 
117 Longenecker, Romans, 694.  
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Syntactically, how does the first part of the verse, “Τὸ γὰρ ἀδύνατον 

τοῦ νόμου ἐν ᾧ ἠσθένει διὰ τῆς σαρκός” relate to what follows?  

Grammatically, they are not linked. Technically, this first part is a hanging 

phrase (anacolouthon).118  It is not syntactically related to what follows.   

One approach is to translate as “For God has done what the law, 

weakened by the flesh, could not do” (NRSV).  This joins the two parts of 

the verse by saying that this is what God did.  The law had been weakened, 

and so God did what the law could not do.  But caution is required, as the 

verb has been supplied.  A second possibility is that Paul is gesturing 

towards a problem in an accusative sense i.e. the law was weak, which led 

to God’s response of sending his Son.  Paul is therefore saying “with regard 

to the weakness of the law”.  Thus, Jewett’s translation reads: “For the law 

[being] powerless, in that it was weak on account of the flesh, “God, having 

sent his own son in the likeness of sinful flesh” and concerning sin, 

condemned sin in the flesh…”119 

Theologically, with the first possibility, in which the verb is supplied, 

God did what the law was unable to do, and so is taking over the function of 

the law.  The implications are supersessionist.  Alternatively, if Paul is 

 
118 Käsemann, Romans, 218. 
119 Jewett, Romans, 474.  Also “concerning sin” Moo, Romans, 470. And “for the 

sake of sin” Fitzmyer, Romans, 479. 
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gesturing towards a problem with the law, God then helps the law, which 

had been weakened.   

This second reading is more plausible.  Paul specifies that the law 

had been weakened by the flesh.  The law has been afflicted in this 

particular way.  Paul’s formulation implies that, had the law not been 

weakened, then it might well have been adequate.  (Contrast Hamerton-

Kelly’s argument that σάρξ should be replaced by “Jewish way of life”.120  

This astonishing imposition is rejected.  Contrast also Käsemann’s 

translation as “perverted by the flesh” which does not reflect the Greek and 

also imports supersessionism.)121  Further, God’s subsequent action of 

condemning sin in the flesh is a response to the problem from which the 

law had been suffering.  God, therefore, may be seen as protecting the law.  

Given the law’s spiritual nature (7:14) it makes perfect sense that God 

would protect it.  God’s action, to protect the law, is itself also legal:  he 

condemned Sin in the flesh (κατέκρινεν).   

Note also that the law is the grammatical subject of 8:2 – it is the 

law of the spirit of Christ that does the setting free (see later discussion).  

Its connection with the spirit links to the law as spiritual (7:14).  The positive 

 
120 Kelly, Sacred Violence, 121.   
121 Ibid., 218. 
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action and description of the law undermines a supersessionist 

interpretation.   

 

Immediate context:  Jesus as sent in the likeness of sinful flesh  

God sent his own Son (8:3).  Jewett notes that “The so-called sending 

formula alluded to in this verse is widely attested in Greco-Roman, Jewish, 

and early Christian sources”, applying to Hermes and Caesar.122  More 

generally, the idea of a divine figure appearing in human form was 

common.123 “Disguise and transformation are critical attributes of gods in 

episodes of epiphany”.124  Notably πέμπω is not a verb of sacrificial 

application (contrast e.g. παρίστημι).125  

The translation of πέμψας is linked to the syntax.  If the verb is 

supplied (i.e. that God did what the law could not do), then πέμψας as 

explaining what God did follows (so the NRSV translates πέμψας as “by 

sending”).  Alternatively, however, the translation “having sent”, is equally 

possible.126  This leaves room for God having sent his Son as part of a 

sequence of events leading to the condemnation of Sin, as opposed to 

 
122 Ibid., 483.   
123 E.g. Calypso and Circe. Pierre Vidal-Naquet, The Black Hunter: Forms of 

Thought and Forms of Society in the Greek World (JHU Press, 1998), 23.  
124 Charles H. Stocking, The Politics of Sacrifice in Early Greek Myth and Poetry 

(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2017), 142. 
125 Significantly, it can, however, be linked with gift.  “send as a present” LSJ.   
126 E.g. Young’s Literal Translation.  
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necessarily being the means by which this was achieved i.e. the aorist 

participle could mean that God sent Jesus, and then condemned Sin.   

God sent his Son in the likeness of sinful flesh (ἐν ὁμοιώματι σαρκὸς 

ἁμαρτίας).  Once again, the meaning here is uncertain.127  Dunn argues for 

Paul’s “Adam Christology” in which Jesus’ death was “the death of a 

representative person, a representative life”, and that “Jesus shared all the 

negative features of the human condition”.128  Dunn argues that ὁμοιώματι 

means “an exact replica”.  The danger here is that of over-reading.  The idea 

that Jesus was representative is not necessarily in Paul at all, and risks 

imposition.  The idea that Jesus shared the human condition runs the same 

risk.  Notably Dunn includes life “under the law” as a negative feature.  

Although Dunn is not antinomian, we take a different view regarding the 

law (see Chapter 7).129  Arguably, Dunn’s theological framework leads to 

overstatement.   

In reality, “likeness” rests upon difference (cf Käsemann – “the term 

ὁμοίωμα denotes a limit”, and “ὁμοίωμα is thus used because of its 

ambivalence…”).130  It therefore implies that Christ was both similar to and 

different from sinful flesh.  Paul’s specific statement that Jesus was (only) in 

 
127 Cf 1:23; Philippians 2:7. Notably, there is no mention of sacrifice in the Christ 

hymn.   
128 Dunn, Theology, 201.  Representation is also endorsed by Käsemann, Romans, 

218. 
129 Dunn, Romans, 782. 
130 Käsemann, Romans, 217. 
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the likeness of sinful flesh means that when God condemned Sin in the 

flesh, he was not necessarily condemning his own son.  Just as there was no 

legal condemnation for those in Christ Jesus (8:1), nor was there any legal 

condemnation for Christ Jesus himself (8:3).  As such, ὁμοίωμα undermines 

the idea of Jesus as sin offering.   

Sending raises the question “from where?”  The issue here is the 

boundary between heaven and earth.  God sending his own son (8:3) 

transverses this boundary.  Similarly, the idea of the spirit interceding (8:26) 

also suggests this boundary.  God having sent his own Son in the likeness of 

man creates a new relationship between God and men; for God now loves a 

man, or at least someone who is in the likeness of a man, as his own son.  

Also, can people go in the other direction?  This connects with Paul’s 

heavenly journey (2 Corinthians 12:1-10).  Further, if this boundary is 

porous, then can people on earth be transformed (see Chapter 7)?   

 

Περὶ ἁμαρτίας as “sin offering”?   

Evidence from the LXX is central to the positive argument.131  The word 

hattat in Hebrew refers to a sin or offence, but is also used in Leviticus with 

regard to the “sin offering” or to the broader translation of “purification 

 
131 Fitzmyer, op. cit., 486 lists the evidence invoked as including Lev 4:24, 5:11, 

6:18; Ps 40:6.  Commentators who adopt this position include Käsemann, op. cit., 214 
“expiatory sacrifice”, 216, and Moo, op. cit., 480, Wright, op. cit., 898.  



169 
 

offering” (Milgrom).132  Gilders argues that in some contexts it means “sin-

offering” but that in others it means “purification offering”.133   

One initial problem is that “44 of 54 LXX occurrences of περὶ 

ἁμαρτίας, refer to sacrifice”.134  10/54 uses, therefore, even within the LXX, 

do not.  “Three of the eight NT occurrences also have this meaning (Heb. 

10:6, 8; 13:11)”.135  Normally, therefore, within what would become the 

New Testament, these words do not have a sacrificial connotation.  Further, 

the sacrificial usages are clustered.  The vast majority of contributors, 

therefore, either did not use these words or did not use them sacrificially.  

This suggests, or at least very much leaves open the possibility that, the 

vast majority of New Testament’s authors did not think of Jesus as a περὶ 

ἁμαρτίας sacrifice.   

Further, Paul himself only uses this term once.  If Paul thought Jesus 

was - significantly - a sin offering, then why say this only once?  True, this is 

an argument from silence.  But it is, nonetheless, a good question.  A single 

usage of ambiguous language is very slim evidence.   

Further factors suggest Paul did not consider Jesus’ death as being cultic.  

Yes, the blood of 3:25 could pertain to impurity, but this is uncertain.  More 

 
132 E.g. Leviticus 8:15.  J. Milgrom, “Sin-Offering or Purification-Offering?,” Vetus 

Testam. 21.2 (1971): 237–39.   
133 Gilders, Blood Ritual in the Hebrew Bible, 31. 
134 Moo, Romans, 480. fn.48.   
135 Ibid. 
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solidly, Jesus was killed by the archons (1 Corinthians 2:8), not a priest.  As 

specified, Jesus died on a cross, rather than upon an altar.  In Romans the 

cross is not mentioned, undermining Käsemann’s argument that “The spirit 

points us back to the cross of Christ as the place of salvation”.136  Jesus’ 

death was painful (in the gospels), whereas in Greek sacrifice violence and 

death were minimized.137  Further, πέμπω is not sacrificial.  Similarly, 8:32 

refers to God giving up his son (παραδίδωμι cf key transactions of 1:24,26; 

4:25), when a sacrificial verb could easily have been deployed.  

As with ἱλαστήριον, the lack of surrounding cultic vocabulary is a 

serious problem.  Contrast 12:1-2, which invokes sacrifice explicitly (θυσία), 

accompanied by a raft of other sacrificial vocabulary - παραστῆσαι, 

λατρεία, ἅγιος, εὐάρεστος.  15:16 refers to the προσφορὰ τῶν ἐθνῶν, and 

also to the cultic context (λειτουργὸν, ἱερουργοῦντα) and sacrificial criteria 

(εὐπρόσδεκτος, ἡγιασμένη). Where are the other sacrificial terms at the 

beginning of Romans 8?  There are none.  Textually, Paul has quite simply 

chosen not to go down this road.  Rather, the surrounding language is that 

of the legal judgement, the cosmic power of Sin, and the boundary 

between heaven and earth.   

 
136 Käsemann, Romans, 219.  
137 Slaughter as an “unremarkable necessary prelude” Stowers, “Greeks Who 

Sacrifice,” 297. 
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“Paul typically surrounded his quotations with enough explanatory 

material to ensure that his audiences could grasp his central point even if 

they knew nothing about the original context”.138 The words περὶ ἁμαρτίας 

hardly count as a quotation.  But does Paul provide any further references 

to suggest an allusion?  The answer is “no”.   

Regarding coherence, our reading of ἱλαστήριον was contextualised 

by ransom and truce.   The dynamic of ransom is very much present in 6:6 

(slavery to Sin) 7:14 (πεπραμένος ὑπὸ τὴν ἁμαρτίαν) and 8:23 

(ἀπολύτρωσιν).  It is difficult to see how Jesus as sin offering quite fits this 

dynamic.  Notably our analysis of truce (3:25) did fit well with ransom.   

In the “Christ Hymn” ὁμοιώματι ἀνθρώπων and μορφὴν (Philippians 

2:7) connect verbally to Romans 8:3,29.  But again sacrificial vocabulary is 

strikingly absent, particularly in 2:8, when Paul refers twice to Jesus’ death.  

It would have been very easy - indeed obvious - to include a sacrificial 

reference if this had in fact been what Paul meant.  Rather, Paul portrays 

Jesus’ death in terms of humbling and obedience.  (Indeed, Paul’s 

specification “death on a cross” belongs to the realm of execution, not cult.  

Instead, Paul deploys sacrifice regarding the faith of the ethne and his own 

 
138 Stanley, “A Decontextualized Paul?,” 361. 
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role (clustering θυσία, λειτουργία and σπένδω in 2:17).139  Sacrifice was on 

Paul’s mind, making his silence telling.   

Would the ethne have understood περὶ ἁμαρτίας as “sin offering” 

anyway?  True, Paul was “speaking to those who know the law” (somewhat 

distantly 7:1).  But would they have picked up on this?  Considering social 

context, we might apply Ullucci’s remarks with regard to the paschal lamb:  

“Paul’s audience would not have had a fully developed notion of a single 

human who died a violent death to save the world from sin, in which to 

place this passage.”140  

Perhaps most fundamentally, is sin (lower-case “s”) really the 

problem anyway?  Paul is concerned about the active power of Sin (capital 

“S”) as a cosmic power (cf personal conceptualisation regarding slavery to 

Sin 6:6).  Paul then refers to sin on sixteen occasions in Romans 7.  It seems 

to me that the vast majority of these fit comfortably within our analysis of 

Sin as a personal power.141  Even “our sinful passions” in 7:5 are at work (i.e. 

personal).  In our analysis of 1:26-32 we established that sin was not the 

primary issue, but rather a secondary consequence (1:24,26).  The 

fundamental dynamic revolves around λατρεία, and is personal.  

 
139 See also Philippians 4:18 (fragrant offering).   
140 Ullucci, Christian Rejection, 76; Gilders, Blood Ritual in the Hebrew Bible, 44–

49. 
141 See generally Gaventa, Beverly, “Cosmic Power of Sin.” Also Fitzmyer 

“personified active force” Fitzmyer, Romans, 446.  “cosmic power” Jewett, Romans, 410. 
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Fitzmyer argues that περὶ ἁμαρτίας “expresses the mission on which 

the Son was sent”.142  Jesus “entered the realm of sin itself in order to bring 

judgement against it”, and “suffered all the consequences that sin brought 

into human life:  the law, suffering and death”.  Fitzmyer continues that 

“Because he became subject to the powers that were hostile to human life, 

he was able to overcome them”.  But the law is spiritual (7:14).  And - 

logically - how does becoming subject to these powers overcome them?  

The archons killed Jesus (1 Corinthians 2:8).  Fitzmyer again says “By the 

death Christ underwent on the cross, the death he underwent as a human, 

he [God] executed the sentencing of sin, which could only touch him as 

human”.  So too Moo states that “the condemnation of sin [consists] in 

God's executing his judgment on sin in the atoning death of his Son”.143  But 

death and an act of judgment seem quite different.   

 

Preceding Context:  Περὶ ἁμαρτίας in light of Romans 7:13-25 

Could περὶ ἁμαρτίας simply mean “about Sin” or “to deal with Sin”?  Does 

this make sense in context?  Yes, it does.  The idea of dealing with Sin 

suggests that there is a problem caused by Sin – one that needs to be dealt 

 
142 Fitzmyer, Romans, 486.  
143 Moo, Romans, 481. 
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with.  Does Paul present Sin as causing a problem?  Yes, he does.  He does 

so passionately and very obviously in 7:13-25.   

Here Sin is presented in personal terms in many instances (making 

capitalisation appropriate).  This links to being enslaved to Sin (6:6). It links 

to Paul’s framing of being handed over to Impurity and to the Passions 

(1:24,26), also a personal transaction.  More generally, it fits with cosmic 

battle against malign powers (cf 1 Corinthians 15:24-26).  Sin’s law fits with 

rival kingdoms cf Romans 6 (e.g. βασιλευέτω 6:12, κυριεύω 6:14).  Sin 

intrudes on people’s agency (7:17,20; cf this theme 8:13; 12:1).   

This passage has been presented as a speech in character.144  We 

agree.  Paul was representing the situation of the gentiles who did not have 

the moral capacity to act in the way they should - i.e. in accordance with 

the law, which is spiritual (7:14).145  Paul, a Jew, is referring to the Jewish 

law (cf νόμῳ Θεοῦ 7:25).  In Romans 7 “the law itself is exonerated and the 

blame for humankind’s enslavement is firmly ascribed to the distortion of 

the effects of the law by sin”.146   

This textually proximate, practical and cosmic problem is what Paul 

is referring to.  This has often been overlooked due to a lack of appreciation 

 
144 Stowers, Rereading, 266–69. 
145 The question of moral capacity will be central to Romans 12-13 . 
146 William Campbell, “Reading Paul in Relation to Judaism: Comparison or 

Contrast?,” in Earliest Christianity within the Boundaries of Judaism, ed. Alan Avery-Peck 
and Jacob Neusner (Leiden: Brill, 2016), 142.   
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of cosmic conflict in Paul.  In this light, however, Paul’s characterisation of 

God as needing to deal with Sin as a malevolent cosmic power becomes 

quite plain (Paul is simply engaging with the major problem he has so 

powerfully and dramatically portrayed in the previous chapter).  In this 

textual and cosmic context, therefore, περὶ ἁμαρτίας should be interpreted 

in line with the ordinary Greco-Roman understanding of these words.   

 

General conclusion  

The structure of our analysis regarding both ἱλαστήριον and περὶ ἁμαρτίας 

is similar.  In both instances (a) the suggested connection back to the Jewish 

Scriptures is not secure.  So too, (b) there is a plausible alternative reading, 

corroborated by the surrounding text. Interestingly, both the alternative 

readings (cosmic truce, active power of Sin) rest upon the idea of cosmic 

conflict with malign powers.  This unambiguously evidenced (e.g. 1 

Corinthians 15:24-27) underpinning of Paul is key to our own reading.  

Generally, I agree with Ullucci’s statement that “In Paul’s theology, it is 

Jesus’ death that allows the gentiles to be saved, but Paul never speaks of 

that as a sacrifice removing personal sins”.147   

Sequentially, these instances play their part in Paul’s narrative 

development and the acquisition of purity that will permit the acceptable 

 
147 Ullucci, Christian Rejection, 77. 
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and generative sacrifice of Romans 12:1.  God handed people over to 

Impurity and the Passions (1:24,26 cf 6:6), but then mercifully called a truce 

and ransomed them (3:24-25), which – when set in the context and 

eschatology of Israel (Romans 9-11; 11:25-26), will allow the ethne to be 

adopted (12:1), leading to their transformation (Romans 12-13).  Christ 

ransoms and rescues the ethne, but it is their subsequent transformative 

union with the resurrected and spiritual Christ that will allow their new lives 

of love to fulfil the law (13:8-10).  It is by this means that sinful activities will 

be diminished, if not eliminated.    

But why, after the events of Romans 3, does Paul then immediately 

start talking about Abraham?  In particular, why does he emphasize the 

genealogical matters of Abraham as father of us all (4:16) and as father of 

many peoples (4:17-18)?  Our analysis explains this otherwise puzzling 

transition.  We have already seen that Paul’s message of faith in Romans 3, 

while apparently universal, is in reality underpinned by Paul’s ethnic agenda 

(not to mention Paul’s ethnic question in 3:1 and his maintenance of ethnic 

categories throughout Romans 3, as also noted).  Again, sequence is key:  

release from slavery to Sin will allow their adoption; so too escape from 

Impurity (1:24; 6:6) will allow the sacrifice that will construct new family 

membership (12:1).  Now that adoption is possible, Paul will proceed to 

explain its nature (starting in Romans 4).   In our next chapter, therefore, 
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we will consider the nature of this adoption, and in particular its 

eschatological role, locating this within Paul’s broader ethnic discussion 

(these ethnic and familial matters, rather than being transcended, are of 

ongoing validity for Paul, and are in fact his central concern.) 
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Chapter 5:  Ethnic Categories, Family Membership and Kinship in 

Romans (Romans 1, 3, 4, 8, 9-11, 15) 

 

Introduction  

This chapter will demonstrate that ethnic categories, family membership 

and kinship are of both central and ongoing importance within Romans.  

Logically, it is necessary to establish this point prior to our analysis of 12:1, 

the sacrifice of 12:1 building upon and drawing its meaning from Paul’s 

earlier discussions of family and brotherhood.1     

Structurally, we will firstly consider some secondary literature, then 

will engage with the obvious objection of Galatians 3:28, and subsequently 

we will proceed through Romans.   

Methodologically, we decline to introduce the assumption that Paul 

is using any of these terms metaphorically.  Recent theoretical 

contributions have come to appreciate metaphor’s power.2  But metaphor 

may not be what Paul had in mind.  The risk is that of diminishing and 

reducing the weight of Paul’s familial and ethnic discourse.    

 
1 Sacrifice is constructed (Chapter 2) and Paul’s earlier discussions of brotherhood 

and the family are laying the groundwork for the his bringing together of sacrifice and 
brotherhood in 12:1. These earlier discussions will imbue the invocation of sacrifice in 12:1 
with its meaning.   

2 See generally Lakoff and Johnson, Metaphors We Live By. 
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The term “Christian” is often used.3  However this term is not native 

to Paul’s texts.  This risks importing a huge concept, which could be 

extremely distortive.  This term is problematic precisely because it obscures 

ethnic distinctions and familial categories, which are vital to understanding 

Paul.  Terminologically, the term “gentile” is not a stand-alone ethnic 

identity but has meaning only within the Jewish rubric and dynamic, not 

least as framed by God’s promise to Abraham.4  Gentiles exist only in 

relation to Jews.  The universalist assumptions that have so often 

surrounded the term “gentiles” lead us to generally employ the term 

“ethne”.  Paul’s cosmos was profoundly ethnicised.   

 

Secondary literature  

Krister Stendahl correctly discerned that the relationship between Jews and 

the ethne is the key to understanding Paul’s message (contrasting with the 

previous focus on justification by faith).5  Stendahl argued that Paul 

understood his mission as finding a place for the nations within Israel’s 

coming redemption (this was not “conversion”). Our own argument 

underlines the eschatological significance of God’s promise to Abraham.  

 
3 E.g. throughout Wright, N. T., Faithfulness. 
4 Similarly, Campbell, Nations, 168. 
5 Stendahl, “Introspective Conscience,” 204.  Contrast Augustine’s reading 

emphasising individualism and interiority. Stowers, Rereading, 2.  
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While Stendahl saw 9-11 as the letter’s climax, we will argue that Romans 

12-13 constitutes its culmination.   

Johnson Hodge explains that Paul’s ethnic discourse is rooted in the 

LXX and “reflects a Jewish perspective which divides the world’s peoples 

into two oppositional groups: Jews and non‐Jews”.6  Isaiah 56:6, for 

example, talks of the “foreigners (ἀλλογενής) who join themselves to 

the Lord”, contrasting with Israel (cf 56:10).  So too Isaiah 66:20 states that 

“They shall bring all your kindred (ἀδελφοί) from all the nations (ἐθνῶν) as 

an offering to the Lord”.  Johnson Hodge’s conclusions regarding ethnic 

hybridity will, however, be undermined by the analysis that follows, and 

which rests upon distinction within the Abrahamic lineage.7   

Within the ancient world, ethnic stereotyping was pervasive.  

Benjamin Isaac has usefully catalogued a broad range of evidence for 

“proto-racism”.8  Isaac notes the central ancient belief that all human 

characteristics are determined by heredity (cf Romans 12-13).9  

Demonstrating the malleability of ethnic reasoning, Isaac also discusses the 

Roman tendency to adopt Greek characterisations (e.g. re environment and 

 
6 Ibid., 65.  
7 Johnson Hodge, If Sons, 149–50.  Similarly, Garroway’s “Gentile-Jews”, 

Garroway, Gentile-Jews, 57–60. 
8 Benjamin H. Isaac, The Invention of Racism in Classical Antiquity (Princeton, N.J.; 

Oxford: Princeton University Press, 2004), 53–248. 
9 Ibid., 46.  Isaac discusses Aristotle’s widely accepted idea that “slaves are 

different … from free men through inherited characteristics”.   
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character, substituting themselves as optimal products).10  Isaac also notes 

the imperialist ideology that subordinate peoples were slaves by nature (cf 

1:26-27; 11:24).11   

Denise Kimber Buell evidences that, “early Christian texts [post Paul] 

used culturally available understandings of human difference, which we can 

analyze in terms of our modern concepts of 'ethnicity/ 'race,' and 

'religion'”.12  Both aggregative and binary logics were employed.13  Christian 

use of ethnic reasoning was quite similar to that found among other groups.  

Philippa Townsend refines Buell’s analysis, arguing that Christian usages led 

to a “transformation of the discursive relationship between ethnic and 

religious identity in the Roman empire”.14  (While this modern 

conceptualisation is helpful, Stendahl’s simple insistence on allowing 

ancient peoples to be genuinely different to ourselves remains pertinent.)15   

Paul’s embeddedness in a world of ethnic categories is therefore, 

historically, unsurprising.  The relationship between people of different 

categories is central to this thesis.   

 

 

 
10 Ibid., 55-168.   
11 Ibid., 169-224.   
12 Buell, Why This New Race, 2.  
13 Ibid., 138-166.  
14 Townsend, “Bonds of Flesh and Blood,” 226. 
15 Stendahl, “Introspective Conscience,” 199. 
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Galatians 3:28-29 

Firstly, irrespective of 3:28, the many ethnic categories in Romans are in 

fact part and parcel of Paul’s exposition.  The Romans read that letter and 

not Galatians.  But can we square 3:28 with the ethnic categories that are 

so central to Paul’s message?  Or is Paul contradicting himself? 16   

In reality, 3:28-9 supports our analysis.17  The preceding verses 

describe the unified identity that “in Christ Jesus you are all sons of God 

through faith” (3:26).  It is relative to this unity - as sons of God within the 

family of God (cf 8:14) - that 3:28 should be understood.  This fundamental 

unity has relativized the world’s distinctions.18  Paul’s οὐκ ἔνι is awkward, 

but we view it as an overstatement for rhetorical purposes.  In reality, 

ethnic categories are no more abolished than slavery or gender.  In reality, 

everyone knew that in the social world as things stood these categories 

were still realities.  Paul did not try to abolish slavery.  Paul’s own writings 

are predicated on gender distinctions (e.g. 1 Corinthians 7).   

Galatians 3:29 explains being “in Christ Jesus” in terms of being 

Abraham’s seed (σπέρμα).  Being in Christ, belonging to Christ, therefore, is 

 
16 Heikki Räisänen, Paul and the Law, 29 (Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 1987).   
17 Daniel Boyarin argues 3:28 begins “the hermeneutical key to Paul altogether”, 

and that Paul aimed to unite all humanity in Christ. Boyarin, A Radical Jew, 14.  However 
this universalism does not obliterate all particularistic ethnic categories. Paul, while a 
debtor to Greeks (1:14), was fundamentally a Jew (Philippians 3:4-6).  

18 Barclay argues that Paul relativized the traditional Jewish categories of worth 
based on the recalibration of values brought about by the Christ-event.  John M. G. 
Barclay, Paul: A Very Brief History (London: SPCK Publishing, 2017), 29.  
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defined in precisely ethnic terms.  The plain wording of the text, “εἰ … ἄρα 

…” shows this to be the case.  Paul invokes the profoundly ethnic and 

deeply visceral idea of seed.19  He invokes this in conjunction with 

Abraham, their common ancestor - “father of us all” (Romans 4:16), and 

with familial inheritance.  Any idea that ethnic categories are no longer 

relevant (3:28) is rather undermined by Paul’s immediate explanation in 

terms of the seed of Abraham (3:29).  This is deeply genealogical.  While 

initially appearing to dismiss ethnic categories (3:28), Paul’s position is in 

reality profoundly ethnicised and genealogical (3:28-29).  (Even if being in 

Christ is the route that Paul is advocating to his addressees in Galatians, this 

is important because this is how they become Abraham’s offspring.  The 

fact of being Abraham’s offspring and heirs according to the promise is still 

important.)    

In Galatians 3:16 Christ is Abraham’s single seed, and joint recipient 

of the promise.  Christ, therefore, is conceptualised in profoundly 

ethnicised terms (cf 15:8).  So if you are of Christ you are brought within the 

promise, becoming Abraham’s seed and heir (3:29).20   

1 Corinthians 12:13 is strikingly similar: “For in the one Spirit we 

were all baptized into one body — Jews or Greeks, slaves or free”.   Paul 

 
19 See Johnson Hodge, If Sons, 80. Johnson Hodge cites Aristotle, Generation of 

Animals, 724a18.   
20 As Thiessen puts it, ““the pneuma of Abraham’s seed, Christ, brings gentiles 

into a genealogical relationship with Abraham himself”.  Thiessen, Gentile Problem, 160. 
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continues that “the body does not consist of one member but of many” 

(12:14 cf 12:20).  While there is unity, plurality and internal diversity are 

also emphasized.  Here Paul is returning to his theme of 1 Corinthians 7:17-

22 i.e. “Let each of you remain in the condition in which you were called” 

(7:20).  Interestingly, Paul dismisses the question of circumcision in favour 

of obeying the commandments (ἐντολή) of God (7:19) – the 

transformations allowing the ethne to fulfil God’s law will be central to 

Romans (3:24; 12:1-2; 13:8-10).21  Slavery is treated with similar 

indifference, reconceptualised through Christ (7:22-23), before telling 

people to remain in their diverse conditions (7:24).  In 7:20 and 7:24 Paul 

requires diversity.   

Paul’s understanding of the world is profoundly ethnicised.  

Reaching out to the ethne, the idea is that they too will become Abraham’s 

seed, with Abraham as their father.  Belonging to Christ has precisely ethnic 

implications.  Paul, therefore, is reaching out to the ethne, conceptualised in 

entirely Jewish terms, in light of God’s promise to Abraham, that he would 

be the father of many ethne (4:17-18).   

Paul’s universalism, therefore, is particular; Paul’s universalism is 

ethnicised; Paul’s universalism is Jewish, underpinned by Jewish ways of 

 
21 Paul’s position against gentile circumcision is nonetheless in the context of their 

obeying God’s commandments i.e. the law. This is coherent with our later analysis.   
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thinking about the world.22  Any idea suggesting that the significance of 

ethnic distinctions is diminished within Paul’s message is misguided.23  

Paul’s message is relevant to everyone, but that does not entail that ethnic 

particularity is anything other than wholly present.   

To be clear:  this is not just an issue that is tolerated or merely 

accepted within Paul’s message; it is not there accidentally or incidentally.   

Rather, it is at the very essence and kernel of Paul’s message, that the 

ethne can become Abraham’s seed, and that being of Christ has this 

profoundly ethnic implication.   Positively, Galatians 3:28 indicates a unity in 

Christ Jesus.  But this unity is within the lineage of Abraham.  As such, the 

unity in Christ is both ethnicised and familial.24  (The brotherhood with 

Christ that we will discuss later constitutes a further familial dimension – in 

Romans 8:29 Paul conceptualises belonging to Christ more specifically, and 

more richly, in terms of brotherhood.)   

The spirit is relevant here.  The promise that “in Christ Jesus the 

blessing of Abraham might come to the gentiles” is “the promise of the 

spirit” (Galatians 3:14).25  Any distinction between ethnic and spirit is a false 

 
22 This undermines Baur’s distinction between Jewish particularism (mistaken) and 

Christian universalism (correct) – see Chapter 1.   
23 E.g. “God's people [have] a unity that crosses both historical and ethnic 

boundaries” Moo, Romans, 709.  But there is no one people of God (3:29-30).   
24 See generally J. Thomas Hewitt, In Messiah: “In Christ” Language in Paul and 

Messiah Discourse in Ancient Judaism. (Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck., 2020).   
25 “According to Galatians, Paul thinks that God promised the pneuma to Abraham 

and his seed” Thiessen, Gentile Problem, 128–32. 
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opposition.  We will argue that there is an influx of the spirit in Romans 12, 

where “in Christ Jesus” is concretised in fraternal union with Christ.   

The limitations of Paul’s message regarding unity are again clear in 

Galatians 6:15-16.  Verse 15 again initially seems to say that ethnic 

categories no longer exist.  This perception is immediately undermined by 

“and (καὶ) upon the Israel of God”, which treats Israel as being a separate 

entity.26   Paul, talking to gentiles, is trying to persuade them not to get 

physically circumcised.  Conversely, Galatians 2:15 makes a clear ethnic 

distinction, one that prima facie is obliterated by the next verse.  Regarding 

2:16, however, just because Jews and gentiles get justified the same way 

does not mean that ethnic categories are to be abolished!  That would be a 

non sequitur, and an over-reading.  Nor is the law abolished27 – merely, 

people are not justified by the law (cf 9:4; 13:8-10).    

In short:  The idea that Galatians 3:28 undermines ethnic categories 

is profoundly incorrect.  Indeed, and significantly, “nowhere outside of Paul 

are such gentiles portrayed as becoming Abrahamic sons and seed”.28  This 

 
26 So too Eastman argues that Israel denotes the Jews.  Susan Grove Eastman, 

“Israel and the Mercy of God: A Re-Reading of Galatians 6.16 and Romans 9–11,” New 
Testam. Stud. 56.3 (2010): 367–95.  The primary meaning of kai is “and”.  Καὶ can also 
mean “i.e.”.  However, the plain reading of και as meaning “and” is corroborated by our 
analysis in this chapter.  In my view, to read this sentence otherwise is contrived and 
divergent from the plain wording of the text.   

27 Barclay argues that the law is defunct and that its authority has been 
“demolished”. Barclay, Gift, 383–85.  

28 Thiessen, Gentile Problem, 16 fn.68. See also Terence L. Donaldson, “Paul within 
Judaism: A Critical Evaluation from a ‘New Perspective’ Perspective,” in Paul within 
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big innovation on Paul’s part indicates his focus on ethnic issues.  Rather 

than undermining ethnic categories, Paul is placing them at centre stage.  

While there is unity in terms of the divine family (as sons of God – Galatians 

3:26; 8:14), Christ’s role will nonetheless also facilitate entry into the 

Abrahamic lineage, within which, as we shall see, ethnic distinction is 

required.   

 

Romans 1  

Seed (σπέρμα) is being talked about from 1:3 - Jesus “his Son … was 

descended from David according to the flesh”.29  Profoundly ethnicised 

ideas of family and lineage are therefore prominently emphasized, right 

from the beginning.  The word σπέρμα is viscerally ethnic in nature.   

1:5 refers to the "obedience of faith … among all the peoples 

(έθνη)".  Ethnic plurality is therefore also introduced very early (cf 4:17-18).  

Issues of both genealogical descent and plurality are prominent from the 

start.  Generally, Paul defines his mission in profoundly ethnic terms, as 

apostle to the ethne (11:13; see previous).   

 
Judaism: Restoring the First-Century Context to the Apostle, ed. Mark Nanos and Magnus 
Zetterhom (Minneapolis: Fortress, 2015), 296. 

29 Novenson emphasises Paul’s Messiah as Davidic (not Aaronic i.e. priestly) who 
would rule over the gentiles, crafted in line with Paul’s own concerns (cf analysis 15:8). 
Novenson, Christ among the Messiahs, 168–72.  
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Romans 1:13, referring to the ethne as ethne, contrasts with the gentile 

who calls himself a Jew in 2:17.30  In light of his concerns regarding gentile 

circumcision, Paul is reminding them that they are in fact ethne, not Jews.   

Paul’s gospel is “the power of God for salvation to everyone who 

has faith, to the Jew first and also to the Greek (Ἰουδαίῳ τε πρῶτον καὶ 

Ἕλληνι)” (1:16).  Ethnic categories are invoked in Paul’s characterisation of 

his mission.  As Stowers notes, this “is not merely Paul’s way of saying 

‘humanity’” – this interpretation would be reductive.31  Powerfully, this 

ethnic distinction is linked to salvation – Paul’s active and ongoing message.  

Additionally, it is applied to those who have faith - faith does not render 

ethnic distinction redundant.  Faith is required of both Jews and Greeks.  

The same mechanism of salvation (faith), does not mean that ethnic 

distinction no longer applies.   The same mode of salvation does not mean 

that these two peoples become the same (this would be an over-reading).  

Ethnic distinctions are maintained even after the shared criterion of belief 

has been articulated.  Notably, in Paul’s own telling the full number of 

ethne have to come in before Israel will be saved (chronologically) – this 

suggests 1:16 is hierarchical.32   

 
30 See earlier referencing.  
31 Stowers, Rereading, 205. 
32 “Converts, the descendants of gentiles, rank below natives.” Shaye J. D. Cohen, 

The Beginnings of Jewishness: Boundaries, Varieties, Uncertainties (Berkeley: University of 
California Press, 1999), 315. 
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Paul is “a debtor both to Greeks and to barbarians, both to the wise 

and to the foolish” (1:14).  “The fundamental distinction for Greek identity 

is the division between Greeks and the barbarian peoples”.33  This is 

another ethnic distinction.34  Ethnic distinctions were part of the way that 

Paul understood the world.   

Addressing the ethne, Paul’s description of depravity in the “vice 

list” of 1:26-32 is profoundly ethnicised, based on Jewish stereotypes of 

gentiles (see previous discussion).    

 

Romans 2 

In 2:10 Paul again refers to “the Jew first and also the Greek”.  Remarkably, 

the next verse reads: “For God shows no partiality” (2:11).  Impartiality is 

predicated upon the fact of distinction.   

“Circumcision indeed is of value (ὠφελέω - profits) if you obey the 

law” (2:25).  This is a direct endorsement of circumcision.  We decline to 

introduce the assumption that it is impossible to either obey or fulfil the 

law (cf Paul Philippians 3:6 ἄμεμπτος; the ethne 13:8-10).35  But will 

 
33 Ibid., 34.   
34 Hall argues that this antitype constructed Hellenic cultural identity rather than 

ethnicity per se, this being a continuum not binary, and that barbarians could become 
Greek by adopting Hellenic customs.  Hall, Hellenicity, 8. (cf transformation and 13:8).  

35 Matlock sees Galatians 2:16 as concluding that “no one will be justified by the 
works of the law”.  R. Barry Matlock, “The Rhetoric of Πιστις in Paul: Galatians 2.16, 3.22, 
Romans 3.22, and Philippians 3.9,” J. Study New Testam. 30.2 (2007): 175. This does not 
contradict our analysis, which relates to the value of circumcision, not the means of 
righteousness.  
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physical circumcision allow the ethne to obey the law?  This has not worked 

for the gentile teacher (2:21-24; cf later 7:14-25).  The question raised, 

then, is as to how then will the ethne obey – or fulfil - the law?  (That is one 

of the two key questions in Romans.  The other being that as to how God’s 

promise to Abraham will be fulfilled.  Paul answers them both.)36  

 

Romans 3  

In 3:1-2 Paul confirms that there is advantage in being a Jew, and endorses 

circumcision.37  This is not negated by the fact that some were unfaithful 

(3:3) – some were not (the remnant 11:5), and so they still enjoy this 

advantage.   

“All, both Jews and Greeks, are under the power of sin” (3:9).  Their 

predicament is the same, but ethnic categories are maintained in Paul’s 

diagnosis.  3:10-18 has been described as Paul’s “universal indictment”.38  

But Paul’s universalism is ethnically variegated.  The wrongdoing is less 

sexual and less sordid now that Jews are included.    

“All have sinned” (3:23), and are “now justified by his grace as a gift” 

(3:24).  The predicament is the same (cf 3:9).  And now the solution is the 

same (3:22; 3:24).  But there is nothing whatsoever about ethnic categories 

 
36 The answer to both being “through Christ”. 
37 See previous discussion (Chapter 4). 
38 Dunn, Romans, 157.  Similarly, Wright, Paul, 117.   
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being abolished.  The question here is about what people have to do.  The 

way that righteousness is disclosed (apart from the law 3:21) by no means 

entails either the law or ethnic categories being abolished.  Remarkably, in 

3:21, even when saying that this righteousness has been disclosed apart 

from the law, Paul precisely legitimates this position with regard to the 

(ethnically particular categories of the…) law (given by God to Israel 9:4) 

and the prophets (of Israel).   

“A person is justified by faith apart from works of the law” (3:28), 

but this says nothing about the law, or ethnic categories, being abolished.  

Indeed, Paul’s reference to works of the law suggests their ongoing reality 

(albeit not providing justification).  3:29 indicates (once again) ethnic 

distinction: “Or is God the God of Jews only? Is he not the God of gentiles 

also? Yes, of gentiles also”.  God is the God of both the Jews and the 

gentiles.  On the simple face of the text, it could not be clearer that Paul is 

making an ethnic distinction here.  Paul’s entire point rests upon this 

distinction, which is ongoing.  Paul’s God is the God of more than one 

people (cf 4:17-18).  God is one (3:30) but he is the God of plural peoples 

(3:29).  God will justify the circumcised and the uncircumcised by the same 

faith (3:30; cf 1:16 –the same mode of salvation, but ethnic distinction is 

maintained).  Even after Jesus as ransom and ἱλαστήριον, these ethnic 

categories are maintained.  This, as Stendahl put it, is “the new avenue of 
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salvation, which has been opened in Christ, an avenue which is equally 

open to Jews and Gentiles”.39  But the whole point here rests on an 

opposition Paul is drawing between the unity of God and the plurality of the 

peoples over whom God is God.  The relationship between these peoples 

lies at the heart of this thesis (cf 4:16-18).   

Further, the “common response” demanded of faith (3:30) will 

uphold the law (3:31).40  Interestingly, this law is spoken of as a unity.  This 

law is the creator God’s law (cf 1:20).  Regarding which, faith will indeed 

underpin the ethne’s sacrifice (12:1) consequent transformation (12:2) and 

lives of love (12:9-10) that will constitute their fulfilment (13:8; see Chapter 

7).    

 

Romans 4  

Here 4:16-18 is key, however we will proceed through Romans 4.  

Generally, the familial and ethnic dimension to Abraham has been 

marginalised.  Abraham has been presented as an exemplar of faith or as a 

“test case”.41  This is reductive.  Paul explained the problem in terms of 

misguided λατρεία and consequent handing over and alienation from God 

 
39 Stendahl, “Introspective Conscience,” 202–3. 
40 Dunn, Romans, 193. 
41 Ibid., 194.  (A very odd expression.)  Morgan analyses pistis as “trust” or 

“confidence”. Teresa Morgan, Roman Faith and Christian Faith: Pistis and Fides in the Early 
Roman Empire and Early Churches (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2015). 
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in Romans 1, and in his concerns about gentile circumcision in Romans 2.  

Now, following Christ’s ransom, Abraham is central and prominent as Paul 

starts to unfold his familial solution.42   

Introducing Abraham (4:1-2) Paul connects genealogical status and 

justification.43    Abraham as προπάτορα ἡμῶν κατὰ σάρκα “our forefather 

according to the flesh” – “the flesh” seems to refer to Israel (cf 9:3).  This 

sets up the contrast with “father of all” (4:16), setting into relief and so 

highlighting that Abraham is now also father of the ethne (this relational 

status will be ratified in 12:1).    

4:12 is commonly mistranslated.  A literal rendering allows us to 

follow the meaning clearly:  Abraham is the “father of circumcision to the 

ones not of circumcision only [i.e. to Israel] but also (ἀλλὰ καὶ) to the ones 

keeping in step with the steps of the in-circumcision faith of the father of us 

Abraham [i.e. to the ethne]”.  Extremely importantly, Abraham is the father 

of circumcision to the ethne also.  Circumcision, and “father of 

circumcision”, apply to the ethne too.  This raises the question as to when 

this circumcision arises for the ethne, and what it means.  Here circumcision 

of the heart is linked to faith.  It is also spiritual (2:29), and linked to keeping 

 
42 And indeed it is through brotherhood with Christ that this will ultimately be 

effected (8:29; Galatians 3:29).   
43 Cf later analysis of Romans 12-13. 
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the law (2:25-27).  Later we will argue that circumcision of the heart takes 

place with the influx of the spirit in Romans 12 (12:1; 12:11).44     

Romans 4:13 refers to Abraham’s seed in the singular (σπέρματι).  

At first this appears to be a problem for our argument.  But yet, when we 

read the verse as a whole, we see that Paul is talking about faith as being 

how the promise came to both Abraham and his seed i.e. all his 

descendants.  The fact that faith underpins matters for both (i.e. for both 

Jews and gentiles, as well as for Abraham) does not mean that ethnic 

distinctions are being collapsed.  While they have the centrality of faith in 

common, that does not mean that they become one ethnic group.  The 

plurality is explicit later in 4:17-18.   

Vitally, Abraham is the father of us all (πατὴρ πάντων ἡμῶν 4:16).  

This is membership of the family of Abraham.  A familial relationship is 

being envisaged here.  Abraham is not their biological father.  But that does 

not mean that we should reduce this to metaphor, however powerful 

metaphors might be.  Adoption can certainly be a metaphor, but just 

because the relationship is not biological does not mean that we should 

 
44 Garroway also interprets this verse as Abraham being the father of circumcision 

for both Jews and gentiles. We agree. However, Garroway further argues that the 
circumcision of Abraham includes those gentiles who have emulated Abraham’s faith (and 
who therefore are in fact circumcised, albeit invisibly). Garroway, Gentile-Jews, 104. We do 
not accept this.  Instead, the circumcision is that of the heart (2:29; cf transformed lives in 
Romans 12-13; cf 15:8).  We also disagree with Garroway’s suggested “Gentile-Jew” 
hybrid.  Ethnic distinctions are of ongoing validity for Paul (Chapter 5).  Garroway’s 
admission that “no one used the term “Gentile-Jew” in Pauline communities, at least as far 
as we know” is a significant problem for his argument.       
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reduce it to metaphor (however powerfully metaphor might be 

construed).45  Rather, Paul was invoking ancient ideas of kinship.  As 

Johnson Hodge notes, sharing a common ancestor is often central to the 

construction of kinship.46   

In 4:16 Abraham’s seed is comprised of both “that of the law only 

but also that of the faith of Abraham”.  Even in expressing this unity Paul 

distinguishes between these two categories (cf distinction in 4:12).  Further, 

the unity itself is profoundly ethnicised – it is unity as Abraham’s seed.  

Abraham’s lineage is of ongoing centrality.47   The promise is guaranteed to 

all his descendants i.e. it has implications for both their present (as 

recipients of the promise) and future (delivery).  Notably, the ethne will be 

incorporated as ethne (cf plurality 4:17-18).48   

 
45 See earlier referencing.  
46 Johnson Hodge, If Sons, 68.  
47 “The twin poles of their origin as ethnē who share in the inheritance are Christ 

and Abraham, respectively”.  Campbell, Nations, 236.  
48 Paul’s position here has developed from Galatians 3:16 in which he talks of 

Christ as the single seed.  However, brotherhood with Christ is invoked in Romans (8:29), 
which will lead to membership of the seed of Abraham according to Galatians 3:29.  Nanos 
argues that gentiles are forbidden to become Jews because this would deny the 
universalistic oneness of God, according to the shema (cf 3:29), meaning that God would 
be the God only of Israel and not of all nations.  Mark D. Nanos, The Mystery of Romans: 
The Jewish Context of Paul’s Letter (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1996), 182.  The idea of 
plurality is similar, but our own focus is on the promise as emphasized 4:17-18.  Dunn 
specifically argues that the “issue here is not whether Gentiles can be included among 
Abraham’s descendants along with the Jews” (this possibility being precisely the issue), 
instead framing both as “how anyone, Jew as well as Gentile, may come to be counted a 
descendent of Abraham” (incorrectly undermining ethnic distinction within Abraham’s 
lineage). Dunn, Romans, 235.   
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Logically, the ethne will be Abraham’s sons, and specifically his 

σπέρματι (4:16).  Note Genesis 22:18 LXX – “In your seed (ἐν τῷ σπέρματί 

σου) all the nations of the earth shall be blessed”.  Paul uses the term 

σπέρμα (plural, σπέρματα) on three successive occasions regarding 

Abraham’s descendants (4:13,16,18).  This term is profoundly genealogical, 

not least in conjunction with fatherhood.  Johnson Hodge notes that, “In 

Rome, legal descent passed through the pater, the socially recognized 

father, not the genitor, the biological father, a distinction even reflected in 

the language by these two words for father in legal contexts”.49  This will be 

relevant to adoption - by the socially recognised father (cf υἱοθεσία 8:15).  

Contrast the Israelites, Paul’s biological συγγενείς κατὰ σάρκα (9:3), albeit 

who have already received their adoption (9:4).  Inheritance (4:13 cf 8:17) 

provides further familial emphasis.  Notably, the ethne can inherit as ethne 

under God’s promise to Abraham.   

Campbell notes that the idea that “non-Jews can now become seed 

of Abraham… is a new historical possibility”.50  “The emphasis here is more 

on Abraham as ancestor than as exemplar”; he is the “founding father of a 

particular people”.51  We agree.  As Johnson Hodge notes, “many ancient 

Jews defined themselves as descendants of a common ancestor, 

 
49 Jay, Throughout Your Generations Forever, 36. 
50 Campbell, Nations, 234.   
51 Cf Stowers re Abraham and Jesus and founding new families. Stowers, 

Rereading, 229.  See Abraham as exemplar of faith in Schweitzer, Mysticism, 218.   
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Abraham”.52 Now this fatherhood and lineage was being extended to the 

ethne.  This patrilineal analysis is backed up by the “in” language of Genesis 

12:3 “in you all the families [plural] of the earth shall be blessed” and 

Genesis 18:18 “all the nations [plural] of the earth shall be blessed in 

him”.53  Paul’s logic is genealogical and patrilineal.   

Abraham will also be the father of many nations (4:17-18 - 

repeated).  Abraham is therefore called father three times in a row.  In 

becoming father of us all (i.e. both Jews and ethne), Abraham will be father 

of many nations.  (Familial and ethnic conceptualisations are strongly 

linked.)54     

As such, Abraham has received: “the promise that he would inherit 

the world” (4:13; cf 4:16).  As Campbell notes, “it is Abraham who remains 

the bearer of the promise, and Christ’s work does not alter this; so that the 

role of Abraham cannot be bypassed”.55  Dunn correctly remarks that, 

“[Paul’s] theology is better described as ‘promise theology’ rather than 

 
52 Johnson Hodge, If Sons, 23. 
53 Ibid., 99.  God created a “genealogical divide…between Israel and the nations” 

Thiessen, Gentile Problem, 162. This is contained within the promise (cf 15:10).  Thiessen’s 
statement that “gentile law observance in Paul’s mind, and circumcision most centrally, 
was little more than cosmetic surgery meant to make gentiles look like Abraham’s sons” (p. 
163) overlooks its disruption of Paul’s vital ethnic and so eschatological categories, hence 
Paul’s urgent and creative battle against it.  

54 See later discussion of kinship and patrilineality.     
55 Campbell, Nations, 236.  With regard to another of the patriarchs, Campbell 

also suggests that 2 Corinthians 3 contains “a differentiated comparison rather than a 
contrast between the ministries of Moses and Paul” - Op. cit. 193. Cf the ethne’s fulfilment 
of the law in Romans 13:8-10.  
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‘covenant theology.’”56  This promise is, precisely, an ethnic promise.  The 

substance of the promise is the έθνη, and Abraham’s relationship with and 

status as regards those έθνη.  The promise that God made to Abraham is 

squarely and utterly ethnic in nature – it is about peoples.  God’s agency 

and creative power is emphasized in 4:17 (cf 12:1; God as creator 1:20).   

Plurality is central to the promise.  Abraham will be the father not 

just of one people, but of many peoples - plural.57  Ethnic distinction is 

therefore hardwired into God’s very promise to Abraham.58  (Wright argues 

that Abraham’s family has been opened up to include the gentiles as had 

always been intended, to become a single “worldwide Jew-plus-Gentile 

people”.59  However, this idea of a unified people fails to appreciate the 

plurality required by God’s promise.)60   Wright’s position is not coherent 

with Paul’s explicit emphasis on peoples - plural.  So too Dunn’s statement 

regarding the “oneness of corporate identity as God’s people” is 

misplaced.61   

 
56 Dunn, The New Perspective on Paul, 433.  Contra Wright, N. T., Faithfulness, 40–

41.  
57 Ethne reflects “a whole conglomerate of those who are not Ioudaioi” Johnson 

Hodge, If Sons, 47. 
58 We do not dispute Thiessen’s analysis that some Jews may have felt that gentile 

circumcision was impossible, and agree regarding moral empowerment and qualitative 
ontological transformations. Thiessen, Gentile Problem, 43–73, 129–61. Our argument, 
however, rests on the plurality required by the promise itself. 

59 Wright, Paul, 37; Wright, N. T., Faithfulness, 529. 
60 Wright, Paul, 37. 
61 Dunn, Romans, 732. 
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Promise itself was introduced in 1:2, given added weight by γραφαῖς 

ἁγίαις.  It is basic to Paul’s framing.  It is also linked to Paul’s profoundly 

genealogical initial statements regarding Christ (σπέρμα 1:3).  The ethne 

are then invoked (1:5).   Paul’s central and interrelated themes of promise, 

seed, sonship, Christ and the ethne - all feature in his early exposition.   

This promise is eschatological.  Why?  Simply - God’s promises must 

be kept.  If God makes a promise, he will keep that promise.  This promise 

therefore tells us something about the end of time.   The world cannot and 

shall not end until this promise has been fulfilled (or perhaps it will be 

fulfilled at the end of time).  This underpins Paul’s eschatological vision, and 

his definition of Christ’s role (15:8-12; see later).   

Generally, Paul’s project rests upon this point that fulfilment of the 

promise is eschatologically instrumental.  Only once God’s promise to 

Abraham is fulfilled, can the world come to an end (cf 15:8 where Christ’s 

messianic and therefore eschatological role is linked to the promises to the 

fathers).62  In my view, Paul’s project is that of trying to fulfil God’s promise 

to Abraham in order that the world can be brought to an end. Paul, in short, 

is trying to bring about the end of the world.  Essentially, Paul uses sacrifice 

in Romans 12 to construct the correct alignment of peoples within the 

Abrahamic lineage that will fulfil God’s promise, and so bring about the end 

 
62 Also, as a point of principle, God’s promises must be fulfilled.   
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of the world.  Paul wants the ethne to come within the Abrahamic lineage 

but yet to remain distinct so that God’s promise will be fulfilled.  That is why 

the ethne are to come into the Abrahamic lineage as ethne, and the 

Israelites’ brothers.63    If the ethne get circumcised and call themselves 

Jews (cf 2:17) then God’s promise to Abraham will not be fulfilled (because 

they will be identical with the Israelites, not distinct).  Paul emphasizes the 

faith of Abraham to suggest that physical circumcision is not necessary for 

the ethne.  This agenda also underpins Paul’s position that the ethne who 

get physically circumcised do not have the moral capacity to fulfil the law.  

To fulfil the law they must come in (11:25) through brotherhood with Christ 

(8:29; 12:1), which leads to membership of the Abrahamic lineage 

(Galatians 3:29), as well as to moral transformation (Romans 12 and 13).  It 

also underpins moral transformation as constituting circumcision of the 

heart – see later.   

The ethne, therefore, are conceptualised within God’s promise to 

Abraham.  God’s ethnic promise to Abraham applies universally, but this 

universalism is variegated in nature and requires plurality (peoples).  Paul’s 

universalism is therefore particular, defined by the Jewish rubric of God’s 

promise to Abraham.  I agree with Campbell that the ethne “represent the 

 
63 Anti-Jewish assumptions may have obscured this possibility e.g. Luther, Baur.  

These were criticised by E.P. Sanders. See generally, Sanders, Paul and Palestinian Judaism, 
33–233.   
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nations who would find blessing through the promise to Abraham. If these 

ethnē in Christ did not exist, or even did not continue to exist as ethnē, that 

part of the Abrahamic promises (i.e., the promise to the nations) would be 

null and void”.64  Campbell does not, however, draw out the eschatological 

instrumentality and conditionality noted above.  The term ethne is 

inherently plural and, “stands not for a particular people per se, but a 

whole conglomerate of those who are not Ioudaioi”.65  More specifically, 

Fredriksen draws attention to “the Table of Nations in Genesis 10, when 

Noah’s three sons … repopulated the earth after the flood” (resulting in 

seventy nations), connecting this with “the fullness of the nations” 

(11:25).66      

Abraham, then, is not just an exemplar of faith, but is also 

genealogical ancestor.67  As Campbell puts it, “Abraham serves a vital 

function in linking all Christ-followers to a common ancestor and thus 

secondarily linking them in a specific relation to one another”.68  More 

generally, Christopher P. Jones discusses the importance of relations 

between states being negotiated in genealogical and mythological terms, by 

 
64 Campbell, Nations, 235.  
65 Johnson Hodge, If Sons, 47. 
66 Fredriksen, Paul, 161. 
67 Hays translates 4:1 as “"What shall we say? Have we found Abraham to be our 

forefather according to the flesh?"  (Contrast “gained by Abraham, our ancestor…” - NRSV).  
Richard B. Hays, “‘Have We Found Abraham To Be Our Forefather According To the Flesh?’ 
A Reconsideration of Rom 4:1,” Novum Testam. 27.1 (1985): 76–98.   

68 Campbell, Nations, 227.  Regarding Abraham as “common ancestor”, Johnson 
Hodge, If Sons, 5.   
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means of appeals to common descent from a shared progenitor or 

legendary hero.69  Jones demonstrates that this type of kinship diplomacy, 

revolving around myth and genealogical modes of thought, was taken 

seriously in the Roman world, constituting a powerful and flexible tool in 

the hands of inventive mythographers.  Pertinently, Jews also used kinship 

diplomacy to connect themselves to the Spartans.70  We will argue that Paul 

uses kinship, and specifically the lineage of Abraham, to define and 

negotiate the relationship between Israel and the ethne, in accordance with 

God’s promise.   

Sacrifice will ratify the ethne’s status within Abraham’s lineage 

(12:1).  Here our analysis contrasts with other scholars.  Campbell suggests 

that inclusion into Abraham’s posterity is to happen “by faith and 

baptism”.71  Baptism into Christ is also emphasized by Johnson Hodge.72  So 

in Galatians 3:7 “those who believe are the sons (υἱοί) of Abraham” (see 

also 3:26-27 re baptism).  I agree that faith and baptism are important.   But 

we will argue that in Romans Paul additionally invokes sacrificial discourse 

to ratify and confirm membership, through brotherhood with the 

resurrected Christ, and that this will be transformative.  (After the 

 
69 C. P. Jones, Kinship Diplomacy in the Ancient World (Cambridge, Mass.; London: 

Harvard University Press, 1999), 16, 35. 
70 Jones, Kinship Diplomacy, 72–80.  
71 Ibid., 234.   
72 Johnson Hodge, If Sons, 4, 67. 



203 
 

difficulties regarding gentile circumcision in Galatia, Paul now additionally 

invokes sacrifice to further construct, legitimise, and so bolster the status of 

brotherhood for the ethne within Abraham’s lineage, alongside Israel, in an 

effort to preserve the vital plurality within the promise to Abraham.) 

Within Romans, Abraham as father of us all is a genealogical and 

familial solution to the handing over of 1:24,26.  Having been ransomed 

(3:24), the ethne can now be located with regard to Abraham’s lineage 

(4:16-18), into which - via Christ (8:29) - they will be fully adopted (12:1).  

This sequence is profoundly eschatological in nature.  Structurally, this 

explains the otherwise puzzling fact that ransom (3:24) is followed by 

familial matters (4:16-18).73  Ransom from slavery to Sin allows adoption – 

this is the sequence of salvation.   

 

Romans 8  

Brotherhood with Christ is a huge new concept, introduced by Paul for the 

first time in Romans.74  This extraordinary innovation undermines any 

thought of Romans as being a theological statement or summary of Paul’s 

previous views.  To state the obvious, this extremely significant new idea is 

familial in nature.  Our general analysis will explain why Paul takes this 

 
73 So too the role of Jesus in 8:3 cf 8:14,29.   
74 As far as we are aware.   
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remarkable step, which will be central to his ethnic and eschatological 

exposition and agenda.   

“All who are led by the spirit of God are sons (υἱοί) of God” (8:14; 

God as father 1:7).75  And the ethne have received a spirit of adoption 

(υἱοθεσίας 8:15) - son-making.76  (Note “spirit” – there will be an influx of 

the spirit with the adoption of 12:1).  Contrast the “spirit of slavery” (8:15).  

Notably, the ethne have just been ransomed (3:24) from slavery to Sin.  The 

spirit is linked to the charismatic - even magical - cry of “Abba! Father!” 

(8:15) and bears witness (8:16) to their status as children (τέκνα) and heirs, 

speaking intimately and directly to God.77  The term “Abba” emphasizes the 

family (cf 4:16).78  It is also heavily ethnicised (being in Aramaic).  But yet 

while acquiring Jewish expression - linguistically incorporated - the Greek 

translation is immediately supplied, preserving distinction (they are 

together, but separate).  The spirit, which has confirmed their status, will 

 
75 Note also ““they shall be called sons (κληθήσονται Υἱοὶ) of the living God 

(ζῶντος)” (9:26).  Cf Galatians 3:26 – “you are all sons of God through faith in Christ Jesus”.  
The faithful sacrifice of 12:1 ratifies this sonship.  Price notes that “contemporary writers… 
assert an actual kinship between Vesta and Augustus” Price, “The Place of Religion,” 826. 

76 In the words of Richard Saller, “The Romans considered the bonds of family and 
kinship to be biologically based but not biologically determined… Roman law, to be sure, 
offered citizens a flexibility in restructuring their kinship bonds that was remarkable by 
later European standards: not only were divorce and remarriage easy in the classical 
period, but adoption permitted change of filiation.” Richard P. Saller, Patriarchy, Property 
and Death in the Roman Family, 25 (Cambridge: University Press, 1994), 43.  “These divine 
fathers [Roman emperors] usually had to adopt their divine sons”. Michael Peppard, The 
Son of God in the Roman World: Divine Sonship In Its Social And Political Context (New 
York, N.Y.: Oxford University Press, 2012), 4.   

77 Jewett, Romans, 498. 
78 Dunn, Romans, 461.  Jewett’s God as “her” is inaccurate distracts from 

patrilineality.  Jewett, Romans, 425.   
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arrive more fully in Romans 12.  Notably, their high status, as heirs, is joint 

with Christ (συγκληρονόμος); cf 4:13-14, and Galatians 3:29 (linking with 

Abraham cf inheritance 4:13).79    

These verses (14,15,16) are exceptionally important, connecting 

sonship with the spirit.  Here in Romans 8 the spirit’s arrival is familial.  In 

12:1 Paul constructs brotherhood (with Christ and with the Israelites), 

which brings about membership of God’s family (and the Abrahamic 

lineage).   Vitally, membership of God’s family, brings the arrival of the 

spirit.  This is transformative, the spirit being connected with love (12:9-11).   

How does the spirit connect with ethnicity?  We do not assume any 

tension.  Jewett argues that Romans redefines sonship as “having received 

the spirit of God”, but then suggests that “Sonship is thus christianized and 

broadened beyond ethnic, familial, imperial, legalistic, and educational 

barriers” [italics added].80   This is a false dichotomy.  Jesus is spiritual (1 

Corinthians 15:45).  But yet “if you are of Christ, then you are Abraham’s 

seed” (Galatians 3:29).  (The spirit and the ethnic are brought together in 

Christ, and mediated by Christ.)  Remember the ethnic promise to Abraham 

was the promise of the Spirit (Galatians 3:14).  So too in Romans 12, the 

 
79 Jewett’s assertion that “every promise and possession once granted to Israel 

are now granted” to the children of God is not present in the text. Jewett, Romans, 501.      
80 Jewett, Romans, 497. 
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arrival of the spirit is familial.  (The law is both spiritual and ethnic in a 

positive way, as we shall see.) 

Regarding sonship, Jesus is distinctively God’s own son (ἑαυτοῦ 8:3), 

sent specifically περὶ ἁμαρτίας.  Also, Jesus is the Messiah (Χριστὸς 

8:10,11).  Jesus has special status and special functions.  But yet, we do not 

assume that the quality of sonship itself is wholly different.  Vitally, the 

ethne are to become the brothers of Christ (8:29).  True, it is younger 

brothers (i.e. subordinate).  But they are still his brothers i.e. sons of the 

same father.  Dunn suggests that the ethne will be sharing the sonship that 

Jesus enjoyed “on earth”.81  But this reductive specificity, heavily qualifying 

the similarity, is not stated by Paul.  The ethne will enjoy a similar sonship 

to that enjoyed by Jesus now.  (Notably, “‘Son’ is not one of Paul’s regular 

titles for Christ”.82  Paul is talking about Christ’s sonship now because the 

ethne will receive sonship within the family of God alongside Christ in 12:1).  

Remember also that Jesus had been declared (ὁρίζω) son of God, by his 

resurrection (1:4; cf 13:11).  As such, sonship of God is malleable – it is a 

status that can be received.   

 
81 Dunn, Romans, 462.  Jewett’s brief discussion reflects lack of engagement with 

this central familial dynamic.  Jewett, Romans, 529. 
82 Ibid., 23.   
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Inheritance (8:17) confirms the idea of family (cf 4:13 re “Abraham 

or his seed”; cf gifts 12:6).83  Remarkably, the ethne can be joint heirs 

(συνκληρονόμοι) with Christ.  Joint inheritance boosts the argument that 

their sonship will be qualitatively similar to Christ.  Astonishingly, they are 

to be joint heirs with the Messiah himself (Χριστοῦ 8:17).  Moreover, 

inheritance is linked to glorification (συνδοξάζω 8:17; cf later discussion of 

theosis).  Again, the συν- construction here intimately links the ethne to 

Jesus.  Both inheritance and glorification are future-oriented, connecting 

with eschatology. We do not assume that glorification is post-mortem (cf 

Romans 12 and 13).  Suffering (συμπάσχω) – again, intimately connecting 

with Christ (συμ-) - is explicitly instrumental (συμπάσχομεν ἵνα καὶ 

συνδοξασθῶμεν) – ἵνα plus subjunctive.  Adoption, again linked to the body 

(8:23), will arrive in 12:1.  The ethne have already been redeemed 

(ἀπολύτρωσις 8:23; cf 3:24) but aggregatively, and eschatologically, there is 

more to come.   

Adoption, Dunn notes, is completely absent from the Old 

Testament.84  Why has Paul introduced this huge idea (also re Israelites 

 
83 Inheritance fits well with Nancy Jay, who discusses the role of sacrifice to 

patrilineal societies in which the transmission of property is key. Jay, Throughout Your 
Generations Forever, 35–36.  

84 Dunn, Romans, 533. See earlier discussion of Peppard, The Son of God in the 
Roman World. 
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9:4)? 85  It’s because the ethne are about to be adopted (12:1).  It is also 

applied to the Israelites to emphasize equality.   

Brotherhood with Christ is introduced in 8:29, where God’s son will 

become the firstborn among many brothers (πρωτότοκον ἐν πολλοῖς 

ἀδελφοῖς).  Again, this is familial (and firstborn is clearly a privileged 

position within the family).86  Jesus as God’s son links with 8:14,15,19,23.  

Brotherhood with Christ is vitally important, and striking.  Remarkably, the 

ethne who are called are to be the brothers of the son of God and the 

eschatological Messiah).  Joint brotherhood, shared familial membership, 

and shared inheritance constitute a measure of parity and equality with 

Christ (albeit own son 8:3,32).    

Taken in conjunction, 8:14-15, 8:17 and 8:29 constitute a heavy 

emphasis on family.  Both sonship of God and brotherhood with Christ are 

invoked.87  Paul forges a powerful connection between family membership 

and the spirit, doing so on multiple occasions.  The spirit is the spirit of 

adoption.  “Gods and their humans formed family”, and the “distinction 

between religion and ethnicity” is “anachronistic”.88  This family is heavily 

 
85 Paul uses υἱοθεσία only in Galatians 4:5 and Romans.   
86 Dunn’s assertion that Paul has the Adamic narrative “in view”, distracts from 

brotherhood with Christ itself. Dunn, Romans, 495.   
87 While Wright refers to “the family of the Messiah”, he dilutes being “in the 

Messiah” to meaning “embracing an identity rooted in Judaism”, rather than fully 
recognising the straightforward familial and kinship sense.  Wright, Paul, 6.   

88 Fredriksen, Paula, “How Jewish Is God? Divine Ethnicity in Paul’s Theology,” J. 
Biblic. Lit. 137.1 (2018): 193.  Stowers, Rereading, 27. Also “it is impossible to distinguish 
ethnic from religious in Paul’s world.” p. 34.   
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bound up with eschatology:  joint inheritance and glorification with Christ, 

brotherhood with the Messiah, spiritual adoption into God’s family.  Paul’s 

eschatology is familial.   

Romans 8 connects with Romans 4.  If you are of Christ, then you 

are Abraham’s seed (Galatians 3:29).  Brotherhood with Christ fulfils God’s 

eschatological promise to Abraham.   The eschatological and familial 

dynamics of Romans 8 and 4 are connected.  They are to become in and of 

Christ in a familial sense, as his brothers, and as sons of God – like Christ 

himself – within the family of God.  “Only through Christ—through pneuma, 

spirit—could the non-Jew be adopted into the family as a son, thus an 

heir”.89   

We decline to introduce the assumption that this is metaphorical 

(e.g. “familial imagery” – Dunn).90  It is no more metaphorical than “son of 

God” or “Messiah”, or the resurrection, or the imminent eschaton. It is no 

more metaphorical than God’s promise to Abraham – also eschatological.  

These other central matters – with which Paul’s familial emphasis is bound 

up - are realities for Paul.  The various different dimensions of Paul’s 

message should be treated consistently, rather than selectively relegating 

only some to the realm of metaphor.  The idea that Paul’s familial discourse 

 
89 Fredriksen, Paul, 158.   
90 Dunn, Romans, 447. 
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is merely metaphorical has been used to marginalise this vital and ethnically 

visceral dimension of Paul’s deeply ethnicised worldview.  The idea that 

Paul’s familial discourse is just a metaphor artificially abstracts it from the 

deeply ethnicised context of the ancient world, within which, as we are 

seeing, Paul was very much immersed.   

The groundwork having been laid in Romans 8 and 4, this adoption, 

sonship and brotherhood will be ratified and delivered by the invocation of 

sacrifice in Romans 12.  Before that, however, Paul will have to explain 

further how the situation of the ethne will relate to that of the Jews.   

Romans 9-11 

Stendahl saw Romans 9-11 as the climax of the letter, with a place being 

found for the nations within Israel’s coming redemption.91  We see it as an 

important explicatory myth, delineating context and constructing meaning 

for the transformative sacrifice of 12:1, which brings the true climax of 

Romans 12-13.   

 

Romans 9  

Israel, while primary (1:16), is just one of the peoples contained within the 

promise (4:17-18).  In 9:3 Paul talks of the Israelites as his ἀδελφοὶ, and as 

his συγγενείς κατὰ σάρκα i.e. his kinsmen according to the flesh.  

 
91 Stendahl, “Introspective Conscience,” 205. 
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Brotherhood is obviously familial.  Paul’s συγγενείς are his kinsmen.  His 

specification - κατὰ σάρκα - emphasizes the fleshly and visceral nature of 

this relationship.  Jewett interprets συγγενείς as “compatriots”, ἀδελφοὶ 

reflecting a “feeling of solidarity”.92   This neglects the genealogical meaning 

of γένος - “race”, or “stock”, or “kin” (LSJ).  In reality, ideas of family and 

kinship are very much present.  They heighten Paul’s concern (9:2).  The 

specification κατὰ σάρκα raises the question as to whether there might be 

another type of kinship relationship?  One that is not κατὰ σάρκα, but 

perhaps according to the spirit, or even according to the promise (cf 

inheritance κατ’ ἐπαγγελίαν - Galatians 3:29; you brothers who are children 

τέκνα of the promise - Galatians 4:28)?93  

(Ethne Christ-followers, therefore, are not Paul’s only brothers.  To 

apply the term brothers, even in conjunction with κατὰ σάρκα, recognises 

the legitimacy of this brotherhood.  Paul’s brotherhood with the Israelites is 

ongoing, even after Christ.  Israel remains a legitimate ethnic category even 

after the arrival of the Messiah.)94   

In 9:4-5 Paul lists the attributes specific to his συγγενῶν κατὰ σάρκα 

i.e. to this particular ethnos.  Ethnic distinctions underpin Paul’s exposition 

 
92 Jewett, Romans, 561. 
93 Cf 12:1.  
94 That the arrival of Israel’s Messiah should entail the downgrading or illegitimacy 

of Israel is a non sequitur.   
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with regard to his own people, the Israelites.95  Note that in Philippians 3:5-

6 Paul refers to himself as an Israelite, Benjaminite, and Hebrew (not as a 

Jew).  (Correspondingly, in Romans 12 and 13 Paul will outline the ethnically 

specific obligations and characteristics of the ethne as well.)   

Adoption, significantly, is the first characteristic listed.  This reveals 

the familial and ethnicised nature of Paul’s basic understanding 

(corresponding to that of the ethne in 8:15).  The Israelites received 

adoption, and in 12:1 the ethne will receive their adoption in turn.   

In 9:5 even the origin of the Messiah is specified in ethnic terms (cf 

David 1:3; cf circumcision and promise 15:8).  The origin, descent and 

mission of the Messiah, are profoundly ethnicised in nature.  Secondly, the 

giving of the law is also ethnically specific (to Israel, via Moses).96  But why 

“giving of the law”?  The law was given by God to the Israelites (and so not 

to the ethne). 97  The giving of the law was to a particular people, and as 

such was an ethnically specific act. Nonetheless, it can be fulfilled by the 

 
95 Wright asserts that Paul is “listing privileges … now being ascribed to the 

Messiah himself…”. Wright, N. T., Faithfulness, 1012. This is a huge claim to make, but 
where does Paul actually say this? Further, even if this were to be the case, it is 
nonetheless very clear from 9:3-4 that Paul is talking squarely and explicitly about 
ethnic Israel itself.  Dunn asserts that Israel refers to “people of the covenant”, 
explicitly declining to recognise the ethnic meaning. Dunn, Romans, 533.   

96 Fitzmyer correctly notes that “Paul does not say that Jewish Christians need not 
observe [the Mosaic law]” Fitzmyer, Romans, 448.  Dunn’s “law of the mind” (cf 7:28; 8:2) 
is not specified by Paul in this instance, talking about Israel. Dunn, Romans, 534. Stowers 
sees no evidence to indicate anything other than the five books of Moses. Stowers, 
Rereading, 117.  

97 Thiessen, Gentile Problem, 162. 
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ethne (through love 13:8).  Works of the law do not justify any flesh 

(Galatians 2:16) – neither Jew nor gentile.  Generally, however, “Paul 

assumes that Israel continues to live by the law” – rightly, as it was given to 

them by God.98   

Most interestingly, regarding the Israelites’ λατρεία, Paul is once 

again talking in ethnically specific terms.  The word λατρεία refers to 

service, including cultic service.99  Sacrifice was its central act (cf 12:1).  Paul 

is referring to the ongoing temple cult in Jerusalem i.e. the λατρεία of the 

Israelites.  (The NRSV’s “worship” obscures these cultic implications.  

Wright inaccurately reduces it to mean “prayer”.100 Dunn’s “service” also 

ignores cult - Dunn instead imposes a contrasting account of how service is 

now being offered in the spirit.)101   By contrast, Fredriksen notes that 

λατρεία is the LXX translation of the Hebrew 'ăbōdâ meaning temple 

cult.102  In reality, “ethnicity… organizes his [Paul’s] religious categories”.103   

Significantly, at this point, λατρεία is something that the ethne 

themselves do not have.  Their λατρεία of 1:25 was misguided.  Centrally, 

we will argue that in 12:1 Paul furnishes the ethne with a new and 

 
98 Stowers, Rereading, 205. 
99 LSJ.    
100 Wright, N. T., Faithfulness, 1012.  
101 Dunn, Romans, 534. 
102 Paula Fredriksen, “Paul and the Faithfulness of God Review,” Cathol. Biblic. Q. 

77.2 (2015): 387. 
103 Johnson Hodge, If Sons, 43. 
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ethnically appropriate λατρεία, their λογική λατρεία, correcting and 

replacing that of 1:25.  This new λατρεία will be appropriate for the ethne 

(i.e. reasonable and λογικός for the ethne).  Λατρεία, in other words, is 

ethnically specific.   

In 9:4-5 the λατρεία of the Israelites is listed alongside other 

ethnically specific attributes.104  Israel’s λατρεία – centrally, animal sacrifice 

in the Jerusalem temple - is presented as entirely legitimate.  This worship 

belongs to them (present tense).  This “indicates continuing divine 

presence”.105  Its legitimacy is unquestioned, surrounded by other positive 

attributes, including the emanation of the Messiah (Jesus is presented 

alongside ongoing cultic worship in Jerusalem).106  Paul’s despair is 

heightened by Israel’s marvellous attributes.  Yes, now the Jews have to call 

upon Christ (10:13).  These positive attributes are relativized.  But there is 

no hint that they have become illegitimate.  At no point does Paul say that 

the Israelites will have to stop sacrificing, shut the temple, or anything of 

that ilk.107   

 
104 As Campbell notes, Paul’s unambiguous reference to Israel undermines 

“Wright’s view of Christ as embodying in himself all the heritage and responsibilities of 
Israel” Campbell, Nations, 208. 

105 Campbell, Nations, 67. 
106 These convey Israel’s “special standing” Johnson Hodge, If Sons, 50.  Note the 

culmination of the Jerusalem priestly institution under the rule of the royal Messiah in 
Mark Bernardo Cho, Royal Messianism and the Jerusalem Priesthood in the Gospel of Mark, 
607 (London: T&T Clark, 2019). 

107 Klawans criticizes supersessionist assumptions.  Klawans, Purity, Sacrifice, and 
the Temple, 4, 103–10.  Thiessen, as well as noting Paul’s general endorsement of the 
Jewish law, observes that in the early (albeit historically uncertain) reception of Acts 21 
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Conceptually, the distinction between oppositional and aggregative 

ethnic reasoning is helpful here.108  Ethnicity can be constructed 

oppositionally i.e. identity “defined through contrasts with other groups”, 

or aggregatively “in which one group affiliates with another group”.  Paul 

employs both modes of reasoning.  Fundamentally, by constructing 

brotherhood for the ethne within the Abrahamic lineage, Paul’s reasoning is 

aggregative.  But yet the distinction required by the plurality and ethnic 

variegation of the promise means that opposition must also be constructed.     

Campbell argues that Israel is “still within the divine purpose”, and 

that “Paul did not view the divine pattern of relations with Israel as one of 

displacing, overcoming, or obliterating the past for the sake of a totally new 

people or future direction. Paul’s arguments are to demonstrate how those 

from the nations come to share in the inheritance of Israel”.109  I agree.  God 

has not changed his mind, or abandoned his chosen people.  The λατρεία 

still belongs to Israel (9:4), which must call upon the Lord (10:13), as Paul 

expects it will (11:25-26).  The gentiles will share Israel’s inheritance (cf 

inheritance 8:17).  The reasoning here is aggregative – and ethnic and 

familial – rather than supersessionist.  (Why would God have given ethnic 

 
Jewish Christ followers are required to continue in law observance. Thiessen, Gentile 
Problem, 167.  

108 Johnson Hodge, If Sons, 43–50. Building on Jonathan M. Hall, Ethnic Identity in 
Greek Antiquity (Cambridge: University Press, 1997), 47. 

109 Ibid., 31, 193.   
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Israel so many ethnically particular attributes only to set these aside as 

being worthless?)    

In 9:6-7 Paul states that: “For not all Israelites truly belong to 

Israel, and not all of Abraham’s seed (σπέρμα) are all children (τέκνα)”.  

Wright prominently argues that Paul has redefined Israel, and that Christ-

followers, of whatever previous ethnicity, have now taken on the mantle 

and identity of Israel itself.110  We disagree.   

The difficulty is that at no point does Paul actually say that the 

ethne are to become Israelites.  If Paul had wanted to make this important 

point, then he could have easily done so.  Campbell notes, moreover, that, 

“In Paul’s genealogical reasoning, inclusion in the covenant is not 

guaranteed because one is of the lineage of Abraham, one must also be of 

the lineage of Isaac and Jacob” (cf Gen. 28.13–15 where the promise is 

repeated specifically to Jacob).111  At no point does Paul say that the ethne 

are to become sons of Jacob.  His battle against the physical circumcision of 

the ethne was designed to prevent this.   Rather, Paul’s emphasis is on 

sonship of Abraham (i.e. the broader lineage).   

 
110 Wright, N. T., Faithfulness, 362, 1178. “redefinition of the people of God”.  

Dunn, Romans, 769.  Cf “true Israel” Sanders, Paul, the Law, and the Jewish People, 173. 
Note also Garroway’s argument that gentiles had to be Jews to enter a redefined 'Israel', 
with faith making them really Jews (building on Dunn and Boyarin) Garroway, Gentile-Jews, 
58–59. 

111 Ibid., 228.   
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In 9:7 Paul states that “not all of Abraham’s seed are his children”, 

and then in 9:8 that “the children of the promise are counted as 

descendants (λογίζεται εἰς σπέρμα)”.  Legitimate descent is the issue.  

Interestingly, 9:7 indicates that biology is not enough (cf family membership 

as constructed).  Only certain biological descendants are λογίζεται εἰς 

σπέρμα.  Crucially, children of the promise might therefore also include 

ethne.  As Dunn puts it, the “seed can embrace all nations, Gentile as well 

as Jew”.112   Significantly, however, Paul says that ethne are going to 

become, not Israelites, but sperma of Abraham (cf servant of circumcision 

15:8 as broader than Israel).  The Israelites were only one genealogical 

aspect of Abraham’s descendants.  Paul’s universalism is ethnicised - 

reaching out to the ethne as defined within the Jewish rubric dictated by 

God’s promise to Abraham.   

So in 9:6, “Not all who are from Israel are Israel”, the definition of 

Israel is being numerically limited, but there is no indication that it is being 

redefined to include gentiles.  Logically, this redefinition quite simply does 

not follow.  In abstract logical terms:  Not all bananas are good bananas, 

but that does not mean that an apple is a banana.113  Paul’s disappointment 

 
112 Dunn, Romans, 576.  
113 See previous discussion of Galatians 6:16. In Philippians 3:2-3 “it is we who are 

the circumcision” Paul is referring to his true Jewishness (3:4-6) as contrasted with that of 
gentiles encouraging other gentiles to Judaize (this analysis is that of my PhD friend and 
colleague Ryan Collman:  Ryan Collman, “Beware the Dogs!: The Phallic Epithet in Phil 3:2,” 
New Testam. Stud. (Forthcoming).  In Romans 2:28-29 Paul is not saying that gentiles 
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with Israel does not mean that gentiles are now Israelites!  (Wright’s 

interpretation is a huge over-reading, and makes no sense in light of the 

fact that Paul continues to deploy ethnic and genealogical categories, 

subcategories, and terminology - even after Romans 9, and as applied to 

matters of central importance e.g. the remnant 11:5; Israel vs ethne 11:25; 

Jesus as servant of circumcision 15:8 in order that the ethne might glorify 

God 15:9, μετὰ in 15:8-10; συγγενείς in 16:7.  If the ethne can now be part 

of Israel, then why does Paul never actually say this, and why does he carry 

on distinguishing between Israel and the ethne?)  

Morally, also, how could the redefinition of Israel – effectively 

abolishing Israel as an ethnic people – possibly constitute God’s faithfulness 

(3:3)?  This brutal redefinition - robbing ethnic Israel of its very identity - 

would be strikingly lacking in mercy, and could constitute faithfulness only 

in the most tenuous and legalistic of senses.114  Going beyond rejection, this 

is annihilation.  Is the bulk of ethnic Israel simply to be cast into darkness?  

What would even be its identity in the future?  (Just as Paul never uses 

“Christian”, he furnishes no designation for unbelieving Israel – both 

significant lacunae for those who assert redefinition.)  Wright further 

 
become Jews, but rather is telling gentiles what really matters to Jews (and in which they 
will share 4:12; 15:8).   

114 Contra Wright, N. T., Faithfulness, 912–1038.  See Wagner, Heralds, 276. See 
generally, Florian Wilk, J. Ross Wagner, and Frank Schleritt, Between Gospel and Election: 
Explorations in the Interpretation of Romans 9-11 (Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 
2010).Campbell suggests this dynamic would be unfaithful.  Campbell, Nations, 212. 
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contends that “Faith, not the possession and/or practice of Torah, is the 

badge which marks out this family, the family which is now defined as the 

people of the Messiah”.115  But how meaningful is it to say that they are 

Israelites, yet without Torah? 116   

In 9:24 ethnic categories are very definitely maintained (ἀλλὰ καὶ ἐξ 

ἐθνῶν), even though the Christ-followers (ἡμᾶς) are ethnically diverse.  But 

how does “Those who were not my people λαόν I will call ‘my people,’ 

λαόν” (9:25 – Hosea) fit with 15:10, in which ethnic distinction is 

maintained?  Simply, while gentile Christ-followers may become the people 

of God, Paul has not said that they will constitute part of the same people 

as the Jews.  God is one, but he is God of both the Jews and the ethne 

(3:29-30; 4:17-18; 15:10).  Continuing, “They shall be called sons 

(κληθήσονται Υἱοὶ) of the living God (ζῶντος)” (9:26).  Call is lexically linked 

to Paul’s vocabulary of Παρακαλῶ, and confirmation their status of sonship 

will arrive in 12:1 (cf “living”).   

 

Romans 10  

“There is no distinction between Jew and Greek” (10:12).  Does this indicate 

that Paul is abolishing ethnic categories?  No, it does not.  Again:  context.  

 
115 Wright, Paul, 113.  
116 Cf later discussion regarding law and ethnic identity.   
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Continuing, “the same Lord is Lord of all and is generous to all who call on 

him”.  Paul is talking specifically about the mode of salvation 

(10:9,10,11,13).  Both Jews and Greeks are to call upon Christ.  Paul says 

nothing about these ethnic categories being abolished.  This would 

constitute a gross over-reading.  Rather, and conversely, Paul’s point rests 

squarely upon ethnic difference, and assumes the ongoing existence of 

ethnic categories.  Both Jews and Greeks have to do the same thing here.  

And in this sense, there is no distinction.  The Jews now also must call upon 

Christ, doing so as - and remaining – Israelites (distinct from ethne within 

Abraham’s lineage).117  While the uncircumcision will be justified through 

faith (διὰ), it is only the circumcised (i.e. physically circumcised) who are of 

faith (ἐκ πίστεως i.e. who have faith) who will be justified (3:30).  The Jews, 

like the ethne, need to be saved (cf 9:2-3).  While focussed upon the ethne, 

Paul wants the Jews to recognise their Messiah.118   

Dunn refers to “new congregations shedding the identity of ethnic 

Israel”.119  But where is the evidence?  Israel has to call upon Christ, but it 

remains Israel (cf, positively, 9:4-5).  Christ is, after all, Israel’s Messiah - it 

would seem rather strange that when the Messiah arrives Israel should be 

 
117 Momentarily synchronized, Wright and I part company in the second half of 

this sentence.  Cf Chapter 6 “Reworking God’s People” Wright, Paul, 108–30.   
118 Barclay emphasizes the frame of incongruous grace as integrating Israel’s 

scripturally witnessed call with Christ and the gentile mission. Barclay, Gift, 561.  
119 Dunn, Romans, 769. 
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effectively abolished as an ethnic people (why would ethnic Israel hope for 

something that produces its abolition?).  To think that the arrival of the 

Jewish Messiah means that Jews have to stop being Jews, setting aside their 

ethnically specific blessings, would be a perverse conclusion indeed.  

Rather, the ethne will now receive new status within the Abrahamic lineage 

(12:1), alongside Israel in brotherhood (4:16-18), and worship (λατρεία 9:4; 

12:1; 15:10), and fulfilling God’s law (13:8; 9:4).  The dynamic is not the 

supersession of Israel, but the salvation of the ethne.   

 

Romans 11  

Paul is “an Israelite, out of the seed (ἐκ σπέρματος) of Abraham” (11:1) i.e. 

the lineage of Abraham is broader than Israel (and will come to include the 

ethne).  Paul describes himself using highly ethnicised language (including 

tribe).  These categories have ongoing relevance and validity.   

In 11:5 the remnant is a subset of ethnic Israel.  “Remnant”, 

therefore, is profoundly ethnicised.  This portion of Israel has remained 

within God’s grace, and so must have called upon the Lord (10:13; cf 3:3 

some were unfaithful).  Paul is a member.  Continuity is the key idea here.120  

Campbell emphasizes the remnant’s purpose, “maintaining and securing 

the link between the Abrahamic promises and the nations, which is possible 

 
120 Campbell, Nations, 233. 
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only via Jacob and the people of Israel”, providing “a continuity ... among 

the faithful throughout history” and “transmission” of that faith.121  This 

remnant indicates Israel’s continuing purpose.  The remnant exists “at the 

present time” – emphasizing ongoing validity.  More specifically, the 

remnant confirms the unbroken and ongoing legitimacy of Israel’s λατρεία, 

including sacrifice and cult at Jerusalem.   

The remnant means that both the ethne’s relationship to God, and 

the identity with which Paul is furnishing them, are predicated upon Israel.  

The relationship is triangular.  Christ-followers “do not exist as a distinct 

entity with God apart from, and without relation to, Israel”.122  Ultimately, 

Israel and the ethne will be defined in terms of brotherhood (cf 4:16).   

“Israel failed to obtain what it was seeking” (11:7).  “Salvation has come to 

the gentiles (ἔθνεσιν), so as to make them [Israel] jealous” (11:11).  Paul’s 

exposition is underpinned by ongoing ethnic categories.    

In 11:16-24 the olive tree metaphor is profoundly ethnicised, and 

frames 12:1. Firstly, root and grafting have genealogical implications (ῥίζα 

four times 11:16-18).123 The root is God and the ethne are being grafted 

into his family, alongside Israel (effected 12:1).  The tree represents organic 

unity, and parity (between branches), but yet allows for distinction 

 
121 Ibid., 214, 233.   
122 Ibid., 237. 
123 Aristotle uses this genealogical terminology (ῥίζαν) cf Johnson Hodge, If Sons, 

25. 
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(different branches).  This perfectly reflects Paul’s vision of the Abrahamic 

lineage (4:16-18).  As Paul’s threefold φύσιν (11:24) emphasizes, this is a 

natural and biological model that essentialises relatedness.124  (Contrast 

1:26-27 going against nature.)  Secondly, only some of the branches were 

broken off (11:17; 3:3).  Some of the existing branches, are doing just fine 

(remnant 11:5).  Thirdly, what exactly are the ethne to come into (εἰσέλθῃ 

11:25)?  Paul has just been talking about being grafted into (εἰς) the 

cultivated olive tree in 11:24. In 11:24 Paul opposes two “ek” (ἐκ τῆς κατὰ 

φύσιν and ἐξεκόπης) against three “eis” (ἐνεκεντρίσθης εἰς, 

ἐνκεντρισθήσονται).  Εἰσέλθῃ in 11:25 continues this opposition and hence 

plausibly εἰσέρχομαι refers to the olive tree (metaphorizing family).  

Fourthly, the ethne must remain (ἐπιμένω) in kindness (11:22).  Sacrifice 

maintained a good relationship with a God (λατρεία 12:1), and constructed 

relational status (brotherhood 12:1), but also involved obligations (Romans 

13). 

In 11:25 Paul states that “a hardening has come upon part of Israel, 

until the full number of the ethne (έθνη) has come in”, faithfully predicting 

that “And so all Israel will be saved” (11:26).125  Again, Paul is actively using 

 
124 Ibid., 20.  
125 Cf Isaiah 45:25 “In the Lord all the sons of Israel shall be justified and shall 

glory.” 
Dunn qualifies this as the corporate “Israel as a whole… even if in the end there were some 
(or indeed many) individual exceptions.” Dunn, Romans, 681.  The imminent eschaton 
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ethnic categories.  God is faithful, and just as he is coming back for the full 

number of the ethne, so too all Israel will be saved (one leads to the 

other).126  Fundamentally, God is faithful regarding his ethnic promise to 

Abraham.  The movement of εἰσέρχομαι (11:25) contrasts with the dynamic 

of παραδίδωμι (1:24,26) the ἀφίημι from natural intercourse with women 

(1:27), and the entry of Sin into the world (εἰσέρχομαι 5:12), but is 

complemented by “led by the spirit” (8:14).127  

Wright’s redefinition means that, “Israel’s future … has at last come 

to pass”.128  However, here Paul is straightforwardly talking about ethnic 

Israel – which he has contrasted with the ethne.  Wright’s ideas of 

redefinition, and that Israel’s salvation has already happened, are 

superfluous, unnecessarily complicated, and quite simply do not reflect the 

text.  Dunn argues that “the covenant is no longer to be defined in 

nationalistic terms or in terms of observing the works of the law”, or “cultic 

ritual”.129  But this is undermined by Israel’s ongoing prominence as 

recipient of the law, enjoying λατρεία among its other virtues, and its 

ongoing role not least through its remnant (11:5).    

 
being emphasized by Johannes Munck, Paul and the Salvation of Mankind (London: SCM 
Press, 1959), 276.   

126 Notably, even if all Israel recognised Christ, God’s promise would still require 
fulfilment.   

127 Note also the boundary between heaven and earth (see later).   
128 Wright, Paul, 135. 
129 Dunn, Romans, 693. 
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The eschatological dynamic is key.  God’s promise has eschatological 

implications, and requires ethnic diversity (4:17-18).  The ethne are to come 

in as ethne (11:25).130  No new name is given.  And only once the full 

number of ethne have come in will all Israel be saved (11:26).  Schweitzer is 

correct that Paul’s preaching “is directed to Gentiles who are called as 

Gentiles… not as Gentiles who have been made into Jews” (or for that 

matter “Christians”).131  (Fredriksen connects this plērōma of the gentiles to 

the seventy descendants of Noah in Genesis 10).132  Instrumentally, Paul 

explicitly connects the full number of the ethne coming in with Israel’s 

salvation (καὶ οὕτως 11:26).133  Schweitzer is also correct that “it is 

therefore to save Israel that Paul exercises his calling as the Apostle of the 

Gentiles!”.134  Relevantly, Johnson Hodge notes, “The primary purpose of 

adoption was to benefit the father and the family, not the adoptee”.135 

More generally,  “The glory [is] about to be revealed to us” (8:18).   Paul’s 

letters are written to people “upon whom the ends of the ages have come” 

 
130 Cf later discussion of Isaiah 66:20-21.    
131 Ibid., 186.  
132 Fredriksen, Paul, 161. 
133 Contra Stendahl’s emphasis.  Stendahl, “Introspective Conscience,” 205. Dahl 

persuasively argued that Paul’s mission to the gentiles was to secure the eschatological 
redemption of Israel.  Nils Alstrup Dahl, Studies in Paul: Theology for the Early Christian 
Mission (Minneapolis, Minn.: Augsburg, 1977), 137–58.  In this sense I agree with Wright 
that “the mission to the Gentiles was to be the means of rescuing Israel itself” Wright, N. 
T., Faithfulness, 1048–49. 

134 Ibid., 184. Munck plausibly contends that Paul will bring about the salvation of 
Israel indirectly through his mission to the gentiles.  Munck, Paul and the Salvation of 
Mankind, 43–44. 

135 Johnson Hodge, If Sons, 29. 
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(1 Corinthians 10:11).  These are the end times.  Paul is participating in the 

final sequence.   

All Israel will be saved – but what of all gentiles?   Significantly, while 

Paul’s diagnosis is universal (3:9) Paul’s aim is not that of universal salvation 

(11:25-26).136 The full number of the gentiles (11:25) is, significantly, rather 

less than all Israel (11:26). Why is merely the full number enough?  

Essentially, Paul is interested in the fulfilment of God’s promise to 

Abraham, and in the salvation of his own people. Only an adequate number 

of gentiles need come in in order to secure fulfilment, and Israel’s salvation. 

Some, perhaps many, gentiles will not be saved. God’s anger will remain 

operational.  

Notably, Paul’s (future) hope - and God’s ongoing love - for Israel 

are expressed in profoundly genealogical terms, connected to promise: “as 

regards election they are beloved, for the sake of their πατέρας” (11:28).  

The fathers underpin God’s ongoing love for Israel.  Ultimately: “to him are 

all things” (11:36) - and this includes Israel (but perhaps not the gentiles!)   

Romans 15  

Here the role of Christ is framed in heavily ethnic terms and also in light of 

God’s promise.   Regarding ethnicity, it is worth emphasising that “Christ” 

 
136 While the gospel is “the power of God for salvation to everyone who has faith” 

(1:16-17) Paul does not assume that everyone will have faith.  All Israel will be saved 
(11:26), but Paul never says the same about the gentiles.   
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itself is an utterly ethnic term.137  It is specifically Jewish, deriving from the 

Jewish scriptures.  The expectation of the Messiah was specifically Jewish, 

and as such, inherently ethnic.   

Vitally: “Christ has become a servant of circumcision” (15:8).138  

Christ’s role is being defined in profoundly ethnic terms, circumcision being 

a ritual and ethnic marker and identifier, normally associated with Israel.  

Paul’s terminology is explicitly ethnic and viscerally physical.139  

(Significantly, however, “the circumcision” is both different to and broader 

than “Israel”.  We do not accept that circumcision “serves as a synonym for 

Ioudaioi”.  Cf later analysis regarding circumcision of the heart).140  It is 

difficult to see how Paul can be thought of in terms of transcending ethnic 

categories, when Jesus’ very role is being defined squarely with reference 

to circumcision.  While some scholars have argued that Israel has been 

redefined, the term circumcision could not be more unambiguously ethnic 

and particular.  Why would Paul define Christ’s role - not just with reference 

to but as subordinate to - something that is no longer legitimate, relevant 

 
137 See generally Novenson, Christ among the Messiahs. 
138 Contrast “servant of the Jews” Longenecker, Romans, 587.  Wagner still sees 

Christ as serving the Jews. J. Ross Wagner, “The Christ, Servant of Jew and Gentile: A Fresh 
Approach to Romans 15:8-9,” J. Biblic. Lit. 116.3 (1997): 484.  But Paul is talking explicitly 
about circumcision.  Readings that ignore this will not engage adequately with 4:12.  

139 “…this usage is unique, even among Jewish authors” Johnson Hodge, If Sons, 
60.  Johnson Hodge notes the tendency to “spiritualize” or “theologize” circumcision.   

140 Johnson Hodge, If Sons, 60.  Significantly, it has the potential to be more than 
this.  Johnson Hodge’s observation “no one calls them “the circumcision” as Paul does” 
leads to the question as to why.   
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or valid?  Christ, as its servant, is subordinate to circumcision, which 

assumes its ongoing legitimacy.  More specifically, the eschatological 

Messiah being defined as such suggests that the eschaton is itself 

ethnicised (in Romans 12 we will see that this is indeed the case).141  

Additionally, and with regard to circumcision of the heart:  notably, 

therefore, Abraham is father of circumcision (4:12), and Jesus servant of 

circumcision (15:8) – there is a remarkable and powerful coherence here.   

Joshua Garroway argues that 15:8 refers to Christ as the “agent of 

circumcision” for gentiles.142 Translating διάκονος as “agent”, Garroway 

argues that Christ has circumcised non-Jews “by faith rather than by a 

knife”, and that this “fulfil[s] what God had promised to the patriarchs long 

ago”.  I am sympathetic to this point.143  In 2:29 Paul promotes circumcision 

of the heart.  Later we will argue that the ethne’s adoption and consequent 

transformation constitutes their circumcision of the heart (but they do not 

get physically circumcised, maintaining a vital distinction with Israel).  

Conceptually, there is both aggregation (both nations circumcised, within 

Abrahamic lineage) and opposition (gentiles do not get physically 

 
141 Dunn, while noting that “Christ is still a Jew”, recognises neither circumcision 

of the heart nor the ethnically variegated nature of God’s promise.  Dunn, Romans, 852. 
142 Garroway, Gentile-Jews, 119. See also Joshua D. Garroway, “The Circumcision 

of Christ: Romans 15.7-13,” J. Study New Testam. 34.4 (2012): 303–322.   
143 But not to Garroway’s more general idea of hybridity in Paul’s communities as 

“Gentile-Jews”, who were uncertain whether they had become Jews or remained gentiles. 
Garroway, Gentile-Jews, 57–60. 
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circumcised).   Christ is servant of the circumcision in that he will provide a 

corresponding and eschatologically appropriate circumcision of the heart 

for the ethne.   

Regarding the promises, Christ’s role as servant of the circumcision 

is “…in order that he might confirm the promises given to the fathers” 

(15:8).  Remarkably, indeed, Jesus’ role as Messiah is presented as 

instrumental (εἰς τὸ βεβαιῶσαι) to the promises given to the fathers (God’s 

promise specifically to Abraham having been highlighted in 4:16-18).144  

Jesus’ role is subordinate to these promises in the sense that his role is 

instrumental to their fulfilment (cf servant of the circumcision).  The 

promises remain fundamental – the eschatological Messiah’s role is defined 

in terms of them, and in this sense as subordinate to them.145  Notably, “the 

fathers” are ethnically specific (this language is both familial and patrilineal 

cf kinship.)146  Further, the content of the promise given to Abraham was 

itself profoundly ethnic (see previous).147  In short:  The eschatological 

Messiah’s role is defined as instrumental to this ethnic promise.148  The 

 
144 Cf Galatians 3:14; 3:8. 
145 It is to fulfil these extremely important promises that Paul will invoke sacrifice 

to construct brotherhood with Christ in 12:1. This construction of brotherhood with Christ 
is precisely the means by which the promise to Abraham will be fulfilled.   

146 Johnson Hodge, If Sons, 68. 
147 So too God’s promise to Isaac Genesis 26:3-5.  Note “in your seed (σπέρμα) all 

the nations of the earth shall be blessed” (v.4).   
148 Novenson notes that “15:7–12, culminating in a citation of the “root of Jesse” 

oracle from Isa 11:10, is a conspicuous piece of evidence for [Paul’s] Messiah Christology”.  
i.e. root of Jesse shall stand as a signal to the peoples.  Novenson notes the emphasis on 
“the ἔθνη in connection with the people of Israel”, and putting “the words of David ὁ 
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Messiah’s role is ethnically instrumental.  The Messiah’s role is ethnic.  Note 

also Galatians 3:16 where Christ is Abraham’s single seed, and joint 

recipient of the promise (again linking ethnicity to promise).  

(Correspondingly, Paul’s own mission also aims to fulfil that promise cf 

Romans 12-13.)149  

“in order that the gentiles might glorify God for his mercy” (15:9).  

Again, Paul’s understanding of Jesus’ role coheres with his understanding of 

his own mission (1:5,13).  Both are framed in heavily ethnicised terms, and 

rest upon ethnic distinction.   

“Rejoice, O gentiles, with his people” (15:10 cf 4:17-18) - “with” 

conveying distinction (see previous).  The content of 15:10 flows from the 

plurality required by God’s promise to Abraham, which has eschatological 

implications.  Paul’s eschatological vision is of the ethne worshipping with 

God’s people (15:10 – μετὰ implying distinction) i.e. with Israel, alongside 

Israel.150  Then note 15:11 “Praise the Lord, all you ethne (ἔθνη - plural), 

and let all the peoples praise him (λαοί - plural).  All the peoples λαοί will 

include God’s (own) people i.e. Israel – referred to as his λαός in 15:10.  The 

plurality in 15:11 confirms and corroborates that of 15:10. So too 15:12 

 
χριστός (Ps 17:51 LXX) in the mouth of Jesus ὁ χριστός (Rom 15:8). Novenson, Christ 
among the Messiahs, 156–57.  Note 2 Corinthians 1:20 “For in him every one of God’s 
promises is a Yes.”  

149 Notably also the fathers were sacrificing fathers, and there is no hint of 
demurral from this.   

150 Fredriksen, Paul, 75. 
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“The root of Jesse shall come, the one who rises to rule the ethne (ἐθνῶν 

i.e. plural)”.  Four times in a row, therefore, and contrasting with the 

singular of circumcision (περιτομή 15:8), Paul has emphasised the plurality 

of the people – both the λαοί and the plurality of the ἔθνη - who will 

worship God.   

Vitally, why is Paul now, here in Romans, defining Jesus’ role in 

terms of the promise (to Abraham)?  Why did he make this connection in 

Galatians 3:29, and why is he putting even more emphasis on this point 

now?  Our analysis provides a positive explanation.  Paul has now decided 

to pursue ethnic construction - constructing peoples plural (cf 4:17-18)- as a 

response to gentile circumcision. Paul’s definition of Christ’s role therefore 

develops in light of this ethnic imperative.  And this imperative and decision 

on Paul’s part also explains why he deploys sacrifice in 12:1, doing so in 

conjunction with the big new idea of brotherhood with Christ (8:29).    

Paul’s understanding of the eschatological Messiah (a profoundly 

ethnicised term) is rooted in circumcision and the promise (both also 

heavily ethnic in nature).  Paul’s gospel is quite simply ethnic through and 

through.  This material, situated late in Romans, demonstrates how Paul 

has been thinking throughout.  Every single thing that Paul has said about 

Christ needs to be interpreted in light of these fundamentally ethnicised 

definitions and purposes.  So, as we saw earlier, Jesus’ ransom (3:24) was to 
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fulfil God’s promise to Abraham (once ransomed, the ethne can be 

adopted, and indeed receive circumcision of the heart).151  His emphasis on 

faith (of the gentiles) was to preserve ethnic distinction (ongoing Jewish 

circumcision being assumed).  So too his provision of λατρεία for the ethne 

in 12:1 will be defined as the counterpart of ongoing Jewish λατρεία (9:4).   

(Paul’s understanding of the Messiah’s role as thoroughly ethnic and 

ethnicised in nature is no surprise, given that the Messiah was the construct 

of a particular ethnos, i.e. Israel.  Here the Messiah plays a key role in the 

fulfilment of a promise made to one of their ethnic patriarchs, and 

ethnically and familially negotiating Israel’s relationship with other peoples 

in line with that promise, facilitating access to membership of the lineage 

and the circumcision that this will entail.)   

 

Romans 16  

In 16:1 Phoebe is an ἀδελφή.  This is familial.  In his requests to pass on 

greetings, Paul refers to some people as συγγενεῖς i.e. kinsmen 

(16:7,11,21).  Notably, “there are Jews in the list who are not labelled as 

kinsmen”.152  Nonetheless, Paul seems to be maintaining a distinction 

between kinsmen (Israelites) and those who are not (cf 9:3).  Notably in 

 
151 This same logic is applied to those under the law in Galatians 4:5 
152 Oskar Skarsaune and Reidar Hvalvik, Jewish Believers in Jesus: The Early 

Centuries (Peabody, Mass.: Hendrickson, 2007), 171. 
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16:17 it is “you, brothers” – Paul’s addressees (ethne) are brothers, but not 

συγγενεῖς like the Israelites; they are kin but different kind (see later).  

Ongoing ethnic distinctions, therefore, stretch from Romans’ first chapter 

to the last.  Even in 16:25-26 the mystery has been revealed “to all the 

peoples (εἰς Πάντα τὰ ἔθνη)”.  Plurality is maintained and remains a valid 

designation to the very end of Paul’s letter.   

 

Conclusion:  Paul’s use of Ethnic Categories and Kinship  

Any idea that Paul’s message rejects or moves beyond ethnic and familial 

particularity must be wholeheartedly rejected due to the many and ongoing 

examples set out in this chapter.   Ethnicity, family and kinship remain not 

just entirely valid within but central to Paul’s thinking.   Indeed, they are the 

stuff and substance of Paul’s message, and define key figures (15:8) and 

relationships within it (4:16-18; 8:14,29).  The role of the Messiah, as we 

have seen, is profoundly ethnic in nature.  Not just that, but Paul is an 

ethnic innovator both as regards gentiles becoming seed of Abraham 

(Galatians 3:29), and brotherhood with Christ (8:29).  This seemingly 

increased and indeed increasing emphasis on ethnicity and family is both 

bolstered by and paves the way for the ratification of brotherhood and so 

family membership in 12:1. Here the spirit of adoption will be ratified by 

the sacrifice of the body.  It is to the body that we now turn.   
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Chapter 6:  Paul’s Eschatological Asceticism and the Construction 

of Kinship (Romans 6-8) 

Introduction  

This chapter will establish that for Paul what people did with their bodies 

was eschatologically instrumental.  We have coined the term 

“eschatological asceticism” to describe this dynamic.1   

Paul connects ascetic practice to a variety of eschatological 

outcomes.  These, as we will see, include life (8:14), and the ratification and 

construction of eschatologically significant familial relationships 

(specifically, spiritual brotherhood with the resurrected Christ leading to 

the fulfilment of God’s promise to Abraham - cf 4:16-18; 8:14,29; 12:1-2.)  

The eschatological outcomes also include the inheritance of the kingdom of 

God (Galatians 5:21), and resurrection (Philippians 3:10-11).2   

Within the broader context of this thesis:  Looking back, and 

building on the previous chapter, now we will see how the body is 

instrumental to the construction of kinship for Paul.  Looking forward, we 

will argue that Paul’s sacrificial construction of the family (12:1) both makes 

 
1 I owe this term to my PhD friend and colleague Brian Bunnell.   
2 For references throughout the rest of Paul’s corpus see Appendix A.  Key 

examples include:  The works of the flesh as determinative regarding inheritance of the 
kingdom (Galatians 5:21).  Sowing to the spirit, as opposed to the flesh, has consequences 
for eternal life and what one reaps at harvest time (Galatians 6:8-9).  Paul’s self-control is 
also aimed at receiving the prize of an imperishable crown (1 Corinthians 9:25-26).   The 
sharing of Christ’s sufferings is linked to attaining resurrection from the dead (Philippians 
3:10-11).   
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use of, and is part of, the ascetic dynamic explored in this chapter (here we 

are laying the groundwork for this later analysis).  More precisely, we will 

contend that in 12:1 Paul is using sacrificial discourse (i.e. cultic discourse) 

to characterise and promote eschatological asceticism.  Paul uses sacrificial 

discourse to conceptualise ascetic practice.  In 12:1 Paul marries the 

language of sacrifice with the dynamic and practice of eschatological 

ascetism to ritually ratify familial membership.  The body and sacrifice are 

invoked in conjunction – simply, it is the sacrifice of the body.   

The structure will be: (1) Preliminary points, followed by (2) 

eschatological asceticism within Romans.   

 

Preliminary points 

Dale Martin discusses competing and “different ideological constructions of 

the body”.3  But how does Paul construct the body in Romans?  With what 

stories and purposes does Paul link the body?  We do not view the body as 

a natural or biological given, but rather as a vehicle, the construction of 

which Paul used to further his eschatological agenda.4   

What is meant by asceticism?  This term is not native to Paul.  Close 

exegesis will establish our usage and understanding as applied to Paul.  

 
3 Dale B. Martin, The Corinthian Body (Yale University Press, 1999), xv. 
4 See later analysis regarding Romans 12 as the construction of nature.   
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Aspects of asceticism, of one kind or another, were fairly widely dispersed 

throughout the Greco-Roman world.5  But, as with sacrifice, the real 

question is as to how Paul constructed, reworked and appropriated this 

phenomenon.   

Stephen Fraade defines asceticism as “the practice of denial of 

physical or psychological desires in order to attain a spiritual ideal or goal”.6  

Fraade notes the danger of a binary approach, with behaviours “either 

ascetic or nonascetic”.  The risk here, as Fraade notes, is that of caricature, 

and the insistence that the author must advocate complete contempt for 

the body and total denial of the world.  Fraade prefers a spectrum of ascetic 

activities and attitudes.   

In 1 Corinthians 15:44 Paul states that “It is sown a physical body, it 

is raised a spiritual body”.  Importantly, the body remains part of Paul’s 

eschatological vision, and is not inherently in tension with the spirit.  Paul’s 

distinction is not between body and spirit, but between flesh and spirit.  

Engberg-Pedersen has argued that Paul’s cosmology, and in particular his 

understanding of the pneuma, was materialist i.e. the pneuma was 

physical, and it was this physical substance that would transform the 

 
5 See generally  R. D. Finn, Asceticism in the Graeco-Roman World (Cambridge: 

University Press, 2009); Vincent L. Wimbush and Richard Valantasis, Asceticism (Oxford ; 
New York: Oxford University Press, 2002).  

6 Fraade, Stephen, “Ascetical Aspects of Ancient Judaism,” in Jewish Spirituality 
from the Bible through the Middle Ages, ed. Arthur Green (New York: Crossroad, 1986), 
255. 
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human bodies of believers into “pneumatic bodies”.7  In the words of Peter 

Brown, “the human person, divided between the spirit and the flesh, was 

not primarily a being torn between body and soul”.8  It was therefore 

possible to have a body but to also be spiritual.  But how is this is to be 

attained?  In Philippians 3:21 Paul states, “He will transform 

μετασχηματίσει the body of our humiliation (ταπείνωσις) that it may be 

conformed (σύμμορφος) to the body of his glory”.  The vocabulary here is 

strikingly similar to 12:2. Transformation is the key idea.  The body is to be 

transformed, not destroyed.  Asceticism therefore does not necessarily 

mean the desire to obliterate the body in some kind of dualism.  My 

understanding of asceticism relates to the body, but does not necessarily 

involve withdrawal from the world.9  More generally, the influx of the spirit 

will be central to our analysis of Romans 12.   

 
7 See generally Troels Engberg-Pedersen, Cosmology and Self in the Apostle Paul: 

The Material Spirit (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2011).  Engberg-Pedersen emphasizes 
stoic materialist and monistic conceptualisations, rather than those of Platonic dualism. 
Volker Rabens critiqued Engberg-Pedersen, albeit from a Platonic perspective which has 
been superseded within his own thinking. Volker Rabens, The Holy Spirit and Ethics in Paul: 
Transformation and Empowering for Religious-Ethical Life, 2nd Revised edition. 
(Minneapolis, Minnesota: Fortress, 2014), vi.  The specifics of this debate are not central to 
our own reading.     

8 Brown, The Body and Society, 49. 
9 Wimbush characterises the Corinthians as advocating physical withdrawal from 

the world.  Vincent L. Wimbush, Paul, the Worldly Ascetic: Response to the World and Self-
Understanding According to I Corinthians 7 (Wipf and Stock Publishers, 2012), 30. 
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Why eschatological asceticism?  Vitally, with regard to Paul, my 

argument revolves around the idea of instrumentality.10  As we shall see, 

time and time again, Paul invokes the need for asceticism, for control of the 

body in the struggle against Desire and the Passions, as a means to an 

eschatological end (especially familial status within the family of God and 

fulfilling God’s promise to Abraham.)   

The existing secondary literature does not recognise this 

eschatological instrumentality.  In Paul, the Worldly Ascetic, Vincent 

Wimbush focusses particularly upon Paul’s teaching on marriage (1 

Corinthians 7:29-35).  Wimbush argues that Paul has precisely "de-

eschatologized” traditional apocalyptic ideas, and that "the imminence of 

the End is no longer the focus: the concern seems to be to describe the 

perennial state of affairs in the present order…” [italics added].11  In this 

context, Paul’s asceticism is a “mode of Christian existence in the world” of 

“inner-worldly detachment”.12  By contrast, we will argue that Paul’s 

asceticism is instrumental precisely to the fulfilment of his eschatological 

vision and agenda.  Our difference of opinion with Wimbush is not total, 

 
10 While Engberg-Pedersen has noted Paul’s “root asceticism with regard to 

sexuality (see 1 Cor 6:11–7:40)”, our own emphasis will be on eschatological 
instrumentality. Troels Engberg-Pedersen, “Stoicism in Early Christianity: The Apostle Paul 
and the Evangelist John as Stoics,” in The Routledge Handbook of the Stoic Tradition, ed. 
John Sellars (Abingdon: Routledge, 2016), 33.   

11 Wimbush, Worldly Ascetic, 34.  See also Martin, Corinthian Body, 198–229.  
Martin sees Paul as being concerned with desire, as opposed to sexual intercourse per se. 
Earlier we noted his similar analysis regarding homosexual sex acts in Romans 1.   

12 Wimbush, Worldly Ascetic, 6–7, 47. 
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however.  Wimbush emphasizes that 1 Cor 7:29-31 does not deny the 

world, but rather relativizes it, and as such affirms the reality of life in the 

world, and promotes a way of being that is both in the present and in the 

world (contrast stricter forms of asceticism that would deny the world 

entirely).13  This somewhat fits with our own emphasis on transformation 

(12:1-2).  Against Wimbush, however, we will argue that the actual 

imminence of the end remains central - “You know what time it is… the day 

is near” (13:11-12).   

Stowers recognises the centrality of ἐγκράτεια (self-mastery, self-

control) for understanding Romans (cf Galatians 3:23), and notes the appeal 

of Judaism due to the Jews’ reputation for self-control by means of the 

Jewish law.14  This helps us to understand why ethne might have wanted to 

fulfil the law, and links to the important issue of moral capacity.  Stowers, 

however, does not recognise the eschatological instrumentality that we 

shall explore and evidence within this chapter.   

 

 

 

 

 
13 Ibid., 33.     
14 Stowers, Rereading, 42–82, especially p. 57-61. 



240 
 

Eschatological Asceticism in Romans  

Romans 1  

Our discussion flows from Paul’s vital framing in Romans 1.  Here Paul 

portrays people as being handed over in the desires (ἐπιθυμίαις) of their 

hearts to Impurity (ἀκαθαρσίαν – 1:24), to the dishonouring of their bodies 

(1:24), and to the Passions (πάθη– 1:26).  Paul frames the problem, 

therefore, in terms of Desire and the Passions.  The battle against desire 

and the Passions is the quintessence of asceticism (cf Fraade).  Paul 

therefore frames the problem in Romans 1 squarely in terms of the 

fundamental issues that concern asceticism.  The uncontrolled 

concatenation of sinful behaviours that flow as a consequence of this 

constitute the ακράτεια that will be addressed by the transformative 

ἄσκησις that Paul will advocate later in 12:1 (and 8:13).  Stowers 

characterises these behaviours as having lost the capacity for self-

mastery.15  

Vitally, it is not their bodies themselves that are the problem.  

Rather, it is what they are doing with them.  They are dishonouring their 

bodies among themselves (1:24 – “among themselves” being a telling 

addition here).  (This assumes that their bodies deserve honour - cf Paul’s 

emphasis on God as creator in 1:25 cf “the fornicator sins against the body 

 
15 Ibid., 42-43.   
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itself” 1 Corinthians 6:18 cf the body as a temple 6:19.)  See also 8:13 where 

it is the praxes of the body that need to be put to death, rather than the 

body itself.  Paul is not against the body, which can after all become the 

spiritual body (1 Corinthians 15:44).    

Four further ideas are central.  Firstly, in Romans 1 Paul describes 

misguided λατρεία, connected with the idea of acting contrary to nature 

(see previous).  Secondly transformation is key (negative μεταλλάσσω 1:25 

and 26).  Transformation is central to our broader analysis (cf Romans 12 

and 13).  Thirdly, when Paul states that “women exchanged natural 

intercourse for unnatural” (1:26), not to mention the men (1:27), he is 

describing both sex acts and disordered gender relations (sic).  In 12:1 

Paul’s construction of brotherhood and kinship will correct their 

masculinity, and so resolve this issue.  Fourthly, we interpret Impurity and 

the Passions as handing over to cosmic powers (see previous; 6:6; 1 

Corinthians 15:26).   

 

Romans 3-5 

See previous discussion.  In short:  Jesus rescues those handed over to the 

Passions (1:24), ransoming them (3:24) from slavery to Sin (6:6).  Paul then 

links Jesus’ being handed over (παραδίδωμι – 4:25) to Death with their own 

willing embrace of suffering “we also boast in our sufferings (θλίψεσιν), 
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knowing that suffering produces (κατεργάζομαι) endurance” (5:3 i.e. 

instrumentality).  Dunn notes that in 3:20 Paul modifies his quotation from 

Psalms to read “no flesh” instead of “no-one living” – this is a telling 

anticipation of the ascetic themes to come.16  

  

Romans 6  

Paul’s positive characterisation of death in 6:3-5 links to “put to death the 

deeds of the body” (8:13) and to “bodies as a living sacrifice” (12:1).  Paul 

talks of being baptized into Jesus’ death (6:3), and indeed buried with Christ 

(συνθάπτω 6:4).17  Regarding baptism, Paul is characterising something that 

they have already done.  His rhetorical expression of 6:3 asks “do you not 

know this is what it really meant?”.  We do not know the precise terms of 

the Romans’ prior understanding.  Paul’s formulation on his own terms 

could constitute a recasting of the Romans’ own lived experience.18   

Having a death like that of Jesus, and so being united with Jesus, is 

necessary for resurrection (6:5).  The verb σύμφυτος (contrast συνθάπτω 

6:4) links to Paul’s other σύμ- terminology in Romans 8, to the idea of union 

 
16 Dunn, Romans, 159. 
17 Fitzmyer’s idea that Christians are now “enabled to lead a new conscious life 

that can know no sin” is undermined by the fact that there are still things that have to be 
done (8:13; 12;1). Fitzmyer, Romans, 435. Their newly empowered lives of love do not 
arrive until after the transformative sacrifice of 12:1.   

18 Jewett discusses the interpretive possibility that there was “no evidence… that 
the link between baptism and death… was explicitly developed… prior to the writing of 
Romans”. Jewett, Romans, 396–97.  



243 
 

with Christ, and to the idea of reconstructing nature (see later).  The 

conditionality is explicit (Εἰ γὰρ) – they must do this to receive salvation.19  

Death is necessary for salvation (cf 8:13; 12:1).  Even the mode of death is 

similar (crucifixion 6:6). The aorist (συνεσταυρώθη) links with Paul’s 

reconceptualization of things the Romans have already done.  Powerfully, 

and coherently, both the Romans’ death (6:5) and their suffering 

(συμπάσχω 8:17) are modelled on that of Jesus (also their outcomes – 

συγκληρονόμος, συνδοξάζω 8:17, and transformation σύμμορφος 8:29, as 

we shall see).20   

The body is central (6:6; also 8:13,12:1).21   Paul wants the body to 

be rendered inoperative (καταργηθῇ), because this is the body of Sin 

(6:6).22  Paul personifies Sin as a negatively enslaving power 

(unambiguously in 6:17 - δοῦλοι τῆς ἁμαρτίας).  This links to Romans 1 

(παραδίδωμι - 24,26).  The story continues when those enslaved are 

ransomed (3:24).  Ultimately, however, the body is not “destroyed” (NRSV) 

 
19 So too, therefore, their agency.   
20 Fitzmyer’s difficulty with ἀναστάσεως ἐσόμεθα is telling.  The grammatical 

future clashes with his reading that “the context describes the present experience of the 
Christian”, the “share in the risen life of Christ that the justified Christian already enjoys”, 
and his linking of baptism with both death and resurrection. Fitzmyer, Romans, 435. In 
reality, ἐγείρω is applied to the ethne only in 13:11, after 12:1-2.  Interestingly, Fitzmyer 
notes that some manuscripts have “together” (ἅμα) rather than ἀλλὰ, which supports our 
later analysis.   

21 Fitzmyer’s expansion to “the whole person” (also 7:24) risks distorting Paul’s 
focus.  Ibid., 436.  

22 “Leave unemployed” (LSJ).  Stowers discussed the need for “unruly appetites 
and passions” to be subdued. Stowers, Rereading, 48.  
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– rather, it is rendered idle, or nullified, and will be transformed (12:1-2), 

rather than obliterated.23  (The neutralisation of the body, and its living 

sacrifice in 12:1, will mean that Impurity and the Passions will no longer 

have any material to work with.)  Dunn suggests that “the body of sin” 

refers to humanity in solidarity with Adam, overlooking the significance of 

the body itself.24   

Verses 7 and 8 again emphasize the necessity of death (cf body 6:6).  

People are only freed from sin if they have died (6:7; cf conditionality 6:5; 

6:8; also 8:13).  Christ served as ransom in 3:24, but people themselves still 

have to do something (8:13; 12:1).  This is linked to but also in addition to 

the role of Christ (conditionality in 6:5 and 8:13; cf συμπάσχω 8:17).  Death 

with Christ leads to life with Christ (6:8 συζάω; cf 12:1-2).  Their experience 

and trajectory is bound up with and patterned upon that of Christ (see 

later).  Schweitzer’s "dying and rising again of Christ within us" provides a 

similar emphasis, but our analysis will sharpen the eschatological 

instrumentality of the ascetic suffering that Paul promotes (this suffering 

being on the part of the ethne themselves).25   

 
23 See also 1 Corinthians 15:44; Philippians 3:21.   
24 Dunn, Romans, 332.  
25 Schweitzer, Mysticism, 101–59. Contrast Bultmann who considered the idea of 

a participation in the destiny of Christ a Gnostic influence, and as not fitting with Paul’s 
thought - see Chapter 33 Bultmann, Theology of the New Testament. 
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Christ’s resurrection is expressed in terms of a struggle against the 

cosmic power of Death (1 Corinthians 15:24) who no longer rules over him 

(κυριεύει – 6:9).26  Jesus dying “once for all” (6:10 - NRSV) is a 

mistranslation.  Rather, Christ died once.27  The addition of “for all” 

obscures Paul’s instruction to die somehow similarly, making Christ’s death 

unique and more distanced from potential human experience (cf ὁμοιώματι 

6:5; οὕτως καὶ 6:11).  The positive situation of being alive to God in Christ 

Jesus contrasts with παραδίδωμι (1:24,26).  Significantly, the relationship to 

God is in Christ Jesus.  (8:29 and 12:1 will concretise being “in Christ Jesus” 

as brotherhood with Christ i.e. it is familial.)  True, the believers do not yet 

share in Christ’s resurrection (ἐγείρω 6:9).28  (However, see later analysis of 

13:11 i.e. post-transformation.)   

In 6:12 Sin is again personified, in the cosmic conflict of warring 

kingdoms (βασιλευέτω; 5:21; contrast kingdom 14:17; cf truce 3:25).  The 

body is centre stage.29  The ascetic battle against desire (1:24) is prominent 

(ἐπιθυμία).30  Significantly, the word “therefore” (οὖν) connects what Paul 

 
26 “No longer has sway” minimises Christ being lorded over, and the power of Sin 

(which fits comfortably with our analysis of παραδίδωμι).  Fitzmyer, Romans, 438.   
27 Tellingly, contrast ὑπὲρ πάντων (2 Corinthians 5:14; cf dying for 5:6).  In Romans 

Paul will require the familially generative sacrifice of the ethne’s own bodies (12:1; cf death 
8:13), albeit patterned upon Christ.   

28 Dunn, Romans, 332.  
29 Jewett’s expansion to “the entire arena of human relatedness”, and even his 

narrower concession of “bodily relations”, risks overlooking the body itself. Jewett, 
Romans, 409.  

30 Fitzmyer’s intellectualised framing in terms of “in what sense are Christians to 
consider themselves slaves” contrasts with our ascetic analysis.  His suggestion that 6:12-
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is about to ask them to do with being alive to God in Christ Jesus (6:11), life 

in turn connecting with Christ as never dying again.   

In 6:13 the battle continues.  Paul is concerned with what people do 

with their members.  ὅπλον refers to weapons or spears (cf 13:12 

armour).31  People are fighting against Sin within their very own bodies, 

which constitute a field of battle.   Their bodies, rather than being weapons 

of wickedness, can become weapons of righteousness.  What people did 

with their bodies had cosmic implications.   

Παρίστημι (6:13,16,19) could be used sacrificially (12:1).32 On both 

occasions Paul is talking about what people do with their bodies.  Here in 

6:13 Sin here is presented as personal recipient of sacrifice (cf Wasserman’s 

argument that the powers are in fact gentile gods).33  The issue here is that 

of λατρεία (explicit in 12:1), and misguided λατρεία (1:25).  Who are you 

going to worship with your body?  On which side are you going to fight?  

The transformation of “brought from death to life” anticipates 12:2.   

This earlier sacrifice of the body presages 12:1. Paul’s sacrificial 

request of 6:13 is endowed with meaning by the dynamic of cosmic conflict 

 
23 describe consequences of baptism is undermined by the imperative of 12 and by there 
being even more to be done (8:13, 12:1). Fitzmyer, Romans, 444. Jewett’s linkage of desire 
with “relationships of domination… in the honour-shame culture” again strays 
unnecessarily, and risks imposition (Ibid.)  

31 LSJ.   
32 BAGD 628. Also militarily Fitzmyer, Romans, 477.  Our sacrificial emphasis 

connects with 12:1 and 15:16.   
33 Wasserman, “Gentile Gods at the Eschaton.” 
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and ascetic battle (6:12), which constructs the sacrifice’s meaning.  

Regarding discourse, Burkert notes that the meaning is often given to 

sacrifice by an “explicatory myth”.34  Here in Romans 6, however, Paul does 

not invoke sacrifice in conjunction with kinship, thereby constructing and 

imbuing it with this meaning (contrast 12:1).   

6:14 continues the personification of Sin and the idea of competing 

rulers (κυριεύσει).  Paul does not want the ethne to get circumcised 

because this will blur the ethnic categories required by God’s promise 

(4:17-18; eschatology 15:10; Romans 2).  In 6:15 Paul may be responding to 

critics suggesting that Paul thinks gentiles, who will not have to follow the 

law in the ordinary sense, can now sin freely (cf 6:1; cf 13:8).   

In 6:18 being set free from Sin (ἐλευθερόω) fits with ransom (3:24). 

The thematic counterpart of positive slavery was prominent from 1:1. 

Manumitted slaves were usually granted citizenship, and being a slave of 

Christ (a powerful master) does not necessarily indicate low status (cf 

brotherhood and theosis).35   

In 6:19 the “weakness of your flesh” is linked to Impurity 

(ἀκαθαρσίᾳ cf 1:24), personified as possessor of slaves (cf παραδίδωμι 

1:24), and obviously contrasts with spirit.  Dunn’s “selfish habits” misses 

 
34 Burkert, Homo Necans, 31. 
35 Dale B. Martin, Slavery as Salvation: The Metaphor of Slavery in Pauline 

Christianity (New Haven; London: Yale University Press, 1990), 32, 67. 
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these big dynamics, and risks domestication.36  Perhaps most significantly, 

Paul characterises their behaviours in terms of their going against the law 

(τῇ ἀνομίᾳ εἰς τὴν ἀνομίαν) (cf ἀνομίαι 4:7; δικαίωμα 1:32).  See later 

discussion (13:8-10).   

Positive slavery will lead to sanctification (ἁγιασμόν; ἁγίοις 1:7; 

6:22).  Notably, then, sanctification is linked to what people do with their 

members (cf 6:13).  Finally, the idea of life (cf 6:10-11) will underpin both 

the τέλος (ζωὴν αἰώνιον – 6:22 and 23) and the necessary process (θυσίαν 

ζῶσαν) of 12:1.  Sanctification is therefore linked both to what people do 

with their members (6:19) and the beneficial consequences (22-23 γὰρ 

connecting). What people do with their members is both part of cosmic 

conflict (6:12-13), and has implications for sanctification and eternal life.   

Intriguingly, Romans 6 does not link what people do with their 

bodies to familial status (contrast 8:12-17; 12:1).  Paul, however, has laid 

down a layer of his exposition.    

 

Romans 7  

Here the relationship between the passions and the law is key.37  The law 

rules over man only during his lifetime (7:1).  However, the ethne have died 

 
36 Dunn, Romans, 355. 
37 See generally Emma Wasserman, The Death of the Soul in Romans 7: Sin, Death, 

and the Law in Light of Hellenistic Moral Psychology (Mohr Siebeck, 2008).  
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to the law (7:4), which has been rendered inoperative (καταργέω 7:6).  The 

ethne are put to death to the law through the body of Christ (7:4), joined to 

the resurrected Christ to bear fruit for God (7:4; this theme of  

consequences links to the transformations of Romans 12 and 13), 

contrasting with the passions working in the flesh (7:5) – ascetic concerns 

relating to the body and the passions are central to this dynamic.  The body 

of Christ is “the means by which this liberating death occurred for 

believers”.38   Believers have been baptised and buried into his body.  (More 

generally, however, but it is not just the body of Christ that is relevant.  The 

ethne are to model their own suffering upon Christ (συμπάσχω 8:17), and 

there is more suffering to be done (8:13; 12:1).   Vitally, therefore, it is not 

just about the suffering of Christ.  This is Paul’s asceticism, and an aspect of 

the dynamic of union with and incorporation into Christ that will be added 

to by the fraternal union of 12:1 - itself constructed by living sacrifice of the 

body.)  Tellingly, when “Paul announces…[the] anthesis between flesh and 

spirit”, it is accompanied by the passions that came through the law (i.e. the 

 
38 Jewett, Romans, 433.  Jewett also notes the marital language within 7:4.  I 

would connect this with “virgin to Christ” 2 Corinthians 11:2.  Jewett states that “it remains 
unclear why Paul chose to stress this somatic relationship [in Romans]”.  We argue that the 
body central to Paul’s dynamic.      
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passions are an active part of the flesh versus spirit distinction and dynamic 

cf ἐνεργέω).39     

Released from the law (καταργέω – also applied to the body 6:6), 

they become slaves in the new life of the spirit (7:6).  “Death liberates from 

the lordship of the law” as Dunn puts it (true, but they are still slaves).40  

Paul’s positive view of death is part of his eschatological asceticism cf 6:3-5; 

8:13.  The passions had been aroused by the law, which brought knowledge 

of them (7:7) - an important connection.  The law itself was not sinful 

(7:7),41 and indeed is praised in the highest possible terms (7:12; 

πνευματικός 7:14 extremely powerfully confirming its ongoing place within 

Paul’s eschatological vision.)42  But yet the malign agency of Sin had 

exploited the law (7:8,11,17), upon which it was indeed dependent for its 

very existence (7:8).43  Death to the law will of course mean that the ethne 

do not need to get circumcised (Paul’s central aim, as dictated by the 

promise cf 4:17-18; 15:10.)44   By creating a neat conceptual connection 

 
39 Ibid., 436. Jewett’s narrow interpretation as “yearnings for honor in conforming 

to the law” is neither stated nor plausible (1:24-32), and his linked and repeated insistence 
on “degenerate systems of honor and shame” seems forced.   

40 Dunn, Romans, 368. 
41 Dunn talks of the agency of the law in 7:8 but Sin is the grammatical subject, 

working by or through the law. Ibid., 400.    
42 Jipp observes that, “Oddly, for Paul, he refers to the Law and the speaker's 

desire to do the Law interchangeably as “the good” (ἀγαθός) and “the beautiful” (καλός). 
Joshua Jipp, “Reading Romans 7:7-25 and Plato’s Republic,” in Paul: Jew, Greek, and 
Roman, ed. Stanley Porter (Leiden: Brill Academic Pub, 2009), 238. Cf ἀγαθός 12:2.    

43 “holy things…can be put to misuse” Thiessen, Gentile Problem, 161. 
44 Generally, Paul is negotiating the relationship between the law and the promise 

(see Conclusion).  



251 
 

between the law and the flesh and its passions (7:7), Paul constructs, 

through combination, a powerful negative command:  the ethne are not to 

follow the old written code (7:6), or the passions.  But while the law is not 

instrumental for the ethne, it is by no means irrelevant.  Me genoito!  The 

ethne’s transformed lives of love (12:9-21), demonstrating the influx of the 

spirit, will give them the capacity to fulfil the law, which is spiritual (13:8-

10).   

Regarding the much-discussed interpretation of 7:15-25, we 

emphasize continuity with the immediate context of Paul’s striking 

statements of 7:12 and 7:14, and ringing endorsement of the law.45  The law 

is being held up as a standard, and the moral failure portrayed must be 

understood as a moral failure with regard to the law.  To interpret it simply 

in terms of intention is reductive and decontextualized.46  This issue is 

heavily ethnicised, as Paul is referring to the Jewish law, which is 

continuous with Paul’s general ethnicised exposition (Chapter 5).  Most 

definitely, the law is not being fulfilled by the person Paul then immediately 

portrays in 7:15-25 (which raises the question as to how it might be).  More 

generally, while this passage has been “at the center of Christian theologies 

 
45 “the narrator… understands God’s just law” Wasserman, Death of the Soul in 

Romans 7, 812. 
46 This passage, also “pits…God's law against sin”. Emma Wasserman, “The Death 

of the Soul in Romans 7: Revisiting Paul’s Anthropology in Light of Hellenistic Moral 
Psychology,” J. Biblic. Lit. 126.4 (2007): 793. 
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of sin”, we have demonstrated that sin is not the primary problem with 

which Paul is concerned (Chapter 3).47   

We see 7:15-25 as a speech in character, in which Paul depicts the 

problematic situation of the ethne to whom he is writing (i.e. Paul is making 

an ethnicised point and diagnosis).48  No matter how hard they try, they do 

not have the capacity to follow the law.  “The speaker complains some 

eleven times that it understands the good but is unable to put this into 

action”49 – and so the problem is not the law (which is spiritual 7:14), but 

the lack of capacity and inability to fulfil it (resolved 13:8-10).  Paul’s 

character is “of the flesh, sold under Sin” (7:14 cf 6:6 and παραδίδωμι 

1:24,26).  Personification leads us to capitalise “Sin”.50  Sin is an actor here 

 
47 Ibid. 
48 Stowers, Rereading, 266–69.  Also Troels Engberg-Pedersen, Paul and the Stoics 

(Edinburgh: T& T Clark, 2000), 239–46; Engberg-Pedersen, “Stoicism in Early Christianity.” 
Both argue that this is ἀκρασία.  Cf Stowers’ broader emphasis on self-mastery (pp. 42-82). 
Wasserman also argues that Romans 7 should be read in light of Platonic moral philosophy, 
adding that the “I” even suffers from “extreme immorality,” described by Philo as “the 
death of the soul”. See generally Wasserman, Death of the Soul in Romans 7.  Contra, 
Jewett argues that “Paul’s preconversion zealotism is depicted”.  Jewett, Romans, 455.  
Bultmann reads this as the human being confronted with his own self-reliance (i.e. 
universally).  Bultmann, Theology of the New Testament, 248–49. Timmins argues that Paul 
is speaking in his own voice, aiming at drawing the audience “into a recognition of their 
own Adamic solidarity”. Will N. Timmins, Romans 7 and Christian Identity: A Study of the 
“I” in Its Literary Context (Cambridge: University Press, 2017), 136. But elsewhere Paul has 
said that he was blameless as to righteousness under the law (Philippians 3:6).  Surely his 
own situation cannot have so gravely deteriorated under Christ?        

49 Wasserman, “Death of the Soul,” 812. 
50 Wasserman helpfully notes that “depiction of sin here fits with Platonic 

traditions of personification and metaphor that similarly represent passions and desires as 
an evil indwelling being”.  Wasserman, “Death of the Soul,” 794.  Wasserman’s classically 
evidenced analysis of extreme immorality as reason or the mind’s “utter defeat at the 
hands of passions and appetites” and “disempowerment by passions and desires” fits with 
our emphasis on asceticism. The vocabulary of “inner person” (8:22) is Platonic (p. 810).    



253 
 

(7:17). Nothing good dwells within the flesh (7:18 – Paul, being specific, 

corrects the idea that there is nothing good within him as a whole).  Most 

importantly, this contrasts with the spiritual nature of the law (7:14) and 

the indwelling of the spirit (8:9-11).  Flesh is the problem (7:14,18) rather 

than the body per se.  (The body, transformed, can play a positive role – cf 

the σῶμα πνευματικόν 1 Corinthians 15:44). Paul states that he can will 

what is right but that he cannot work it (7:18).  This links with Romans 2, in 

which even the teacher of the law (a gentile calling himself a Jew) is quite 

spectacularly not fulfilling it.  How, therefore, will these portrayals - and 

how will ethne more generally - get the capacity to do what is good?  If they 

are incapable of following the law, then how are they to lead virtuous lives?  

(Through fraternal union with Christ, through the spirit, and through faith, 

the ethne’s lives will be transformed, giving them the capacity to fulfil the 

law cf 13:8-10.)   

Further, the physicality of the members (μέλεσίν) is present in 7:23 

(cf ὅπλον 6:13).  Cosmic conflict, linked to the idea of conflicting laws (cf 

kingdom references 6:12 βασιλεύω,14 κυριεύω), is also invoked (7:23).  The 

need to be rescued from the “body of death” is desperately articulated in 

7:24. (Flesh and the body are central to the predicament that Paul has been 

describing.)  “The body of flesh will invariably raise its head against the 

commandments of the law and issue in acts of akrasia”, as Engberg-
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Pedersen puts it.51  Christ’s role is articulated precisely in terms of rescuing 

(ῥύομαι) people out of this body of Death (cf 1 Corinthians 15:26).  

Engberg-Pedersen states that the ultimate solution will be “the Christ 

event” – however, we will argue, more specifically, that fraternal union and 

adoption alongside the resurrected Christ will provide the moral 

transformation that allows people to fulfil the law (12:1; 13:8; Chapter 7).52  

As such, Engberg-Pedersen’s assertion that Paul understood both the 

problem of akrasia and its solution in “basically… cognitive terms” is located 

within a broader context.  While of course cognition is part of the picture 

(νοῦς 12:2), our broader analysis is cultic (λατρεύω 1:25; 12:1), ascetic 

(8:13) and familial (12:1).    

Significantly, if Paul is indeed portraying a circumcised gentile who is 

incapable of obeying the law (which is spiritual 7:14), then his “circumcision 

has become uncircumcision” (2:25).  “Circumcision indeed is of value if you 

obey the law”, but this gentleman cannot.  Transformative brotherhood is 

required (12:1).   

Paul states that “with my flesh I am a slave to the law of Sin” (7:25 – 

law being part of kingdom).  How does this fit with ransom (3:25)?  Ransom 

from slavery to Sin does not itself produce immediate ability to follow the 

 
51 Engberg-Pedersen, “Stoicism in Early Christianity,” 31.  Wasserman considers it 

to be worse, “extreme immorality”. Wasserman, “Death of the Soul,” 810.  
52 Ibid., 32. 
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law.  More work remains to be done to escape from Sin more fully (cf 8:14; 

12:1), and to come to fulfil the law of God (Romans 13:8-10), within the 

arriving kingdom (14:17).   

 

 

Romans 8  

Generally, the connections between Romans 8 and 12 will be extremely 

important.   

In 8:1 Paul states that “There is therefore (ἄρα) now no 

condemnation for those who are in Christ Jesus”.  The “therefore” connects 

with his previous discussion, and to the idea that Jesus will rescue him from 

this body of death (7:24-25).  As such, being “in Christ” is connected to 

escape from the body.  What happens regarding the body is vital for the 

general status of being “in Christ” (cf 12:1).53   Notably the condemnation is 

κατάκριμα – escape from the body, and being in Christ Jesus, lead to a 

situation of not being liable to judgement under the law (contrast 1:32).   

Paul requires the Romans to “walk not according to the flesh but 

according to the Spirit” (8:4).  In 8:5 Paul links the flesh versus spirit 

distinction to the mind (φρονοῦσιν; cf 12:2-3).  The mind’s orientation has 

consequences - death versus life (cf 12:1) and peace (cf hostility 8:7; cosmic 

 
53 We discuss the δικαίωμα τοῦ νόμου (8:4) later.   
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conflict; truce 3:25).  Significantly, Paul talks of their being (κατὰ σάρκα 

ὄντες).  Paul is describing a state, or status.  The question is:  can this mode 

of being be transformed (cf 12:1-2)?  Regarding 8:6, Engberg-Pedersen talks 

of the “infusion of pneuma into Christ believers’ bodies”, this being “spelled 

out in cognitive terms” (φρόνημα).  However, we will examine the cultic, 

familial and adoptive context surrounding the deeper and transformative 

influx of the spirit in Romans 12, in which the “life and peace” of 8:6 is 

richly described more fully delivered (life 12:1; peace of brotherly love 

12:10 and God as protector 12:19). In light of this, Engberg-Pedersen’s 

emphasis on “understanding of the Christ event itself and all its 

implications”, may seem overly intellectualised (as Engberg-Pedersen fully 

recognises, Paul was “one of the philosophers” but other things besides – 

these other things perhaps being more fundamental; cf family and ethnicity 

in Chapter 5 and Chapter 7).54    

In 8:7, ὑποτάσσεται references (cosmic) conflict.55 So too the 

opposition between εἰρήνη (8:6) and ἔχθρα (8:7).  Cosmic conflict again 

provides the context for asceticism.56  Vitally, submission to the law is 

required – Paul wants them to submit to the law (cf 13:9 where its 

 
54 Engberg-Pedersen, “Stoicism in Early Christianity,” 32.  Wasserman’s 

“intellectual repertoire” rings true.  Wasserman, “Death of the Soul,” 816. 
55 LSJ. Τάσσω can apply to military formations.   
56 Cf the conflicts and kingdoms of Romans 6 and the active power of Sin 

(7:17,20). 
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provisions will be listed; cf law as grammatical subject setting free 8:2; cf 

fulfilling the δικαίωμα of the law (8:4);  cf law as spiritual 7:14; cf the 

obedience of the ethne 15:18).  But importantly, the mind that is set on 

flesh cannot submit to God’s law (οὐδὲ γὰρ δύναται - 8:7; cf mind 12:2).  

Capacity is the issue here - or, more precisely, power (cf framing 1:16,20; 

demonstrated in Romans 12:1 cf οἰκτιρμός as agency).  Transformed moral 

capacity will be absolutely central to our discussion of the consequences of 

sacrifice (cf transformation 12:2).  The ethne’s transformed lives of love - 

contrasting with Romans 1 - will fulfil the law (13:8-10).  Just as God raised 

Jesus, God “will give life to your mortal bodies also through his Spirit that 

dwells in you” (8:11) – the body transformed, not obliterated.  The influx of 

the spirit, via 12:1, is the underpinning theme of Romans 12.  Vitally, only if 

by the Spirit they put to death the deeds of the body, will they live (8:13).  

They have to put to death the deeds of their own body (πρᾶξις cf 7:15; cf 

7:19 where πράσσω is linked to the good, remembering that this is how he 

describes and refers to the law 7:12-13; Paul’s framing in 1:32 where 

πράσσω is repeated in connection with the preceding list of vices – 

eliminating the deeds of the body will undermine these vices).  In my view, 

this is a profoundly ascetic sentiment.  The conditionality here is very clear 
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in Paul’s double use of the word “if” - “if you live according to the flesh… 

but if by the Spirit…”.  Paul is clearly asking them to do something.57   

Interpretations in terms of the soul neglect Paul’s explicit focus 

upon the body and its deeds.58  Likewise the idea of the death as collective, 

and this being an obligation for the community, neglects the individuality 

inherent to the body.59  Jewett’s interpretation that the deeds “are more 

likely social than sensual” abstracts 8:13 from Paul’s framing regarding 

Passions, desire, and homosexual sex acts (1:24-28) as well as social evils 

(1:29-30).   

Why do they have to do this?  Vitally, the instrumentality is explicit: 

ζήσεσθε – you will live (8:13).  This idea of life is central to Paul’s 

eschatological vision (cf “made alive in Christ” 1 Corinthians 15:22; “life-

giving spirit”; 1 Corinthians 15:45; living sacrifice 12:1).  It is immediately 

linked to the spirit of God (and its leading of people) in 8:14, thereby 

connecting with the flesh versus spirit distinction.  The purpose, therefore, 

is the spiritual and eschatological purpose of living.  The purpose is that of 

gaining life.  Dunn’s rather tame suggestion that this verse encourages 

“responsible moral effort”, and concession that there is a “hint of the 

 
57 While the aorist ἀπεθάνομεν of 6:2 may be “punctiliar”, there is more dying to 

be done. Jewett, Romans, 395. The death with Christ in baptism (6:3) is not the end of the 
story (cf 8:13; 12:1).   

58 Fitzmyer, Romans, 492; Moo, Romans, 494–95. 
59 Jewett, Romans, 494–95. 
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ascetic and moral prude in Paul” do not, I feel, engage adequately with the 

stuff and substance – indeed the Sturm und Drang - of Paul’s true familial, 

ascetic and eschatological project here.60  More generally, Dunn suggests 

that “the flesh is often associated with circumcision as opposed to desire”.61  

The danger here is that of overriding Paul’s own framing, which is precisely 

in terms of the Passions and desire (1:24-26).62   

Absolutely vitally, the familial status of sonship is explicitly linked to 

the putting to death of the deeds of the body.  Again, this point could not 

be more central to our argument.  In 8:14 Paul continues that “For all who 

are led by the Spirit of God are sons (υἱοί) of God”.  The explicit link is 

present in the words (ὅσοι γὰρ).  They become not merely children (NRSV) 

but sons of God.  Putting to death the deeds of the body is instrumental and 

required (εἰ … εἰ… 8:13) to produce the outcome of sonship.  Sonship is 

family membership.  The putting to death of the body, therefore, is linked 

to a transformation of status, and to membership of God’s family.63  This 

dynamic will underpin 12:1.   

 
60 Dunn, Romans, 457–58. 
61 Ibid., 443.   
62 Although not explicitly referencing the flesh, the flesh is clearly present (1:26-

27).   
63 Contrast Engberg-Pedersen’s interpretation regarding exhortation (paraenesis) 

and that Christ followers are being kept “cognitively in shape in the mental fitness center 
in which Paul is operating”. Engberg-Pedersen, “Stoicism in Early Christianity,” 34.  This 
neglects Paul’s explicit familial emphasis in 8:13 (and see Chapter 5), and the idea that they 
are “already wise” overlooks the instrumentality. Wasserman’s emphasis on “the mind's 
domination of the passions” similarly risks overlooking the familial dynamic. Wasserman, 
“Death of the Soul,” 816.  
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Regarding agency: “If by the spirit” (8:13) indicates that God’s spirit 

is operative.  So too “led by the spirit of God” (8:14).  But yet, there is also a 

double conditionality present here: (εἰ … εἰ… 8:13).  Human agency is 

emphasized by the double “if”.64  Both divine and human agency are 

present.  God’s judgement of Sin in the flesh (8:3) is therefore, on its own, 

not enough.65   

Glorification is explicitly linked to suffering (εἴπερ συμπάσχομεν ἵνα 

καὶ συνδοξασθῶμεν – 8:17).66  Very importantly, it is ἵνα plus subjunctive.  

This is suffering with a purpose - as a means to an end.  Suffering in order to 

achieve the spiritual and eschatological end of glorification.  Glorification is 

 
64 Contrast Martyn who says that the agency is entirely divine, emphasizing God’s 

apocalyptic act of liberation in Christ, God having invaded the human realm by sending his 
Spirit, leading to a cosmic battle between his Spirit and the Flesh.  Believers are merely 
soldiers within this battle, within which the focus remains upon God’s act of deliverance.  
Martyn, Galatians, 97–105; 529-32. Engberg-Pedersen argues that talk about divine and 
human agency in Paul is not a distinction that was made in the ancient world.  Troels 
Engberg-Pedersen, “Once More a Lutheran Paul? Francis Watson, Paul and the 
Hermeneutics of Faith,” Scott. J. Theol. 59.4 (2006): 456. Barclay suggests a noncontrastive 
account of divine agency (i.e. divine agency and human agency not displacing each other) 
as a way of faithfully attending to Paul’s texts and overcoming the impasse between 
Engberg-Pedersen and Martyn.  Barclay, John, “‘By the Grace of God I Am What I Am’:  
Grace and Agency in Philo and Paul,” in Divine and Human Agency in Paul and His Cultural 
Environment, ed. J. Barclay and S. Gathercole (London: T&T Clark, 2007), 140–58. My own 
view is that an aspect of human agency is clearly suggested by the grammar of 8:13 and by 
the simple fact of Paul’s appeal in 12:1.  Dunn notes a “Balance or tension between divine 
grace and human effort in the process of salvation”.  Dunn, Romans, 458.  I agree.   

65 Nor was the cross of Christ.  Westerholm argues that “the divine remedy for 
human sinfulness was the crucifixion of the Messiah.”  Stephen Westerholm, 
“Righteousness, Cosmic and Microcosmic,” in Apocalyptic Paul: Cosmos and Anthropos in 
Romans 5-8, ed. Beverly Gaventa (Waco, Tex.: Baylor, 2013), 33. But, as we have seen, sin 
was not the fundamental problem (Romans 1; 3:24-25; Chapter 3; Westerholm’s emphasis 
on Paul’s anthropological pessimism therefore possibly being misplaced; cf theosis). 
Further, 8:13 clearly indicates that people still have to do something.    

66 Cf Philippians 3:10.  Remarkably, Jewett does not mention asceticism in his brief 
analysis. Jewett, Romans, 503. 
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conditional on suffering with Christ.67  More specifically, the suffering is 

with Christ in order to achieve glorification with Christ.  Their suffering is 

linked to that of Christ.  The exact connection is unclear.  Is their suffering 

therefore supposed to mirror or imitate that of Christ upon the cross?  Is 

their suffering being patterned upon that of Jesus? I think so.  Just as they 

are to have a death like Christ’s (6:5 – σύμφυτοι… θανάτου), so too they 

are to suffer with Christ (cf 6:5; συζάω 6:8).  Note the rhetorically powerful 

lexical connection via συμ.  Significantly, it is the suffering of the Romans 

themselves that will lead to their glorification.  The suffering of Christ does 

not lead directly towards their glorification.  Their own suffering may be 

modelled upon that of Christ.  But their own suffering is required.68  More 

generally, this verse powerfully connects familial status (as children of God 

and joint heirs with Christ) with suffering and glorification, both also with 

Christ (cf 12:1).  

Eschatologically, in 8:18 the sufferings (παθήματα – passions cf 

1:26) of the present season νῦν καιρός are contrasted with the glory about 

to be revealed to us, in the arrival of the new age.  Jewett notes that τὴν 

μέλλουσαν δόξαν emphasize “close proximity” (it is indeed revealed in 

 
67 Cf Christ’s abundant suffering 2 Corinthians 1:5 
68 Note Dunne’s argument that suffering is part of first century Jewish apocalyptic 

thought, and its link to the absence of the realisation of covenantal promises and 
expectations.  John Anthony Dunne, “Suffering and Covenantal Hope in Galatians: A 
Critique of the ‘Apocalyptic Reading’ and Its Proponents,” Scott. J. Theol. 68.1 (2015): 1–15. 
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Romans 12 and 13)   This in turn is explicitly linked (γὰρ) to eschatological 

themes of revelation (ἀποκάλυψιν) and the cosmic vista of creation 

(κτίσεως) in 8:19. The sons of God are precisely that which is being awaited.  

The Romans themselves, who have the opportunity to be the sons of God 

(8:14), are to be part of God’s own revelation (ἀποκάλυψιν).  If they are 

God’s own sons, then their identity and nature says something about the 

nature of God himself.  The revelation of God, therefore, is going to take 

place at least partly in the Romans themselves (cf transformation 12:2).  As 

Jewett notes, “creation awaits the appearance of such transformed 

persons”.69  Notably, in 8:23 adoption (υἱοθεσία) is linked to what happens 

to their body (singular), and specifically to its redemption (ἀπολύτρωσις cf 

3:24) – while the ethne have already been redeemed from slavery to Sin, 

there is more to come.   

In short:  Paul’s eschatological asceticism is the subordination of the 

body (its deeds being put to death) in order to achieve eschatological ends 

(life, sonship, glorification).  What the Romans do with their bodies is 

eschatologically instrumental.   

But while the deeds (πράξεις) of the body must be put to death, can 

we be more specific with regard to the bodies themselves?  In 8:11 Paul 

states that “he who raised (ἐγείρας) Christ from the dead will give life 

 
69 Jewett, Romans, 512. 
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(ζωοποιήσει) to your mortal bodies”.   The mortal bodies themselves will be 

given life, which here is linked to the idea of resurrected life (as with Christ).  

More specifically the bodies of Death (θνητὰ σώματα – 8:11) will be given 

life (cf Death as a cosmic power - 1 Corinthians 15:26).  It is just the deeds 

of the body that are to be put to death.  The body itself, rather than being 

obliterated, will be transformed (cf 12:1-2).  In this sense Paul is positive 

about creation.  Paul does not endorse a dualism of a kind that requires or 

idealises the elimination of the body.  The body is to be rendered idle or 

neutralised (cf καταργηθῇ 6:6), rather than destroyed.   

 

Romans 13  

Romans 13:14 states “put on (ἐνδύω) the Lord Jesus Christ, and make no 

provision for the flesh, to gratify its desires (ἐπιθυμία)”.  Building on 12:1, 

then, this passage returns to ascetic themes, linking them with eschatology 

and cosmic conflict.  Transformatively, and very significantly, Paul will apply 

ἐγείρω to the ethne themselves in 13:11 “it is now the moment for you to 

wake from sleep”.  See later discussion.   

 

Romans 16  

Paul states that his opponents “do not serve (δουλεύω) our Lord Christ, but 

their own belly (κοιλία)” (16:18).  Paul’s characterisation of his opponents is 
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framed in viscerally ascetic terms.70  Slavery has been a theme from 1:1, 

and as in Romans 1 the question is “who should be served” (cf λατρεύω 

1:25; 12:1).  The opposition Paul draws is between serving Christ and 

serving the belly.  Paul’s basic framing – both of the difference between 

him and his opponents, and the fundamental problem in Romans 1 – rests 

squarely upon asceticism.  

 

Conclusion  

We have shown that for Paul what people did with their bodies was 

eschatologically instrumental, particularly as regards the construction of 

new familial relationships.  This instrumentality will underpin our 

interpretation of Romans 12:1.  

In terms of our general structure, therefore, we have considered the 

ongoing validity and centrality of familial and ethnic relationships within 

Paul (Chapter 5) and the instrumentality of the body (here in Chapter 6).  

Now Paul will explicitly invoke a concept and indeed a new λατρεία that will 

bring these two aspects together, one that will fuse asceticism towards the 

body with the construction of new familial and ethnic relationships.71  That 

concept, and the ethne’s new λατρεία, is sacrifice.  Paul will ask the ethne 

 
70 Cf Stowers, Rereading, 67. 
71 None of Caroline Johnson Hodge, Paula Fredriksen or Matthew Thiessen 

develop the theme of asceticism, but we will demonstrate how it is intimately connected 
to our shared interest in Paul and the construction of ethnic categories.   



265 
 

to offer their own bodies as a living sacrifice, and he will ask them to do this 

as his brothers.    
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Chapter 7:  Brotherhood in the Spirit and Transformation  

(Romans 12 and 13) 

 

Introduction  

We will begin this key chapter with two intriguing facts.   

Firstly - Romans 12:1 is Paul’s one and only use of θυσία throughout 

the letter.  Most basically, this constitutes an unambiguous reference to 

sacrifice.  Yes, Paul applies θύω to Christ in 1 Corinthians 5:7. But to the 

Romans he uses this word group on just one occasion.  Significantly, it is 

applied to the ethne themselves.  Moreover, θύω is paired with λατρεία, 

bolstering this cultic reference. While the language of θυσία is not 

necessary for sacrifice, it is nonetheless a key piece of sacrificial 

vocabulary.1  Despite the focus of scholarship upon Christ’s sacrifice, θυσία 

here is applied, not to Christ, but to the ethne themselves.  This is 

something that Paul is asking his listeners to do, rather than something that 

Jesus has done.  What is Paul hoping to achieve?  

Secondly - sin is quite simply not mentioned.  The most recent 

reference relates specifically to the sins of Israel (11:27).  No-one argues 

that the ethne are being sacrificed as atonement.  So then why is Paul 

invoking sacrifice?  If it is not about sin, then why does Paul speak with such 

 
1 Parker, On Greek Religion, 154. 
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clarity and emphasis about the sacrifice of the ethne themselves?  If 

sacrifice is constructed, then with what meaning is Paul loading his 

deployment of sacrificial language here in 12:1?   

Regarding structure:  Firstly, we will set out our argument, building 

on Paul’s diagnosis of the problem (Chapter 1), the functions of sacrifice 

(Chapter 2), family, brotherhood and kinship (Chapter 5), and Paul’s 

eschatological asceticism (Chapter 6).  Secondly, we will consider 12:1 and 

12:2, looking at how Paul used sacrifice to ratify brotherhood, and at Paul’s 

strong emphasis on transformation linked to this.  Thirdly, we will consider 

Romans 12 and 13, in which Paul describes these transformed relationships 

and moral capacities.  Finally, we will analyse the sequelae and implications 

of this sacrificial transformation (gentile fulfilment of the law, circumcision 

of the heart, theosis and elevation).   

 

Our argument  

In Romans 12 Paul provides the second part of his solution to the problem 

articulated in Romans 1 i.e. that of misdirected λατρεία, leading to handing 

over, and consequently to depraved behaviours.  The solution’s first part 

was ransom from slavery to Sin (3:24).  Now, freed from slavery, they will 
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be adopted into God’s family and the Abrahamic lineage.2  Paul, in other 

words, will ratify the family relationships articulated in Romans 8 and in 

Romans 4.3  These new family relationships will be ratified and deepened by 

sacrifice.  The incoming of the ethne is familial in nature (the εἰσέρχομαι of 

11:25 takes place as the ratified ἀδελφοί of 12:1).  They are coming into 

God’s family, and into Abraham’s family.  The ethne will now be sons of 

God and of Abraham, just as the Israelites are sons of God and of Abraham.  

The new family status that this creates is deeply transformative in nature.   

Our project is that of interpreting 12:1 in context, and in doing so we 

will work out the meaning and construction with which Paul is imbuing this 

deployment of sacrificial language.  Within Romans, this context both 

precedes 12:1, in terms of mythic narrative (Romans 1, 3, 5, 9-11), God’s 

promise to Abraham and further familial discussion (Romans 4, 8, 9), and 

ascetic instrumentality (Romans 6, 8).  The context of 12:1 also follows it, in 

the sequelae of transformation (12:2; Romans 12; legal fulfilment 13:8-10; 

eschatological framing 15:16).  We will show that Romans 12 and 13 are the 

 
2 Jane F. Gardner, “The Adoption of Roman Freedmen,” Phoenix 43.3 (1989): 236–

57. 
3 To be precise, the new idea of brotherhood with Christ will be constructed, 

which will lead to ratification of brotherhood with Israel within the Abrahamic lineage (cf 
Galatians 3:29).   
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culmination of Paul’s message.4  More broadly, we will read Romans 12-13 

in the context of how sacrifice was used in the ancient world (Chapter 2).   

Explanatory power is our central interest.  We will demonstrate that 

the new functions of sacrifice - as evidenced by Jay, Stowers and others - 

have very considerable explanatory power to unlock and to release the 

meaning of Romans 12 and 13, and indeed Paul’s agenda throughout 

Romans more generally.   

(To be clear:  this transformed moral capacity is not merely a moral 

imperative or expectation.  Rather, it is a fundamentally transformed moral 

capacity and potential, contrasting with 2:17-24 and 7:15-25, resting upon 

fraternal union with Christ, this personal transformation allowing fulfilment 

of the law.  This transformation is thoroughgoing and constitutes a radical 

change, indicating the effective nature of the living sacrifice of the body.  

This is not an expectation, but rather the fundamental possibility of 

qualitatively different lives consequent upon new familial status.)   

(1) Paul, sacrifice and the construction of family membership  

The pairing of sacrifice with the familial status of brotherhood is a moment 

of immense significance and transformative power.  In 12:1 Paul uses the 

discourse of sacrifice to construct the relationship of brotherhood between 

 
4 Contra e.g. Dunn, who argues that chapters 12-15 merely sketch the kind of life 

that Paul now expects from the redefined people of God.   Dunn, Romans, 705. 
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the ethne and Christ, and so to ratify and confirm that between the ethne 

and Israel (cf Galatians 3:29).   

This pairing invokes a normal process of familial construction in 

Paul’s time and place.  Paul’s appeal to the ethne is on the basis of his 

brotherhood with them – their compliance with the sacrifice he requests 

will therefore accept and recognise, and thereby ratify and confirm that 

brotherhood.   

(This point stands whether or not you accept the broader evidence 

for the role of sacrifice in constructing family membership (Chapter 2).  

Paul, in his own words, appeals to sacrifice explicitly on the basis of 

brotherhood.  He connects these two things himself.  Our broader 

argument is that this is part of a cultural dynamic and theme.  But - whether 

or not you accept the “theory” - we can rely on the substance of Paul’s own 

words, and his own framing of this invocation of sacrifice.  I.E. by 

proceeding with the sacrifice, as Paul suggests, the ethne would be 

accepting the legitimacy of his referring to them as his brothers, and so 

recognising this status.  In Paul’s own words, therefore, the activity of 

sacrifice contributes to the construction of brotherhood – which 

exemplifies the theory we discussed earlier.)   

Sacrifice was used to ritually formalise familial membership, and so 

it seems likely that the significance of Paul’s appeal in 12:1 would have 
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been obvious to his gentile addressees.  This is particularly so in light of his 

earlier discussions relating to brotherhood, the family, and also his 

immediate and subsequent emphasis on transformation (12:2 et seq).   

Here we are obviously building on our earlier analysis (Chapter 2).  

We are not claiming that Jay’s analysis applies universally.  Evidentially, we 

are building upon the considerable quantity of evidence adduced by Jay, 

Johnson Hodge, and Stowers in their respective works.   

In the words of Nicole Ruane:   

Rituals are occasions on which different members of a society agree to their 

particular relationships; by participating in a ritual one accepts the premises 

on which the ritual rests.5  

The premise in 12:1 is that of brotherhood.  By accepting and participating 

in this idea of sacrifice as brothers, the ethne will be agreeing to this 

relationship.  Paul’s description of the ethne as brothers is therefore not a 

neutral descriptor.  Paired with sacrifice, it is an invitation.  Paul is inviting 

them to agree to a deepening of this relationship, which is now being 

ratified by being presented in conjunction with the language of sacrifice.   

Meaning is not encoded in sacrifice.6  Participants can attribute and 

designate whatever meaning they choose i.e. it is constructed.  By explicitly 

 
5 Nicole J. Ruane, Sacrifice and Gender in Biblical Law (Cambridge: University 

Press, 2013), 12. 
6 Ullucci, The Christian Rejection of Animal Sacrifice, 5. 
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invoking brotherhood, Paul is choosing to endow and to imbue - to 

construct - this sacrificial discourse with familial efficacy (cf 

transformation).  Ullucci distinguishes between discursive and non-

discursive action.7  Notably the discourse immediately surrounding the 

sacrifice of 12:1 is in a sense limited – there is no immediately 

accompanying prayer, and limited exposition.  Nonetheless, there is a very 

clear discursive component - that of brotherhood.    

But was this all just a metaphor?  We are reluctant to impose this 

category as it risks reducing what Paul is doing here.  True, Paul is using the 

language of sacrifice, as opposed to advocating ordinary temple cult.  But 

Paul is requiring the ethne to do something – i.e. to offer their own bodies 

as a living sacrifice.  The significance of this derives from the dynamic of 

eschatological asceticism (Chapter 6).  Importantly, in 12:1, Paul uses the 

language of sacrifice to conceptualise his eschatological asceticism, bringing 

together praxis (cf πρᾶξις 8:13) with the language of cult (while not cult, 

and so in this sense – yes – metaphorical, it nonetheless remains firmly 

attached to an action, and praxis).  Remember that actual death or killing 

was not a necessary component of true sacrifice.8  This same sacrifice will 

construct new familial membership, and effect real transformations i.e. the 

 
7 Ibid., 21-22, 40-42. 
8 Stowers, “Greeks Who Sacrifice,” 297–98. 
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sacrifice is effective.  Metaphor, however powerfully construed, is not 

adequate to capture these realities.9   

Meeks refers to “fictive kinship”,10 and to “the initiate being 

adopted as God's child and thus receiving a new family of human brothers 

and sisters… The natural kinship structure [being] … supplanted by a new 

set of relationships”, which he characterises as the “fictive use of kinship 

terms”.11  But Paul was not constructing “fictive kinship”.  Rather, Paul was 

constructing kinship.12  Paul was invoking the normal way that families were 

constructed in the ancient world.  Paul does indeed refer to the ethne as his 

brothers on a large number of occasions throughout his letters.  But we will 

argue that, in context, it becomes clear that Paul is taking a further step in 

12:1. Paul is now pairing brotherhood with the language of sacrifice to lend 

the idea of family membership ritual legitimacy and formalisation.  In this 

way, Paul is now using sacrifice to intensify and to bolster the brotherly and 

familial terminology that is present both earlier in Romans and throughout 

 
9 See earlier references.   
10 Wayne A Meeks, The First Urban Christians: The Social World of the Apostle Paul 

(New Haven, Conn.: Yale University Press, 2003), 86–89. So too, re 8:15, Jewett, Romans, 
498. 

11 Meeks, The First Urban Christians, 88.  See also Trevor J. Burke, Adopted into 
God’s Family: Exploring a Pauline Metaphor (Nottingham: InterVarsity Press, 2006). Also, 
Erin M. Heim, Adoption in Galatians and Romans: Contemporary Metaphor Theories and 
the Pauline Huiothesia Metaphors (Leiden: Brill, 2017).  Note ἀδελφὸς ὀνομαζόμενος (1 
Corinthians 5:11).  So too sonship (Galatians 4:6).  

12 “this new and pneumatic genealogy was no mere legal fiction” Thiessen, Gentile 
Problem, 163.  Thiessen plausibly contends that “the reception of Christ’s pneuma 
materially related gentiles-in-Christ to Abraham” (Galatians 3:16 Christ as seed; 3:29).  
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his letters.  Paul’s reasoning is aggregative:  they were already sons, and 

this sonship is further ratified by sacrifice, its quality being enhanced by 

further arrival and indeed influx of the spirit.13  By contrast, “fictive kinship” 

marginalises the ethnic and familial within Paul - “fictive” implying that this 

is a nice idea, but not actually at the essence of what is going on.  We 

disagree.  Most basically, adoption is and was a real phenomenon – an 

adopted son was a real son (maybe distinguished from God’s own son 8:3, 

but a real son nonetheless.)   

Johnson Hodge argues that “Paul … constructs a new heritage for 

gentiles by plugging them into the lineage of Abraham”.14  I agree.  

Focussing on Galatians, however, Johnson Hodge contends that baptism in 

the spirit is the means of adoption, and so by which kinship is constructed.15  

In Romans, however, Paul develops his approach, adding a further aspect to 

bolster and to strengthen this dynamic.   

 

(2) How Romans 12:1 connects with Romans 4, 8 and 9-11 

Paul’s earlier invocations of family and brotherhood have been building up 

to this moment, and paving the way for their ultimate ratification and 

delivery in 12:1.  Paul is constructing, deepening, and so more profoundly 

 
13 These aggregations constitute a broader pattern of reasoning.   
14 Johnson Hodge, If Sons, 21. 
15 Ibid., 67-78.  The connection between baptism and the spirit is clear in 1 

Corinthians 12:13.   
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delivering the huge new concept of brotherhood with Christ (8:29) and 

sonship of God (8:14) i.e. membership of the family of God.16  The new idea 

of brotherhood with Christ makes their brotherhood qualitatively different.  

This brotherly and familial connection is a form of union with Christ (union 

is fraternal and familial).17  The spirit of adoption is being ratified and 

deepened (8:15).  This, in turn, provides membership of the Abrahamic 

lineage (brotherhood being implicit in 4:16 and in the plural peoples of 

4:17-18), because those who are of Christ also become Abraham’s seed 

(σπέρμα), heirs according to the promise (Galatians 3:29; heirs 8:17).18  

Brotherhood with Christ is the linchpin that furnishes both membership of 

the divine family and of the Abrahamic lineage, which is why Paul has 

introduced this remarkable new concept.  God has come back for the ethne 

 
16 Being “in Christ Jesus” (8:1-2), or “called of Jesus Christ” (1:6) will be 

concretised in brotherhood with Christ.  he ethne belong to Christ (7:4) in the familial 
sense of being his younger brothers.  Contra Dunn whose “shared sonship”  minimises the 
brotherhood with Christ itself.  Dunn, Romans, 495.  It is also more than the “fellowship 
(κοινωνία) of his Son” (1 Corinthians 1:9).  Note also Fredriksen re Gods and their humans 
forming family Fredriksen, Paula, “How Jewish Is God?,” 193. 

17 This is roughly what Schweitzer referred to as mysticism. Schweitzer, Mysticism, 
101–40.  Later scholars called it participation. Sanders, Paul and Palestinian Judaism, 502–
7.  Our emphasis on brotherhood, as constructed by sacrifice, modifies but does not 
contradict Thiessen’s reading as to how Israel's God relates to gentiles by receiving the 
spirit of Christ, who is the singular seed of Abraham, and thereby becoming materially 
related to Abraham. See Chapter 4 “Gentile Sons and Seed of Abraham”, Thiessen, Gentile 
Problem, 105–29. The sacrificial dynamic explored within this chapter is part of that 
transition.   

18 I agree with Thiessen that “Paul does not reject genealogical descent [from 
Abraham]; instead, he envisages a newly possible pneumatic form of such descent.” 
Thiessen, Gentile Problem, 106. But while Thiessen argues that “faith brings the pneuma”, 
we argue that ratification of brotherhood by sacrifice constructs union with the spiritual 
and resurrected Christ.   
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(ῥύομαι 7:24) both out of merciful love for the ethne themselves (1:7), but 

to fulfil his promise made to Abraham (who remains its bearer).19  Paul 

defines Christ’s role in terms of “the promises given to the fathers” (15:8) – 

and indeed it is through brotherhood with Christ that membership of the 

Abrahamic lineage is attained by the ethne (the plurality of the promise 

thereby being fulfilled).  Christ is both ransom for and brother to the ethne 

(sequentially).  This brotherhood provides the point of familial nexus and 

union, and is constructed by suffering and death modelled and patterned 

upon that of Christ himself (8:17), which will also lead to glorification with 

Christ (cf discussion of theosis).20  The dynamic of eschatological asceticism 

is relevant here – what people do with their bodies is explicitly connected 

to the acquisition of new familial status (8:13-14 – see previous.)     

The Israelites are Paul’s συγγενῶν κατὰ σάρκα (9:3) – his kinsmen 

according to the flesh.  Now, here in 12:1, the ethne can ratify their 

brotherhood with the Israelites, and so will become Paul’s kinsmen – not 

according to the flesh, but according to the promise (cf 4:17-18).  Paul 

explains the role the ethne can play in promoting the Israelites’ salvation 

(11:25-6).  The sacrifice of 12:1, therefore, has been endowed with meaning 

both by Paul’s earlier discussions of brotherhood, and by his “explicatory 

 
19 Campbell, Nations, 236. 
20 This is not just an imitation of Christ.  Rather, Christ provides the pattern for 

their own suffering which will be effective in joining them to Christ as his brothers.   
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myth” of 9-11, as flowing through Romans from Romans 1 (handing over), 

Romans 3 (truce and ransom), Romans 5 (Christ vs Adam).21  Romans 12:1 is 

an equalising measure;  the Israelites are already adopted (9:4), and so sons 

of God;  now the ethne can receive this too (cf no partiality 2:11).22  The 

new λατρεία for the ethne (12:1) will replace their misguided λατρεία (1:25) 

and allow them to worship god in tandem with their new brothers the 

Israelites (who have their own λατρεία 9:4; cf Paul’s eschatological vision 

15:10; 4:17-18).  This triangle of λατρείες underpins our analysis.   

Generally, Paul’s agenda is that of fulfilling God’s promise to Abraham 

i.e. correct ethnic alignment, with the ethne coming on board, but yet 

distinctly, thereby providing the plurality required by the promise (Chapter 

5).   

 

(3) Transformation  

The spirit is central to understanding both the nature of the ethne’s new 

familial status, and its transformative consequences.   

Vitally, the ethne come to be brothers of, and so to enjoy fraternal 

union with, the resurrected Christ, who is now spiritual (cf life-giving spirit 1 

Corinthians 15:45; Spirit of Christ 8:9 and spirit of God 8:9-11 cf οἰκέω; law 

 
21 Burkert, Homo Necans, 31.  Also Romans 7 (see later).   
22 Stowers, Rereading, 40. 
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of the Spirit of life in Christ Jesus 8:2).23  As Paul states in 1 Corinthians 6:17, 

“anyone united (κολλώμενος) to the Lord becomes one spirit with him (ἓν 

πνεῦμά ἐστιν)”.  (The idea of unity and so union is important here.  Oneness 

– focussed on the idea of spirit.  The simple verb εἰμί indicates its ontic 

nature; cf ὄντες re flesh and spirit 8:5; cf no-one shall separate us strongly 

emphasized 8:35,38-39 – expressed in the personal terms of cosmic 

conflict.)24  Having subordinated the body (and its flesh), the brotherhood 

with Christ will be spiritual in nature – this connection constitutes both a 

fraternal and spiritual joining together and union.  Remarkably, the term 

“spirit” is used twenty-two times in Paul’s familial and eschatological 

exposition of Romans 8, which underpins Romans 12, where Paul 

elaborates regarding how it will arrive and its implications.  Access to God’s 

holy spirit is deepened through fraternal union with his son i.e. familially.   

This arrival of the spirit, concretised in fraternal union with Christ, is 

transformational (emphasised 12:2; cf gifts 12:6).  Specifically, we will see 

both transformed moral capacity and the acquisition of personal 

characteristics of their new fathers.25  The dynamic here is the converse of 

 
23 “the risen Christ is pneuma” Engberg-Pedersen, “Stoicism in Early Christianity,” 

31. Engberg-Pedersen argues that pneuma is “a material entity” but we take no position on 
this specific issue.   

24 Also 5:8, Galatians 2:20.   
25 Contra Engberg-Pedersen, the solution to the problem of akrasia is not just 

cognitive but more broadly cultic and familial i.e. sacrifice produces new familial status 
which transformatively renews the mind 12:2 and brings new moral capacity.  Engberg-
Pedersen, “Stoicism in Early Christianity,” 33.  Engberg-Pedersen is correct that “logical 
form of the solution… will throw light back over the problem” (although we have 
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that in Romans 1, where we saw the negative consequences and sequelae 

of being handed over into the control of Impurity and the Passions (Chapter 

3).  Within Romans, the broad dynamic is that of discord followed by 

resolution, although the transformation transcends the status quo ante.  

Tellingly, this transformation is delivered in 12:1, rather than by the ransom 

of 3:24 (freedom thanks to Christ’s ransom, however, being a necessary 

first step towards adoption alongside Christ).  Paul’s sequential logic of 

redemption (ἐξαγοράζω) then adoption (υἱοθεσία) is also found - applied to 

those under the law - in Galatians 4:5. Adoption produces renewed 

masculine relationships and new lives, which constitute the construction of 

nature (1:26-27; 11:24).  The arrival of the spirit gives the ethne new lives of 

love, which fulfil the law – itself spiritual (12:11; 13:8-10; 7:14 i.e. lives and 

law now match and are in synchrony).  This constitutes the circumcision of 

the heart (also spiritual, and linked to fulfilment of the law 2:25-29).  It also 

underpins the ultimate implications of their transformation (theosis). 

The spiritual nature of the ethne’s new status is profoundly linked to 

the spiritual nature of its consequences (transformed lives of love, 

 
approached matters the other way round, which seems preferable).  The problem is that of 
misguided cult, leading to God’s handing over (Romans 1), solved by ransom (3:24), new 
cult and transformative adoption (12:1). Engberg-Pedersen’s cognitive emphasis is 
contained within and shaped by this broader picture (cf 12:2) i.e. contextualised. Engberg-
Pedersen’s conclusions regarding the similarities between Paul and Stoicism (i.e. both 
cognitive emphasis) may therefore be questionable, but this goes beyond our scope.  
Engberg-Pedersen’s statement that “Paul saw Christ believers as (Stoic) sages” is quite 
different in emphasis to our own familial conclusions.    
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fulfilment of the law, circumcision of the heart, theosis.)  The ethne’s 

transformed nature (now spiritual) leads to these specific transformations, 

which flow from the spirit.   

 

Romans 12:1  

Paul’s exhortation (Παρακαλῶ) to the ethne is deeply - and lexically - 

connected to the themes of call and election that Paul has developed in 

Romans 9-11.  The word call (καλέω) is deeply significant within Judaism.26  

Abraham was called by God (Genesis 12:1-3).  Paul connects the vocabulary 

of call with election (9:11-12 ἐκλογὴν… καλοῦντος).  God calling people, 

“not from the Jews only but also from the gentiles” continues in 9:24, and is 

prominent in the Hosean, “Those who were not my people I will call ‘my 

people’” (9:25-26).  Παρακαλῶ connects with becoming brothers of Christ 

(κλητοῖς 8:28; 8:29; καλέω 8:30).  Paul is talking to the ethne (see previous).  

Notably, Παρακαλῶ is first person singular.  Paul is making this appeal as a 

self-identified Israelite, Benjaminite, and Hebrew (Philippians 3:5-6) and 

remnant member (11:5), called as apostle (κλητὸς 1:1).  Parallel to the 

ethne, Israel itself will have to call upon the Lord (ἐπικαλέω 10:13).   

 
26 Paul’s agenda of bringing the ethne into the family of Abraham being a deeply 

Jewish enterprise (4:17-18).   
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The call is also linked with the promise to Abraham, whose God 

“gives life to the dead and calls (καλέω) into existence the things that do 

not exist (εἰμί)” (4:17).  Here “life” connects with living sacrifice.  The ontic 

substance (εἰμί) links with theosis (see later).  This (12:1) is the call of the 

ethne, into the family of God and Abraham, thereby fulfilling the promise 

(cf plurality).  So too, “they shall be called sons (κληθήσονται Υἱοὶ) of the 

living God (ζῶντος)” (9:26).  Call is linked to change of relational status.  

“Living” again connects with 12:1. In Romans 1 God rejected the ethne, 

handing them over.  Now they are coming back in (εἰσέρχομαι 11:25).  Their 

reconciliation will take the form of adoption (transcending the status quo 

ante).  This divine call has been transmitted through Israel and above all its 

remnant.  This dynamic is profoundly eschatological (cf αἰῶνι 12:2; 13:11-

13).  Abraham was the archetypal “called”.27  Now the ethne are being 

called, just as Abraham, who will be their new father (4:16), had been.  

Notably the ethne had been κλητός (1:6-7).  But Romans 12:1 constitutes 

the further and deeper call of the ethne, despite the depravities of 1:26-32, 

and according to Paul’s gospel (κατὰ τὸ εὐαγγέλιόν μου 16:25; contrasting 

2:17-25).   This further call is aggregative, as with the deepening of 

brotherhood itself.   

 
27 Dunn, Romans, 495. 
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Whom exactly is Paul addressing as ὑμᾶς, ἀδελφοί?  Generally, and 

explicitly, Paul is addressing the ethne (see previous).  Romans 11:13 

underlines this, contrasting them with his flesh (σάρκα – 11:14).  Paul 

makes eleven further references to “you” when discussing the olive tree 

(11:17-24).  In verses 28, 30 and 31, “they” (the Jews) contrast “you” (the 

ethne).  There is a continuity from 11:13 to 12:1. In 12:1 Paul is still 

addressing the ethne.   

“Brothers” builds on earlier discussions (cf 8:29; 8:14; 4:16-18; cf 

kinship and novel brotherhood with Christ; Galatians 3:29).  These linked 

brotherhoods will be ratified and constructed by their pairing with sacrifice.  

Paul has introduced both (1) the big new idea of brotherhood with Christ, 

and (2) the significant new pairing of sacrifice and brotherhood in Romans.  

This is deliberate and these are profoundly linked.  Sacrifice delivers 

brotherhood with Christ, which in turn delivers membership of the 

Abrahamic lineage (Galatians 3:29).   

But why brotherhood?  Why not sonship?  Sonship is integral to 

Paul’s vision (8:14; implicitly 4:16).  So why not just pair sonship with 

sacrifice?  Brotherhood better maintains the distinction between Israel and 

ethne.  To invoke sonship of God and Abraham would risk the ethne 

thinking “as sons, we are basically the same” (i.e. vertical orientation 

towards the father).  Brotherhood assumes a degree of equality but yet 
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maintains separation (horizontally), required by 4:17-18.  Anticipating this, 

are the different branches but same root of 11:17-24.   

In 9:15 Paul quotes “I will have mercy on whom I have mercy, ἐλεῶ 

and I will have compassion (οἰκτιρήσω) on whom I have compassion” 

(Exodus 33:19 LXX).  God had loved Jacob but had hated Esau (9:13).  Paul is 

making a connection with this earlier discussion of election, and the cosmic 

drama of 9-11.   

The mind that is set on flesh cannot submit to God’s law (οὐδὲ γὰρ 

δύναται - 8:7; cf framing 1:16,20).  Οἰκτιρμός is the agency and power of 

God, transforming the ethne.28   The presence of God’s agency fits with “if 

by the spirit” (8:13; cf “God who justifies” 8:33).29  The creator’s agency 

guides his unfolding cosmic drama, including the development of 

genealogical alignments within it.  This agency is shared with the ethne, 

who have to sacrifice their own bodies.  So too in 8:13 the double “if” 

suggests that human agency is also a factor (see Chapter 6).   

The incoming of the ethne, and their response to 12:1, will have 

implications for the salvation of Israel (11:25-26; ἐλεέω 11:31).   Paul also 

 
28 Martyn’s “rectification”, with God “making right what has gone wrong”, as 

initiated by God and establishing both a relationship with God and moral transformation 
rings true.  Martyn, Galatians, 250. This will be the consequence of adoption.  Divine 
agency is necessary because a child cannot initiate his own adoption. Eisenbaum, 
“Remedy,” 694–95.   

29 See earlier discussion of 8:13, with accompanying references.  Also with “by 
sending” in 8:3 and “put forward” in 3:25.   
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links God’s mercies to his fatherhood (Πατὴρ τῶν οἰκτιρμῶν 2 Corinthians 

1:3; cf 8:14-15).   

Παραστῆσαι is “drawn from the technical language of sacrifice” in 

Greek religion.30 More precisely, it can function with a sacrificial meaning in 

a cultic context, as clearly present (λατρεία).  The aorist infinitive suggests a 

discrete transaction, rather than ongoing service.  (Astonishingly, Cranfield 

argues that Paul should have used the present infinitive given “the 

essentially continuous character of the action contemplated”.)31  The aorist 

infinitive fits with our reading that the event of adoption is taking place.  

Λατρεία, however, does suggest an ongoing action (cf daily λατρεία at 

Jerusalem).   

Paul’s repeated παραστῆσαι of 6:13 links strikingly with 12:1. In 

Romans 6 the body was a weapon in cosmic conflict.  Here it generates new 

familial status.  Both are aspects of Paul’s eschatological asceticism.   

Regarding agency, παραστῆσαι suggests that the ethne need to 

actually do something (see previous).  God’s agency comes first within 12:1 

(οἰκτιρμῶν).  But it does look as if the ethne have to do something too.  

Campbell’s statement that “it is the work of Christ that enables the 

 
30 BAGD 628.   
31 C. E. B. Cranfield, Romans 9-16: Vol. 2 (T.& T.Clark Ltd, 2004), 598 fn.4. 
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inclusion of non-Jews in the blessings of the promises”, therefore, perhaps 

does not tell the full story.32   

The physical body and bodily practice are at the forefront of Paul’s 

conceptualisation (cf Chapter 6; faith is mentioned in 12:3).  Moo’s 

concession that “‘Body’ can, of course, refer to the physical body as such” 

risks overlooking the importance of the body itself.33   

The body is central to Paul’s framing of both the problem and the 

solution.  In Romans 1 Paul talked of the “dishonouring of their bodies 

between themselves” (1:24).  This was a consequence of being “handed 

over in the lusts (ἐπιθυμία) of their hearts to Impurity” (see previous).34  

“Between themselves” emphasizes negative activity between humans, but 

the body can be positive when directed towards God (in sacrifice).  The very 

bodies of the ethne, once defiled, are now being offered in living sacrifice to 

their creator.  This turnaround and transformation demonstrates God’s 

power (cf 1:16; agency and οἰκτιρμός 12:1).   

The living sacrifice of the body is part of Paul’s eschatological 

ascetism.  Paul is asking the ethne to do something with their bodies, and 

the consequences of this (family membership, transformation) are 

instrumental to the unfolding of his eschatological vision (4:17-18; 15:10).  

 
32 Campbell, Nations, 13. 
33 Moo, Romans, 750. 
34 Sonship of God is linked to purity concerns in 2 Corinthians 6:17-18.   
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In 12:1 Paul uses sacrificial discourse to conceptualise his eschatological 

asceticism i.e. he is using cultic language to express and to advocate ascetic 

bodily practices.  Paul harnesses ascetic practices and puts them to the 

service of Jewish eschatology (Chapter 6).  Tellingly, this dynamic is also 

made clear in 8:12-14, where the putting to death of the deeds of the body 

(8:13), was explicitly linked to the acquisition of new relational status.  So 

too 12:1. Romans 8:13 and 12:1 should be read in conjunction – the ethne 

are both putting to death the deeds of the body and offering their bodies in 

living sacrifice, this combination of statements being both powerfully 

ascetic and relationally generative in both instances.35 This suffering is not 

just modelled upon that of Christ, but is undertaken with Christ (συμπάσχω 

8:17), leading to a death like Christ (6:3-8), and - framed as sacrifice in 12:1 

– thereby constructing brotherhood with Christ (8:29).   Suffering with 

Christ therefore forges and creates this connection with Christ, this fraternal 

union being familial and eschatological, and with (σὺν) whom everything 

else will be gifted (χαρίζομαι 8:32; cf 12:6; cf συνδοξάζω 8:17 and 

theosis).36   

 
35 An important distinction, however, is that putting to death of 8:13 contrasts 

with the living sacrifice of 12:1.   
36 Galatians 2:19-20 shows the transformative nature of suffering.  Asceticism is 

also present in σωφρονέω (12:3).  Jennifer Larson notes that “While sophrosyne and 
related parts of speech have to do with moderation in every aspect of life, they are often 
used specifically in reference to sexual behaviour”.  Jennifer Larson, Greek and Roman 
Sexualities:  A Sourcebook (London: Bloomsbury, 2012). Stowers notes similar usages in his 
discussion of self-mastery, calling σωφρονεῖν “one of the two most important words for 
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What, specifically, is Paul asking them to do?  A simple unified 

practice is not clearly evidenced.  However, an ascetic pattern of living can 

be inferred from Paul’s eschatological asceticism (Chapter 6), ascetic 

endorsements (13:13-14), and moral condemnations (1:26-32). Paul is, 

however, getting them to do something regarding the body (specifically 

invoked) i.e. this sacrificial discourse applies to something that is real and 

practisable, albeit not a punctiliar ritual like baptism or ritually 

circumscribed and repeatable more generally.  Paul, however, advocates 

ascetic discipline, framing it using the discourse of sacrifice.  Paul is 

connecting the ascetic life to the language of ritual and cult. Sacrifice also 

ratifies brotherhood. Putting these together, therefore, the ethne’s 

brotherhood and sonship (of God and of Abraham) is ratified by virtue of 

their sacrificing their bodies.  This ascetic practice is also substantively 

linked to fulfilment of the Jewish law (13:8), specific provisions of which 

Paul lists (13:9).           

The ethne, however, have not yet acquired the spiritual body of 1 

Corinthians 15:44 (this being their ultimate trajectory).  “Conversion had 

not involved the shedding or transformation of their mortal bodies”.37   

 
self-mastery”. Stowers, Rereading, 61–64, 81.  Opposed to passions 4 Macc. 3:17-18.  
Josephus emphasises this quality in his portrayal of Lot (Ant. 1.201).  

37 Dunn, Romans, 370. (re 6:12)  
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The specific place for the body is defined and so emphasized by its 

pairing with the renewing of the mind (νοός - 12:2).  The body and the mind 

work in tandem.  Cartesian dualism (material body, immaterial mind) was 

completely foreign to antiquity.38  The body and mind are linked both by καὶ 

(12:2) and by the repeated εὐάρεστος.  Notably the body and knowledge-

related ideas mingle within Paul’s framing (σῶμα 1:24; ἀλήθεια 1:25; 

μωραίνω 1:22).   

Paul is interested in Israel and the ethne as corporate entities 

(Chapter 5).  But the sacrifice of the body means that Paul is irreducibly 

concerned with the individual as well (cf plural bodies 12:1).  

Romans 4 anticipates Paul’s discussion.  Abraham’s hundred-year-

old body was dead (4:19).  Sarah’s womb was lifeless (4: 20).  Yet God’s 

power (ἐνεδυναμώθη - 4:20 - the passive suggesting God’s agency; also 

δυνατός 4:21) will render their bodies generative.  Transformation is 

important in both instances (cf 12:2).  Just as Abraham is father of all (4:16), 

so Sarah’s womb (μήτρα) links lexically to the word for mother (μήτηρ). 

Romans 12:1 delivers the ethnic plurality of 4:17-18, and in both Romans 4 

and 12 the body generates new life.  

The community is also one body in Christ (12:4-5).  The body links 

individual asceticism to the community.  Martin notes that the “dominant 

 
38 Martin, Corinthian Body, 15.  
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ideology of the body in the Graeco-Roman world” was hierarchical, serving 

both “order” and “concord”.39  The body is connected to broader order of 

the community.  To adapt Ullucci’s conclusion with regard to 1 Corinthians 

10:25-31, “joint participation in this ritual [12:1] defines the [Roman] body 

by indexing group membership”.40    

G. Carter Bentley’s theory of ethnic identity being formulated by 

practice and commonality of experience resonates here.41  Bentley builds 

on Bourdieu’s “habitus”, which refers to a system of dispositions, both 

cognitive and somatic, the embodied nature of which is deeper than explicit 

consciousness.  Bourdieu talks of values being “inscribed on the body”.42  

Bentley argues that “It is commonality of experience and of the 

preconscious habitus it generates that gives members of an ethnic cohort 

their sense of being both familiar and familial to each other”.43  More 

prosaically, Paul is trying to get all the ethne to do the same thing, and 

thereby to bolster their sense of community and identity – internally, 

regarding Israel, (and the broader world).  Generally, Paul is contesting both 

 
39 Martin, Corinthian Body, 3–37.   
40 Ullucci, The Christian Rejection of Animal Sacrifice, 73. 
41 G. Carter Bentley, “Ethnicity and Practice,” Comp. Stud. Soc. Hist. 29.1 (1987): 

24–55.  
42 Practical skill mastery, logic, and values are, first of all, inscribed on the body "in 

abbreviated and practical, i.e. mnemonic form" Pierre Bourdieu, Outline of a Theory of 
Practice (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1977), 94. 

43 Bentley, “Ethnicity and Practice,” 33. 
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the right to define the role of the body, and also the proper form of gentile 

sacrifice itself.44   

Strikingly, this is Paul’s first and only use of θυσία in Romans.  Many 

have interpreted Paul’s portrayal of Jesus’ death in Romans in sacrificial 

terms, which as we have seen, are not well-evidenced.  By contrast, Paul is 

now unambiguously invoking sacrifice, making this a remarkable and 

significant moment.  This is Paul’s invocation of sacrifice in Romans – and it 

is the sacrifice of the ethne themselves.  Now Paul has chosen to invoke 

sacrifice, it is completely unequivocal.  Paul deploys a cluster of powerful 

cultic terminology – θυσία, λατρεία45, παρίστημι.  Contrast ἱλαστήριον and 

περἰ ἁμαρτἰας (see previous).     

But what did living sacrifice mean?  Not suicide - in 8:13 the deeds of 

the body are put to death, and not the body itself (which will be 

transformed, not obliterated cf 8:11).  Rather, this living sacrifice was to be 

their λογική λατρεία (λατρεία suggesting ongoing cultic service).  More 

pertinently, how could he legitimate this idea?   

Are there similar usages in other ancient literature?  The sacrifice is 

living, holy, and acceptable.  Jewett notes that “no parallels to this triad 

have been found in connection with sacrifice outside of the NT and church 

 
44 See generally Martin, Corinthian Body, 126–31. 
45 The Israelites’ λατρεία is ongoing (9:4; see Chapter 5).   
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fathers”.46  Jewett’s point is rather narrowly formulated.  As Jewett himself 

notes, the Testament of Levi 3:6 suggests that a living sacrifice is one that 

does not involve blood.  McClymond has emphasized grain and vegetable 

offerings.47  More particularly, this bloodless offering is made by angels (cf 

discussion theosis).  Dating is however problematic, as the Testaments did 

not reach their final form until the end of the second century.48  Another 

resonance is Philo, who says, of men who practise holiness, that “when 

they bring themselves, the most perfect completeness of virtue and 

excellence, they are offering the most excellent of all sacrifices”.49  This 

looks rather like men, and how they live their lives, as constituting living 

sacrifices.  Philo also talks of men who “consecrate and offer up 

themselves”.50 We are not arguing for dependence.   

Most basically, 12:1 constitutes worship.  Fundamentally, 

worshipping God will transform the ethne.  Now that the ethne are properly 

acknowledging their Creator God (cf 1:25), he will take them back and 

indeed adopt them (contrast 1:28).  (Neatly, sacrifice both constitutes 

 
46 Jewett, Romans, 729. 
47 McClymond, Beyond Sacred Violence, 65–92. 
48 So too: 1 Peter 2:5 talks of spiritual sacrifices πνευματικὰς θυσίας; 

Theophrastus argued for bloodless sacrifices in Philostratus Vit. Apoll. 4.11; the Corpus 
Hermeticum 1:31 refers to logikas θυσίαs Käsemann, Romans, 329.; the Sibylline Oracles 
8:408 talk of moral action as the living sacrifice; and the Odes of Solomon 20:1 talk of 
spiritual sacrifice.  The difficulty with all of these is that they either post-date Paul or the 
dating is uncertain.   

49 Philo, On the Special Laws, 1.272.   
50 Ibid., 1.248.   
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worship and constructs familial membership.)  This worship constitutes 

appropriate, creaturely, and exclusive recognition of the creator God,51 

remedying Paul’s framing in 1:18-23 (misguided λατρεία remedied by 

appropriate λατρεία).  The ethne have “turned to God from idols” (1 

Thessalonians 1:9; 1 Corinthians 10:14).  As such, sacrifice restores a natural 

relationship between creature and Creator.  Paul is furnishing the ethne 

with this appropriate mode of worship (the misdirected nature of 1:25 

means that, in terms of legitimate worship, they have been in limbo).52  It is 

underpinned by faith (cf Abraham).  This is also knowledge of God, in the 

Hebrew sense of acknowledging God, and contrasts with Paul’s framing 

(e.g. γινώσκω 1:21).53  Sacrificial acknowledgement connects with the 

capacity to know God’s will (12:2).  Θυσία also produces mutual belonging 

and sharing κοινωνός with the object of worship (1 Corinthians 10:20).  This 

fits with the themes of union and transformation.   

This sacrifice links to truce (ἀνοχή 3:25). Those who do not 

acknowledge God, who commit idolatry and who consequently live 

depraved lives, deserve to die (1:32).  God’s truce and Christ’s ransom 

provide a second chance.  Conditionally, however, the ethne must 

“continue in his kindness” (11:22).  Specifically, they must give the 

 
51 Dunn, Romans, 67. 
52 Contra Stowers “[after Chapter 1] the rest of the letter remains silent about 

their idolatry”.  Stowers, Rereading, 43. 
53 Ibid., 59.   
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appropriate λατρεία of 12:1.  This will preserve something akin to the pax 

deorum, leading to God’s protection (12:19), and victory (12:21).   

The connection between sacrifice, transformation and life is 

important.  In 6:13 Paul exhorts the ethne to “present (παριστάνετε) 

yourselves to God as those who have been brought from death to life”.   In 

2 Corinthians 6:16 Paul identifies his audience as the “temple of the living 

God".54  The idea of “living” is connected to Paul’s cultic discourse.   

Paul’s invocation of sacrifice in 12:1 is further imbued with meaning 

by the mythic narrative of Romans 9-11, which is heavily ethnicised 

(Chapter 5).  Paul explicitly connects his appeal to the ethne in 12:1, with 

this narrative of Israel (Παρακαλῶ οὖν).55  Paul connects the sacrifice of 

12:1 to his revelation of the μυστήριον in 11:25.  Burkert notes that “the 

Greeks connected almost every ritual with a story explaining in each case 

why a questionable custom was established”, which “explained and 

strengthened each other”.56  Ritual was paired with “explicatory myth”.57  

Robin Lane Fox states that “Gods like … Isis also had myths of their past 

activities… these cults joined a myth and a ceremony together”.58    Here 

 
54 There is textual uncertainty here “we” vs “you”.   
55 “Divisions… impose interpretations” Stowers, Rereading, 10. 
56 Burkert, Homo Necans, 32. 
57 Ibid., 31.  Hubert and Mauss also analyse sacrifice in relation to myth Hubert 

and Mauss, Sacrifice, 77–94.  
58 Robin Lane Fox, Pagans and Christians: In the Mediterranean World from the 

Second Century AD to the Conversion of Constantine, New edition. (London: Penguin, 
2006), 93. 
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Paul is constructing the normal symbiosis between myth and ritual – in this 

case, myth and cultic discourse (conceptualising ascetic practice).  Paul is 

constructing a role for the ethne and attaching it to the Jews’ history and 

present situation.  This myth requires the ethne to remain separate (4:17-

18) and to save the Jews beyond the remnant (11:25-26).  Paul began 

articulating this cosmic drama in Romans 1 (handing over); continuing in 

Romans 3 (truce and ransom); Romans 8 (Jesus sent to deal with Sin); and 

Romans 9 (Israel’s plight).59  (God’s agency is present throughout.)  I agree 

with Johnson Hodge that, “it is as though we are catching him in the act of 

mythmaking”, and that,  regarding Abraham, Paul “crafts a myth of 

collective identity for gentiles”. 60  Bruce Lincoln underlines the ideological 

component of myth, and its persuasive function.61  Paul has underlined 

God’s promise (4:17-18), and the sacrifice explicated by his myth will lead 

to its fulfilment (cf plurality).   

The sacrifice of the body is eschatologically instrumental 

(constructing fraternal union and family membership, which will be 

transformative).  As such, the sacrifice of 12:1 was both living and life-giving 

(cf 1 Corinthians 15:45; specifically, 12:1 is life-giving because it constructs 

 
59 Contrast Stendahl who views Romans 9-11 as the climax of the letter.  Stendahl, 

“Introspective Conscience,” 205. 
60  Johnson Hodge, If Sons, 5.  
61 Bruce Lincoln, Theorizing Myth: Narrative, Ideology, and Scholarship (Chicago: 

University of Chicago Press, 2000), 147.   
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fraternal union with the resurrected and spiritual Christ).  It further extends 

the dynamic movement from death to life (cf 6:13).  The living sacrifice of 

the body is a special eschatological requirement and measure that unifies 

the ethne with Christ in the time before his return.    

Ascetically, “those who belong to Christ Jesus have crucified 

(σταυρόω) the flesh with its passions and desires” (Galatians 5:24).  To 

belong to Christ the ethne must crucify the flesh.62  To belong to Christ as 

his brothers the ethne must offer their bodies - this is a necessary 

requirement.  The living sacrifice of the body (12:1), the putting to death 

the deeds of the body (8:13) and “united with him in a death like his” (6:5) 

are all part of Paul’s eschatological asceticism (Chapter 6; Appendix A).   In 

12:1, Paul uses the cultic language of sacrifice to advocate and to 

conceptualise his eschatological asceticism.  This is the somatization of 

sacrifice.  The practical steps required might be distilled from Paul’s ascetic 

statements (see previous) - with porneia, flesh and the Passions being 

central to this - as reprised in Romans 13:13-14 (μέθη, κοίτη, ἀσέλγεια, 

σάρξ, ἐπιθυμία).63   

More specifically, regarding how this happens - the subordination of 

the body (via ascetic sacrifice) leaves the ethne predominantly spirit.  The 

 
62 The flesh is not specifically mentioned in Romans 12.   
63 Beyond our present scope.   
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resurrected Christ is a life-giving spirit (1 Corinthians 15:45).  The 

subordination of the body therefore facilitates and creates union with their 

new brother Christ (and so entry into the divine family 8:14 “For all who are 

led by the Spirit of God are sons of God”, and the Abrahamic lineage 

Galatians 3:29).  Vitally, the connection is forged with Christ in the spirit.  

This is done by the ascetic crucifixion of the flesh “I have been crucified 

with Christ (συνεσταύρωμαι) and it is no longer I who live, but it is Christ 

who lives in me” (Galatians 2:19-20).  Sacrifice establishes κοινωνία 

(communion, partnership) (1 Corinthians 10:20 κοινωνός with demons).64 

Here, specifically, it establishes brotherhood in the spirit with Christ, God’s 

son and Messiah.    

But if this sacrifice is to be patterned upon Jesus, does this not mean 

that the death of Jesus was sacrificial?  I think that it does.  The sacrificial 

interpretations of both ἱλαστήριον and περἰ ἁμαρτἰας are dubious (see 

previous).  But Paul did explicitly think of Jesus as a sacrifice (1 Corinthians 

5:7).  This is a question of emphasis.  In Romans, Paul emphatically applies 

the idea of sacrifice to the ethne themselves.  Although neither θυσία nor 

lamb are mentioned in connection with Jesus in Romans, Paul still thinks of 

Jesus sacrificially.  Jesus as conciliatory gift (ἱλαστήριον), while not cultic, 

might plausibly be considered as being in some respects similar to sacrificial 

 
64 LSJ.   
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conceptualisation.65  (There is no reason to think this replaces the 

Jerusalem cult, but rather was supplementary to it; cf Paul’s aggregative 

reasoning more generally.)  Sequentially, if Jesus’ death was sacrificial, then 

12:1 might follow on from this.  “One acceptable act of sacrifice might 

succeed another, often over years.  Sacrifice was a relation between two 

sides, not just a performance.” 66  But Paul’s emphasis in Romans is upon 

the sacrifice of the ethne.  Even “sheep to be slaughtered” (suggesting 

sacrifice) applies to Paul’s addressees rather than to Christ (8:36; cf 12:1; 

15:16.)  Generally, the dynamic in Romans is that of a sequence of 

sacrifices: (1) Jesus was God’s conciliatory gift (3:24-25), thought of more 

generally in sacrificial terms (1 Cor. 5:7), this being followed by (2) the 

ethne’s living sacrifice of their bodies.  Or, to frame this in terms of gifts:  

God gives Christ to the ethne, and then the ethne give their bodies to God 

(receiving further gifts from God in 12:6).67   

The living sacrifice of the body is to be ἅγιος.  Paul links holiness 

with their bodies.  Paul is using the sacrificial discourse to conceptualise his 

(eschatological) asceticism.  This fits with Paul’s mythic framing in Romans 

1, where Paul describes the ethne (bodies 1:24) being handed over to 

 
65 Sacrifice as reciprocal gift-giving. Ullucci, Christian Rejection, 24. 
66 Naiden, Smoke Signals, 121. 
67  Conceptually, gift and sacrifice overlap (see Chapter 2).  Note Ullucci’s analysis 

of sacrifice in terms of reciprocal gift-giving.  Ullucci, The Christian Rejection of Animal 
Sacrifice, 24–26. 
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Impurity and to the Passions (1:24,26).  Impurity pulls in the opposite 

direction to holiness.  12:1 links to the story that Paul began telling in 

Romans 1.  The holy sacrifice of the body is part of - and is given meaning 

by - Paul’s broader cosmic narrative.  The sequence of purity and sacrifice is 

relevant here (see Chapter 2).  The ethne are handed over to Impurity in 

Romans 1, ransomed from slavery to Sin in Romans 3, and are consequently 

now in a position to offer holy sacrifice.  The word holiness is also invoked 

elsewhere within Paul’s eschatological asceticism.  E.g. 1 Thessalonians 4:4 

– “how to control your own vessel (σκεῦος) in holiness and honour”, 2 

Corinthians 11:2 – “to present (παραστῆσαι) you as a holy (ἁγνὴν) virgin to 

Christ”.  Παραστῆσαι is also present in 2 Corinthians 11:2, invoking 

sacrifice.     

The ethne are of course already κλητοῖς ἁγίοις (Romans 1:7).  The 

sacrificial appeal of 12:1 facilitates a deepening of that holiness 

(aggregatively), which is now linked to the body and to ratified familial 

status.  The ethne will now become holy, and set apart for λατρεία to God.  

Holiness also connects to the transformation of Romans 12 and 13, allowing 

the ethne to fulfil the law (13:8-10; cf law as holy 7:12).   

Paul uses εὐάρεστος in both 12:1 and 12:2 (connecting body and 

mind). In 12:2 εὐάρεστος is applied to the will of God.  Deriving from 
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ἀρέσκω, it suggests pleasing God.  This term can acquire cultic meaning in 

context.   

In Romans 1 the idolatrous ethne were clearly not εὐάρεστος to 

God, and indeed liable to punishment by death (1:32).  Post-ransom (3:24) 

from slavery to Sin (6:6), the ethne now may become pleasing to God.  

Stowers notes the gentiles’ “great concern for… acceptance by the one 

God”.68  (This acceptance will be familial.)   

Significantly, εὐάρεστος connects, lexically, to ἀρέσκω (8:8) - “those 

who are in the flesh cannot please God” (cf 15:1).  Paul continues that “But 

you are not in the flesh; you are in the Spirit” (8:9).  Εὐάρεστος connects 

with the spirit.  This fits with our general analysis.  By offering their bodies 

as a living sacrifice, the ethne both subordinate their flesh (i.e. ascetically), 

and ratify their new familial status.  They are, in other words, becoming “in 

the spirit” – not in an abstract sense, but in a familial sense (4:16-18; 

8:14,29.)  The sacrifice of 12:1 has ratified the spirit of adoption (8:15).  

Rather interestingly, Paul connects this to the mind (8:7; φρόνημα cf νοῦς 

12:2) and to the capacity to submit to God’s law - τῷ γὰρ νόμῳ τοῦ θεοῦ 

οὐχ ὑποτάσσεται, οὐδὲ γὰρ δύναται - (part of transformation cf 13:8-10; 

7:14).  The acceptable sacrifice of 12:1 will bring the overflowing of the 

spirit emphasized in Romans 8 (cf love; 12:11).  Consequently, they will be 

 
68 Stowers, Rereading, 36. 



300 
 

living (περιπατεῖν) to please (ἀρέσκειν) God (1 Thessalonians 4:1) i.e. 

ἀρέσκω and so εὐάρεστος connect with transformed moral capacity.    

Campbell argues that “Paul regards Christ as making the ethnē who 

follow him acceptable to God as ethnē, yet without becoming part of the 

covenant of circumcision”.69  I agree.  Moreover, it is as ethne that they are 

brought into the divine family and more fully into the Abrahamic lineage.  

This deepening and development of familial status is initiated by the 

sacrifice of 12:1. The ethne come in, are accepted by, and become pleasing 

to God as members of his family.   

Paul repeats εὐάρεστος to connect the ratification of family 

membership (θυσία – 12:1) with the ongoing obligations that will flow from 

their new status.  Paul has already linked θυσία with ongoing λατρεία in 

12:1. The adjective εὐάρεστος now connects the living sacrifice of the body 

(12:1) to the idea of discerning the will of God (12:2 – see later).   

2 Corinthians 5:9 also uses εὐάρεστος.  2 Corinthians 5:8 talks of 

being away from the body, which is linked to closeness to the Lord (cf 

asceticism).  Pleasing God (5:9) is also linked to the eschatological theme of 

the judgment seat of Christ (5:10), in which people receive recompense for 

what has been done in the body.  The body is central, linked to both 

eschatology, and to pleasing God (cf 12:1-2).     

 
69 Campbell, Nations, 234. 
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Reasonable cultic service (λογική λατρεία)  

This sacrifice is their λογική λατρεία.  But what is the meaning of this 

striking phrase? While λογική is difficult to pin down in isolation, Paul’s 

other uses of λατρεία - 1:25 and 9:4 - will guide us, by providing a narrative 

and ethnic frame of reference.  Ultimately, we will argue that it means 

“reasonable cultic service” (for the ethne).    

Notably, it is λογικὴν λατρείαν ὑμῶν (genitive second person plural).  

It is not our λογική λατρεία.  Rather, it is your λογική λατρεία.  He is talking 

to the ethne (Paul having emphasied his own Jewishness 11:1).  Puzzlingly, 

λογικός is applied to what people do with their bodies, rather than to the 

mind, which is not mentioned until 12:2.  Our analysis will explain this.   

Regarding logikan:  Etymologically, λογικός means reasonable or 

logical.70  But what does λογικὴν mean in context?   

One interpretation is “spiritual” (NRSV).71  But spirit is πνεῦμα.  By 

contrast, λογικὴν is cognate with λόγος.  Plato’s λόγος emanated from God 

to create the world.  Could Paul have been invoking λογικὴν in a Platonic 

sense, which might legitimate “spiritual”?  Alternatively, stoics including 

 
70 LSJ.    
71 This mistranslation constructs a false opposition with animal sacrifice.  Ullucci, 

Christian Rejection, 77. 
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Epictetus, Seneca and Marcus Aurelius used λογικός regarding human 

rationality.72  Could Paul be adapting stoic ideas?73     

Barclay, appropriately avoiding overstatement, suggests that 

λογικός is “reminiscent of the stoic prioritization of ‘reason’”.74  Barclay 

further argues that “it is clear from the following verse that the logic 

controlling the Christian habitus is self-consciously at odds with the 

prevailing logics of contemporary society”.75  But, given the prevalence of 

stoicism,76 how could an understanding of logikan be neatly deployed?  

Translating λογική λατρεία as “reasonable worship”, Barclay suggests the 

“criteria of ‘reason’ are newly defined by the act of God in Christ” 77 - a 

renewed rationality, contrast 1:21-22.78    

Fitzmyer characterises it an “expression of their very rational 

nature”.79  But Paul never states that people possess a rational nature.  

Fitzmyer suggests “spiritual cult”, meaning “Worship governed by the logos 

as befits a human being with nous and pneuma”.80  Here Fitzmyer risks 

 
72 Jewett, Romans, 730 fn.60. 
73 Thorsteinsson notes that λογικός reflects stoic vocabulary and that in 

conjunction with μεταμορφόω 12:2 resembles the Stoic ‘transformation of the mind’ 
Runar M. Thorsteinsson, “Paul and Roman Stoicism: Romans 12 and Contemporary Stoic 
Ethics,” J. Study New Testam. 29.2 (2006): 147. 

74 Barclay, Gift, 509.  
75 Ibid.    
76 Marcía L. Colish, The Stoic Tradition from Antiquity to the Early Middle Ages: 

Stoicism in Classical Latin Literature (Leiden: BRILL, 1990), 7. 
77 Barclay, Gift, 509. 
78 Similarly, “corrupted reason”.  Stowers, Rereading, 98. 
79 Fitzmyer, Romans, 640. 
80 Ibid.  
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imposing criteria.  Yes, Paul uses νοὸς (12:2), but this could contrast with 

σώματα (12:1), or be in addition.  Fitzmyer’s interpretation that “This cult is 

a way of expressing Christian noetic dedication” risks combining ideas that 

were distinct for Paul.81  It is difficult to see how logikan was noetic, given 

that it applies to the body.  Fitzmyer here overlooks the body and 

asceticism.   

Gaventa emphasizes the positive nature of Paul’s exhortation (i.e. 

not just criticising idolatry).82  This fits with the ethne’s positive role (11:25-

26).  However, Gaventa argues that the plural “bodies” refers to the entire 

body of believers, rather than individuals.  This seems incorrect (“bodies” 

plural would more naturally refer to individual bodies, “body” singular to 

the community.)83   

Stowers, opting for “rational worship”, suggests that it “Draws on 

philosophical and Jewish language developed in criticism of popular religion 

and idol worship.”84  This coheres with Paul’s framing in Romans 1.  Is Paul 

contesting the understanding of these terms?  The philosophical resonance 

of λογικός may usefully convey sophistication (cf Paul as “cultural 

entrepreneur”).85   

 
81 Ibid. 
82 Gaventa, Our Mother Saint Paul, 158. 
83 Ibid.   
84 Stowers, Rereading, 317. Similarly, Käsemann also connects animal sacrifice 

with irrationality, Käsemann, Romans, 328.   
85  Stanley Stowers, “Plant and Animal Offerings.” 
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Generally, while each suggestion has some plausibility, it is difficult 

to be sure.  Reappropriation further complicates the issue.  As Moo notes, 

“The meaning of the word logiken is notoriously difficult to pin down”.86   

Our own interpretation will be guided by the broader context of 

Romans, particularly its λατρειαι.  The term λατρεία refers to service.87  

More specifically, it can refer to cultic service.  Sacrifice was its central act 

(cf 12:1).  Set alongside θυσία and παρίστημι, λατρεία therefore suggests 

cultic service.   

Within Romans, Paul’s reversion to the language of λατρεία in 12:1 

references the misguided λατρεία of 1:25, in which people “served 

(λατρεύω) the creature rather than the Creator”.  Paul’s framing of the 

problem in terms of misdirected λατρεία, means that we need to take 

Paul’s return to this theme rather seriously.  Is Paul giving them a new and 

better λατρεία?  Λατρεία in 12:1 also connects with the λατρεία of Israel 

(9:4-5). Here Israel’s λατρεία is listed among many of Israel’s other positive 

attributes (see previous).  How does the λατρεία of 12:1 fit with Israel’s 

λατρεία?  If this is the λατρεία of Israel, and the λατρεία of the ethne had 

been misguided then – the question arises – what in fact is the proper and 

legitimate λατρεία of the ethne to be?     

 
86 Moo, Romans, 751. 
87 LSJ.   
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Our reading is that in 12:1 Paul furnishes the ethne with a λατρεία 

that replaces and corrects their misguided λατρεία of 1:25, and that 

operates in parallel with the λατρεία of their new brothers the Israelites.  

The eschatological outcome is that the newly adopted ethne will worship in 

tandem with God’s people (Israel), while remaining distinct from them (cf 

Romans 15:10 - μετὰ τοῦ λαοῦ αὐτοῦ).  In this sense it is their λογική 

λατρεία - i.e. it is their eschatologically appropriate and proper λατρεία, its 

reasonableness contrasting with the misguided λατρεία of Romans 1 (which 

was the outcome of their having become fools – μωραίνω 1:22 – opposing 

the stupidity of Romans 1 with the reasonableness of 12:1).  

Israel has its own λατρεία i.e. service in the temple at Jerusalem.88  

This builds on our discussion of the ongoing validity of ethnic categories 

within Paul (Chapter 5).  Moo correctly contrasts the λατρεία with Romans 

1, but - by overlooking the ongoing validity of ethnic Israel - fails to add the 

third leg to this stool, arguing for translation as “the only… ‘true worship’”.89  

Unlike Moo, our reading of λογική λατρεία does not involve supersession, 

but rests upon what is appropriate for the ethne, given that they are 

eschatologically incoming ethne, and not Israelites.  Unlike Dunn, we see 

Paul as not being merely “in continuity and succession” with the revelation 

 
88 As Campbell notes, Paul’s unambiguous reference to Israel in 9:4 undermines 

“Wright’s view of Christ as embodying in himself all the heritage and responsibilities of 
Israel” Campbell, Nations, 208. 

89 Moo, Romans, 748–54. 
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and cult of Israel, but as furnishing the ethne with a parallel λατρεία.90  

Significantly, Israel is only asked to call upon the Lord (10:13) – they already 

have their own legitimate λατρεία, and so do not need to be furnished with 

appropriate λατρεία, unlike the ethne (this limitation is coherent with our 

analysis).   

Regarding the ethne, the practice of offering λατρεία was never 

itself the problem.  Rather, it was being given to the wrong recipient; it had 

been misdirected.  Romans 12:1 answers the question as to what form their 

appropriately directed λατρεία should take.  The offering of their bodies as 

a living sacrifice is to be the appropriate and sensible and reasonable 

λατρεία, with which Paul has furnished the ethne.  With regard to λογικός 

we also note, proximately within Romans 1, the lexically connected ideas of 

futile thoughts (διαλογισμός 1:22), and the idea of being without excuse 

(ἀναπολόγητος 1:20) – both constructing the problem that is resolved by 

12:1 i.e. Paul perhaps uses echoes in the language rhetorically.  Käsemann’s 

analysis that “Paradoxically the cultic vocabulary which he uses here serves 

a decidedly anti-cultic thrust” is contorted, and incorrect.91  Gupta’s 

“worship that makes sense to Paul”, risks being overly cognitive in nature 

(λατρεία is applied to the body; albeit cf νοῦς 12:2).  Our own position as 

 
90 Contra Dunn, Romans, 867.  Dunn’s assertion that Jesus Christ offered an object 

of faith … which in no way depended on race…” (p. 868) is partly true, but racial 
distinctions still applied, as required by God’s promise to Abraham.   

91 Käsemann, Romans, 329. 
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regards the different λατρεία is practical (in terms of the relations between 

peoples), ethnicised (in light of God’s promise), and ascetic (cf 

eschatological instrumentality).92   

Viewed together, Israel and the ethne are to have different λατρεία.  

Both worship God, and both will of course call upon the Lord (10:13).   But 

their worship will take different forms.  The new λατρεία for the ethne will 

function in parallel to and in tandem with the λατρεία of their new 

brothers, the Israelites (9:4).  The ethne will now be worshipping God with 

his people i.e. Israel (cf 15:10; 4:17-18).   

In Isaiah 56:7-8, regarding “foreigners who join themselves to 

the Lord” God states “their sacrifices will be accepted on my altar; for my 

house shall be called a house of prayer for all peoples (έθνη)”.  Paul’s ethne 

are envisaged as offering their own bodies in living sacrifice to the Jewish 

God (the Creator God).93  In Isaiah, these sacrifices are made by those 

foreigners as foreigners.  In 12:1 the θυσία and λατρεία of the ethne is 

offered to God as ethne.  Yes, this sacrifice effects their adoption, but they 

are adopted as ethne (κλῆσις …μένω 1 Corinthians 7:20; emphasized by 

Schweitzer).94 

 
92 Gupta, Worship, 117–26. 
93 Also as being a sacrifice (see our analysis of Romans 15:16). 
94 See also Fredriksen “they are included as gentiles”, and who notes that there 

was no word for “conversion” in antiquity Fredriksen, Paul, 75–77.    Contrast Donaldson 
who argues that pagans can only be saved if they cease being pagans before the arrival of 
God’s Kingdom.  Terence L. Donaldson, Paul and the Gentiles: Remapping the Apostle’s 
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Analytically, then, the meaning of λογική is revealed by and 

subordinate to Paul’s broader usage of λατρεία. Unlike λογική, Paul uses 

the term λατρεία on multiple occasions, which has given us traction, in 

conjunction with Paul’s broader ethnic emphasis and agenda (Chapter 5).95   

Generally, Paul’s heavy emphasis on cultic language in 12:1 links to 

his conceptualisation of the body as a temple (e.g. 1 Corinthians 6:19, 3:16) 

and to the spirit dwelling in people (8:9,11; contrast Sin 7:17-20).96  Ancient 

ideas of gods dwelling in their temples,97 and concern to maintain God’s 

presence are relevant here.98  The body as a temple complements that of 

Jerusalem, rather than superseding it,99 and is an eschatologically 

appropriate measure, linked to the arrival of the Messiah,100 with whom its 

sacrifice constructs fraternal union.  Further discussion is beyond our scope.   

 

 

 

 
Convictional World (Minneapolis, Minnesota: Fortress Press, 1997), 78, 149, 187–307.  
However this is not evidenced in Jewish texts.  Schweitzer, Mysticism, 195. 

95 More broadly, the wider meaning of λατρεία as “service” also fits with Paul’s 
theme of negative and positive slavery e.g. “enslaved to righteousness” 6:18. 

96 Cf 15:16 
97 “In the ancient world, it was almost universally believed that gods dwelled in 

temples.” Jackson, “Divine Presence,” 301.   
98 Klawans, Purity, Sacrifice, and the Temple, 41–75.  
99 On concurrent temples see Timothy Wardle, The Jerusalem Temple and Early 

Christian Identity (Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2010). 
100 The Messiah as building the temple being integral to Second Temple 

Messianism Wright, Paul, 42. 
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Sacrifice and transformation:  Romans 12:2  

Paul explicitly links sacrifice (12:1) to a very heavy emphasis on 

transformation (12:2 - καὶ). Why?  In 12:1 Paul put forward his only use of 

θυσία in Romans, applied to the ethne themselves, and in a cluster of 

unambiguous cultic vocabulary, in conjunction with brotherhood, and 

explicitly connected to an extremely heavy emphasis on transformation. 

This is a remarkable cluster and confluence of rather weighty matters.  As 

such, it will require adequate positive explanation.  Paul seems to be doing 

something serious and important here, and any reading will have to 

account for that.  (Our general interpretation was stated earlier. The new 

family membership being constructed is itself a form of transformation, and 

lies at the nub of what is happening here.  The transformation of 12:2 is a 

consequence of the generative pairing of sacrifice and familial status in 

12:1, with which it is intimately linked.)   

Paul talks about the body (σώματα 12:1) and the mind (νοός 12:2) 

distinctly but also in conjunction. The sacrifice of the body (12:1) leads to 

renewal of the mind (12:2).  The new family membership constructed by 

living sacrifice of the body (12:1) is linked to the renewal of the mind and so 

to the ability to discern God’s will (12:2).  Paul is fundamentally concerned 

with a new mode of being (ὄντες 8:5).  As such, Gupta is correct that Paul’s 
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epistemology and ontology are inseparable, but these in turn are 

conditioned by family, ethnicity, and eschatology.101   

More specifically, the mind is connected to both Christ and the 

spirit.  The ethne are to suffer with Christ (8:17) becoming brothers (12:1), 

and being conformed to his image (8:29).  In 1 Corinthians 2:16 Paul also 

refers to “the mind (νοῦς) of Christ”, and fraternal union might plausibly 

involve a transformation of the mind.  The mind of the spirit is also part of 

Romans 8 (φρόνημα 8:27) – interestingly, this is presented in conjunction 

with the heart (cf later discussion of circumcision of the heart).  Paul also 

strongly connects mind and spirit (8:5-6 φρονέω).102  Generally, the 

transformation of the mind is linked to the influx of the spirit (which is the 

fundamental dynamic in Romans 12).103  These noetic aspects are confirmed 

by the substance of the transformation to follow (i.e. their lives of love, cf 

8:35, and spirit).  Note also φρονέω (12:16) as linked to lowliness 

(ταπεινός), a quality associated with Jesus in the Christ Hymn (Philippians 

2:8), as again to be emulated (2:3 cf φρονέω 2:2,5; cf φρόνημα τοῦ 

Πνεύματος Romans 8:27).   

 
101 Gupta, Worship, 203. 
102 Engberg-Pedersen suggests that “pneuma is also a cognitive entity, which plays 

an epistemological role in accounting for believers’ coming to possess full knowledge”, 
similar to the stoics. Engberg-Pedersen, “Stoicism in Early Christianity,” 33.   

103 The mind is also emphasized in 12:3 where Paul contrasts being high-minded 
(ὑπερφρονεῖν) with being sober-minded (σωφρονεῖν) (also reversing 1:22 and the 
arrogance of 1:30).   
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Significantly, the mind is also connected to the law.  Paul represents 

delight in the law with respect to the inner man (ἔσω 7:22), the law of his 

mind (τῷ νόμῳ τοῦ νοός μου 7:23; cf νοῒ δουλεύω νόμῳ θεοῦ 7:25).  

Transformatively, the newness of the spirit contrasts with the oldness of 

the letter (7:6 cf ἀνακαίνωσις 12:2).  The mind that is set on flesh cannot 

submit to God’s law (οὐδὲ γὰρ δύναται - 8:7; cf framing 1:16,20; ὑποτάσσω 

and δύναμαι cf cosmic conflict; ἀρέσκω cf εὐάρεστος 12:1-2).  (Bluntly, Paul 

is interested in their minds submitting to God’s law cf 13:8-10.)  The 

transformation of the mind will produce the lives that fulfil the law (see 

subsequent discussion.)   The key issue is the ability of the mind to submit 

to the law (i.e. capacity to actually do it cf 7:15-20; δύναμαι repeated 8:8), 

rather than the validity of the law itself.  More specifically, the mind 

connects substantively with φρονέω 8:5-7 and 27 where the mind is 

connected with the spirit (12:1; 12:11).  The life and peace this brings (8:6) 

are the central developments of Romans (12:1; ἀνοχή 3:25; 12:19 – 

contrast ἔχθρα 8:7).   

In all these senses, the mind - and faith - are not separate from the 

rather more visceral realms of ethnic and familial construction (12:1), bodily 

practice, cult, fulfilment of the law (13:8), and the reshaping of nature (see 
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subsequent analysis).  Paul was no Cartesian dualist.104  The kindness of God 

(in sending his own Son, and in adopting the ethne), has indeed lead them 

to μετάνοια and away from (ἀμετανόητος – impenitence 2:4-5) i.e. 

transformation, contrasting with 1:18-32.  There is also a corporate 

dimension:  Johnson Hodge notes that some philosophical schools 

considered themselves as being “related and organized by a kinship of the 

soul, mind, or spirit”.105   

The dynamic of transformation is triply underlined by συσχηματίζω, 

μεταμορφόω and ἀνακαίνωσις.106  The verb μεταμορφόω links to 

σύμμορφος of 8:29 (cf brotherhood, image).  As such, in 8:29 μορφή is 

connected to transformation into new genealogical status.  Interestingly, it 

also links to the law as “the embodiment of knowledge and truth” 

(μόρφωσις 2:20 cf our analysis of 13:8-10 and the ethne as instantiating the 

law).  “Call” is also present in 8:28 (κλητοῖς cf 12:1.)   

Jewett notes that σύμμορφος “was widely used in pagan religious 

context to depict the changing of gods into visible forms; the movement of 

initiates in the mystery religions through various stages toward apotheosis; 

 
104 Martin, Corinthian Body, 3, 7. Cf Johnson Hodge, If Sons, 48.  Wright’s idea that 

“Paul believed he was called … to teach people to think Christianly” is reductive and 
decontextualized, failing to engage adequately the issues of family, bodily asceticism and 
fulfilment of the law that will underpin our analysis.  N. T. Wright, “Right Standing, Right 
Understanding, Wright Misunderstanding: A Response,” Journal for the Study of Paul and 
his Letters 4 (2014): 87–103 (92–93).    

105 Johnson Hodge, If Sons, 38. 
106 Cf similar vocabulary applied eschatologically to the body (Phil. 3:20–21). 
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the change of humans through the use of magical imprecations into divine 

beings capable of miracles; and religious alternatives through mystical 

vision.”107   The second and third of these, referring to acquisition of divine 

characteristics, raise the question as to elevation (see later).    

This transformation is both moral and eschatological in nature 

(αἰῶνι).  Earlier we established the connection between body and 

eschatology (Chapter 6).  In 1:27 ἀσχημοσύνη, connecting lexically with - 

and now being corrected by - συσχηματίζω, was used to refer to 

homosexual acts.  The term σχῆμα also connects with the arriving eschaton: 

“For the form (σχῆμα) of this world is passing away” (1 Corinthians 7:31).   

Chester describes “moral transformation… as one sign of the final age as 

already being underway”.108   

Paul’s emphasis on the mind (νοῦς) works in tandem with that of 

the body.  The body is something that Paul wants to transform, rather than 

to obliterate, and is integral to Paul’s eschatological vision (1 Corinthians 

15:44,53; see previous). Transformation complements the idea of ethnic 

distinction.  The ethne come in as ethne (11:25), and so all Israel will be 

saved (11:26).  The ethne are then transformed.  They receive new familial 

 
107 Jewett, Romans, 732.  
108 Andrew Chester, Messiah and Exaltation: Jewish Messianic and Visionary 

Traditions and New Testament Christology (Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2007), 186. Novenson 
demonstrates that Paul’s thinking was a member of the species of Messiah language in 
ancient Judaism. Novenson, Christ among the Messiahs, 9.  
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status.  But they have this newly ratified status as ethne, and remain ethne 

(they do not become either Israelites or “Christians”).  Fredriksen argues 

that “Apocalyptic demography, in other words, would reflect quotidian 

demography”.109  Ultimately, however, with regard to how the dead are 

raised “God gives it a body as he has chosen” 1 Corinthians 15:38  - this 

seems de novo, and calls into question whether metamorphosized humans 

are in fact still ethnic and gendered (cf Galatians 3:28).    

Knowledge of God is an important aspect of this new family 

membership and λατρεία.  In Romans 1 the ethne knew God but became 

futile in their thinking (1:21), leading to misdirected λατρεία (1:23).   Paul 

frames the problem in terms of futile thinking, foolish heart (1:21), and 

becoming fools (1:22).  In 1:21 knowledge contrasts with the debased or 

disapproved mind (ἀδόκιμος νοῦς 1:28), and connects lexically to a change 

of mind μετάνοια (“repentance” 2:4).   These earlier statements and 

connections are diagnostic.  So too Isaiah, Paul’s most-cited text, links lack 

of knowledge and idolatry (e.g. 44:18-19; 45:20).  Now, however, the ethne 

have been transformed.  In consequence, they can now discern the will of 

God.  The problem has been resolved.  Their new intimacy with God (family 

membership, 8:29; cf Abba 8:15 – constituting direct familial access to the 

divine; this status being ratified in 12:1) leads to knowledge of God’s will.  

 
109 Fredriksen, Paul, 77. 



315 
 

Family membership leads to the transmission of knowledge (as well as to 

transformed capacity for virtue – see later).  Adoption, in other words, is an 

act of revelation (cf knowability of God).110  This will of God, which the 

ethne can access, contrasts with the frustrated will represented in Romans 

7 (θέλω sevenfold 7:15-21).  (This consequence of now being able to 

correctly discern the will of God (contrast Romans 1; cf mythic μυστήριον 

11:25), shows the transformative power of familial membership (cf power 

1:16).  Sacrifice not only complies with the will of God, but allows 

knowledge of it (here, through adoption).  Correct orientation towards the 

creator God leads to correct epistemology.  Notably, in 1:18 Paul refers to 

those “who by their unrighteousness (ἀδικία) suppress the truth” (cf 1:25 

connecting truth and worship).  Now worshipping appropriately, adopted, 

and pious (σεβής cf 1:18) - they can discern the will of God (i.e. the truth). 

This is an aspect of the ethne coming to know God (contrast 1 

Thessalonians 4:3–5).  Paul also connects knowledge to the influx of the 

spirit - via “the mind of the spirit” (8:27 mentioned earlier) – this being the 

key theme of Romans 12.  For Paul, knowledge is eschatological cf “then I 

will know fully” (1 Corinthians 13:12; 2 Corinthians 1:13; cf θέλημα re God’s 

eschatological plan Galatians 1:4).  Knowledge also connects to covenant: 

“Knowledge of God was central to Israel's worship response because 

 
110 Dunn, Romans, 57. 
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covenant obedience was dependent upon Israelite understanding of 

Yahweh’s words and deeds”.111 So too now, eschatologically, with the 

ethne.  This knowledge is part of a new covenant relationship with God, one 

in which they will fulfil God’s law (13:8-10).  Significantly, knowing the will 

of God is linked to the law (2:18), δοκιμάζω again present (also 1:28; 

misapplied συνευδοκέω 1:30; cf 13:8-10).  In 2:18 it is applied to the person 

calling himself a Jew, and so here the ethne are being brought into parity 

with the Jews (as indicated by those claiming to be such), the difference 

with the gentile teacher of Romans 2 being that the ethne of Romans 12 

will have the capacity to fulfil the law.  In terms of timing (sequentially), this 

knowledge arrives not after ransom (3:24), but after the further stage of 

adoption (12:1); Romans 3, while important, is merely a first step.  

Knowledge is also connected to Abraham (εὑρίσκω 4:1; cf acquisition of 

adoptive fathers’ characteristics).  Substantively, the will of God must be 

coherent with – if not the same as – the teaching (διδαχή) endorsed in 

16:17 (also Παρακαλῶ) and 6:17 (obedience from the heart linking to 

circumcision of the heart – see later).   

The good of 12:2 (ἀγαθός) powerfully reverses the κακία, 

κακοήθεια, and other negative characteristics of 1:29 (also κακός 2:9; 

 
111 Andrew E. Hill and John H. Walton, A Survey of the Old Testament, Third 

edition. (Grand Rapids, Mich: Zondervan, 2009), 716.  
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opposed to good 2:7,10).  Fraternal and transformative union with Christ is 

how the ethne can achieve the good i.e. capacity (cf cleaving to the good 

12:9 κολλάω).  Note good associated with God’s working and call (8:28). 

Ultimately, the ethne are to have victory over evil with good (12:21; 8:37; cf 

cosmic conflict).   

The relationship between the good and the law is important.  

Notably, the law is referred to as “holy and righteous and good”, in 7:12, 

good being repeated in 7:13 (ἀγαθός; cf ἀγαθός, καλός, κακός 7:16-21).  In 

Romans 12, the living sacrifice is holy (12:1) and the will of God is described 

as good (12:2).  The transformed lives of the ethne will be righteous (see 

discussion of Romans 12).  In cleaving to the good, the transformed lives of 

the ethne are, in substance, cleaving to and reflecting the law (see analysis 

13:8-10).   Significantly, as we shall see, the ethne are being brought into 

line with the law and the commandment.  Moreover - and absolutely vitally 

- the law is spiritual (7:14). The central dynamic of Romans 12 is the influx 

of the spirit, as a consequence of adoption.  In these profound respects, the 

ethne are coming into congruence with the law (which is spiritual 7:14), and 

which their new lives of love in the spirit (12:9) will indeed fulfil (13:8).  

Regarding τέλειος:  τέλος contrasts with καθήκω - not reaching 

one’s goal (1:28).  More profoundly, in the LXX, τέλειος is used to translate 
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the Hebrew adjective “tamim”.112  “Tamim” referred to a sacrificial animal 

without defects.113  Here, however, Paul is not applying it to a cultic 

sacrificial victim.  Rather, he is deploying the sacrificial and legal language of 

Leviticus in conjunction with the living sacrifice of the gentiles’ bodies.114  

Tamim “was also applied to human action or conduct whereby one walks 

blamelessly before the Lord”.115 This idea of ongoing conduct links to our 

analysis of Romans 12 and 13.  The term τέλειος also suggests eschatology 

(τέλος).  Notably, τέλειος is also used in Leviticus to convey this sense of 

“completion” (23:15).  In the Wisdom of Solomon (probably second century 

BCE), τέλειος conveys “being perfected”.  In 4:10-13 those who were loved 

and taken up by God were perfected (τελειωθεὶς) and in consequence “in a 

short time, they fulfilled long years”.116  Significantly, it was those who 

pleased God (εὐάρεστος cf 12:1-2) who were thus perfected (4:10).  

Intertextual connection is possible, given the rarity of εὐάρεστος in the LXX.  

In Wisdom 4:10, “He pleased (εὐάρεστος) God, and was beloved of him: so 

that living among sinners he was changed (μετετέθη)”.  In the passive, 

 
112 Genesis 6:9; Exodus 12:5; Deuteronomy 18:13; 2 Kings 22:26.  See Patrick J. 

Hartin, A Spirituality of Perfection: Faith in Action in the Letter of James (Collegeville, Minn: 
The Liturgical Press, 1999), 23. 

113 E.g. Leviticus 1:3; 1:10.  Τέλειος was also used within Stoicism Timothy A. 
Brookins, Corinthian Wisdom, Stoic Philosophy, and the Ancient Economy (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 2014), 168. 

114 Hartin discusses tamim as meaning “true to its original constitution”; cf our 
reading that the ethne come in as ethne.   

115 Genesis 17:1; Genesis 6:9; Deuteronomy 18:13. Ibid., 24.    
116 Cf Abraham.  
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μετατίθημι conveys the idea of being changed or altered.117  Εὐάρεστος 

therefore connects with transformation.  The threat of desire perverting 

the mind is also highlighted (ἐπιθυμίας, νοῦν – WS 4:12; cf 12:2,1:24). So 

too God’s elect, his “holy ones” (4:15).  Earlier, the idea of branches and 

their being broken off is discussed (WS 4:4-5 cf 11:17-24).  This is a 

remarkable cluster of apparent similarity.   

In Philippians 3:10 Paul talks of knowing Christ (cf Romans 1; will 

12:2) and the power (1:10;16) of his resurrection and the sharing of his 

sufferings (8:17) by conforming to him (συμμορφιζόμενος - συμμορφόω 

12:2) in his death (6:5; 8:13; 12:1).  In 3:21 Paul continues that “He will 

transform (μετασχηματίζω cf συσχηματίζω 12:2) the body (12:1) of our 

humiliation ταπείνωσις (12:16) that it may be conformed (σύμμορφος cf 

12:2) to the body of his glory δόξης (8:18,21,30)”.  Note generally, we are 

talking about the body (cf 12:1; cf 1 Corinthians 35-44; cf Paul’s 

eschatological asceticism).  While the language of sacrifice is present (2:17), 

in Romans 12 it generates this transformation.   Μεταμορφόω (12:2) also 

fits with being “transformed (μεταμορφόω) into the image of the Lord” (2 

Corinthians 3:18) – and transformation into Christ’s image (σύμμορφος 

8:29; 2 Corinthians 3:4) will shortly unfold in Romans 12.  Note also “until 

Christ is formed (μορφόω) in you” (Galatians 4:19).   

 
117 LSJ. 
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To conclude: 12:2 heavily underlines the transformative nature of 

the sacrifice in 12:1. The sacrifice is therefore effective.  But effective in 

what way?  What is the nature of the transformation?   Douglas Campbell 

argues that “Transformation through Christ is affirmed as the dominant 

characteristic of Paul’s understanding of God”.118  We have connected 

transformation to the sacrifice of 12:1, and with the acquisition of family 

membership, through fraternal union with Christ.  This, we are arguing, is 

the meaning with which Paul has imbued and constructed his sacrificial 

appeal to the ethne.  But can we be more specific as to what, concretely, 

this transformation actually involves?  (Paul will demonstrate and explain 

this throughout Romans 12 and 13 i.e. the transformative consequences 

will further explicate the nature of the sacrifice.) 

In short:  Paul places such heavy emphasis on transformation in 12:2 

because 12:1 has just constructed the ethne’s new status as brothers of 

Christ.  This is incorporation into the family of God.119 This process began 

with baptism120 and is aggregative in nature.  In consequence, this deepens 

and ratifies their membership within the Abrahamic lineage (Galatians 

3:29).  This family membership is transformative in nature, and Paul will 

now show us in what ways this is the case.   

 
118 Campbell, Deliverance, 338. 
119 Fourteen συν- compounds are used in this regard.  Jewett, Romans, 502.  
120 Ibid., 529.  
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Family membership and transformation:  Romans 12 and 13  

Romans 12 and 13 elaborate upon the transformative consequences of the 

adoption ratified by sacrifice in 12:1.121 At this moment of familial transition 

the ethne are malleable, and Paul will now articulate and so craft the new 

relationships, characteristics, capacities and obligations that will shape their 

lives within their new family and lineage.  The efficacy of 12:1 will be 

demonstrated by the extent and nature of this transformation.  Here Paul 

will detail the blessings that result from their new status.   

These consequences involve a renewed and transformed 

relationship with God and others, new moral capacities and dispositions, 

and a new ability to live lives that fulfil God’s law.  Their new relationship 

with God contains both benefits and obligations.  Paul will now define the 

transformed social (12:4-21), political (13:1-7) and legal (13:8-10) “culture 

of the community‐to‐be”, “the ideals and principles with which people talk 

about themselves and others”.122  These new relationships and praxes will 

both demonstrate and consolidate their identity and appropriate 

eschatological alignment as transformed ethne (alongside the Israelites, 

within the Abrahamic lineage).   

 
121 Dunn helpfully notes that a creature cut off from its creator can no longer 

function aright.  But 12:1 is both worship and generative of new familial status. Dunn, 
Romans, 73. 

122 Johnson Hodge, If Sons, 22. 
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Contrast Romans 1, where the handing over of the ethne led to total 

enmeshment in vice, and moral blindness (“applaud others” 1:32).  The 

ideas of consequences and sequelae (i.e. the vital causation), will now also 

underpin our analysis of Romans 12-13.  While in Romans 1:18 ungodliness 

(ἀσέβεια) was linked to unrighteousness (ἀδικία), in Romans 12 the ethne, 

sacrificing to their creator God, will lead lives of love that fulfil the law and 

constitute righteousness (godliness produces righteousness).  Paul’s gospel 

is the transformative power of God (1:4,16,20).  Transformed, the ethne will 

be empowered to reign in life (βασιλεύω 5:17).  Theirs is a new mode of 

being (ὄντες 8:5).  Generally, Paul is both reversing and transcending the 

framing of Romans 1.   

Paul is constructing their nature – articulating and so forming it 

(φύσις 11:24; contrast παρὰ φύσιν 1:26 cf μεταμορφόω 12:2).  Their new 

brotherhood provides new masculinity – in line with nature, remedying 

1:26-27.123  Construction of nature was anticipated in the grafting of 

Romans 11 (φύσις 11:21, thrice 11:24; cf σύμφυτος 6:5; cf φύσει 

Ἰουδαῖοι Galatians 2:15 as contrasted with gentile sinners.)  Martin 

 
123 On contested and constructed masculinity see Lin Foxhall and John Salmon, 

When Men Were Men: Masculinity, Power and Identity in Classical Antiquity (Milton Park: 
Taylor and Francis, 2013); Wilson, Unmanly Men.  On the eschatological transformation of 
nature in Romans see Harry Alan Hahne, The Corruption and Redemption of Creation: 
Nature in Romans 8.19-22 and Jewish Apocalyptic Literature (London: T & T Clark, 2006).  
For Roman context see Jewett, Romans, 509. 
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discusses how the nurse was meant to mould the body of the new-born124 - 

“One must…gently coerce the body into its 'natural' form." Paul will 

construct the ethne’s new lives according to nature as defined by God as 

creator (1:20,26) and by God’s promise to Abraham (4:17-18).  Note Isaiah 

65:17 “I am creating new heavens and a new earth”.  Nature was not a 

Hebrew concept, but Greek.125  Paul is reworking nature within messianic 

eschatology (as with sacrifice and asceticism).   

The transformations will reflect their new fathers.  Adoption had far-

reaching implications for the character of the adoptee.  Caroline Johnson 

Hodge notes “a common conception in ancient Mediterranean cultures: 

you are your ancestors. In this way of thinking, one's status, character, and 

identity are conferred by one's forebears”.126  So too Rosalind Thomas 

observes, “Prestige, status, even moral character might be derived from the 

original progenitor, preferably legendary, heroic or divine”.127  Benjamin 

Isaac discusses Aristotle’s widely accepted idea that “slaves are different … 

from free men through inherited characteristics” (italics added).128  The 

 
124 The body was constructed in line with the expectations of the upper class. 

Martin, Corinthian Body, 27.   
125 Dunn, Romans, 64. 
126 Johnson Hodge, If Sons, 19. 
127 Thomas, Rosalind, “Genealogy,” in The Oxford Companion to Classical 

Civilization, ed. Simon Hornblower, Antony Spawforth, and Esther Eidinow (Oxford: OUP, 
2004), 329. 

128 Isaac, Invention of Racism, 46.  Note also W. D. Davies, “Drawing upon ancient 
Semitic concepts of solidarity, Paul indicates that the character of the root of a plant or 
body carries over… the quality of the root determines the quality of the tree and its 
branches.”  William Davies, Jewish and Pauline Studies (London: SPCK, 1984), 154. 
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ethne’s moral transformation is familial and particular – it involves 

transmission and transfer of characteristics.  Thiessen argued that God had 

made promises to Abraham that only his seed could enjoy. 129  These 

included being empowered to live a moral life, inheriting the cosmos, and 

having the hope of an indestructible life. In Romans 12 and 13 the first of 

these is delivered, the second partially, and the ethne are on the cusp of 

the third. 

 

Gifts 

Significantly, almost immediately after discussing the ethne’s θυσία and 

λατρεία, Paul then starts talking about their receiving gifts (χάρισμα 12:6; cf 

χαρίζομαι 8:32; cf 1 Corinthians 12:28-31).130  The dynamic is sacrificial.  

 
129 See Chapter 5 “Abraham, the Promised Pneuma, and the Gentile Solution”.  

Thiessen, Gentile Problem, 129–61. 
130 Notably in 1 Corinthians 12:27 the Christ-followers are the “body of Christ” cf 

12:4. See generally Barclay, Gift. Building on but refining Sanders, Barclay notes the 
variation in, contested nature of, Second Temple understandings as to how grace might be 
perfected (p. 319).  He argues that Paul’s theology of the gift was the basis for a new 
unified community of Jews and gentiles (p. 6).  By contrast, I see Paul’s gift in 12:6 as part 
of his construction of and developing relationship with the ethne who will take their place 
in tandem with Israel within the Abrahamic lineage (as promised 4:17-18; 15:10), with gift 
contained within a dynamic that is both sacrificial and familial.  In Romans Barclay sees 
unconditioned grace as producing the recipients’ heart transformation and social 
transformation in community-forming ‘obedience of faith’ (p. 467-9).  God’s grace is 
indeed the first in the reciprocal sequence (3:24-25) i.e. perfected regarding “priority”.  But 
the social (and moral) transformation is brought about by the sacrificial and familial 
transformation of 12:1-2.  This appropriate λατρεία is reciprocated by more grace and the 
arrival of the spirit (12:6; 12:9; cf protection 12:19).  See also Bell’s discussion of “social 
efficacy of gift exchange” 82-83 Bell, Catherine, Ritual Theory, Ritual Practice, 82–83. Also, 
Michael L. Satlow, The Gift in Antiquity (Chichester: Wiley-Blackwell, 2013).  This volume 
emphasizes the discursive significance of gifts within power relationships (as such the 
dynamic of gift helps to explicate the sacrifice of 12:1).   
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“Sacrifices affect the gods’ ‘disposition’”.131  Now that the ethne have 

started to properly acknowledge God, they are starting to receive benefits 

in turn.  God, who previously handed them over, is now presenting them 

with gifts (recognising them).  Their relationship with God has been 

transformed.  The ethne give God their bodies, and in return God gives 

them gifts.132  He has become their father, and so their benefactor.  The 

ethne were adopted as ethne, and receive these gifts as ethne.   Gifts 

transform but they do not obliterate.   

These gifts shape the social order of the community (12:6-8), which 

is one body in Christ (12:4-5 see previous; also 13:1-7).  Contrast the 

disorder of Romans 1, which included murder.  Now members of God’s 

family, the ethne have immediately started to receive their inheritance 

(συγκληρονόμος 8:17).  In Genesis 25:5-8, Isaac receives "all Abraham's 

goods", while the other sons receive "gifts" (δόμα).  Now Abraham’s new 

sons, the ethne, are receiving their gifts.   

Abraham was promised that he would inherit the world (4:13). 

Notably, “the promise may rest on grace (κατὰ χάριν) and be guaranteed to 

all his descendants (σπέρματι)” (4:16).  The promise does indeed rest on 

χάριν / χάρισμα, in the most practical of senses.  The spiritual 

 
131 Naiden, Smoke Signals, 129. 
132 Note 12:3 where the ethne are allotted faith (μερίζω).   
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transformation of the ethne, bringing them within the Abrahamic lineage - 

and further developed by the χαρίσματα of 12:6 - is indeed fulfilling God’s 

promise to Abraham.  The remnant was chosen by grace (ἐκλογὴν χάριτος - 

11:5).  The ethne are now themselves being elected.  The ethne, newly 

ratified within Abraham’s lineage (i.e. as Abraham’s seed) are now receiving 

χάρις.  

Why is the first gift prophecy?  If Paul is shaping a community, then 

why emphasize prophecy?  Prophecy is of the spirit (πνευματικά 1 

Corinthians 13:1 cf arrival of the spirit; 1 Corinthians 14:37), it builds the 

community (οἰκοδομὴν 13:3-5), and is linked to knowledge (13:6).  

Astonishingly, the ethne, previously corrupt, are now empowered to 

prophesize (indicating membership and connection to God.)  This gift 

legitimises transmission of God’s will (12:2) within the community and 

beyond.  More particularly, Abraham was a prophet (Genesis 20:7).  The 

ethne are starting to inherit his characteristics.  Tellingly, this gift of 

prophecy is explicitly linked to faith (4:9).  (Pragmatically, defining these 

gifts allows Paul to control them cf prophecy as superior to glossolalia 1 

Corinthians 14:5.)   

In 1:11 Paul talked of sharing “some spiritual gift to strengthen 

(στηρίζω) you” (cf δυναμένῳ ὑμᾶς στηρίξαι 16:25; δύναμις 1:16).  

Accelerated, this is happening now in Romans 12.  The ethne have been 
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strengthened by brotherhood, family membership, and consequently 

further by gifts.  The gifts’ aggregative logic complements sacrifice as 

ratification:  incrementally, sequentially, the ethne had already been given 

gifts (3:24; 5:15; 6:23), and now they are being given more.  Already 

brothers, this has now been ratified and rendered qualitatively different, as 

brothers of the resurrected Christ (brotherhood with Christ being a new 

idea).  (Just as Paul “received grace” in 1:5, so too the ethne receive it in 

Romans 12.)  

In 3:24 people are “now justified by his grace (χάριτι) as a gift 

(δωρεὰν), through the redemption that is in Christ Jesus”.  Our 

fundamental analysis of ἱλαστήριον was as a conciliatory gift.133  

Significantly, here Paul also links gift and grace (χάριν τὴν δοθεῖσαν 

12:6).134  The gifts in Romans 12 fit with this.  Notably the ethne can be 

adopted and receive grace thanks to their earlier ransom (3:24) i.e. this can 

be viewed as a sequence of gifts from God.  Christ remains central (8:29; 

12:1).  The ethne will fulfil the law as a consequence of their transformation 

(13:8), but it is not the law that justifies them (3:20).  Rather, it is the “free 

gift (χάρισμα - singular) following many trespasses [that] brings 

justification” (5:16).  Paul does not explicitly connect the gift of 12:6 with 

 
133 This gift had “priority”, coming first in the cycle of reciprocity.  Barclay, Gift, 71–72. 
134 See generally Barclay, Gift. 
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justification,135 but it is part of the ethne’s transformation, and transformed 

relationship with God.   

These gifts connect lexically with the χάρισμα (5:15), and hence to 

Adam and Christ (demonstrating the potential power of one person’s 

actions, “likeness” and “type” schematizing this dynamic – 5:14-15, and as 

such helping to inform our understanding of 12:1).136  While the ethne had 

sinned like Adam, they receive the grace (χάρις) of God and the gift (δωρεά) 

in grace (χάρις) through Christ (5:15) – linking but distinguishing God and 

Christ.  Gift, grace and justification are linked in 5:17.  Generally, these gifts 

from God are part of the arriving reign of grace, through righteousness 

(βασιλεύω 5:21 cf 14:17).   

These gifts are also framed by 11:29 - “the gifts and the calling of 

God are irrevocable”.  Here, gifts are linked with election and ultimate 

salvation (of Israel).  Both Israel and the ethne are therefore talked of as 

receiving gifts (in tandem; cf 15:10).  The linkage between gifts and call is 

further confirmed by παρακαλῶ (12:1). The ethne’s receipt of gifts also 

somewhat parallels Israel’s blessings (9:4-5 e.g. νομοθεσία).   

These gifts contribute to the influx of the spirit (cf 12:11; 12:1; 

Romans 8).  This passage may be read alongside 1 Corinthians 12:7-14 

 
135 Although ἐκδικέω 12:19.   
136 Stowers, Rereading, 38. 
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where “To each is given the manifestation of the spirit for the common 

good”, and those gifts are given “through the spirit” (cf 1 Corinthians 12:4; 

cf 1Thessalonians 4:8; Philippians 4:23).  The connection with the spirit is 

unsurprising, as these gifts emanate from God.  They fit with God’s 

eschatological purpose.  They constitute the eschatological influx of God’s 

spirit.  Gifts are also explicitly linked to waiting for the revealing of our Lord 

Jesus Christ (1 Corinthians 1:7).  

The boundary between heaven and earth is at play.137  The gifts 

emanate from God but structure the internal relationships of the sacrificing 

community.  So too sacrifice is at the boundary between heaven and earth; 

in the temple earth met the divine.138  As Eberhart states, “For ancient Israel 

and Judah, sacrifices were tokens for encountering God”.139  Jesus, God’s 

own son, was sent – i.e. from heaven to earth (8:3) – “in the likeness of 

sinful flesh”.  In Philippians 2:6-7, Christ existed in the form of God but took 

the form of a servant (μορφή cf 12:2).  The spirit intercedes for the saints 

(8:26-27).  Paul is interested in the crossing of this boundary, and its 

transformative potential.   

 
137 “in Israel’s traditional spaces of worship, heaven and earth become a single 

realm”.  Tyson L. Putthoff, Ontological Aspects of Early Jewish Anthropology: The Malleable 
Self and the Presence of God (Leiden: BRILL, 2016), 106.   

138 “Heaven was the realm of God and God's angels; earth belonged to 
humankind”. Alexander, Philip, “From Son of Adam to Second God:  Transformation of the 
Biblical Enoch,” in Biblical Figures Outside the Bible (Salem, Oregon: Trinity Press 
International, 2002), 102. 

139 Eberhart, The Sacrifice of Jesus, 90. 
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The ongoing sacrificial logic of reciprocity is present.  Paul 

anticipated this dynamic in 11:35. Ullucci analyses sacrifice as reciprocal 

gift-giving, rather than articulated meaning; sacrifice was a “ritualization” of 

everyday reciprocity.140  This reciprocity established a relationship with God.  

Now the ethne are family members and part of a mutually beneficial gift-

giving relationship with God (i.e. bodies; cf χάρις δὲ τῷ Θεῷ 6:17).141     

In Greek sacrifice, “The request that demanded the least of the god, 

and that would be easiest to grant, was for charis, in other words, for the 

god to acknowledge the grateful feeling that motivated the sacrifice. This 

request for charis, often unspoken, amounted to a request to accept the 

offering.  The god would reply in kind, as if to agree that one good turn 

deserved another, but … a request of this kind did not mark an attempt to 

bargain with the god”.142  Bodies as a living sacrifice is a charis-generating 

act.  The concern for acceptability (εὐάρεστος 12:1,2) has indeed been 

positively responded to - and the sacrifice accepted - as indicated by these 

gifts. 12:1 generates divine favour.  While Paul uses charis throughout 

Romans, its proximity to the explicit language of sacrifice gives these usages 

 
140 Ullucci, The Christian Rejection of Animal Sacrifice, 24.  
141 Paul’s articulations of family membership (8:29; 8:14; 4:16-18) plus his 

explicatory myths (9-11; 5) mean that both reciprocal gift-giving and articulated meanings 
are present. Building on Mauss, Barclay emphasizes reciprocity, and notes the novelty and 
modernity of pure or free gifts. Barclay, Gift, 11–65. 

142 Naiden, Smoke Signals, 99.  “kharis … given in return for kharis is not … a 
recompense.” Parker, Robert, “Pleasing Thighs:  Reciprocity in Greek Religion,” in 
Reciprocity in Ancient Greece, ed. Christopher Gill, Norman Postlethwaite, and Richard 
Seaford (Oxford: OUP, 1998), 109. 
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added resonance.  The logic of sacrifice therefore extends into Romans 

12.143   

 

Adoption, new moral capacity, and a transformed relationship with God  

Paul’s joyful and elevated tone in 12:9-21 indicates the positive nature of 

the transformation that has taken place (Let love be genuine… Rejoice in 

hope … Bless those who persecute you). This is transformed moral capacity, 

and these are transformed lives.  These are not merely moral 

imperatives.144  Much more fundamentally, Paul is indicating the extent and 

nature of the ethne’s transformation.  This transformed moral potential is a 

consequence of their newly ratified family membership and transformed 

relationship with God.  What a stark contrast to 1:26-32 (especially murder 

– impure, contravening the sixth commandment of the law, and the 

antithesis of love).  Now the ethne have the capacity to be virtuous.  And 

indeed, Paul indicates no doubt that they might fail.  This remarkable 

phenomenon is eschatological - their transformation indicates that the 

 
143 Bruce Malina usefully links charis with patronage in Paul.  Bruce J. Malina, The 

Social World of Jesus and the Gospels (London: Psychology Press, 1996), 143–75.   See also 
Jerome H. Neyrey, “God, Benefactor and Patron: The Major Cultural Model for Interpreting 
the Deity in Greco-Roman Antiquity,” J. Study New Testam. 27.4 (2005): 465–492. Also 
David Downs, “Is God Paul’s Patron? The Economy of Patronage in Pauline Theology,” in 
Engaging Economics: New Testament Scenarios and Early Christian Reception, ed. Bruce 
Longenecker and Kelly Liebengood (Grand Rapids, Michigan: Eerdmans, 2009). 

144 Contra Gupta, Worship, 116–18. This “new form of social life” constitutes 
ἁγιασμός (6:19) cf Jewett, Romans, 421–23, 437.  Contrast the “entire heartless system” of 
Galatians 5:15, and the “social chaos” of 1:29-32.   
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world is in the process of ending (cf αἰών 12:2 and kingdom 14:17). This is 

the harvest that Paul was hoping to gather (Romans 1:13; cf “Harvest of 

your righteousness” 2 Corinthians 9:10 and Philippians 1:11 “…that comes 

through Jesus Christ”).  Now, more fully, “God’s love has been poured into 

our hearts through the Holy Spirit that has been given to us” (5:5).  Love is 

also connected with righteousness - it does not rejoice in ἀδικίᾳ (1 

Corinthians 13:6) – contrast the link between unrighteousness (ἀδικία 1:18) 

and social malevolence (1:26-32).  God’s righteousness is lexically 

referenced in 12:19 (ἐκδίκησις - vengeance).   

The ethne’s love is their inheritance of a characteristic of God, their 

new adoptive father (1:7; 5:5; 5:8; Abba 8:15).  God’s love is discussed from 

1:7. His mercy has recently been emphasized (11:30-31).  God’s son, 

familially, shares this love (8:35,39).  Now too the ethne, adopted into the 

divine family, will acquire this familial characteristic.  Love is the ethne 

becoming the image of Christ, their new brother (8:29).  Having suffered 

with Christ (8:17; 12:1), and inherited with Christ (συγκληρονόμος 8:17; cf 

gifts 12:6), they are now being transformed into Christ’s image (σύμμορφος 

8:29; cf μεταμορφόω 12:2).  They will not be separated from his love 

(8:35,39; cf Paul 9:3), because they are being joined to him in fraternal 

union (cf συζάω 6:8).  (The συμ- language contrasts with their ἀσύνετος 

hearts (1:22).)  The ethne receive the love of God in Christ, their Lord and 



333 
 

brother.  God’s love and spirit is received through fraternal union with the 

resurrected Christ.  The sacrificial means (12:1) is anticipated in the 

proximate “sheep to be slaughtered” (8:36), connected to eschatology and 

cosmic conflict (8:37-38).145  Love is also connected to calling (8:28 cf 

παρακαλέω 12:1).   This love will fulfil the law (13:8-10) – Paul’s joyful 

description is underpinned by serious legal implication.   

This love, this transformation, is the fruit of the spirit (12:11; καρπός 

1:13; 5:5; linked with sanctification 6:22; already arriving 8:23; Galatians 

5:22).146  Brotherly union with Christ means (12:1) that Christ is in them, as 

linked to the spirit of life (8:10 cf ζάω 12:1).  We have already discussed the 

connection between gifts and the spirit (12:6).  The gospel’s blessing is 

indeed spiritual (1:11).  Dunn notes the “close association between the 

Spirit and love in Paul”, the transforming effects of the spirit, and indeed 

the “accustomed sequence of thought from charism to love”.147  The “love 

of the Spirit” is referred to in 15:30.  Yes, they already had the holy spirit 

(5:5) and now they are being given more (as with brotherhood, and gifts, 

 
145 While this means is not mentioned in Romans 4, it is mentioned in Romans 8, 

shortly after brotherhood with Christ (8:29), which in turn will bring membership of the 
Abrahamic lineage (Galatians 3:29). While the emphasis on Romans 4 is on faith (e.g. as 
linked with Abraham’s fatherhood in 4:16), there is no reason to assume a binary of “faith 
or sacrifice” or a choice between “faith or baptism or sacrifice”. Rather, Paul’s reasoning is 
aggregative.  Faith underpins the worship of 12:1, and baptism is reworked as being into 
Christ’s death (6:3-4 see later discussion).   

146 Cf ἐγκράτεια Galatians 5:23. Also, this love is predicated upon faith cf “faith 
working through love” 5:6.    

147 Dunn, Romans, 252, 436, 732. 
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Paul’s narrative is aggregative.)  The newness of spirit (καινότης coined 7:6) 

reflects Paul’s emphasis.   

This outpouring of love corroborates the ratification of adoption in 

12:1.  Very significantly, the connection between family membership and 

the spirit was emphasized in Romans 8: “all who are led by the Spirit of God 

are sons of God” (8:14), and “you have received a spirit of adoption” (8:15) 

- and the spirit is explicitly referenced in 12:11.  The ethne are now more 

fully realizing their spirit of adoption (8:15).148  There is a deep connection 

between Romans 8 and Romans 12 (spirit, suffering, brotherhood, image 

and love of Christ).  Galatians 3:14 states that “in Christ Jesus the blessing of 

Abraham might come to the ethne, so that we might receive the promise of 

the Spirit through faith” - the spirit (now arriving powerfully in Romans 12) 

is linked to the promise and to the ethne receiving the blessing of Abraham 

(i.e. benefitting from God’s promise), in Christ (now concretised in 

brotherhood; cf Galatians 3:29).  Adoption is linked to the spirit, and has 

been further ratified in 12:1 (producing brotherhood with the resurrected 

Christ, who is a life-giving spirit - 1 Corinthians 15:44 - now indeed giving 

them life, cf ζῶσαν 12:1).  This leads to transformation (12:2), to gifts 

(12:6), to the spirit (12:9), and to this remarkable arrival of love (12:10-11).  

They are now “in the Spirit, since the Spirit of God dwells (οἰκέω) in you” 

 
148 Cf its fullest sense being anticipated in 13:11 - ἐγείρω. 
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(8:9), effecting ontological change (ὄντες 8:5,9).  Elsewhere, Paul has 

expressed this idea in terms of the temple of the holy spirit (1 Corinthians 

6:19).  The spirit, therefore, arrives via adoption and gifts, brings God’s 

presence, and is manifested in their love.   

Regarding means: In Galatians 3:2 the spirit is received (λαμβάνω) 

by πίστις.   Baptism is also emphasized (Galatians 3:27).  The reception of 

the spirit is the central dynamic of 12:1 and Romans 12-13.  However, Paul’s 

position in Romans has developed and now revolves around adoption as 

ratified by sacrifice, in addition and complementary to faith and baptism.  In 

Galatians 3:7 it is faith that leads to sonship of Abraham - as emphasized by 

Johnson Hodge.149  As in Galatians 4:16, the status of sonship (12:1) is linked 

to the presence of the spirit (12:6; 12:9; 12:10-11).   However, in Romans 

Paul deploys sacrifice to further ratify and legitimate this change of status.  

Most notably, in Romans Paul emphasizes brotherhood with Christ – 8:29 – 

which indeed leads to membership of Abraham’s lineage cf Galatians 3:29).  

This is not mentioned in Galatians.  Nonetheless, the idea of status within 

the family of God being linked to the spirit very much remains part of Paul’s 

vision.   

The timing of this influx of the spirit, post 12:1 (i.e. post sacrificial 

ratification of adoption), confirms our assessment.  This influx of the spirit 

 
149 Also Galatians 3:26. Johnson Hodge, If Sons, 104.  
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indicates that Romans 12 constitutes a profoundly eschatological dynamic, 

as opposed to general moral prescription.   

Regarding implications:  This love further connects them to God, 

who is himself a loving God (ἀγαπητός 1:7).  The transformed substance of 

the ethne’s lives indicates that the ungodly ἀσεβῆ (1:18) have indeed been 

justified (4:5) and are now being familially transformed.  The ethne will 

receive the gift of eternal life in Christ (6:23) because they are joined with 

Christ’s spirit.  Strikingly, love (connected to righteousness) and the spirit 

are arriving following the sacrifice of 12:1 (rather than immediately after 

the ransom of 3:24).   The ethne are indeed becoming πνευματικοῖς (1 

Corinthians 3:3; cf 7:14 which will interact with 13:8-10.) The influx of the 

spirit both sanctifies (ἁγιάζω) and justifies (δικαιόω) (1 Corinthians 6:11), 

meaning that they can inherit the kingdom of God (1 Corinthians 6:9-10; cf 

Romans 14:17.)  It is this tangible change that will give Paul the confidence 

to declare increasing nearness of salvation (13:11).   

The logic here is in a sense similar to that of Romans 1.  The arrival 

of love and the spirit is the consequence of adoption, contrasting with, but 

logically similar to, the depravities and illegal actions of Romans 1 as a 

consequence of being handed over.   

This transformation constitutes revelation, and this revelation is 

familial – the “revealing of the sons of God” (8:19). 1:17 specifies revelation 
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of the righteousness of God, and 1:19 “that which may be known of God is 

manifest φανερός in them” – God’s revelation is shining forth in the 

righteous and transformed lives of the ethne.  Contrast the revelation of 

the wrath of God (1:18) “from heaven” (cf boundary heaven/earth).  As 

Fredriksen notes, apocalyptically minded Jews were waiting for “definitive 

self-revelation of God at the End of the Age” i.e. now.150 This revelation has 

taken place through Christ and now in the ethne themselves i.e. “the 

revealing of the sons of God” (8:19).   

More precisely, this love is eschatological (cf spirit).  “Love never 

ends” (1 Corinthians 13:8).  “But when the complete (τέλειος) comes, the 

partial will come to an end (13:10 – significantly, cf τέλειος 12:2).  Unlike 

prophecy, tongues, and knowledge (1 Corinthians 13:8), love is part of the 

end.  So too acquisition of Christ’s image constitutes, in substance, part of 

the arrival of the new age (5:12-20).   

What is driving this transformation?  Generally, Naiden notes that, 

“Rather than meet divine needs, sacrifices affect the gods’ ‘disposition.’”, 

adding that “Besides purification, it includes moral and social expectations 

for worshippers” (which might impact on the acceptability of sacrifice cf 

 
150 Fredriksen, Paul, 74. 
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εὐάρεστος 12:1-2).151  But Romans 12 runs deeper – the ethne are 

transformed due to their newly ratified family membership.   

Now, transformed, the ethne have the capacity to act wonderfully.  

This indicates the transformative power of God (1:16; cf power and Paul’s 

spirit 1 Corinthians 5:4).  As Johnson Hodge notes, “Jewish writings often 

equate following their God with moral superiority”, and also that “In Paul's 

view, the potential for self‐mastery depends upon loyalty to the God of 

Israel”.152  Now that the ethne are following the correct God, they can share 

virtue.  Now, the ethne are coming to “learn the ways of the God of Israel” 

– embodying them, as his adopted sons.153   

Cleaving (κολλάω 12:9 cf 1 Corinthians 6:17) is also used in Genesis 

2:24 (regarding marriage), and also in 1 Corinthians 6:16-17 (contrasting 

union with prostitute, versus Christ).154  As Schweitzer notes, “it is 

unthinkable that anyone can have bodily union with two such opposite 

beings at the same time”.155  Having offered their own bodies (12:1), the 

ethne can now cleave to the good (cf ἀγαθός 12:2).156  Brotherhood with 

Christ is the ethne’s effective route to virtue.     

 
151 Naiden, Smoke Signals, 129. 
152 Johnson Hodge, If Sons, 49–51; Stowers, Rereading, 42–82.  
153 Campbell, Nations, 226. 
154 Schweitzer, Mysticism, 127. 
155 Ibid., 128.  
156 We will discuss the relationship between the good and the law in due course.   
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Paul’s compound terminology of φιλαδελφίᾳ (12:10) powerfully 

connects their new status as brothers with their transformed moral 

potential (this connection is forged lexically).  Now brothers, they have the 

capacity to love.  Paul is constructing morally transformed masculinity, 

within the Abrahamic lineage and the family of God (contrast 1:27 as 

against nature).  The spiritual union is both with Christ and each other.  

These brothers will include Israelite Christ-followers (4:16-18), and so Paul’s 

sacrificial transformation negotiates the relationship between Israelite and 

gentile Christ-followers, doing so both familially (ethnically) via the love 

that is characteristic of God and Christ.   

Φιλόστοργος is another deeply familial reference (contrast 

ἄστοργος 1:31).  Johnson Hodge notes that “Aristotle describes a type of 

philia that is based on children and parents being ‘of the same blood’ or ‘of 

the same stock.’ Because of this shared stuff, a certain philia develops, 

which involves loving your family members as you love yourself.”157 Now 

brothers within the Abrahamic lineage, the ethne will naturally love each 

other.  Aristotle talks about this issue in connection with roots (ῥίζαν) in 

Nicomachean Ethics, viii.12.2–3 (cf Romans 11:16-18).158  This is not just 

“Righteousness as the effect of God’s lordship over his creatures” (Dunn) 

 
157 Johnson Hodge, If Sons, 25. 
158 Ibid.  
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but is grammatically bound up with familial membership.159  12:9-21 

“places the cooperative virtues under the rubric of love”.160 That love is 

familial in nature.   

Honour is also emphasized (τιμή – 12:10).161  This quintessential 

Roman value was applied to the body in Paul’s framing (ἀτιμάζω 1:24).  But 

now, Paul appropriates honour in his construction of the community.  Paul 

therefore harnesses this familiar concept both diagnostically and curatively. 

The ethne are still ethne and are being described accordingly.   

In 12:11 δουλεύω constitutes positive slavery, echoing Paul’s 

prominent self-description (1:1).  Here the spirit again connects to Romans 

8, and connotes eschatological transformation. The “spirit of adoption” in 

8:15 has been ratified by 12:1.  I agree with Schweitzer that “Paul brings the 

possession of the Spirit into connection with the dying and rising again with 

Christ” (cf 12:1; cf union with the resurrected Christ), but only partly with 

his idea that “ethics is nothing else than the Spirit’s working” (human 

agency is also present in 8:13 and 12:1).162  Hope (12:12) was a 

characteristic of Abraham (4:18).   

 
159 Dunn, Romans, 355.  Paul also uses grammar to express key dynamics with the 

συν compounds (see previous).   
160 As Stowers says of Galatians 5 and 6. Stowers, Rereading, 73. 
161 Cf φιλαδελφίᾳ linked with τιμή 1 Thessalonians 4: 9-11 
162 Schweitzer, Mysticism, 294. 
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Φιλοξενία (12:13) further exemplifies the logic of sacrifice (which 

stretches deep into Romans 12).  Some sacrifices were rejected “because of 

violations of agraphoi nomoi, precepts that include moral strictures, such as 

rejection of those who violated ξενία”.163  Sacrifice involved “moral and 

social expectations for worshippers”.164  Ξενία meant hospitality to 

strangers.  Paul’s earlier concerns regarding acceptability (εὐάρεστος 12:1-

2), suggest that he may have viewed ξενία as this kind of requirement.  

Paul’s compound terminology, echoing that just discussed, suggests that 

the ethne’s new moral capacity as bound up with ξενία.  Notably, Paul, 

despite his ascetic concerns, did not advocate isolation.   

Signficantly, φιλοξενία may also connect with Abraham.165  In 

Genesis 18:1-16 Abraham entertained the angels.  Hospitality is one of his 

virtues.  Recently adopted, the ethne are now acquiring some of Abraham’s 

characteristics.  As Rosalind Thomas has noted, “moral character might be 

derived from the original progenitor”.166 Transformation and genealogy are 

intimately connected.  The transformation is not merely that of general 

moral improvement.  The new moral capacity is precisely ethnicised and 

particular in nature.  (This specificity provides internal evidence confirming 

the ratification of adoption in 12:1.)   

 
163 Naiden, Smoke Signals, 34. 
164 Ibid., 129.   
165 While there is a danger of overreading, I think this is a worthwhile suggestion.   
166 Thomas, Rosalind, “Genealogy,” 329. 
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Extra-biblically, Josephus recounts how King Abimelech welcomed 

Isaac due to his former ξενία and φιλία with Abraham (cf φιλαδελφίᾳ 

12:10).167 Josephus also notes that Lot learned kindness (χρηστότης) to 

strangers from Abraham.168  Extra-biblically, therefore, both Abraham and 

Isaac were being linked with the characteristics that Paul is now invoking.   

Hebrews 13:1-2 reads: “Let brotherly love (φιλαδελφία) 

continue.  Do not neglect to show hospitality to strangers (φιλοξενίας), for 

by doing that some have entertained angels without knowing it”.  We are 

not arguing for dependence.  But it is significant that both φιλαδελφία and 

φιλοξενία are brought together with entertaining angels, an obvious 

reference to Abraham.  This supports our reading that φιλοξενίας refers to 

Abraham.   

Vitally: why - positively - is Paul talking about ξενία now, never 

having mentioned it previously in his letters?  It’s because the ethne have 

just been fully adopted into Abraham’s lineage (12:1). Paul’s first and 

unique deployment of this term is anything but arbitrary.  Rather, it is 

deeply indicative and purposeful.  (This general reading is of course not 

certain, but is plausible in context.) 

 
167 Josephus, Jewish Antiquities, 1.259.  Avi Avidov, Not Reckoned Among Nations: 

The Origins of the So-Called “Jewish Question” in Roman Antiquity (Mohr Siebeck, 2009), 
142–44.   

168 Josephus, Jewish Antiquities, 1.200.   
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“Contribute to the needs of the saints” (12:13) is also significant, 

particularly in conjunction with love (12:9) and φιλαδελφίᾳ (12:10).  Susan 

Sorek discusses hesedism, the Jewish system of benefaction.169  Hesed is 

“loving kindness”, which in Israelite tradition is a characteristic of God (1:7).  

Sorek argues that this system begins in Deuteronomy, with its provisions to 

help the poor, and notably it included hospitality (cf ξενία).170  Paul is 

promoting traditions compatible with those of their new brothers, the 

Israelites (cf Jerusalem 15:26-28).171   Together, these virtues fit with the 

wider meaning of δικαιοσύνη, denoting not just righteousness but justice 

(which has in turn flowed from their piety and new family membership, and 

contrasts with Romans 1:18-32).172   

Not repaying evil for evil (12:17) shows that transformation has 

morally distinguished the ethne from their surrounding society.  Paul is 

prominently interested in boundaries (1:1 Paul ἀφορίζω; 1:4 Jesus ὁρίζω; 

ethne προορίζω 8:29-30).173   

Living peaceably with all (12:18) contrasts with the wrath and anger 

(θυμός) of 2:8 (i.e. passion cf asceticism). Again, this may reflect the 

 
169 See generally Susan Sorek, Remembered for Good: A Jewish Benefaction 

System in Ancient Palestine (Sheffield: Phoenix Press, 2010).  
170 Deuteronomy 10:18-19 
171 Note also:  Michael J. Gorman, “Justification and Justice in Paul, with Special 

Reference to the Corinthians,” J. Study Paul His Lett. 1.1 (2011): 23–40.  
172 LSJ.   
173 I.e. in their construction.   
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inheritance of Abraham’s characteristics - peaceful resolution with Lot’s 

herders (Genesis 13:8-12) – as corroborated by ξενία.  Significantly, 

Abraham says that there should be no strife (i.e. they should live peaceably) 

because they are brothers “ὅτι ἄνθρωποι ἀδελφοὶ ἡμεῖς ἐσμεν” (13:8; cf 

13:11).  See also Abraham’s complaint against - but then covenant with - 

Abimelech (Genesis 21:25-31).  Isaac peacefully resolves two successive 

disputes with the Philistines (Genesis 26:12-22).  The moral transformation 

is ethnicised.  Living peaceably also contrasts with cosmic conflict, and 

reflects the ethne’s inheritance of God’s personal characteristic (cf God 

calling a truce 3:25).  (Thematically, these ideas of love, brotherly love and 

peace are coherent with the idea of ἱλαστήριον as conciliatory gift i.e. the 

dynamic in Romans 12 is somewhat akin to the disposition we have seen in 

God.)   

In 12:19 Paul states “Beloved, never avenge yourselves, but leave 

room for the wrath of God” (cf 2:8).  Previously susceptible to God’s 

punishment (1:32 – due to contravening God’s decree), the ethne are now 

members of God’s family (and fulfilling God’s law).  God’s wrath will 

therefore be turned against their enemies.  Now that the ethne are giving 

appropriate λατρεία, God will reciprocate by becoming their protector and 
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patron (cf gifts) - again, this is the logic of sacrifice.174  (Notably, the ethne 

will have lost the protection and benefaction of the gods they have 

deserted.)  Changing divine and ethnic families, the ethne acquire and 

entrust themselves to a new divine protector (contrast e.g. Jupiter, 

protector of Rome).  God, therefore, is no longer solely the protector of the 

Israelites (e.g. Deuteronomy 32:10-11).  So too, the idea of transformation 

is present.  Abraham’s characteristics and relationship with God are once 

again being inherited (God delivered enemies into Abraham’s hand Genesis 

14:18-20).  Similarly, Genesis 12:3 - “the one who curses you I will curse”.  

Now adopted, the ethne are inheriting the promises that were made to 

Abraham their father (cf 8:17 “heirs of God”).  Vengeance as belonging to 

God is also present in Moses’ song (Deuteronomy 32:35).  Generally, 

idolatry is a central theme of Deuteronomy 32 (16-17; 37).  Now, having 

turned to God, the ethne will be on the right side of God’s anger.  “Grace 

and peace” (1:7), while standard, indeed reflects Romans 12: grace 

(adoption, gifts), is followed by living peaceably with God as protector (cf 

truce 3:24).  More broadly, Romans is the story of peace (truce 3:25), then 

grace - through adoption (Romans 12).  The spirit is dwelling in the ethne, 

and “If anyone destroys God’s temple, God will destroy that person” (1 

 
174 Note also the messianic hope that the son of David will smash those who rule 

without justice.  Psalms of Solomon 17.21–32.  
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Corinthians 3:17).  God will protect what is his.  Further, this restraint also 

exemplifies newly acquired self-mastery, undermines the negative 

stereotype of gentiles shedding blood,175 and fits with “the absence of strife 

and dissension” associated with a golden age (in decline narratives cf 

eschatology).176   

The victory of 12:21 (νικάω) also continues the sacrificial logic.  

Victory over evil (κακός) is a consequence of sacrificial transformation.  

Sacrifice was often offered before war, to ask for victory (connecting 

sacrifice with cosmic conflict).177  The power of victory also connects to 

reconfigured masculinity, with real power emanating from God.178   

Generally, Dunn’s characterisation of 12.9-13.14 as “wider social 

responsibilities” therefore rather misses the mark.179  So too even Stowers’ 

“exhortation not the practices of gentile renewal”, and that they should 

“live rightly”, does not engage with the vital familial dynamic.180  This rich 

and remarkable transformation, extensively bound up with their new 

familial and reciprocal relationship with God, is so much more than a mere 

list of moral obligations.  Paul is painting a picture of rich new capacity and 

 
175 E.g. the “raging riot of blood and murder” caused by idolatry listed in Wis. 

14:22-27.    
176 Stowers, Rereading, 85. 
177 Michael Jameson, “Sacrifice Before Battle,” in Hoplites:  The Classical Greek 

Battle Experience, ed. Victor Hanson (London: Routledge, 1991), 197–227. 
178 Wilson, Unmanly Men, 262–63. 
179 Dunn, Theology, 60. 
180 Stowers, Rereading, 40. 
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newly ratified and deepened relationships, depicting this transformation in 

a tone of appropriate joy and wonder.181  Wholly, qualitatively and - above 

all - familially transformed, this spiritual union and consequent influx of 

love means they will indeed shine like stars (Philippians 2:15 cf 1-2; cf 

theosis).182   

The timing of this transformation, which follows the sacrifice of the 

ethne in 12:1, means that our reading also contrasts with that of Pamela 

Eisenbaum, who emphasises the sacrifice of Christ as constructing adoption 

(see earlier).  While Christ’s ransom (and subsequent death) is an important 

part of the sequence, the deeper arrival of the spirit and transformation 

does not take place until after the sacrifice and adoption of the ethne 

themselves.  The timing confirms our thesis.  Further, in Romans 3 Paul has 

not yet articulated the familial relationships (Romans 4 and 8) that will 

explain the nature of the relationship being constructed.   

This virtuous transformation was ethnicised.  Johnson Hodge notes 

Plutarch’s argument that, “The distinguishing mark of being Greek (τὸ 

Ἑλληνικὸν) should be virtue” and his project “to divide the world into those 

who practice virtue and those who do not”.183  The ethne inherit the 

characteristics of Abraham, this particular transformation being bracketed 

 
181 Contrast the darkness of 1:21.  
182 Cf Thiessen, Gentile Problem, 147. 
183 Johnson Hodge, If Sons, 39.  Plutarch, On the Fortune of Alexander, 329.  
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by Jewish eschatology (11:25-26; 13:11-14).  Paul’s desire to fulfil God’s 

ethnic promise to Abraham (via brotherhood and adoption, and through 

sacrifice) is the engine driving this sacrificial and generative endeavour.    

 

Romans 13  

In 13:8 Paul states that “the one who loves another has fulfilled the law”.184  

Paul wants the ethne to fulfil the law, and thereby to live in accordance 

with God’s will (12:2), avoiding God’s punishment under the law (1:32) and 

wrath (2:5; 5:5; noting ἐκδίκησις 12:19).185  They are to do this by loving 

one another. Lexically, πληρόω links with 1:29 where, contrastingly, they 

were filled with wickedness.  Contrast, also, the anguish of the gentile 

portrayed in 7:15-25, who, without Christ, did not have the capacity to fulfil 

God’s law.   

Vitally, in 13:9 Paul explicitly lists commandments from the second 

half of the Ten Commandments, and even includes the catch-all “and any 

other commandment (ἐντολή)”.186  Paul is plainly interested in the ethne 

fulfilling God’s commandments, indeed all of God’s commandments.  These 

 
184 Also, Galatians 5:14. There is no reason to think this is supersessionist.  Paul is 

talking about the activities of individuals, and whether or not they will have complied with 
the law.   

185 Stowers suggests that “Salvation does not concern a universal question about 
human nature”, and is about peoples rather than individuals. Stowers, Rereading, 107–8.  
Adoption, transformation and legal fulfilment are central.  However, nature is relevant, 
and their lives are now spiritual.   

186 Also 2:21-22. 
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are summed up (ἀνακεφαλαιοῦται) in loving your neighbour as yourself.  

This formulation is also found in Leviticus 19:18 (similarly, framed 

positively).  Paul therefore makes it explicit that the Ten Commandments 

are active and ongoing for the ethne (Paul’s listing very clearly shows that 

these laws apply to the ethne.)187  Love is not abstracted from the law, but 

bound up with it.  But yet Paul does not want the ethne to get physically 

circumcised (which would blur his vital ethnic and eschatological categories 

4:17-18; 15:10 – as such physical circumcision is ethnically specific for 

Paul).188  Paul therefore does not tell the ethne to follow and obey the law 

tout court.  Rather, he expresses their obligation in terms of love (hence 

love as obligation ὀφείλω).189  Obviously, Paul’s concerns regarding idolatry, 

which underpinned his exposition of the problem in Romans 1, will entail 

the ethne obeying the provisions regarding one God and no idols from the 

first tablet of the commandments.  The ethne’s transformed lives will fulfil 

 
187 Here drawn from the second tablet.   
188 Note Thiessen’s emphasis that gentiles cannot legitimately and so must not get 

circumcised due to the requirement of eighth day circumcision in Genesis 17:9-14 LXX.  
Thiessen, Gentile Problem, 14.  Our own emphasis is on the ethnic distinction required by 
the promise.   

189 Tomson demonstrates the positive importance of Jewish traditional law in 
Paul's instruction for non-Jewish Christians, and assesses Paul’s critique of pagan idolatry 
in relation to and as drawing upon Jewish halakha.  Peter J. Tomson, Paul and the Jewish 
Law, 1st edition. (Assen Netherlands: Brill Academic Pub, 1991). Dunn correctly recognises 
that Paul is not antinomian, and that the giving of the law (9:4) is a blessing in which the 
gentiles can share. Dunn, Romans, 534.  However that this is merely the “law of the mind” 
underplays Paul’s position.   
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these provisions, both listed and assumed, with the law therefore being 

entirely relevant to the ethne.190  

So too in 1 Corinthians 7:19: “obeying the commandments (ἐντολή) 

of God is everything”.  As within Romans, these legal obligations are firmly 

set within an ethnic context.  Yes, “Circumcision is nothing, and 

uncircumcision is nothing”.  But, “Let each of you remain in the condition in 

which you were called” (7:20) – cf distinction as required by 4:17-18.  Ethnic 

categories are relativized, but they still matter.191  Notably obeying the 

commandments is required of both ethnic categories.    

Significantly, “Let love be genuine” (12:9) and brotherly love (12:10) 

links to the idea that “love is the fulfilling of the law” (13:10).192  The love of 

Romans 12 is the substance of the law.  Now sacrificially transformed (12:1-

2), the ethne have received the capacity to fulfil God’s law.193  Now, no 

difficulty is anticipated (contrast 7:14-25).  After the influx of the spirit 

(12:1,6,11) the ethne are capable of fulfilling the law, which is after all 

spiritual (7:14).194   

 
190 I agree wholeheartedly with Thiessen that “Paul had no problem with the 

Jewish law itself”.  But “gentiles never needed to keep [the Jewish law]” risks 
overstatement.  Thiessen, Gentile Problem, 161.  

191  Paul “relativized distinctive Jewish practices.” Barclay, Paul, 29.  
192 Stowers, Rereading, 41. 
193 Contrast Garroway who argues that faith “faith makes observing the righteous 

decrees of the Law possible for Gentiles” Garroway, Gentile-Jews, 107. 
194 Engberg-Pedersen correctly states that “Now… by the infusion of pneuma, they 

have themselves become spiritual and thus are able to meet completely the spiritual law.” 
Engberg-Pedersen, “Stoicism in Early Christianity,” 32. He is also correct that “The law 
has not been superseded. On the contrary, it is brought to fulfilment in Christ 
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The influx of the spirit brings the fulfilment of the law – there is no 

dichotomy here (7:14).195  The ethne, now πνευματικοῖς (1 Corinthians 3:3), 

and unified with Christ, are also fusing with the spiritual law (the kingdom is 

arriving 14:17).  In this sense, the (fulfilment of the) law is indeed “the gift 

of grace”.196  The law is pervasive within Paul’s message. The mind and the 

good and the will of God (12:2; 12:9) are all bound up with the law.  To 

know the divine will (12:2) is to know the law.  Significantly, 7:14 is neither 

mistaken nor redundant (never mind superseded!) but is delivered in 

Romans 12.  In reality, brotherhood with Christ, the spirit, love, and the law 

and its fulfilment (13:8) are one.    

Consequently, this fulfilment means that the ethne will no longer 

deserve punishment according to the law (1:32), and will not perish apart 

from it (2:12).  There is no assumption that the adopted and transformed 

ethne cannot fulfil the law, just as Paul makes no assumption that Jews 

cannot in practice fulfil the law (Philippians 3:6).197  The ethne’s fulfilment is 

a consequence of family membership (cf the logic of sequelae in Romans 1).  

Members of God’s family will fulfil God’s law.  Note that obedience to the 

 
believers by the Christ event.”  More specifically, however, by transformative adoption as 
brothers of the resurrected and spiritual Christ.   

195 Jewett’s “grace rather than law” is a false opposition.  Jewett, Romans, 427.  
Longenecker discusses “the law as being never able to be properly understood or put into 
practice except by the enablement of the same Spirit by whom it was given”.  Longenecker, 
Romans, 661.  It is indeed precisely the spirit that has arrived in Romans 12 via fraternal 
union with the resurrected Christ.    

196 Dunn, Romans, 326.  
197 Contra Bultmann, Theology of the New Testament, 263; Moo, Romans, 155.  
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law was a characteristic of Abraham, which the ethne are now emulating 

(Genesis 26:5).   

Ultimately, Paul deals with sin (cf 8:3; sinful behaviour being a 

consequence of misguided λατρεία), by both redeeming and 

transformatively adopting people alongside Christ, and providing them with 

appropriate λατρεία (this being the fundamental problem in Romans 1), 

thereby making them good.  The sins themselves have been passed over 

(πάρεσις 3:25) and the ethne ransomed in the truce of God (3:24-25).  

Generally, Paul’s approach is more forward-looking towards transformative 

familial membership, rather than backward-looking towards past sins.  Yes, 

Christ died to release the ethne from Sin and from the consequent 

behaviour that transgressed the law198 (5:6-8; cf sequelae in Romans 1 and 

Romans 12).  But Christ’s ransom and death is only part of the story (cf the 

logic of Galatians 4:5 – redemption ἐξαγοράζω, then sonship υἱοθεσία).  Sin 

is undermined not by Christ’s death, but by his resurrection - “If Christ has 

not been raised, your faith is futile and you are still in your sins (ἁμαρτίαις)” 

(1 Corinthians 15:17) – and by the ethne’s transformative and familially 

generative union with the resurrected and spiritual Christ.199  Christ rescues 

the ethne so that they can be adopted (fraternal union) and so fulfil God’s 

 
198 This being Paul’s emphasis in 1:32, rather than “sin”.   
199 I agree with Thiessen that “The reception of the pneuma provides gentiles with 

a source of power that enables them to overcome the problem of sin, something that the 
Jewish law could not provide.” Thiessen, Gentile Problem, 135.  
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promise, and thereby fulfil the law (Christ is the means of the ethne’s 

transformation).  This adoption requires the ethne’s sacrifice of their own 

bodies (the transformative living sacrifice of the ethne themselves is an 

essential and necessary part of this dynamic).  (Generally, then, 

participation in Christ leads to fulfilment of the law.)  This possibly contrasts 

with Paul’s opponents “teaching…mastery of the passions though the law” 

and beyond Judaism (cf cultural entrepreneur).200    

Christ is indeed “an enabler of the restored and disciplined self” (as 

Stowers suggests), but this is so fraternally and spiritually.201  And indeed 

legally – fulfilment of the law through love constitutes self-mastery, 

although (contra Stowers) this is not fully attained until their new lives of 

love post sacrificial transformation in Romans 12-13.202  Paul’s construction 

of new family membership (new masculinity) produces self-mastery.203  

More broadly, this fits with the connection that many Jews drew between 

Judaism and self-mastery, with the Jewish law in particular as a means to 

this, and explains the role of Christ, locating it with regard to this broader 

 
200 Stowers, Rereading, 69.  Stowers thinks Jewish, but I think the teacher of 

Romans 2 is gentile.      
201 Stowers, Rereading, 42. 
202 Paul has thereby fully solved “the most palpable issue of chapters 1-8”.  Ibid., 

43-44.  I do not quite agree with Stowers that “Romans constructs an alternative to the law 
as a means to gentile self-mastery” (p. 82), because the law like the transformed ethne is 
spiritual, and the law is being fulfilled.   

203 Ibid., 45.  Stowers links gender hierarchy and self-mastery.  
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dynamic and appeal (both foreign and functional).204  Paul’s emphasis in 

Romans 12-13, however, is not on self-mastery, but upon brotherhood, 

spirit, love, and the fulfilment of the law.   

 

The Law and its Fulfilment in Romans  

Paul’s instruction, and interest in the ethne’s fulfilment of the law, makes 

perfect sense in the broader context of Romans.205   

Paul’s reference to God’s decree (δικαίωμα 1:32) connects to the 

δικαίωμα τοῦ νόμου (8:4), and indeed to the δικαιώματα τοῦ νόμου (2:26; 

cf “my statutes δικαιώματά and my laws νόμιμά” Genesis 26:5 LXX).206  The 

decree or statutes of the law are being invoked.207  Now these are being 

fulfilled (13:8-10).  They are being fulfilled through the transformative 

power (1:16) and revelation of the righteousness of God (1:17; cf 8:19 cf 

Romans 12-13).   

In 2:12-15 Paul states that those who “have sinned under the law 

will be judged by the law” (2:12), noting that it is “the doers of the law who 

 
204 Evidenced by Stowers “Judaism as a School for Self-Mastery” Ibid., 58-65.  

Possibly the renewed rationality of λογικός, suggesting “more capacity for reason and 
more ability to rule themselves” (to borrow Stowers’ phrase) results in legal fulfilment (p. 
49) cf “moral cultivation” (p. 79).  On “ethnically coded experts” see Wendt, At the Temple 
Gates, 74–113. 

205 “The evidence that Paul spoke of gentiles as being subject to the law of Moses 
is overwhelming”.  Stowers, Rereading, 112–13.  

206 Contra Dunn’s “moral ‘ought’”.  Dunn, Romans, 69. 
207 Stowers gives examples of gentiles being held responsible to the law in the 

Hebrew Bible. Stowers, Rereading, 113.  
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will be justified” (2:13).  This endorses the law’s ongoing validity as God’s 

moral standard, and its eschatological applicability. The ethne now have the 

capacity to be doers of the law, and so will be justified.  Paul adds that even 

though gentiles “do not possess the law”, when (very importantly) they “do 

by nature (φύσει) what the law requires” (2:14), this shows that “what the 

law requires is written on their hearts” (2:15;  cf love 12:9-10; cf God as 

creator 1:20-21 and the construction and moulding of nature in Romans 12, 

which – as we shall see – constitutes the circumcision of their hearts).208  

The ethne are now creaturely and naturally fulfil their creator and father’s 

law in line with this.   The ethne will be doing what the law requires due to 

their transformed nature i.e. naturally.  These gentiles are a law to 

themselves (2:14) – not following the Jewish law in the ordinary way (cf 7:6; 

maintaining ethnic distinction).  Rather, “…the work (ἔργον) of the law 

is written on their hearts” (2:15) – this, remarkably, linking work of the law 

to the ethne.  Being given the law (9:4) is not necessary for the ethne.  

Vitally, Paul has moulded the very lives of the ethne into the embodiment of 

knowledge and of the truth in the law (μόρφωσις 2:20; μεταμορφόω 12:2; 

σύμμορφος image 8:29).  They are now a law to themselves in the most 

basic of senses – their new lives are the law, they embody it, and hence 

 
208 Note “Jews by nature” contrasted with the ordinary state of the ethne in 

Galatians 2:15:  Ἡμεῖς φύσει Ἰουδαῖοι καὶ οὐκ ἐξ ἐθνῶν ἁμαρτωλοί· Also, Galatians 4:8 
talks of enslavement to those by nature (φύσις) not being Gods.  i.e. this criterion is being 
applied to the cosmic realm.   
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fulfil it.  The spirit is key:  the law is spiritual, and an influx of the spirit has 

just been received by the ethne (through fraternal union with Christ the 

life-giving spirit), meaning that they now fulfil the law.  

The gentile teacher relies on the law while unable to live up to it 

(2:17-2:23).209  In practice, he lacks the capacity to fulfil it.  (The issue is not 

the law itself but the capacity to follow it.)  God was dishonoured precisely 

by his breaking the law (2:23).  Notably, the fact that dishonouring God is 

defined in terms of breaking the law rests upon the law’s ongoing validity 

and significance.  Further, while the body had been dishonoured (1:24,26) – 

this honour has been restored in the transformed lives of the ethne (τιμή 

12:10), which now fulfil the law (13:8), thereby honouring God according to 

2:23 (cf honour 13:7,13).  Generally, in Romans 2-7 Paul is “tracing the 

problems, in his view, caused for gentiles who Judaize, who may even be 

circumcised, but who are not yet ‘in Christ’”.210  In 2:18, knowing God’s will 

is linked to the law (cf 12:2).  Ultimately, transformation in Romans 12 and 

13, the ethne will be by nature (ἐκ φύσεως) uncircumcised but will fulfil 

(τελέω) the law (2:27; τέλειος 12:2; πληρόω 13:8).  

In Romans 3 Paul emphatically concludes that the law is not 

rendered idle (καταργέω) but “On the contrary, we uphold (ἵστημι) the law” 

 
209 See previous.     
210 Fredriksen, Paul, 157. 
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(3:31).  This upholding is both the content of his instruction in 13:8-10, but 

more fundamentally the capacity of the ethne to actually fulfil it (through 

the transformative power of God - 1:4,16,20 - demonstrated through 

ransom and adoption).  By contrast, the body is to be rendered idle 

(καταργέω – 6:6; cf asceticism).  Καταργέω opposes the law and the body.  

So it is not the law that is to be rendered idle, but the body.  But then why 

has righteousness been disclosed χωρὶς νόμου (3:21)?  Here Paul is talking 

specifically about how righteousness has been revealed.  He does not say 

that the law has been abolished!  (This would be a huge over-reading.)  

Indeed, Paul precisely invokes the law as an authority even within 3:21 

itself.  The law (of faith) has the positive role of excluding boasting (3:27 cf 

8:2).  The transformed lives of the ethne mean that the law is indeed 

upheld through faith (3:31).   

In both Romans 4 and 6 ἄνομος (4:7; doubly 6:19; also 2:12) is 

extremely significant.  Paul is defining bad behaviour precisely - and utterly 

unambiguously - in terms of its going against the law:  ἄ-νομος (cf Isaiah 

e.g. 1:4).211  The law remains the standard.212  Significantly, the problem is 

 
211 Fitzmyer’s “iniquity” and “anarchy” is inaccurate.  Fitzmyer, Romans, 444–51. 

While later conceding “lawlessness” he offers zero comment.  Lietzmann’s comment that 
“Paul stands unshakably on an antinomistic platform” is wholly wrong. Hans Lietzmann, An 
die Römer (Leipzig: J.C.B. Mohr (Paul Siebeck), 1906), 71. So too Baur’s idea that Paul 
opposes law and gospel (see previous).   

212 This not just reflects (per Jewett) but exemplifies “typical Hellenistic Jewish 
critiques of paganism”.  Jewett, Romans, 420.  Similarly, ἀκαθαρσίᾳ is not “adopted” from 
Judaism but applied. Jewett’s distancing from Judaism introduces unnecessary 
complication.   



358 
 

defined in terms of the law, and correspondingly the solution will involve its 

fulfilment.  In Romans 6 ἀνομία was linked to what they did with their 

members as slaves to Impurity (6:19; cf 1:24).  Lawlessness is therefore 

linked to the body and cosmic slavery.   

In 6:4 Paul applies the Jewish legal language of περιπατέω (e.g. 

Exodus 18:20) to the new life (12:1-2) of the ethne.213  So too the freeing of 

obligation to the law on death is also possibly a Jewish universal legal 

principle being applied to the death in baptism (i.e. law being applied to the 

ethne).214  The ethne are not under the law, but under grace (6:14) – and it 

is thanks to grace (cf gifts) that they gain the capacity to fulfil the law.  “The 

pattern (τύπος) of teaching with which they have been entrusted” (6:17) 

could plausibly refer to or include the law (cf 6:19),215 i.e. the law is being 

linked lexically to the “type” language applied to Adam and Jesus (5:14).      

In 7:4 the ethne (who know the law 7:1) were put to death to the 

law but became joined (γίνομαι) to the resurrected Christ (cf 12:1) to bear 

fruit for God (cf Romans 12 and 13).  Released from the law (7:6) they 

remain slaves but in the new life of the spirit (cf Romans 12; λατρεία as 

cultic service).  Vitally, it is the “old written code”216 that is criticised, rather 

 
213 Fitzmyer, Romans, 435. 
214 Ibid., 436-7.   
215 Fitzmyer reduces it to baptism.  Ibid., 449.  Jewett to “traditions of faith” 

Jewett, Romans, 419. 
216 Various possible meanings. Jewett, Romans, 439. 
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than the law in all its forms - cf the old self (6:6 both παλαιός; contrast 

12:2).  This is “a radical break from traditional Judaism”217 – appropriately, 

because it is for the ethne, who will nonetheless fulfil the law (13:8) and its 

listed requirements (13:9), under a Jewish formulation regarding love (13:9-

10).  While the old written code is criticised, and works for the law do not 

lead to justification (3:20), the ethne will fulfil the spiritual law (7:14) 

through union with Christ (a life-giving spirit) which brings the 

eschatological influx of the spirit.  Indeed, the tenth commandment is 

articulated (and exploited by sin) in 7:7-8.  Significantly, therefore, in 7:12 

the law is “holy and righteous and good”, and indeed “spiritual” (7:14 cf 

8:14; cf these terms 12:1,2,11).  Notably, Paul explicitly connects 

righteousness and the law.  The lives of the ethne in Romans 12 fulfil the 

law and are righteous.  The law is both δίκαιος and πνευματικός – thereby 

reflecting two of Paul’s utterly central concerns.  (Paul’s statement that the 

law is spiritual is fundamental, demonstrating that the law is an integral 

part of his eschatological vision.  Extremely significantly, as Jewett notes, 

this is “innovative” – “never did he or anyone else prior to his moment… 

ever connect the word ‘law’ with the adjective ‘spiritual’”.218  The 

opposition is with Paul as σάρκινος (7:14), as linked to slavery to Sin – cf 

 
217 Jewett, Romans, 437. 
218 Jewett, Romans, 460–61. Also, Longenecker, Romans, 661. 



360 
 

1:24-6; 3:24; 6:6 – this being undermined by asceticism.)  This ringing 

endorsement makes it unsurprising that Paul wants the ethne to fulfil the 

law.  Dunn’s puzzlement with 7:14 and remarkable disagreement with 7:12 

indicate that his understanding is faulty.219  The law is an ongoing part of 

Paul’s eschatological vision.  True, Sin seizes an opportunity in the 

commandment (7:8).  But this is the active cosmic power of Sin which is at 

fault, not the law itself (7:7).  Schweitzer, citing 7:7-25, notes “That the 

Law… cannot effect righteousness is due to the conflict with the flesh”.220  

The law is spiritual (7:14) - and Paul portrays a gentile who knows this but 

who lacks the capacity to fulfil it (see previous).  However, now that the 

body has been offered as a living sacrifice (12:1) - with the flesh ascetically 

subdued (καταργέω – 6:6)  - God’s law can now be fulfilled, as a 

consequence of transformation (13:8-10).  7:15-25 is a speech in character 

representing a gentile unable to follow the law.221  The problem is not the 

law itself, but lack of capacity to fulfil it.222  This assumes that gentiles 

wanted to follow the law in the first place (mind 7:25; cf Romans 2).  With 

the flesh subordinated (12:1; 6:6), the law of Paul’s mind (7:23 cf 12:2) can 

be fulfilled.   

 
219 Dunn, Romans, 403. 
220 Schweitzer, Mysticism, 212. 
221 Stowers, Rereading, 266–69. 
222 Christ dealing with Sin (8:3) has allowed the true spiritual nature of the law to 

shine forth.   
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The ethne’s fulfilment of the law means that there is now no 

condemnation for those in Christ Jesus (8:1) – being in Christ (as his 

brothers) indeed producing the transformation that fulfils the law.223  In 8:2 

the law set them free (grammatically the subject – powerfully and 

unequivocally) from the law of Sin and Death (cf conflicting lordships 6:12-

14).  Vitally, Paul again connects this law with the spirit (confirming 7:14).   

The law of the spirit is then connected with life in Christ (cf 12:1 i.e. 

fraternally).224  The spirit arrives powerfully in 12:1 (through union with the 

spiritual Christ) and so does the law (which is spiritual, and which is 

embodied and fulfilled by the transformed lives of the ethne). Liberation 

(8:2) will be followed by adoption (12:1; cf Galatians 4:5).  The transformed 

lives of Romans 12 fulfil the law (13:8 cf listing 13:9), which suggests that 

the law of 8:2 is indeed the Torah.225 In 8:3 Paul talks of the law as being 

“weakened by the flesh” (a limitation, not a criticism) – now subordinated, 

meaning that the spiritual law can be fulfilled.  Here ἀδύνατος invokes 

power (1:16) and cosmic conflict.  In 8:4 πληρόω very importantly connects 

with 13:8-9. The δικαίωμα τοῦ νόμου will indeed be fulfilled in them – it 

will be instantiated, embodied and fulfilled in their very lives, because they 

 
223 The awkward “now” I view as anticipatory, and the process aggregative.   
224 Christ, spirit, life and righteousness all being connected in 8:10.   
225 Jewett details this controversy.  Jewett, Romans, 480–81.  Jewett’s idea that 

the law “regains its proper spiritual function” as “a spiritual law” is coherent with our own 
analysis.    
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walk in the spirit (7:14; 12:1,11).  As Fredriksen notes, it is “Only through 

Christ, once infused with spirit, can he [the gentile] fulfil the just 

requirement of the Law (8.4)”.226 The just requirement is indeed fulfilled in 

us ἐν ἡμῖν - i.e. in their transformed lives (8:4).  “In us” refers to the 

transformation of the mind (law of my mind 7:22-23).  Paul specifies that 

“the mind that is set on the flesh is hostile to God; it does not submit 

(ὑποτάσσω) to God’s law” (8:7) - Paul wants them to submit to God’s law 

(cf ὑποτάσσω 13:5).  The military connotations of ὑποτάσσεται may invoke 

cosmic conflict.227  In 8:7, Paul continues: “Indeed, it cannot” (δύναμαι) – 

capacity to fulfil the law is the fundamental issue.  The ethne are able to do 

this only through the power of God, through Paul’s gospel (1:16; contrast 

2:21-24, 7:15-25).  

In 9:4 νομοθεσία is included alongside λατρεία as part of a positive 

list of Israel’s specific ethnic privileges (“to them belong…”).228  Adoption 

precedes the law of the Israelites (chronologically and as listed).  

Correspondingly, and sequentially, in Romans 12 and 13 adoption gives the 

ethne the capacity to fulfil the law.   

 
226 Fredriksen, Paul, 158. 
227 LSJ. Τάσσω.  
228 “It is not the Torah’s inferiority that motivates Paul’s rejection of the Torah for 

Gentiles, but precisely its superiority, its … privilege”. Christine Hayes, What’s Divine about 
Divine Law? (Princeton: University Press, 2015), 151.  
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Vitally, in Romans 15:18, part of the obedience of the ethne is their 

fulfilment of the law (see later).   

Elsewhere, Paul clearly appeals to the law’s ongoing authority e.g. 1 

Corinthians 14:21, 34.  More broadly, the father’s wife of 1 Corinthians 5:2 

directly applies Leviticus 20:11 i.e. Jewish teaching.  In 1 Corinthians 7:19 

Paul’s use of τηρέω (to keep) together with ἐντολή (commandment) is “a 

construction that other Jews used to signify faithful observance of the 

Jewish law”.229  The mystery of lawlessness is presented as an agent and the 

lawless one as a cosmic power in 2 Thessalonians 2:7-8 (ὁ ἄνομος).230  Also, 

the disobedience of God’s people is framed in terms of lawlessness in Paul’s 

most-quoted text, Isaiah - ἀνομιῶν τοῦ λαοῦ μου LXX Isaiah 53:8.  See also 

our analysis of τέλειος and tamim (12:2).   

Paul’s negative statements about the law are made to gentiles.  

Gentile circumcision would blur his ethnic and eschatological categories (as 

dictated by God’s promise to Abraham, which requires plurality).231  The 

ethne getting circumcised would undermine the promise.  Paul, concerned 

to maintain ethnic distinction, presents the law to gentiles as being limited:  

it is susceptible to exploitation by Sin (7:8), it does not lead to justification 

(3:20; cf Galatians 3:11), and applies to the woman only when her husband 

 
229 Thiessen, Gentile Problem, 9. E.g. Matthew 19:17–19. 
230 (Authorship disputed.)   
231 See Chapter 5.   
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is still alive (7:3).232  Paul’s criticises the attitude that “to the one who 

works, his wages are not counted as a gift but as his due" (4:4 cf gifts 12:6).  

But these limitations and criticisms do not mean that it is defunct (!).  

Ultimately, basically, Paul wants its fulfilment (13:8-10).  The law, after all, 

is holy, righteous, good and above all spiritual (7:12,14) – this high praise 

reflecting its ongoing validity and eschatological centrality.   

Paul’s ethnic and eschatological agenda underpins his position 

(4:17-18; 15:10).  Adoption into the divine and Abrahamic families brings 

familial obligations (ὀφείλετε 13:8).  The “adopted son… had to commit 

himself to the responsibilities required of him as the son in his adopted 

family”, including household cult (cf 12:1).233 So too Fredriksen discusses 

“inherited obligations”. 234  While Abraham was pre-law, God’s law applies 

to the Israelite members of his family, and so plausibly - coherently - is 

relevant to his broader lineage.   

Eschatologically, Schweitzer discusses the “Messianic Kingdom…of 

the perfect observance of the law”.235  Fredriksen notes the “idea that the 

god of Israel would end time with an assertion of his absolute sovereignty” 

 
232 Also, in Galatians the law does not have the power to impart life (δυνάμενος 

ζωοποιῆσαι Galatians 3:21 – contrast the lives of love in the spirit in Romans 12), and is no 
longer the ethne’s disciplinarian (Galatians 3:25).   

233 Johnson Hodge, If Sons, 29–30. 
234 Fredriksen, Paul, 68. 
235 Schweitzer, Mysticism, 190. 
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(gentiles turning to fulfil the law could be part of this).236  Now, God’s will is 

being done on earth (12:2; 12:9-10; 13:8-10), and so the kingdom is arriving 

(14:17).  The influx of the spirit, combined with God’s transformative 

charismata, mean that grace (charis) now reigns (βασιλεύω 5:21).  The law 

of Christ will allow Jesus to put everything under him, and then he will hand 

over the kingdom (1 Corinthians 15:24) i.e. the ethne’s fulfilment of the law 

of Christ (8:2) is a constituent part of this kingdom (this term contrasting 

with the law of Moses; this is a new and eschatological age of the law).  

While the “unrighteous (ἄδικοι) will not inherit the kingdom of God” (1 

Corinthians 6:9), the ethne – as sons, now righteoused (contrast 6:9-10; 

1:24-32) – will receive their inheritance (8:17), together with Christ their 

brother.  Gentile fulfilment of the law is eschatological, which explains why 

Paul immediately starts talking about eschatology in 13:11-12; cf 14:17.   

Constructing an ethnic solution to the problems as he understood 

them, Paul has skilfully harnessed the ancient familial function of sacrifice 

to allow the ethne to become family, but yet to remain distinct (as brothers) 

so that God’s promise to Abraham (many nations – plural!) would be 

fulfilled.  Then by framing their obligations as love, Paul has given the ethne 

the privilege of a complementary moral and legal system to that of the 

Israelites, applying in tandem and allowing them to fulfil the law (contrast 

 
236 Fredriksen, Paul, 74. 
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1:26-32), but yet without physical circumcision (thereby maintaining ethnic 

distinction).   

How does the ethne’s fulfilment of the law link to justification? 

Transformed by the power of God (familially), fulfilment becomes natural 

(1:26) and creaturely (1:20).   Functionally, the law does not lead to 

justification (3:20).237  Rather, faith will be reckoned as righteousness (4:5; 

like their father Abraham 4:22-24).  This faith underpins sacrifice (12:1) and 

their transformed lives of love (12:9-21).  Fundamentally, the ethne’s 

capacity to fulfil the law is a consequence and product of their 

transformation (i.e. adoption, gifts and the influx of the spirit).  This fulfilling 

of the law results in a state of justice (δικαιοσύνη; cf 12:9-21), which Paul 

thinks will obtain eternally and perpetually in the new creation (i.e. justice 

is eschatological).238 This is the righteousness through faith (10:6).  Christ is 

the τέλος of the law (10:4) in the sense that the law is fulfilled through 

Christ (cf 12:1).  As specified in 2 Corinthians:  In Christ, the ethne have 

become the righteousness of God (2 Corinthians 5:21; cf new creation 2 

Corinthians 5:17).  More basically, fulfilment of the law is their obligation 

 
237 cf Galatians 2:15, 3:11.  Just because Jews and gentiles get justified the same 

way does not mean that the ethnic categories of Jews and gentiles are to be abolished.  “If 
you are led by the Spirit, you are not under the law (ὑπὸ νόμον)” (5:18).  But this does not 
make it irrelevant.  Paul has just summed up the law in terms of love (5:14).  

238 2 Corinthians 5:17-21 – “so that in him we might become the righteousness 
(δικαιοσύνη) of God” (v.21).   
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and duty to God (cf δικαιόω as observant of custom or duty).239   It always 

has been (cf 1:32).  The ethne are now under the law of the spirit of Christ 

(8:2; 7:14), which had actively set them free from the rival regime of the 

law of Sin (8:2;7:23,25).  Importantly, the connection made in 8:2 

anticipated their fulfilment of the law (Romans 12-13), effected thanks to 

the influx of the spirit through Christ, and the transformation of the mind 

(8:7; 12:2).   

Bearing one another’s burdens (cf 12:9-10; 13:8-10) fulfils the law of 

Christ (Galatians 6:2 ἀναπληρόω).240  Like Christ, this law is eschatological 

(messianic), spiritual (7:14), and centred on love (13:8; 8:35,39).  (Spirit, 

Christ, love, law, grace and good are profoundly compatible and 

complementary - cf 8:2; 12:6; 12:9.)  Also, ascetically, “the one having died 

has been justified (δικαιόω) from sin” (6:7; cf 6:3 death suggesting mystical 

participation in baptism; 8:13; 12:1 living sacrifice).  Paul may not be under 

the law (9:20), but Christ’s law presents its own demand (cf love as 

obligation 13:8; 1 Corinthians 9:21).   Eschatologically, the day of Christ (cf 

13:12) will involve legal liability (ἐγκαλέω 8:33; ἀνέγκλητος 1 Corinthians 

 
239 LSJ. 
240 “Paul figures the imposition of the authority of the Torah as a “slavery” 

interfering with the regulative system instituted by the Christ-event (“the law of Christ”).  
Barclay, Gift, 429, fn.19.  Paul, however, is addressing ethne, never indicates the Torah’s 
abolition, and there is clearly overlap (13:9).  Elsewhere Barclay argues that the ethne 
fulfilling the law is not found in the Torah, and Barclay suggests a difference between doing 
the law and fulfilling it.  The ethne do not “do” the law, but yet fulfil it, pneumatically and 
miraculously.  See generally John M. G. Barclay, Obeying the Truth: A Study of Paul’s Ethics 
in Galatians (Edinburgh: T& TClark, 1988).  
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1:8) – Christ is connected to both love (8:35) and the law (cf 13:8).  This 

fulfilment is also ethnic, complementing Israel, to whom the law was given.  

Regarding Israel, God said “I will put my law within them, and I will write it 

on their hearts and I will be their God, and they shall be my people.” 

(Jeremiah 34:33).  So too, now, the ethne (Romans 12-13; 2:15).  With 

sonship comes fulfilment of their father’s law, through their brother’s law.  

Generally, then, Dunn’s, “Tension between his [Paul’s] gospel and the law” 

is misplaced.241   

But could Sin not exploit the law as listed in 13:9 (cf 7:14-20)?  No.  

Sin relied on the flesh (7:5) and the law (cf 7:7-11), and both aspects have 

been addressed.   Notably, the law had been weakened by the flesh (8:3).  

But now that the body has been offered in a living sacrifice (via Paul’s 

asceticism; cf καταργέω of the body 6:6; body of Death 7:24), Sin has 

nothing to work with – meaning that the law can now, post-transformation, 

be (perhaps almost effortlessly) fulfilled.242  Further, the ethne fulfil the law, 

but they are not under the law – rather, they are under grace (6:14).  And 

“where there is no law there is no transgression” (4:15; cf 5:13).  This is 

precisely the situation of the ethne post transformation in Romans 12 and 

13, in which grace was received through both adoption and gifts.  The love 

 
241 Dunn, Romans, lxvi. 
242 Here Engberg-Pedersen’s idea of “pneumatic Christ believers as sages who will 

always and only do what they should” rings true. Engberg-Pedersen, “Stoicism in Early 
Christianity,” 33.  Although temptation is still possible (Galatians 6:1).   
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brought by the spirit leads to fulfilment of the law, which is spiritual 

(7:14).243   

With regard to Israel, the ethne are complementary.  Their new 

moral capacity is situated with specific reference to the law given (9:4) to 

their newly ratified brothers.    Most basically, Paul wants both Israel and 

the ethne to fulfil the law (they are to satisfy the same standard).  As Paula 

Frederiksen puts it, “Paul praises the Law, glories in its mandates, rejoices 

in its privilege, and urges its standards of behaviour”.244  Indeed, Paul is so 

much in favour of the law, he wants the ethne to fulfil it as well (simply, it is 

the creator God’s law).  In the words of Christine Hayes, “Paul had to find a 

way to preserve the exclusive character of the Mosaic Law as a law for the 

genealogical seed of Isaac alone, and to do so without causing offense, 

because he believed that the inclusion of Gentiles was a condition of the 

coming kingdom… he wants Gentiles to join with Israel without joining 

Israel”.245  (Yes – and Paul solves this problem ethnically, through sacrifice, 

Christ and Galatians 3:29.)  As Dunn notes, requirements regarding 

(physical) circumcision, food, and the sabbath are distinctive to Israel.246  

The position of the Israelites remains legitimate (see Chapter 5).  The 

Israelites should carry on following the law that was given as their privilege 

 
243 The ethne now return to being “alive apart from the law” (7:9). 
244 Fredriksen, Paul, 122. 
245 Hayes, Divine Law, 162–63. 
246 Dunn, Romans, lxxi. 
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(9:3-4), but need to call upon the Lord (10:12-14).  As such, “the 

particularity of Israel need not be seen as in opposition to the gospel Paul 

proclaimed”.247 I agree with Campbell that “The universality of the gospel 

does not demand a desacralization of Israel, nor does it demand sameness 

in lifestyle as inherent to its reception”.248  This complementarity 

undermines Baur’s thesis, antithesis, and imposed supersessionism.249   

Ethnic construction is at play both in sacrifice (12:1) and fulfilment 

of the law (13:8-10).250  As Johnson Hodge argues, ancestry, worship and 

the law could each be used to construct ethnic identity (Paul uses all 

three).251  Indeed, Johnson Hodge evidences that having the same equitable 

laws and customs is a constitutive part of Greek ethnicity.252  As Philo notes, 

kinship (συγγενὲς) is measured “by similarity of conduct and pursuit of the 

same objects”.253  As such, fulfilling the law constitutes part of the ethne’s 

ratified membership within the Abrahamic lineage, and kinship with Israel.   

 
247 Campbell, Nations, 342. 
248 Ibid., 342.   
249 The question as to whether the Israelites will be able to fulfil the law only in 

Jesus - through an influx of the spirit - is beyond our scope.  In 14:1 “the weak in faith” in 
14:1 are not Jews, but Judaizing gentiles.  “The strong” are coming in as ethne.  Romans 14 
is conditioned by Paul’s general ethnic agenda (4:17-18) i.e. the strong are doing what he 
wants.  Stowers also links this vocabulary to self-mastery Stowers, Rereading, 45.  Minear 
proposes that Paul is trying to unite the strong and the weak communities in Rome.  Paul 
Minear, The Obedience of Faith: The Purposes of Paul in the Epistle to the Romans (London: 
SCM Press, 1971).   

250 Note ἀφορίζω (1:1; 1:4; cf ὅρια ἐθνῶν Deuteronomy 32:38). 
251 Ibid., 19-42.    
252 Johnson Hodge, If Sons, 36. 
253 Philo, On the Virtues, 195.  
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The law is indeed an ethnic marker but one that is enjoyed by the ethne as 

well, complementing Israel, and inside the same broader familial lineage 

and boundary.254  Sacrifice and the law are working to the same end; the 

generative sacrifice of 12:1 brings new capacity and culminates in the law’s 

fulfilment.  I agree with Campbell that “It is significant that the elements 

used to construe the identity of the ethnē in Christ correspond closely to 

the same elements that constitute the heritage of Israel. Calling, sonship, 

adoption, children of God, foreknowledge, election and glory”.255  The law is 

also part of this picture (cf 9:4), facilitated by adoption.  Paul’s ethical and 

legal transformation is not so much about individual morality as about the 

ethnic alignment required by the promise.    

In a contested environment, Paul’s message will appeal to ethne 

who want virtue, and who are attracted to Jewish law, with its appealingly 

ancient requirements, mythical backstory, and - now - possibility of ratified 

genealogical incorporation (giving them the capacity and self-control to 

fulfil that law, and so legitimating this route – contrast 2:21-14;7:15-25).   

 

 

 
254 Dunn, Theology, 119.  
255 Campbell, Nations, 244.  Vitally, ethnic Israel retains its heritage in my reading 

and in Campbell’s (contra Wright).   
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Circumcision of the Heart256  

The new family membership constructed in 12:1 brings about the ethne’s 

circumcision of the heart, the substantive implications of which are 

narrated in Romans 12-13.  This specific term is not explicitly referred to 

(although Paul subsequently and clearly articulates the key dynamic in 15:8-

10.)  Vitally, however, Abraham is the gentiles’ father of circumcision 4:12, 

and Christ is the servant of circumcision and defined in terms of the 

promise to the fathers 15:8.257  This is an extremely powerful congruence, 

and raises the question as to exactly how and when this takes place.  

Another very important fact is that circumcision is linked with fulfilment of 

the law in Romans 2 (which does in fact place in Romans 12-13).  Our 

analysis will bring these statements together, to show that the ethne’s new 

membership of the Abrahamic lineage (father) facilitated by Christ 

(servant), and leading to fulfilment of the law (cf Romans 2) in fact 

constitutes the ethne’s circumcision of the heart.  Circumcision underpins 

the roles of both Abraham and Christ with regard to the gentiles, and our 

reading brings coherence to this extremely important dynamic and fact.  

(While reluctant to overinterpret Romans 12-13, this is when the sacrificial 

 
256 What follows is a suggested reading, one that I think plausibly explains the 

evidence, but that it by no means watertight (due to lack of explicit textual confirmation).  
257 Or “agent of circumcision” Garroway, Gentile-Jews, 134.  
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ratification of family membership takes place, and also when the ethne 

receive the capacity to fulfil the law.)    

Romans 4:12, usually mistranslated, clearly states that Abraham is 

to be their (i.e. the gentiles’) father of circumcision (πατέρα περιτομῆς).258  

This builds on Paul’s statement in 4:11 where Abraham “will be the father 

of all those believing in uncircumcision”.  Circumcision is indeed of value if 

you practise (πράσσω) the law (2:25), which the ethne are now fulfilling 

(13:8).  Note the explicit endorsement of circumcision (we do not accept 

arguments that practising the law is impossible – the ethne have plainly 

been told they can fulfil it 13:8-10; Philippians 3:6 γενόμενος ἄμεμπτος – 

spotlessness as achieved). “If you practise the law” is key – this raises the 

question as to how they can come to actually practise the law (unlike the 

teacher in 2:17-24 and the speech in character of 7:15-25), the answer 

being through brotherhood with Christ, constituting adoption, which is 

transformative.  The ethne’s transformed lives of love constitute the 

circumcision of their heart.259  This was to take place “in spirit” (2:29) – 

Romans 12 is the influx of that spirit.  (What do the gentiles become?  One 

might say they become ethne with circumcised hearts, or else spirit ethne - 

 
258 See discussion Chapter 5.  It has been mistranslated to avoid the awkward and 

utterly ethnicised fact that Paul talks of the ethne becoming circumcised.   
259 Garroway’s argument that Abrahamic faith effects circumcision, while in a 

sense true, does not give due attention to their moral transformation and so to the heart. 
Garroway, Gentile-Jews, 106–9.     
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these are in fact the same thing, as circumcision of the heart is in the spirit.)  

Very significantly, “Jewish sources before Paul had already connected 

circumcision of the heart with the agency of the God’s spirit (Jub. 1:23; cf 

Odes Sol. 11:1-3).260  If those who are uncircumcised keep (φυλάσσω) the 

requirements of the law (δικαιώματα τοῦ νόμου), their uncircumcision will 

be reckoned (λογίζομαι) as circumcision (2:26) – this is exactly what the 

ethne are now doing, so they will be reckoned as circumcised.261  Absolutely 

vitally, all of Abraham’s seed are to be circumcised (Genesis 17:9-10) – 

circumcision is part of Abrahamic descent.  This now includes the ethne 

(Galatians 3:29) - albeit distinctively not circumcising flesh (17:11).  Notably 

the obedience of the ethne (cf 15:18) to the pattern (τύπος) of teaching 

(contents uncertain, could be similar to 13:9), is - vitally - from the heart 

(6:17; cf 2:29; cf 8:27; contrast 1:21,24; 2:5).262  Although the heart is not 

explicitly referenced, this tells us about the nature of their obedience in 

Romans 12 (cf 15:18).  Paul’s portrayal of “the Spirit’s activity within the 

 
260 Stowers, Rereading, 156.  
261 Here our position contrasts with reading 2:14 in terms of natural law i.e. the 

idea that gentiles can be morally good even if they do not know Christ.  Philo adopts this 
position with regard to fulfilment of the Jewish law. Barclay, however, thinks that these are 
gentiles who are already transformed by the spirit. Barclay, Gift, 473, 500, 503. In our view, 
Paul is not so optimistic about the ethne (cf 1:26-32).  We argue that fuller transformation 
occurs in Romans 12-13.   

262 Jewett’s “typically Judaic manner” and statement that “nowhere else does Paul 
employ ‘heart’ in connection with belief or obedience” misses its connection with the law 
in 2:25-29. Jewett, Romans, 418. 
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human heart” (8:27), anticipates the spirit’s further influx in Romans 12, 

which has implications for the heart (its circumcision).   

Further connections with Romans 2 corroborate our suggested 

reading.   Significantly, circumcision of the heart is linked to obedience to 

the law (2:25-27 – τελέω 2:27; 6:17; cf τέλειος 12:2).  In 8:27 Paul states 

that “And God, who searches the heart, knows what is the mind [12:2] of 

the Spirit [12:9; 12 more generally], because the Spirit intercedes for the 

saints according to the will of God [12:2]”.  The law now written on the 

hearts of the ethne constitutes their circumcision of the heart (cf Jeremiah 

34:33).  Circumcision is indeed of value now that they practice (cf πράσσω 

2:25) the law, having put to death the (lexically opposed) practices of the 

body (πρᾶξις 8:13 – both linked to life).  If circumcision were redundant 

then why is Paul endorsing it? It is possible to fulfill the law (see above).  

(Structurally, as with λατρεία and the law more generally, Paul sets up the 

problem early in Romans and solves it later).  Paul also opposes the 

conceptually and phonetically linked ὠφελέω (2:25) and ὀφείλω of the love 

that fulfils the law (13:8).  The uncircumcised (most ethne), now keeping 

the requirements of the law, will have their uncircumcision reckoned as 

circumcision (λογίζομαι 2:26).  The letter of 2:27 (and 2:29) links to 7:6 and 

contrasts with the arriving spirit of Romans 8 and 12.  Nature (φύσις) 2:27 

fits with the construction of nature.  The visible Jew (φανερός 2:28) 
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contrasts with the delight of the law (still the law cf 7:14) in the inward man 

(ἔσω 7:22).  The secret (κρυπτῷ) is what counts for Jews (2:29) – for Jews 

also, Paul wants inward circumcision of the heart, not works (which does 

not entail “no physical circumcision”).  The circumcision of the heart is in 

the spirit (2:29).263  (Equally, the ethne will get the same circumcision as the 

one that really counts for Jews, their brothers, Abraham being the father of 

circumcision of both groups 4:12.)   

Circumcision of the heart contributes to Paul’s broader ethnic 

agenda in Romans, which is why Paul introduces it in this letter. 

Circumcision of the heart deeply Jewish, here applied to the ethne (e.g. 

Deuteronomy 10:16; Lev 26:41; cf the theme of Jewish norms being applied 

to the ethne; cf Paul’s own heart 10:1,6; cf aggregation; cf Campbell’s 

“Jewish symbolic universe”).264  But yet, as with sacrifice (12:1), Paul is 

furnishing the ethne with a non-physical notion of circumcision that 

maintains an ethnic boundary and distinction between the ethne and Israel 

(the Israelites are still getting physically circumcised).  Paul is trying to make 

the gentile side more appealing (by making it more equal), to disincentivise 

gentile physical circumcision (cf Romans 2) i.e. he is trying to somewhat 

even things up.  If gentiles want to get circumcised, having identified this as 

 
263 Also, ἔπαινος (2:29) links only with 13:3 within Romans.   
264 Campbell, Nations, 8. 
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the key rite of entry into Judaism, then Paul has now shown them how this 

should be done (i.e. circumcision of the heart via transformative 

brotherhood with Christ, not physically).  Note, however, that they do not 

become Jews – rather, they get what really matters to Jews i.e. the secret 

circumcision of the heart.   

Christ, therefore, is indeed the servant of circumcision (15:8) – not 

“the circumcision” (our analysis fits with the actual wording of 15:8, rather 

than attenuating it to mean “Jews”).  Christ is the servant of circumcision 

into Abraham’s family.  Jesus, more specifically, is the servant of 

circumcision to confirm the promises given to the fathers i.e. the promise 

to Abraham (15:8).  Extremely importantly, then, in 15:8 Christ as servant of 

circumcision is explicitly linked to God’s promise (to Abraham), which is now 

being fulfilled by the entry of the ethne into Abraham’s lineage, through 

Christ (Galatians 3:29), in consequence of which the ethne are receiving 

circumcision of the heart.  All of Abraham’s family – not just Israel - are to 

be circumcised.  The Messiah’s role as described in 15:8 is utterly ethnic 

and familial, revolving around circumcision, patriarchs, ethnic narratives of 

promises given to fathers, and citing the ethnic promise of 4:17-18 which 

squarely pertains to peoples.  Interestingly, the verb in 15:8 is βεβαιόω “to 

make firm, confirm, establish, secure, warrant, make good” (LSJ).  This is 

precisely what Jesus has done in 12:1, and fits perfectly with our ideas of 
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familial ratification and bolstering.  The Messiah’s role is familial, facilitating 

the entry of the ethne into the lineage of Abraham, and so their 

circumcision (of the heart).  Transformed, their hearts are no longer given 

up to Impurity and to the degrading of the body (1:24). Through Christ, the 

transformed lives of the ethne constitute circumcision of the heart (2:29).  

As to the Israelites, Dunn’s argument that the “circumcision of the 

heart…completely replaces the physical rite” is an over-reading 

(“circumcision indeed is of value if you obey the law” - 2:25 - and the 

Israelites are to continue obeying the law God gave them - 9:4 i.e. their 

specific law, the giving of law that is theirs).265   

As such, circumcision of the heart adds a further aspect of ethnic 

conceptualisation to the role of Christ.  The Messiah’s familial and 

ethnically instrumental role is something that Paul seems to have 

increasingly chosen to emphasize i.e. (1) Christ as ethnically instrumental 

Galatians 3:29, (2) Christ as brother 8:29, and now (3) 15:8 – Christ being 

defined as subordinate and instrumental to circumcision as well as to the 

promise.266  

 

 
265 Dunn, Romans, 127–28. 
266 True, circumcision of the heart is not explicitly mentioned in Romans 12-13.  

But then how to adequately account for 4:12 and 15:8, with their extremely powerful 
congruence, not to mention the question regarding how circumcision of the heart – 
connected to the law 2:25-29 - links to the law’s fulfilment in Romans 12-13?   
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Romans 13:11-14 

Verses 11-14 link eschatology with transformation, asceticism and cosmic 

conflict (cf Chapter 6).  In 13:11 καιρός is eschatological and the imminence 

of the eschaton is emphasized.   

Very significantly, raising up (ἐγείρω 13:11) is now, remarkably, 

applied to the ethne (vitally, in Romans it has been used nine times, but 

applied only to Jesus – referring specifically to Jesus’ resurrection - e.g. 

8:11,34).267  This was anticipated in 6:4 (ἐγείρω… οὕτως καὶ).  Now, finally, 

the ethne themselves are to join Christ in his resurrection - “it is now the 

moment”.  The time is now.  As Schweitzer suggested, with Jesus' death and 

resurrection, Paul believed that the Kingdom was arriving extremely 

imminently.268  The ethne are now about to be resurrected.  Just as Jesus 

had been declared son of God by his resurrection (1:4), this will constitute 

the ethne’s final transformation and status.  This earthly resurrection will 

produce the kingdom of God on earth (14:17).  Schweitzer argues that in 

Paul the “supernatural Kingdom is beginning to become the ethical”.269 But I 

do not quite agree.  Familial transformation has implications that are 

 
267 Cf 1 Corinthians 6:14 “will also raise us (ἐγείρω) by his power.”  Dunn’s “full 

participation in Christ’s resurrection” is happening now.  Dunn, Romans, 367. 
268 Albert Schweitzer, The Kingdom of God and Primitive Christianity, ed. Ulrich 

Neuenschwander, trans. L. A. Garrard (New York: Seabury, 1968), 131–65. 
269 Ibid., 183.   
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ethical (specifically, legal), and ethnic (cf 15:10), which together have 

implications for the arrival of the supernatural kingdom (cf theosis), which 

should not be reduced.  Sequentially, this resurrection takes place after 

12:1 (not just 3:25), indicating the efficacy of 12:1.   

So too 1 Corinthians 15:20 describes Christ’s resurrection (ἐγείρω) 

as the first fruits (ἀπαρχή).  It is already (ἤδη) the time.  The Jewish 

apocalyptic expectation of resurrection is currently unfolding.270  In 15:44 

the body is sown a natural body (ψυχικός) but when raised it is spiritual 

(πνευματικός).  The ethne’s new nature and familial relationships constitute 

the influx of the spirit.  This fulfils the law, which is also spiritual (7:14).  

Notably, “the last Adam [i.e. Jesus] became a life-giving spirit (πνεῦμα 

ζωοποιοῦν)” (15:45), with whom the ethne now are joined in fraternal 

union.  They now bear the image of the man of heaven (15:49), their love 

being the image of Christ (8:29).  Flesh and blood cannot inherit the 

kingdom (15:50 cf asceticism), but as joint heirs (8:17) the ethne now can 

(14:17).  They have been transformed (ἀλλάσσω 15:50; μεταλλάσσω 

Romans 1:25; σύμμορφος 8:29; μεταμορφόω 12:2).  “This mortal body 

must put on immortality” (15:53), and in 13:14 the ethne put on Christ 

(both ἐνδύω cf armour; complementing internal οἰκέω 8:9-11; cf 

constructed masculinity contrasting with female luxury and weakness, 

 
270 Fredriksen, Paul, 77. 
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13:13-14 - sic).  Once done, death will be swallowed up in victory (15:54; 

Romans 12:21).  While “the power of sin is the law” (15:56) Christ has dealt 

with Sin (8:3), and the ethne fulfil the law due to their transformation 

through Christ.  God has given them victory through Christ (15:57) – their 

ransom and their brother.   

(In Romans 1:4 Christ became “Son of God with power according to 

the spirit of holiness by resurrection from the dead”.  Very significantly, 

Jesus is referred to not as “the” son, but as “son”, or “a son” (cf own son 

8:3).  Now, thanks to God’s power (1:16) and the reception of the spirit 

(12:11), it is the ethne’s turn.  “The one who is righteous will live by faith” 

(1:17).  The ethne’s faithful worship in living sacrifice (contrast 1:25) is 

bringing their new life i.e. resurrection.)   

In 13:12-13 darkness versus light is characteristically apocalyptic, as 

is “the day” (contrast “darkened” 1:21).  Lexically, εὐσχημόνως (13:13) 

connects to συσχηματίζεσθε (12:2).  Paul is expanding upon 12:1-2.   Paul’s 

audience are to live - εὐσχημόνως - as in the day.  Paul’s moral desiderata 

(13:13; cf 13:8-10) are framed by eschatology (cf eschatological asceticism).  

Their lives are to reflect the form of (σχῆμα) and thereby instantiate the 

eschaton.  Christ as “Lord” connects with Romans (κυριεύσει 6:9,14 Death, 

Sin; cf 7:1 law) cf arrival of the kingdom 14:17 (contrast βασιλεύω 6:12).271  

 
271 Romans 13:12. 
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No πρόνοια is to be given to fleshly desires (ἐπιθυμίας 13:14; cf vitally, 

1:24; πρόνοια linking lexically to the transformed mind 12:2; cf bodily self-

mastery; κοίτη and ἀσέλγεια cf 1:26-27).  Note the ἐπιθυμέω (13:9) 

positively incorporating desire within the law (13:8-10).  Paul is making an 

important connection here between fulfilling the law (13:8-10) and the 

desires that this overcomes (13:13-14), which corroborates our analysis 

regarding the fulfilment of the law as the overcoming of desire (cf self-

mastery) through transformative fraternal union with Christ.272  Piety 

(12:1), sonship, legal fulfilment (13:8-10) and overcoming desire (13:13-14) 

all go hand in hand.   

 

Adoption, resurrection, and glorification  

Brotherhood with the spiritual and resurrected Christ, and membership of 

the family of God, brought elevation (cf Paul’s remarkable use of ἐγείρω 

13:8).273  Theosis itself is perhaps not obviously prominent in Romans, but 

 
272 This theme is subordinate to ethnic alignment and the promise.   
273 See generally:  Ben C. Blackwell, Christosis: Engaging Paul’s Soteriology with His 

Patristic Interpreters, Eerdmans edition.. (Grand Rapids, Michigan: William B. Eerdmans 
Publishing Company, 2016); Michael J. Gorman, “Romans: The First Christian Treatise on 
Theosis,” J. Theol. Interpret. 5.1 (2011): 13–34; M. David Litwa, Becoming Divine: An 
Introduction to Deification in Western Culture (Wipf and Stock Publishers, 2013). M. David 
Litwa, We Are Being Transformed: Deification in Paul’s Soteriology (Berlin: De Gruyter, 
2012).  Litwa notes that deification was a “pervasive in Paul’s culture” (5), meaning not 
“fusion with the Godhead” (26), but rather “the participation in the divine identity of (a 
particular) God” (32,212).  Litwa argues that Paul’s deification takes the form of 
participation of believers in Christ (32, 56, 161), and conformation to Christ at the 
eschaton.  Also, presciently, James D. Tabor, Things Unutterable (Lanham, MD: University 
Press of America, 1986), 11.  Tabor discusses the “many glorified sons of God”, and “ family 
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fraternal union with Christ is how this dimension of Paul’s thinking takes 

place, and so Paul’s own logic compels us to explore it.   

Paul’s framing underpins our analysis.  The glory of the immortal 

God, previously exchanged for idolatrous images, has returned (1:23).  

Now, however, the transformed lives of the ethne reflect the glory of God 

in the image of the resurrected Christ, their new brother.  The 

transformation of 1:23 (ἀλλάσσω) has been more than reversed (12:2; 

Romans 12,13).  The spirit, now arrived, is incorruptible (contrast φθαρτός 

1:23).  Eternal life will be given to those who seek this glory (2:6), and who 

work good (ἐργάζομαι τὸ ἀγαθόν 2:10; ἀγαθός 12:2; ἐργάζομαι hinting at 

the law 13:8) - the ethne, transformed, now have this capacity (contrast 

2:21; 7:15-25).  Also, in 2:7 Paul connects the good (12:2,9,21) and honour 

(12:10) to glory, incorruptibility and eternal life (now arriving) – this 

dynamic is therefore contained within Paul’s framing.274  God’s power (1:16) 

is also linked to glory via Abraham (4:20; also δυνατός 4:21).  This is the 

glory for which they had been hoping (5:2-3).  The ethne will now reign in 

life (βασιλεύω 5:17; contrast Sin 6:12).  Eternal life arrives through Christ 

 
(i.e., ‘many brothers’) of cosmic beings”. Our own analysis emphasizes both patterning on 
Christ and the fraternal and sacrificial dynamic at play, linking to the eschatological 
transformations of 12:2 et seq.  Notably ideas of sonship of God and adoption are much 
more familiar to the Eastern Orthodox Church Andrew Louth, “The Place of Theosis in 
Orthodox Theology,” in Partakers of the Divine Nature, ed. Michael Christensen and Jeffrey 
Wittung (Grand Rapids, Mich.: Baker, 2007), 32–46.  

274 Similarly, 2:10.  
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(5:21) i.e. through fraternal union and family membership.  The τέλος of 

slavery to God is eternal life (6:22; cf λατρεία 12:1 as service).   

The connection between Romans 8 and Romans 12-13 brings not 

just membership of the divine family (8:14,29), but also glorification 

(8:17,18,21).  Through fraternal union the ethne receive Christ’s 

characteristics, moral capacity, and spiritual and resurrected nature (cf 

ἐγείρω 13:11; Christ’s raising, serving as a pattern, being linked to God’s 

glory 6:4, to being at God’s right hand 8:34, and to new life cf 12:1).  

Transformed moral capacity is received in the present (12:9-21) and 

resurrection will arrive in the imminent future (13:11).  The striking 

formulation of 6:4 - resurrection (ἐγείρω) through the father’s glory - makes 

sense in light of glory and the family in Romans 8 (Jesus’ resurrection is 

familial).  Life will also be given to their mortal bodies through his in-

dwelling spirit (8:11,13) – this arrives through fraternal union with Christ 

the life-giving spirit (1 Corinthians 15:45) in 12:1.  The very glory of God 

now dwells in the ethne (8:9-11), and in the ancient world gods were 

thought to live within their temples.275 The ethne were to be glorified with 

the resurrected Christ (συνδοξάζω 8:17), their new brother (8:29).  (The 

aorist passive of συνδοξασθῶμεν being notably punctiliar cf “it is now the 

 
275 Jackson, “Divine Presence,” 301. 
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moment” 13:11.)276 The coming glory to be revealed to us (8:18) is indeed 

the glory of the children of God (8:21 cf 12:1).  The revealing of the sons of 

God (8:19) will take place in the transformed lives of the ethne (romans 12-

13). Both the resurrection and the glory are familial.  Emphatically, in 8:30 

glorification is separately articulated, in addition to justification.277  This 

verse immediately follows 8:29, to which it is connected (οὓς δὲ).  Linked in 

fraternal union with Christ, and glorified with him, with (σὺν - again) Jesus 

the ethne will receive all things (8:32 χαρίζομαι cf gifts 12:6).  In 

combination, σὺν and πᾶς suggest that the ethne get everything – Paul’s 

language here does not distinguish between Christ’s elevation and the 

ethne’s own trajectory.  The image of Christ (8:29) links to the “image and 

glory of God” (1 Corinthians 11:7).  Richard Middleton notes the “image of 

God as the royal function or office of human beings as God’s 

representatives and agents in the world, given authorized power to share in 

God’s rule over the earth’s resources and creatures.”278  Judgment is a 

divine function.  Extremely revealingly, the ethne are on a trajectory to 

judge both the world and the angels (1 Corinthians 6:3; cf inherit the 

 
276 Ibid., 503. 
277 A “startling claim”.  Ibid., 530.  With Dunn, I take the awkward past tense as 

anticipatory.  Dunn, Romans, 486. 
278 J. Richard Middleton, “The Liberating Image? Interpreting the ‘Imago Dei’ in 

Context,” Christ. Sch. Rev. 24.1 (1994): 12. 
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cosmos 4:13 – inheritance linking adoption with elevation).279  If the ethne’s 

transformed lives of love now completely fulfil the law, and so instantiate it, 

then in this light 1 Corinthians 6:3 makes perfect sense.  The supernatural 

realm is heavily invoked alongside creation in 8:38-39 (ἄγγελοι, ἀρχαὶ, 

δυνάμεις, κτίσις).  Paradoxically, the creaturely acknowledgement and 

indexing of 12:1 leads to elevation, and to this transformation of creation.  

God has called the ethne not just into his own kingdom (cf 14:17), but into 

his glory (1 Thessalonians 2:12).   

Regarding σωφρονέω (12:3) Jewett notes “Plato’s association of 

sober-mindedness with the divine.  In the Laws sobriety makes a person 

similar to God”, but suggests that Paul is employing a classical usage in 

which σωφρονεῖν contrasts with “high-mindedness” or “pride”.280   For 

Jewett, Paul “recovers the classical usage rather than employing σωφρονεῖν 

… in a manner typical for his era, which opened too large a door to religious 

and philosophical arrogance”.  We prefer the unvarnished and 

contemporary meaning, which avoids anachronism.  Coherently with our 

reading, George Van Kooten notes that, “by way of metamorphosis into the 

image of God, the Christ-believer is conformed more and more to the divine 

does have an analogy in the Platonic ideal of becoming as much like God as 

 
279 Thiessen, Gentile Problem, 157–58.  Thiessen helpfully locates this within 

“broader trends in early Judaism”. Paul’s “awkward” statements are helpful signposts (cf 
7:14).   

280 Jewett, Romans, 741.  
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possible” (cf μεταμορφόω -12:2).281  Significantly, σωφρονέω is also part of 

the discourse of moderation (see earlier). This verb therefore also 

contributes to the resolution of the sexual misdeeds of Romans 1.  

Σωφρονέω therefore neatly connects Paul’s eschatologically instrumental 

ascetism with eschatological elevation and theosis.   

Ideas of brotherhood and new status were also prevalent in some 

mystery cults.282  Remarkably, Paul deploys sacrifice and brotherhood 

together with both μυστήριον (11:25) and τέλειος (12:2).  τέλειος meant 

“initiated” - the telesterion was the hall of initiation in the Eleusinian 

Mysteries.283  Significantly, Paul’s rivals included mystery cults (cf Paul as 

cultural entrepreneur).284  

While Jesus was Messiah and firstborn son, indeed God’s own son 

(8:3), where does Paul indicate that the adopted ethne are to be sons of 

God in a fundamentally different sense?  Elevation was present within 

Judaism: “You are gods, And all of you are sons of the Most High” (Psalm 

 
281 George H. Van Kooten, “Image, Form and Transformation. A Semantic 

Taxonomy of Paul’s ‘Morphic’ Language,” in Jesus, Paul, and Early Christianity, ed. 
Rieuwerd Buitenwerf, Harm W. Hollander, and Johannes Tromp (Leiden; Boston: Brill, 
2008), 240.   

282 Beck’s “cult brothers” sits intriguingly with 12:1. Roger Beck, The Religion of 
the Mithras Cult in the Roman Empire: Mysteries of the Unconquered Sun (Oxford, Oxford ; 
New York: Oxford University Press, 2006), 2.  See generally Hugh Bowden, Mystery Cults in 
the Ancient World (London: Thames & Hudson, 2010); Walter Burkert, Ancient Mystery 
Cults (Harvard University Press, 1987). 

283 Bowden, Mystery Cults in the Ancient World, 37; Marvin W. Meyer, The Ancient 
Mysteries: A Sourcebook of Sacred Texts (University of Pennsylvania Press, 1999), 18. 

284 Stanley Stowers, “Plant and Animal Offerings.” 
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82:6).  Conversely, the Hebrew Bible often calls angels the “sons of God” 

(Genesis 6:2), and the ethne, now sons of God, are becoming elevated.  

Adoption into the family of God brought filial, or fraternal, elevation (12:1). 

More broadly, Catherine Bell notes that sacrificial offerings “redefine the 

culture's system of cosmological boundaries”, and that “the offering [may] 

participate in the divinity of the god”.285  Hubert and Mauss argued that the 

victim, as well as being consecrated, became divine.286  Thiessen’s analysis 

of the ethne as stars in a qualitative sense complements my reading.287   

Within Romans, the evidence is not extensive.  Paul’s focus is on 

ethnic adoption.  But 8:29-30 and 8:14, σωφρονέω (12:3) and ἐγείρω 

(13:11), indicate that the dynamic of elevation is ongoing.  Abraham’s 

lineage is accessed only through the family of God (3:29).  Again, Paul’s 

reasoning is aggregative; full pneumatic being will arrive at the eschaton, at 

the (punctiliar) last trumpet (1 Corinthians 15:51-53).   

(Vitally:  Theosis is not an additional or supplementary point.  It is 

the logical outworking of fraternal union with the resurrected Christ, now a 

life-giving spirit.)288   

 
285 Bell, Perspectives and Dimensions, 113–14. 
286 Hubert and Mauss, Sacrifice, 35. 
287 Thiessen, Gentile Problem, 147.  Thiessen talks of astralization or deification. Cf 

1 Corinthians 15:40-42, linking stars, resurrection and imperishability.  Thiessen discusses 
both antecedents and early reception of this interpretation (p. 136-9).   

288 “The reception of the pneuma [means that…] Already in the present, then, 
believers manifest an angelic existence in terms of a newly empowered moral life” and 
“divinizes them”. Thiessen, Gentile Problem, 135, 155. Transformative sacrifice is, however, 
key.   
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Sacrifice, baptism, death and resurrection    

Johnson Hodge argues that Paul outlines “new kinship of the spirit, brought 

about through baptism into Christ”.289  For Johnson Hodge, focussing on 

Galatians, baptism is the ritual of adoption.   

But why, in Romans, does Paul connect baptism to the death of, and 

burial with, Christ (6:3-4)?  This suggests a mystical union with Christ (so too 

the fraternal and spiritual union constructed by the living sacrifice of 12:1).  

As we have seen, in Romans Paul places increasing emphasis upon the 

death and sacrifice of the body, and in Romans 6 is formulating baptism in 

line with this emphasis.  Paul’s addressees had already been baptised 

(6:3).290  By linking their experience of baptism to death Paul paved the way 

for putting to death the deeds of the body (8:13), and suffering with Christ 

(8:17).  These in turn underpinned 12:1. Very cleverly, Paul’s approach 

builds on experience and accomplished fact (baptism), formulated in ascetic 

terms.  This allows Paul to present his appeal of 12:1 as building upon and 

coherent with something that they have already done.  As such, Paul 

 
289 Johnson Hodge, If Sons, 41. 
290 Paul’s own role in baptism being limited 1 Corinthians 1:14-17.  
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invokes baptism and sacrifice in tandem.  By framing baptism in terms of 

death, Paul colonises it with his sacrificial dynamic.  Aggregatively, and 

sequentially, the incorporation suggested by baptism is built upon by the 

fraternal union of 12:1.291   

 

Conclusion  

Analytically:  Firstly, in Romans 12 and 13, Paul fully solves the problems 

that he identified in Romans 1 i.e. misguided λατρεία and its relational, 

moral, legal and (un)natural consequences.  Secondly, the transformation 

of the ethne may be characterised as familial, ethnic, Abrahamic, 

promissory, cultic, ascetic, natural, moral, (above all) spiritual, genealogical, 

legal (cf 7:14), messianic, eschatological and divine in nature.  The 

transformed lives of the ethne demonstrate that there is no opposition 

between any of the above terms.  The ethnic, the spiritual, and the legal are 

all profoundly connected in Paul’s vision, and they are connected through 

Christ.  Thirdly, Christ’s resurrection both facilitates (3:24) and constructs 

(12:1) the ethnic alignments that will bring about the fulfilment of God’s 

vital promise to Abraham (4:17-18; 15:8; cf Galatians 3:29) and the ethne’s 

fulfilment of the law.  Christ’s role is both familial and concerned with the 

promotion of appropriate eschatological alignment (so too Paul).  Christ’s 

 
291 Jewett, Romans, 397.  
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role is defined as subordinate to the promise, and Paul’s one use of θυσία 

in Romans is also constructively deployed to achieve this aim.  (Paul, to 

achieve maximum rhetorical impact, can only use this term once – and this 

is how he chooses to use it i.e. in the service of the promise, as with Christ).  

Paul’s gentile problem is solved by Christ and sacrifice.  The ethne, by virtue 

of Christ and spirit, can be transformed into sons of Abraham.  Christ’s role 

as Messiah has a profoundly ethnic function (Galatians 3:29; cf 15:8 re 

circumcision and promise).  Fourthly, Christ’s suffering and death provides a 

model (8:17), and the conceptualisation of eschatological ascetism in terms 

of the living sacrifice of the body constructs fraternal union with the 

spiritual and resurrected Christ (image 8:29; cf 1 Corinthians 15:45).  

Impurity and the Passions (1:24,26) underpin both Romans 3:24-25 and the 

living sacrifice of the body in Romans 12:1. (Christ, although not explicit in 

the near content, completely underpins both brotherhood and the influx of 

the spirit in Romans 12.)  Fifthly, the law is spiritual (7:14), and is fulfilled 

through the influx of the spirit in the ethne (Romans 12), through adoption 

and gifts.  The ethne’s new lives of love also constitute circumcision of the 

heart.  The ethne now have adoption (as sons of God and members of the 

Abrahamic lineage), fulfil the law, have circumcision of the heart (father of 

circumcision 4:12 connecting powerfully with servant of circumcision 15:8), 

a new and appropriate λατρεία, in tandem with their new brothers, the 
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Israelites (cf 15:10), and indeed (the spirit of) God dwelling in them (like the 

temple).  The distinction between aggregative and oppositional ethnic 

reasoning is helpful here:  the ethne are now part of the Abrahamic lineage 

(aggregative), but as brothers are not identical to Israel (oppositional);  the 

ethne worship the same God as the Jews (aggregative), but differently and 

so alongside their new brothers (oppositional);  the ethne fulfil the law 

(aggregative), but in a different manner to that of Israel (oppositional); the 

ethne are circumcised, as all Abraham’s family must be (aggregative), but 

yet it is not physical (oppositional).   As Johnson Hodge notes, “Paul, 

circumcision, practice of the Law, and kinship are all factors in his own 

ethnic identity as an Israelite” – now the ethne have these too.292 Vitally, 

the spirit of God and of Christ (8:9) underpins genealogy (spirit of adoption 

8:15), the law (7:14) and circumcision of the heart (2:29).  Sixthly, while 

Israel had heard the message, but not understood it (10:18), the 

demonstrably transformed lives of the ethne will convince them, meaning 

that all Israel will be saved (11:26).  Seventh, the ethne, now in fraternal 

union with the resurrected Christ and sons of God, become elevated.  This 

is merely the outworking of the influx of the spirit, which is the central, 

transformative, familial and indeed legal dynamic of Romans 12-13.   

 

 
292 Johnson Hodge, If Sons, 50. 
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Chapter 8:  The Obedience of the Ethne, Sacrifice and 

Eschatology (Romans 15) 

 

In 15:16 Paul refers to himself as,   

λειτουργὸν Χριστοῦ Ἰησοῦ εἰς τὰ ἔθνη, ἱερουργοῦντα τὸ εὐαγγέλιον τοῦ 

θεοῦ, ἵνα γένηται ἡ προσφορὰ τῶν ἐθνῶν εὐπρόσδεκτος, ἡγιασμένη ἐν 

πνεύματι ἁγίῳ. 

minister of Christ Jesus to the ethne in the priestly service of the gospel of 

God, so that the offering of the ethne may be acceptable, sanctified in the 

Holy Spirit. 

We have emphasized 12:1. Now, again, Paul is referring to the ethne 

sacrificially (προσφορὰ τῶν ἐθνῶν).  In 12:1 sacrifice (θυσία) is 

unambiguous.   Here, προσφορά includes the offering of sacrifice as part of 

its semantic range.1  The surrounding cultic vocabulary suggests that this is 

the likely meaning (λειτουργός, ἱερουργέω, θεός, εὐπρόσδεκτος, ἁγιάζω).  

His concern that this offering be εὐπρόσδεκτος corresponds to εὐάρεστος 

(12:1-2).2  Once again, Paul’s genuine invocation of sacrifice is accompanied 

 
1 LSJ. 
2 I agree with Fitzmyer that, "the offering of the Gentiles," in context, "denotes 

the evangelized Gentiles who are consecrated and offered to God as an acceptable 
sacrifice through Paul's evangelization of them." Fitzmyer, Romans, 712.  Munck argued 
that Paul’s understanding of his mission was profoundly shaped by Old Testament notions 
of eschatological pilgrimage.  Munck, Paul and the Salvation of Mankind, 282–308.  This 
may be the case, but Paul does not talk about pilgrimage (although εἰσέρχομαι 11:25 is 
movement).      
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by a guiding and persuasive abundance of cultic terminology.  Our basic 

argument is that 12:1 and 15:16 are talking about the same thing.   

David Downs, however, argues that 15:16 refers to the monetary 

fund organized for the Jewish-Christian community.3  Paul does refer to a 

collection to be delivered to Jerusalem later in Romans 15 (15:26-28).  

Indeed, Paul hopes that his “ministry to Jerusalem may be acceptable 

(εὐπρόσδεκτος) to the saints” (manifesting lexical similarity).   

We will contend, however, that the first half of Romans 15, and in 

particular the verses surrounding 15:16, suggests a sacrificial reference, 

returning to the subject-matter of 12:1. Romans 15 spells out the efficacy of 

God’s conciliatory gift in 3:25, the ultimate (ethnic and eschatological) 

implication of God sending his son, the familial implications of 12:1, and 

also those of God’s gifts reciprocating sacrifice (12:6).4   

Further, Isaiah 66:20-21 states,  

“They shall bring all your kindred (ἀδελφοὶ) from all the nations (ἐκ πάντων 

τῶν ἐθνῶν) as an offering to the Lord (δῶρον κυρίῳ), on horses, and in 

chariots, and in litters, and on mules, and on dromedaries, to my holy 

mountain Jerusalem, says the Lord, just as the sons of Israel (οἱ υἱοὶ Ισραηλ) 

 
3 David J. Downs, The Offering of the Gentiles: Paul’s Collection for Jerusalem in Its 

Chronological, Cultural, and Cultic Contexts (Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2008).  
4 The incoming of the ethne, conceptualised as sacrifice, will demonstrate this 

further aspect of perfection according to Barclay’s analysis. Barclay, Gift, 73. 
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bring a grain offering in a clean vessel to the house of the Lord.  And I will 

also take some of them as priests and as Levites, says the Lord”.   

Note that Isaiah maintains ethnic distinction (cf Chapter 5).  As with 

Paul, Isaiah’s eschatology rests upon ethnicity i.e. upon ethnic distinction.  

Most basically, the ethne are referred to as the brothers of the sons of 

Israel (not just as the brothers of Israel, but as the brothers of the sons of 

Israel, implying not just a familial but a genealogical dynamic across 

multiple generations).   Importantly, there is nothing in this passage about 

the ethne and the sons of Israel becoming one people (Paul’s ethnic 

separation is both required by God’s promise to Abraham, but also seems 

to rest upon distinctions as envisaged by Isaiah).  Rather interestingly, God 

will take some of the ethne as priests – here God seems to be saying that 

the ethne can serve as priests doing so as ethne (just as we have seen they 

come into Abraham’s lineage as ethne).  This prophetic writing - Paul’s most 

cited text - hoped that the gentiles as offering would usher in the end of the 

age.5  Significantly, the ethne themselves are conceptualised as both 

sacrifice, and as brothers (from all the nations).6   Paul’s conceptualisation 

of the incoming of the ethne is, significantly, congruent with this dynamic 

articulated in Isaiah.  Sacrifice is indeed how we have seen brotherhood 

 
5 Jewett, Romans, 435. 
6 Note also the textual issue that Isaiah 66:21 LXX reads θυσίας αὐτῶν μετὰ 

ψαλμῶν εἰς τὸν οἶκον κυρίου. i.e. sacrifice, not grain offering.   
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(between Israel and the ethne) to have been constructed and ratified 

through Christ in 12:1. Here Paul’s cultic imagery is eschatological and we 

have seen this imagery heavily deployed in 12:1.   

The priesthood of the ethne is also invoked.  The ethne in 12:1 may 

indeed be characterised as priestly (θυσία, λατρεία, παρίστημι).  Paul is 

talking explicitly about bringing the ethne to serve in the temple at 

Jerusalem (cf Harrill’s discussion of Paul bringing a gentile into the temple in 

Acts 21:28 – presented as false, but considered historical – and as an 

attempt to initiate the eschaton, cf 12:1 and the instrumentality of 4:17-

18).7   

Proceeding through 15:   

In 15:2 “building up (οἰκοδομήν) the neighbour” chimes with his 

broader project of constructing and bolstering the community of the 

“eschatological gentiles”.8  The cognate noun οἶκος also perhaps hints at 

the temple (cf οἰκέω 8:9;11).  Paul hopes (perhaps eschatologically) that 

God allows them to live with the same mind αὐτὸ φρονεῖν (15:5; νοῦς 12:2) 

and with one accord ὁμοθυμαδόν (15:6) positively correcting (ἐπιθυμία 

1:24 i.e. framing in terms of desire).   

 
7 J. Albert Harrill, Paul the Apostle: His Life and Legacy in Their Roman Context 

(Cambridge University Press, 2012), 93. 
8 Fredriksen, Paul, 73. 
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Christ received them (προσλαμβάνω 15:7), specifically, εἰς δόξαν 

τοῦ Θεοῦ.  The temple was referred to as the glory of God.9  They are to 

glorify God (δοξάζητε 15:6) in the temple.  Paul conceptualised the arrival 

of God’s spirit among the ethne in terms of the temple (cf 12:1   θυσία, 

λατρεία; 12:9-11).10  The institutional context for sacrifice, therefore, is 

explicitly present.   

In 15:8-10 the ethne coming to glorify God, as promised is central 

(12:1 as promoting 4:17-18).  Now adopted, and having received 

circumcision of the heart, they will worship with God’s people (see previous 

discussion).  Each of the following quotations refers to the ethne coming to 

worship God (15:9-12).  This big picture is on Paul’s mind in these verses 

leading towards 15:16. Paul hopes that God will “fill you with all joy and 

peace in believing” (15:13) - “you” confirms that he is addressing the ethne.   

Paul then invokes kinship - ἀδελφοί (15:14).  This fits generally with 

our analysis (cf 12:1).11   His assessment that they are full of goodness 

(ἀγαθωσύνης) contrasts with 1:18-32, and confirms their transformation (cf 

the commandment as ἀγαθός 7:12; ἀγαθός 12:2; 13:8-10).  Their being 

 
9 See generally Jackson, “Divine Presence.” 
10 1 Cor 3.16; 6:19.  Fredriksen, Paul, 154. 
11 Dunn’s emphasis on “the feeling of belonging to a family” imposes upon and 

reduces Paul’s message of brotherhood and kinship. Dunn, Romans, 866.  Dunn’s 
statement that Paul “would not expect it to be taken literally” is, in the context of the 
Eastern Mediterranean and - more specifically - in the context of Paul’s letter, inaccurate. 
(This footnote sums up our thesis.)   
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(now) filled with knowledge corresponds to Paul’s framing in 1:19-22, the 

will of God (12:2), and their legal fulfilment (πληρόω cf 13:8).  Their having 

the power to instruct (νουθετέω) each other links lexically to the 

transformed mind (12:2).12   

Paul is writing because of grace given to him (χάρις 15:15) – he is 

claiming authority (cf χαρίσματα κατὰ τὴν χάριν τὴν δοθεῖσαν 12:6).   The 

acknowledged boldness of 15:15, is not merely delicate diplomacy, but 

reflects his conflict with the teacher (at least) represented in 2:17-24, and 

the fact Paul did not set up this community.13   

Paul characterises himself, cultically, as “minister (λειτουργὸν) of 

Christ Jesus to the ethne in the priestly service (ἱερουργοῦντα) of the 

gospel of God” (15:16; cf his mission as λατρεία 1:9 notably linked to the 

spirit cf also significantly 12:1).  Paul’s priestly service, here doubly 

emphasised, is precisely the offering of the gentiles (12:1; Paul’s role is 

framed by Isaiah 66:20-21; cf his mission to the ethne as λατρεία 1:9).  

Priestly service in conjunction with offering (προσφορά) confirms that Paul 

is again talking about sacrifice.14  Paul further hopes that the offering may 

 
12 Käsemann’s “complimentary flattery”, Longenecker’s “commendation [as] 

common rhetorical flourish”, and Dunn’s “deliberately vague and nonspecific” overlook 
that Paul is referring to the key matters of substance of his own moulding of the ethne.  
Käsemann, Romans, 391; Longenecker, Romans, 1037–38; Dunn, Romans, 866. 

13 Contra Dunn, Romans, 866. 
14 Dunn notes the “intense concentration of cultic terminology” Dunn, Romans, 

867.  However his suggestion that “cultic sacrifice has been replaced by the sacrifice of 
committed day-to-day living in personal relationships (12:1)” is, as regards Jewish Christ-
followers, not adequately or persuasively evidenced.    
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be εὐπρόσδεκτος (cf εὐάρεστον 12:1-2), and holy (ἁγιάζω; again cf ἅγιος 

12:1 cf ethne ἅγιος 1:7).  This is a profoundly Jewish conceptualisation:  

Josephus praises the Judaism that “assigns the administration of its greatest 

affairs to the whole body of priests”.15  Paul, bringing the ethne to worship 

God, is both a slave and a priest.  Obviously, Paul’s priestly duty assumes, 

conceptually, the Temple.   

Perhaps most importantly, Paul hopes that the “offering of the 

ethne may be acceptable, sanctified by the Holy Spirit” 

(15:16). Sanctification of the ethne by the spirit is precisely the key dynamic 

of Romans 12.16  Romans 12 narrates the influx of the spirit, through 

adoption, gifts, explicit reference, and evidenced through the ethne’s new 

and wonderful lives of love, which fulfil the law (itself spiritual 7:14).  

Reference to sacrifice and cult in conjunction with the spirit powerfully 

connects Romans 12 and 15:16 (which explains and encapsulates the earlier 

dynamic).   15:16 is another aspect of the explicatory myth that constructs, 

informs and re-articulates 12:1. This fits with our broader analysis of Paul 

framing the ethne coming in (11:25) in terms of sacrifice and the temple (cf 

12:1 as cultic), as well as familially (they are linked because sacrifice 

constructs and ratifies family membership).  Paul is reprising and 

 
15 Josephus, Against Apion, 2.183-85.   
16 This is “the presentation to God of sanctified gentile communities”. Stowers, 

Rereading, 119.  
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developing this theme in Romans 15.  (Λατρεία is not an adornment.  

Rather, it is the arc and eschatological dynamic of Romans, adumbrated in 

1:9, negatively affirmed in 1:25, its recognition providing the foundation for 

despair in 9:4, furnished in 12:1, and culminating in 15:10 and in 15:16.)   

In 15:18 Paul returns to what Christ has “accomplished 

(κατεργάζομαι) through me to win obedience (ὑπακοὴν) from the ethne” 

(obedience of faith 1:5; thereby acquiring a familial characteristic of their 

brother Christ 5:19 who served as ransom 3:24; cf ὑπακοῆς εἰς 

δικαιοσύνην 6:16, contrasting obedience to Sin, and its desires in their 

bodies 6:12; forging important connection with slavery language - δοῦλος 

repeated 6:16; obedience from the heart 6:17 cf circumcision of the heart; 

12:1 obedience to Paul’s exhortation).  This reflection on his mission 

corroborates that Paul is addressing the ethne.  The ethne coming to 

worship God continues Paul’s theme since 15:7. The explicit inclusion of 

deed or work (ἔργον) corroborates sacrifice, as connected to ascetic praxis 

(12:1; eliminating πρᾶξις 8:13).  It also could gesture towards fulfilling the 

law (cf working good 2:7; cf the law as both spiritual and good 7:12-14; cf 

12:2,9).  Therefore this obedience includes both appropriate worship (12:1) 

and fulfilling his law (13:8) in the context of new familial status (12:1).17  

 
17 Longenecker’s “spiritual and personal change in the lives of non-Jewish people” 

fails to engage with these aspects. Longenecker, Romans, 1040. “The basis of the boast of 
Israel was not just election but also obedience” and “obedience [is]…a basis for vindication 
at the eschaton”, but now the ethne (aggregatively) can also become obedient (in 
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Paul talks of receiving “grace and apostleship to bring about the obedience 

of faith among all the gentiles” (ὑπακοή 1:5). This obedience, specifically of 

Paul’s addressees (the ethne), is referred to in 16:26 (cf obedience 16:19).   

Obedience also connects to the role of the eschatological Messiah 

(emphasized from 1:1).  Novenson has demonstrated a thematic 

connection between the obedience of the ethne and the Messiah’s rule.18  

Now, through Christ (i.e. familially Galatians 3:29), the ethne are being 

subjected to the Jewish God, and brought within Abraham’s lineage (15:8-9; 

12:1).  In Psalm 17.44–45 LXX and Isa. 11.13–14 LXX ὑπακοή and ἔθνη are 

brought together in subject-verb relation.  Novenson further notes that 

Paul links the Isaiah passage with the root of Jesse (the Messiah) in 15:12.  

Specifically, “Psalm 17 LXX ends with the ἔθνη, “nations, pagans, Gentiles” 

in a state of ὑπακοή, “subjection, obedience,” to the Davidic king of Israel” 

(cf David 1:3; obedience of faith 1:5).19 This thematic connection fits with 

Paul’s message emphatically being addressed to the ethne (1:13).  

Generally, the transformed ethne now fulfilling the law (13:8-10), means 

that God’s kingdom is arriving (14:17) – which will be ruled by the Messiah 

and ultimately handed over to God (1 Corinthians 15:24), after which their 

 
tandem). Simon J. Gathercole, Where Is Boasting?: Early Jewish Soteriology and Paul’s 
Response in Romans 1-5 (Grand Rapids, Mich.; Eerdmans, 2002), 263.  

18 Novenson, Christ among the Messiahs, 160.   
19 Matthew V. Novenson, “The Jewish Messiahs, the Pauline Christ, and the 

Gentile Question,” J. Biblic. Lit. 128.2 (2009): 371.  
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bodies will be “raised a spiritual body” (Corinthians 15:44).  Obedience to 

the Messiah, and the sacrifice of the ethne, differ from eschatological 

pilgrimage (not mentioned by Paul).20  More generally, appropriate 

submission to rule links to self-mastery.21   This obedience is through the 

power of God’s spirit (15:19), linking to God’s agency (8:13; 12:1), and to 

Paul’s framing (1:17).   

In 15:20 Paul talks of not building on someone else’s foundation.  

But in reality Paul is reworking the existing community.  His whole project is 

aimed at blocking gentile circumcision  and instead ratifying and 

strengthening the relationship of brotherhood between the gentiles and 

Israel, constructed through brotherhood Christ, and thereby fulfilling God’s 

promise to Abraham.  He is trying to adjust their ethnic trajectory, using 

sacrifice to bolster the appeal of brotherhood as opposed to identity (which 

would undermine the promise), this ethnic alignment having eschatological 

implications (God’s promise must be kept before the world can end).  In 

15:21 Paul again quotes Isaiah 52:15, but not the suffering servant (Isaiah 

53).  Hays argues, however, that Paul’s “silence cries out for the reader to 

complete the trope”.22   

 
20 Donaldson now argues that this terminology does not in fact apply, because the 

restoration of Israel is (mostly) still future for Paul.  Donaldson, Paul and the Gentiles, 215–
30. 

21 Stowers, Rereading, 57. 
22 Hays, Echoes, 63.  So too Wagner, Heralds, 335 fn.107. 
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The idea that Paul’s was referring to a financial collection does not 

fit particularly well within this context.  The connection, as we have seen, is 

with both Romans 12 and Isaiah.  For Paul to introduce the idea of a 

financial collection would be quite a huge change of subject.23  It is only 

later, when reflecting on his travel arrangements (15:23-28), that he 

mentions people sharing their resources with those in Jerusalem (15:26).  

We assume that some of those resources would have been used by the 

ἅγιος to purchase sacrifices.  

15:26-27 contain the connected idea of the ethne sharing in the 

spiritual things of the saints in Jerusalem (τοῖς πνευματικοῖς αὐτῶν 

ἐκοινώνησαν).  Spiritual (here opposed to σαρκικός) includes the law (7:14) 

which they now fulfil (13:8).  But sharing contains an important limitation – 

while sharing indicates communion (1 Corinthians 10:20), it does not entail 

identity (the ethne will be the Israelites’ brothers, but remain distinct within 

the Abrahamic lineage.)  Again, Paul is maintaining ethnic distinction.  

Regarding acceptability (15:16), note also 15:31 were Paul hopes that his 

“service (διακονία) for Jerusalem may be acceptable (εὐπρόσδεκτος) to the 

saints” (θυσίαν δεκτήν εὐάρεστον Philippians 4:18).24  The word dektos is 

often applied to sacrifice (e.g. LXX Lev. 1:3-4; cf εὐάρεστος 12:1-2).  This 

 
23 Although adumbrated in 12:13.   
24 Διακονία is textually uncertain.  
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sacrificial focus on Jerusalem fits with the eschatological emphasis of Isaiah 

66:20-21 (Jerusalem being referenced, alongside sacrifice, in Isaiah 66:20).   

 

Conclusion 

The offering of the ethne refers to 12:1. This is confirmed by the similarities 

revolving around sacrifice, concern for its acceptability, holiness, its 

connection with the spirit, and most fundamentally by their common 

concern to characterise the incoming of the ethne (11:25; 15:8-12) in the 

cultic terms employed and so determined by Isaiah 66.  (As with the 

promise to Abraham, Paul’s reading of the Scriptures underpins his vision of 

the future and so the present dynamic.)   

Powerfully, Isaiah 66:20-21 frames the relationship between the 

ethne and Israel in terms of brotherhood.  More specifically, the ethne will 

be the brothers of the sons of Israel.  So too in Paul.  The ethne will be the 

brothers of Israel, and will indeed share the same lineage, sharing Abraham 

as their father (4:16).   

Powerfully, Isaiah 66:20-21 links the eschatological incoming of the 

ethne (ethnic discourse) with sacrifice (this being how the ethne come in.)  

Isaiah, Paul’s most quoted text, makes a powerful and striking connection 

between these two important discursive realms.   So too in Paul.  Paul also 

talks about the incoming of the ethne, and in Paul also they come in by 
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means of sacrifice (12:1).  They come into the Abrahamic lineage via 

sacrificially constructed brotherhood with Christ (this being how Christ 

promotes fulfilment of the promise and so serves the circumcision in 15:8).   

I think that Paul may have drawn upon Isaiah, reflecting and building 

upon the scriptural and prophetic foundation, when considering how to 

protect and bring about the fulfilment of God’s promise to Abraham among 

the Romans (4:17-18; 15:8), constructing and ratifying their eschatological 

relationship of brotherhood by means of sacrifice.   
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Conclusion:  Sacrifice and Fulfilment 
 

 

In essence:  The familial and ethnic dynamic that Paul creates, using the 

language of sacrifice, brings about the fulfilment of both the promise and 

the law.   Let us consider each of these terms in turn, briefly locate our 

analysis within the broader debate, and then return to reflect upon them in 

conjunction.    

Paul’s most emphatic invocations of sacrifice in Romans are applied 

not to Jesus, but to the ethne themselves.  In 12:1 and 15:16 sacrifice is 

explicitly invoked amid a cluster of cultic vocabulary.  Paul’s single 

invocation of θυσία is applied to the ethne.  Contrast ἱλαστήριον and περἰ 

ἁμαρτἰας.  Both these terms are often interpreted sacrificially, but these 

interpretations are rather uncertain, indeed unlikely, and are consequently 

characterised by serious disagreement and interpretive diversity.   

New developments in our understanding of sacrifice, and 

particularly its function in constructing the family and kinship, have very 

considerable explanatory power.  In conjunction with increased 

appreciation of ethnicity within Paul, they have opened our eyes to the 

sacrificial dynamic of ethnic construction and consequent transformation.  

The constructed nature of sacrifice leads to the question as to what Paul 

was trying to achieve by invoking it.  What problems did Paul have that he 
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was trying to solve, and was he using sacrifice to try to solve these?  Paul’s 

problem was gentile circumcision, which undermined God’s promise to 

Abraham.  The problem he ascribes to the ethne is that of misguided 

λατρεία.  Paul’s construction of sacrifice provides the solution to both these 

problems, which is why sacrifice and λατρεία are presented together in 

12:1, the λατρεία furnishing the ethne with appropriately oriented worship, 

and the sacrifice constructing the new familial membership that will 

maintain the ethnic distinctions required by God’s promise to Abraham.  In 

short:  brotherhood with Christ (8:29) leads to (Galatians 3:29) the ethne 

coming into Abraham’s lineage (4:16; cf 4:12), doing so as ethne, and 

thereby fulfilling the promise (4:17-18).  This is why Christ’s role is defined 

as instrumental to both the promise and to circumcision (15:8).  In this way, 

Paul uses sacrifice to both bring the ethne and Jews together (within the 

lineage of Abraham; cf 15:10), but also to keep them apart (worshipping 

with God’s people 15:10; as brothers within the Abrahamic lineage, which is 

comprised of multiple peoples).    

Romans can helpfully be understood in terms of a sequence of 

sacrifices, in which (1) God presents Christ to the ethne, and (2) the ethne 

present their bodies to God.  God, whose agency and initiative is first in the 

sequence, mercifully presents Christ to the ethne as a conciliatory gift,1 

 
1 Barclay, Gift, 71. 
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serving as their ransom (3:24-25), and liberating them from slavery to Sin 

(6:6) and Impurity (1:24).  By the mercies of God, the ethne then are in a 

position to offer God appropriate λατρεία, specifically the ascetic living 

sacrifice of their bodies (patterned upon that of Christ), this sacrifice 

bringing them new familial status (again through Christ).  Obviously, Christ 

is central to all the parts of this sequence.   

The law is fulfilled by the ethne’s transformed lives of love (13:8-10; 

12:9-21).  This contrasts with the moral degeneracy that, throughout 

Romans, Paul has framed in terms of the law (e.g. ἀνομία 6:19).  Capacity is 

the issue - previously, ethne did not have the capacity to actually do what 

the law required (2:21-24; 7:15-25).  Vitally, the law is spiritual (7:14; 8:2) - 

and as such, integral to Paul’s eschatological unfolding.  Romans 12 brings 

an influx of the spirit, thanks to the ethne’s new fraternal union with Christ 

(a life-giving spirit - 1 Corinthians 15:45) and manifested in their 

transformed lives and moral potential (including acquisition of the familial 

characteristic of love).  For these reasons, there can be no opposition 

between the ethnic, the legal and the spiritual.  This gentile fulfilment of the 

law, through love, is complementary and operates in tandem to the legal 

obedience of the Israelites, to whom the law was given (9:4).  Similarly, the 

ethne’s sacrifice and λατρεία will operate in tandem with that of their 

newly ratified brothers (9:4).  The ethne’s new lives of love and legal 
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fulfilment also constitute the circumcision of their hearts (2:29), with 

Abraham as their father of circumcision (4:12; all of Abraham’s family must 

be circumcised), and Jesus as the servant of circumcision (15:8).  In a 

powerful coherence, both Abraham and Christ are pulling in the same 

direction of family membership, circumcision, and the fulfilment of the 

promise (15:8).   

Paul’s purpose is eschatological.  God’s promises must be kept 

(plurality is required by 4:17-18).  Further, Paul suggests that circumcised 

ethne cannot fulfil the law (2:21-24; 7:15-25).2  For these reasons Paul is 

concerned about gentile circumcision.  In Romans his agenda is that of 

altering the trajectory of the pre-existing Roman community, away from 

physical circumcision, and instead towards brotherhood with Israel, within 

the Abrahamic lineage.  Paul’s key argument is that it is this relationship of 

brotherhood that will bring transformation, giving them the capacity to fulfil 

the law (this is what he is showing in Romans 12-13).  The rhetorical energy 

required to effect this change of trajectory explains the length and intensity 

of the letter, and why Paul has devoted such huge efforts to people already 

“proclaimed throughout the world” - 1:8.)  So too, fulfilment of the law is 

connected with the messianic era.  Paul’s agenda in Romans is that of 

 
2 If, indeed this route is viable at all for gentiles.  Thiessen thinks not, due to the 

requirement of eighth day circumcision. Thiessen, Gentile Problem, 67. 
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bringing about the end of time.3  Eschatological transformation is also 

reflected in the ἐγείρω of the ethne (13:11), culminating their fraternal 

union with the resurrected Christ.   

Our reading has significant explanatory power.  Most basically, it 

stretches throughout the whole letter.  Structurally, indeed sequentially, it 

connects Romans 1, 4, 8 and 12, thereby using many pieces of the jigsaw.  

Paul’s λατρειαι have provided the three legs of the stool upon which our 

argument rests.  While many have viewed Romans 12 and 13 as being 

almost supplementary, for us they are the climax of Romans (although the 

letter relies upon each of its interconnected parts).  Secondly, we engage 

fully with the familial and ethnic dimension, emphasized by Paul (4:16-18; 

8:14; 8:29) but yet often marginalised.  If Paul wished to transcend 

ethnicity, then why are ethnic and familial conceptualisations both linked 

within and so central to his exposition?  Why, moreover, does Paul 

introduce the huge new familial concept of brotherhood with Christ (8:29; 

Galatians 3:29)?  Our positive account does not reduce or marginalize this 

central part of Paul’s message.  Thirdly, our theorization of sacrifice, 

building on recent contributions, has allowed us to interpret Paul’s 

sacrificial language in context.  This ordinary application of sacrifice has 

 
3 Going beyond awaiting (ἀπεκδέχομαι) Galatians 5:5. Cf the agency of fuelling 

Jewish jealousy 11:13.  In Romans Paul is helping God bring about the eschaton.   
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been almost entirely ignored by anachronistic understandings, which have 

focussed excessively upon sin (which was not the main problem anyway).  

Our reading positively accounts for Paul’s extremely heavy emphasis upon 

transformation (12:2), just after the pairing of sacrifice and brotherhood, 

and which draws meaning from Paul’s earlier and central expositions 

regarding brotherhood and the family.  Fourthly, Paul’s positive statements 

about the law (particularly 7:14), which many interpreters have found 

awkward, are not just embraced by but are central to our analysis.  Fifthly, 

asceticism (often marginalised) unifies our reading from Paul’s framing in 

Romans 1 (1:24,26), through ransom from slavery to Sin and the body of Sin 

(3:24; 6:6), the embrace of suffering (5:3), the demonstrable familial 

instrumentality of the body (e.g. 8:13-14), and the transformative 

brotherhood with Christ (8:27; 8:29; 12:1), desire being linked to imminent 

eschatology (13:13-14).  Generally, our reading pulls together the often-

misinterpreted areas of ethnicity, sacrifice, asceticism and cult.   

Straightforward readings of these passages mean that we enter the realm 

of peoples and promises, eschatological alignments, and sacrificial 

transformation.    

Supersessionism gets Paul the wrong way round.  It is, of course, 

internally varied.  Speaking generally, however, many supersessionist 

analyses present Paul as telling the Jews (a) that ethnic particularity has 
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been cast aside, (b) that cultic sacrifice is no longer legitimate, (c) that it is 

no longer necessary to follow the law,4 and (d) that circumcision is now 

irrelevant and unnecessary.  (Along the way, we have noted the over-

readings, impositions, inadequately evidenced “redefinition”, remarkable 

disputations with Paul himself, tenuous detections of allusion, and 

inaccurate translations required by this larger misreading and imposition.)  

But in reality:  Paul is speaking to the ethne, telling them (a) that they too 

can have familial and ethnic membership,5 (b) that they should worship 

alongside Israel (15:10), by offering their own bodies in sacrifice as their 

λατρεία. That (c) they too can now fulfil the law, which is spiritual, thanks to 

their transformative adoption in the spirit, (d) their transformed lives of 

love constituting their circumcision - of the heart, with Abraham as their 

father of circumcision (4:12), Jesus being its servant (15:8 cf Galatians 3:29).  

Rather than much of Judaism being torn down, therefore, the gentiles are 

being rescued, saved, and brought into God’s family and the Abrahamic 

 
4 Not, e.g. Dunn, Romans, 534. 
5 Ethnic concerns, rather than being diminished or abolished (as suggested by 

criticisms of Jewish “ethnocentricity” or “national righteousness”), are in fact integral to 
the complementary eschatological and familial membership that is being furnished, under 
the rubric of and required by God’s promise, and ratified by sacrifice. Ethnic privilege, 
rather than being abolished, is being shared i.e. now also being granted to the ethne, who 
are being given their ethnic place.  This had been obscured by a legacy of anti-Jewish and 
consequently anti-ethnic bias within scholarship (creating a huge blind spot). Zetterholm 
discusses the impact on scholarship of “an anti-Jewish tradition within Christianity”.  
Magnus Zetterholm, “Jews, Christians, and Gentiles: Rethinking the Categorization within 
the Early Jesus Movement,” Read. Paul Context Explor. Identity Form. Essays Honour 
William Campbell (2010): 245. 
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lineage, in God’s renewal of creation.  The ethne are being furnished with a 

“differentiated but joint heritage alongside Israel”,6 which sees them 

“sharing in a Jewish symbolic universe” … “related to Judaism … but … 

construed afresh for those from the nations”.7   

More specifically, everything that Paul lists in 9:4-5 is now being 

received by the ethne:  adoption, glory (theosis), the covenants (included as 

sons), the law (13:8-10), λατρεία (12:1), the promises (sonship cf 4:16-18), 

the fathers (4:16; 8:14-15), and the Messiah (their new brother, Christ) … 

not to mention circumcision (4:12; 2:25-29 – which is indeed of value if you 

obey the law cf 13:8).  Israel therefore now has little advantage over the 

ethne (cf 3:1).  

Paul’s ethnic reasoning is fundamentally aggregative, rather than 

oppositional, albeit maintaining distinction so that the plurality required by 

the promise will be respected.  Supersessionist readings are nonetheless 

correct that Jews have to follow Jesus (10:13), which does indeed relativize 

aspects of Judaism - messianically, eschatologically - but does not abolish 

them!  (The arrival of Israel’s Messiah does not mean that Israel is to be 

abolished!!  Or redefined to include gentiles!  This, rather, will bring the 

much-anticipated moment of Israel’s vindication and triumph!  Or at least 

 
6 Campbell, Nations, 342. 
7 Ibid., 244.   
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salvation… 11:26.)  Jesus is not just for the gentiles, and so a simple twin 

track approach will not work.8  But Paul is confident that the Jews will 

recognise Christ as Messiah, and be saved (11:26).  The Messiah had indeed 

arrived, but ideas that Paul wanted to abolish the law, or to shut down the 

temple, are quite simply not evidenced (Paul was talking to gentiles, and 

these ongoing realities are in fact vital points of reference against which his 

message needs to be interpreted).  Christ’s salvific and messianic role 

means that the law will not be overthrown, but rather upheld (3:31).  

Supersessionist readings also marginalize matters clearly important to 

Paul’s exposition (familial emphasis, ethnic distinction, the law as spiritual), 

while significantly over-reading other aspects (ἱλαστήριον, περἰ ἁμαρτἰας, 

any potentially negative statement about the law, Israel as redefined).  This 

leaves readings that are rather attenuated, failing to engage with much of 

what Paul is actually saying – which, in addition to revolving around faith 

and justification, is also ethnic, familial, cultic, Abrahamic (the promise 

being plural), ascetic, sacrificially transformative, elevating, and profoundly 

eschatological (our reading is richer – supersessionism decontextualizes and 

reduces Paul).9  Supersessionist readings have also focussed too narrowly 

 
8 E.g. John G. Gager, Reinventing Paul (Oxford: University Press, 2000). 
9 Eastern Orthodoxy has engaged more fully with divine sonship.  Symeon Lash 

“Deification (Greek theosis) is for Orthodoxy the goal of every Christian” Symeon Lash, 
“Deification,” in Westminster Dictionary of Christian Theology, ed. Alan Richardson and 
John Bowden (London: Westminster John Knox Press, 1983). 
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on Romans 1-4 (contrast our reading).  In these ways, Christianity’s 

appropriation of Paul’s Jewish letters, particularly in the West, has been 

both Procrustean and prosthetic.  Yet by marginalising key aspects of Paul, 

supersessionism intellectually marginalises itself (while remaining culturally 

entrenched, and supported by some excellent scholars).  By contrast, 

Stowers and others have correctly located Paul within an eschatological 

Judaism, thereby opening up a lot more of what Paul is really talking about.  

Hitherto, the Paul within Judaism analysis had lacked a revised and positive 

account of Paul’s deployments of sacrifice.  I hope that my own work has 

contributed towards this recontextualisation.   

Most basically, Paul’s vision constructively relates the promise and 

the law, doing so through the role of Christ.10   The puzzle is this:  if the 

ethne can simply follow and fulfil the law then how is God’s promise to 

Abraham to be fulfilled? God promised Abraham that he would be the 

father of many nations (plural). But if the ethne can simply follow the law 

then they will be indistinguishable from the Israelites.  (If gentiles had the 

capacity to do works of the law, and this provided justification, then God’s 

promise to Abraham would not be fulfilled.)  The resolution is that: Without 

Christ, the ethne cannot follow the law – they do not have the capacity to 

do so.  On one level, Paul thinks that the ethne, without Christ, should not 

 
10 Cf 4:14-16. 
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follow the law (i.e. the same law as the Israelites i.e. including 

circumcision).  This is so in order to maintain the ethne distinctions 

that underpin God’s promise. More fundamentally, however, Paul shows 

that the ethne (without Christ) cannot successfully fulfil the law (2:21-23; 

7:15-25).  (The issue is capacity for moral living and thereby legal 

fulfilment.)  The only way that the ethne can successfully fulfil the law is in 

Christ, as his brothers (cf 12:1). The love of Romans 12 is the fulfilment of 

the law (13:8-10).  The law is spiritual, and the ethne – now transformed by 

their union with Christ the life-giving spirit – are now are now also spiritual, 

and so in synchrony with and thereby fulfilling the law.)  This same sacrifice 

in 12:1 ratifies the ethne as members of the Abrahamic lineage, alongside 

their new brothers the Israelites. This resolves and reconciles the puzzle, 

because the ethne can both fulfil the law (through Christ) but also retain 

their separateness within the Abrahamic lineage (i.e. the plurality required 

by the promise).  Therefore, both God’s promise to Abraham and the law 

are fulfilled through Christ. This fits with Christ as fulfilling the promises to 

the fathers (15:8), and the law being made to stand (ἵστημι 3:31).  More 

specifically, the sacrifice of 12:1 is a sacrifice of the body.  Importantly, the 

law had been weakened by the flesh (Romans 8:3).  This is a key conceptual 

connection, because it means that the focus is now on the flesh.  The flesh 

is subordinated and rendered idle (καταργέω body 6:6) by death with Christ 
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in baptism (6:3), and by the living sacrifice of 12:1 which both 

conceptualises Paul’s eschatological asceticism and constructs fraternal 

union with the resurrected and spiritual Christ.  Neutralizing the flesh 

means that sin can no longer exploit the law, which can now be fulfilled.  

The suffering by means of which the body is rendered idle is patterned 

upon Christ’s (8:17). This suffering constructs new family membership.  

Now that the body has been rendered idle, and the ethne are adopted, the 

ethne can live the lives of love that will fulfil the law.   Two complementary 

things are happening here:  the ascetic subordination of the flesh, 

conceptualised cultically as sacrifice of the body, also allows spiritual and 

fraternal union with Christ leading to ethnic membership of Abrahamic 

lineage cf Galatians 3:29, which transforms their lives.  Both decisively and 

abundantly, therefore, 12:1 brings together the sacrificial construction of 

the family, conceptualises Paul’s eschatological asceticism, and furnishes a 

new and parallel λατρεία for the ethne.  Paul appropriates both sacrifice 

and asceticism, yoking them together, and putting them to the service of 

the Jewish promise and indeed the Jewish law i.e. harnessing them to the 

service of Jewish eschatology.  Paul has entirely deliberately and 

methodically paved the way for all of this in his preceding discussion, 

carefully laying the path along which we will tread, and arranging the vistas 

that will be available to our interpretive gaze, particularly once we pause at 
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12:1, where Paul has caused a number of these paths to intersect (i.e. in the 

context that Paul has provided).  In this way, therefore, Christ reconciles 

and constructively brings together the promise and the law.  Or, to put it 

another way, Paul uses his reflections on the fundamentals of Judaism – the 

law and the promise – as the basis to work out both the role of Christ (the 

arrival of the Messiah constituting a new factor, defined by Paul as 

subordinate to both the promise and circumcision 15:8) and also the 

necessary position of the ethne with regard to each of these pillars of 

Judaism.  In short:  Christ squares the circle between the promise and the 

law.  Through the eschatological and transformative use of sacrifice 

described in this thesis, Paul’s ethne fulfil both.   

A final thought:  Paul’s apparent innovations in Romans, relative to 

the rest of his corpus, seem rather telling.11  These include: (1) sacrificial 

ratification of the ethne as sons of Abraham Romans 4:16 cf Galatians 3:7, 

(2) brotherhood with Christ – Romans 8:29, (3) the law as spiritual – 7:14, 

(4) circumcision of the heart, and indeed (5) Paul’s vocabulary of 

ἱλαστήριον - its solitary usage, not so much “puzzling”, as helpfully 

indicating a developing emphasis and angle (this conciliation now including 

the ethne, but with Paul’s emphasis on faith preserving ethnic distinction).  

 
11 True, the sample size is small.   
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In conjunction, Paul’s innovations reveal his developing project.12  They help 

us to delineate Paul’s developing ethnic and eschatological agenda and 

emphasis, which we have considered in this thesis.  The ethne’s ransoming 

and then brotherhood with the resurrected and spiritual Christ made them 

sons of Abraham (Galatians 3:29), fulfilling both God’s promise to Abraham 

(4:17-18) and the law (13:8).  Faithful to the conceptualisation he found in 

Isaiah 66:20-21, Paul deploys sacrifice to sacrifice ratify, construct and 

deliver that brotherhood.    

Specifically, Christ’s messianic role is defined in terms of familial and 

ethnic instrumentality, both as regards brotherhood (Romans 8:29; cf 

Galatians 3:29), and explicitly as being subordinate to both circumcision and 

to God’s ethnic promise (Romans 15:8).  The ratification of this 

brotherhood, and the fulfilment of the promise and the circumcision that it 

will lead to, rests upon Paul’s invocation of the ordinary familial function of 

sacrifice.  Here, in addition to being guided by the ethnic variegation 

required by God’s promise to Abraham, Paul has remained faithful to the 

eschatological function of sacrifice as emphasized in Isaiah 66:20-21.  By 

offering their bodies as a living sacrifice, doing so by the mercies of God, the 

ethne will be accepting and ratifying the brotherhood that Paul has outlined 

 
12 While of course Paul may have thought of these ideas previously, but not mentioned 
them, it does seem telling that this cluster of ethnically and eschatologically significant 
ideas comes forth mostly within Romans.   
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(8:29; 4:16-18), with the ethnically instrumental role of the Messiah thereby 

coming to fruition (Galatians 3:29; Romans 15:8), and bringing both the 

promise and the law to fulfilment (13:8; 10:4).    

In short:  Paul constructively relates God’s promise (requiring ethnic 

plurality) with the Jewish law (given specifically to the Israelites 9:4; 

physical circumcision being for Jews only) by invoking the Messiah (whose 

role is ethnically instrumental 15:8, bringing ethnic inclusion, cf Galatians 

3:29, as ratified by sacrifice the eschatological role of which was anticipated 

in Isaiah 66:20-21) and the spirit (transformation bringing fulfilment of the 

law now defined in terms of the spirit 7:14).  As such, the promise and the 

law are both brought together and indeed fulfilled through later Jewish 

messianic hope, as interpreted by Paul.  Paul’s construction of brotherhood 

and family membership through sacrifice plays an instrumental role within 

his ethnic and messianic eschatology.    
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Appendix A:  Paul’s Eschatological Asceticism Throughout the Rest of the 

Corpus 

Galatians 5  

In 5:16 Paul tells his brothers that they should not “gratify (τελέω) the 

desire (ἐπιθυμία) of the flesh”.  Desire, and specifically the desire of the 

flesh, is at the centre of his concern.  The struggle against desire lies at the 

heart of asceticism.  In Paul’s vital framing in Romans 1 desire is also central 

– and indeed linked to Impurity (1:24).  The verb τελέω links lexically to 

τέλειος (12:2). Interestingly, Paul expresses this imperative in conjunction 

with their status as brothers.   

In 5:17 Paul continues to talk about desire (“what the flesh desires 

ἐπιθυμέω is opposed to the Spirit”).  Paul explicitly links desire to the flesh 

versus spirit distinction (the ascetic sacrifice of the body leading to the 

influx of the spirit is fundamental to our analysis of Romans 12).  The flesh 

and the spirit are set against each-other (ἀντίκειμαι). Cosmic conflict is 

taking place in people’s very own bodies (cf 6:13 ὅπλον).   

In 5:18 Paul states that “if you are led by the Spirit, you are not 

under (ὑπὸ) the law”.  Over-reading is a risk here.  While the gentiles are 

not under the law, that does not mean that it is either irrelevant or 

abolished. In 5:14 Paul talks about the whole law being fulfilled (πληρόω) in 

the love commandment (cf 13:8-10).  Paul is still very interested in the 
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fulfilment of the law by the gentiles.  He frames this in terms of positive 

slavery (5:13 cf Romans 1:1).   

Paul then characterises the works of the flesh (5:19-20).  The body is 

highly relevant here - πορνεία, ἀκαθαρσία and ἀσέλγεια are prominent, 

together with social sins (cf Romans 12:16-17; 14:1).  To be clear, Paul 

wants people to do things, or not do things, with regard to their bodies.  

Interestingly, idolatry is also notable (5:20; cf Romans 1:25 et seq).   

Most importantly, Paul emphasizes that “those who do such things 

will not inherit the kingdom of God” (5:21).  Vitally, this is an explicit link 

between what people do with their bodies and eschatological outcomes 

(i.e. the works of the flesh in 19-20 have implications re inheritance of the 

kingdom).   The explicit instrumentality and conditionality is key: the 

Galatians have to avoid these works or else they will not inherit the 

kingdom of God.  Paul’s asceticism is therefore eschatological.  Notably Paul 

emphasizes this point heavily by doubly stating that this is a warning.  The 

concept of inheritance (neatly combining the family with the future) is also 

salient in Romans 8:17 (the relationship between family membership and 

eschatological outcomes is the very essence of this thesis).  

Clearly:  faith, on its own is not enough.  If people do these things 

they will not inherit the kingdom of God.  They therefore must avoid doing 

these things.   
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Interestingly, one of the fruits of the spirit is self-control 

(ἐγκράτεια).  Again, this very clearly fits with the idea of asceticism and the 

domination the desires of the flesh.  It contrasts with the ακρατεια of 

Romans 1:26-32.   

Then in 5:24 Paul states that “those who belong to Christ Jesus (τοῦ 

Χριστοῦ Ἰησοῦ) have crucified the flesh with its passions and desires”.  Most 

basically, Desire and the Passions are still centre stage (cf Romans 1:24,26).  

Now Paul is connecting this dynamic to Christ, and to the idea of belonging 

to Christ.  Very interestingly, the connection with Christ depends upon what 

people have done with their bodies (this fundamental dynamic is one that 

we will see in 12:1, in which the more specific connection of brotherhood is 

generated by living sacrifice of the body).  It is also connected to crucifixion 

of the flesh (cf dying a death like Christ 6:5).13  This constitutes an extremely 

important pairing:  Paul is bringing together and marrying asceticism with 

Jewish messianic discourse (which is of course eschatological).  Paul is 

 
13 See also Galatians 2:19-20 “For through the law I died to the law, so that I might live to 
God. I have been crucified with Christ; συνεσταύρωμαι and it is no longer I who live ζῇ, but 
it is Christ who lives in me.”  Suffering modelled on that of Christ means that Christ lives in 
them i.e. the suffering is transformative.  The spirit or the resurrected Christ comes to live 
in them, and this is brought about through suffering, which is therefore instrumental.  This 
connection between suffering like Christ and the spirit of Christ coming to live in them 
shows how it works.  Note also 1 Corinthians 6:17 “But anyone united to the Lord becomes 
one spirit with him”.  Further, in all this discussion of crucifixion, there is no mention 
whatsoever of sacrifice (Paul does not connect crucifixion and sacrifice).  Note also 
Galatians 3:4 “Did you suffer (πάσχω) so much for nothing?” Paul understands suffering as 
instrumental (cf συμπάσχω 8:17).  Paul’s statement that he “did not confer with flesh or 
blood” (1:16) introduced ascetic themes early in Galatians.     
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linking asceticism with belonging to Christ and so with this personal 

connection and membership of the orientation that lies at the heart of his 

message.  Overcoming the flesh with its passions and desires is likened to 

the historical event and narrative of Christ’s own crucifixion.  The 

connection Paul makes between Christ’s death and the ethne’s own 

asceticism (via the idea of crucifixion) connects with Paul’s idea of suffering 

with Christ (συμπάσχω 8:17). Significantly, therefore, Paul’s asceticism is 

patterned upon Christ’s crucifixion.  Again, conditionality is present; 

descriptively, if you have not crucified the flesh then you do not belong to 

Christ Jesus.  Again, therefore, Paul is telling the Galatians that they must 

do this.  Further, those living by the spirit should walk in line with the spirit 

(στοιχέω 5:25) has militarily connotations; cosmic conflict is again being 

referenced in conjunction with asceticism.14  Conversely, if you belong to 

Christ then you must have crucified the flesh.  In 5:24 ἐσταύρωσαν is aorist.  

Generally, Paul is telling people what to do.  More particularly, he is telling 

them what they have done (past tense).  Is Paul therefore recasting and 

reformulating their belonging to Christ, and reframing this in terms of 

asceticism?  Or had they already made this connection between Christ and 

the battle against desire?  Either way, Paul’s bringing together of the battle 

against desire with the question of belonging to Christ (the crucified Jewish 

 
14 LSJ. 
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Messiah) is significant (here both Χριστοῦ and Ἰησοῦ).  I am not aware of 

any connection between the Messiah and asceticism within Jewish 

messianic discourse.  Paul making this connection is therefore noteworthy.   

Stepping back, in 5:13 Paul invoked both brotherhood and positive 

slavery.  These are linked to subsequent ascetic discussion.  Both themes 

are again present in Romans (12:1; 1:1; 6:6).  In asking that the Galatians 

“become slaves to one another” Paul is asking them to change their status.  

We will argue that 12:1 will involve another change of status (to that of 

brotherhood), but that the new ingredient of its pairing with sacrificial 

discourse invokes the ritual legitimacy required to ratify familial status and 

membership.   

 

Galatians 6  

In 6:8-9 Paul states that: “If you sow to your own flesh, you will reap 

corruption from the flesh; but if you sow to the Spirit, you will reap eternal 

life from the Spirit.  So let us not grow weary in doing what is right, for we 

will reap at harvest time”.   

Most basically, Paul is talking about what people do with their flesh 

i.e. their own bodies.  Paul’s reasoning here is very clearly instrumental.  

Moreover, it is eschatologically instrumental, as the relevant consequence 

is “eternal life”, and concern for what will happen “at harvest time”.   Paul’s 
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reasoning is also conditional.  The one sowing to the flesh contrasts with 

the one sowing to the spirit.  Paul is giving the ethne a choice, its 

consequences being made entirely clear.  Paul’s explanation assumes that 

the ethne have to do something.   

Paul’s idea of being crucified to the world (6:14; cf 5:24) is an ascetic 

sentiment.  It is the embrace of suffering, this suffering being patterned (via 

the idea of crucifixion) upon that of Christ (cf συμπάσχω 8:17 and “sharing 

Christ’s sufferings” Philippians 3:10 – as informing 12:1).  Paul then 

connects those who follow this rule (that of never boasting in anything 

except the cross) with the positive outcomes of receiving peace and mercy 

(6:16).  Interestingly, the distinction between the gentile Galatians and 

Israel is clearly indicated by “and upon the Israel of God” (καὶ assuming two 

different entities).15   Paul’s ascetic exhortation is therefore linked to the 

idea of gentiles and Israel remaining distinct (cf 12:1).    

Asceticism is present even in the prominent final verses of 

Galatians: “From now on, let no one give me blows (κόποι) for me; for I 

carry the marks (στίγματα) of Jesus branded on my body (σῶμα)” (6:17).  

Marks were used on slaves and could have religious significance.16  

Whatever the cause, Paul is taking pride in and deriving legitimacy from the 

 
15 See Eastman, “Israel and the Mercy of God.” 
16 C. Jones, “‘Stigma’: Tattooing and Branding in Graeco-Roman Antiquity,” J. Roman Stud. 
77 (1987): 139. 
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suffering of the body.  It contrasts with the spirit invoked in the final verse 

(6:18).   

 

1 Corinthians  

1 Corinthians 9 and 15 contain our main points, however we will proceed 

sequentially.   

In 1 Corinthians 6:9 Paul emphasizes that “the unrighteous (ἄδικοι) 

will not inherit the kingdom of God”.  The kingdom of God, and ideas of its 

inheritance, are heavily eschatological in nature.  Fornication, adultery, 

male prostitution and sodomy are among the first specifics listed (6:9-10).  

(Sexual wrongdoings also begin the list of infringements in Romans 1:26-

32.)17  For Paul, things that are done with the body have eschatological 

outcomes.  Paul continues by explaining that “But you were washed 

(ἀπολούω), you were sanctified (ἁγιάζω), and you were justified (δικαιόω)” 

(6:11).  Transformation will be key to our analysis of Romans 12:1-2.  These 

terms do not require the obliteration of the body, but rather involve its 

purification.   

In 1 Corinthians 7:29 Paul states, “I mean, brothers, the appointed 

time has grown short; from now on, let even those who have wives be as 

 
17 “sexual temptations betrayed the tread of far heavier beasts within the soul”  Brown, 
The Body and Society, 422.   
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though they had none”.  Wimbush engages with this chapter in detail, but 

argues that Paul’s asceticism is de-eschatologised.18  Here, however, the 

ascetic idea that his listeners (evidently, male) should not have sex with 

their wives is explicitly linked to eschatological themes.  It is also linked to 

their status as brothers.  This link between brotherhood, eschatology and 

the body is one to which we shall return with regard to Romans 12:1.   

In 1 Corinthians 9:27 Paul says that “I bruise my body and enslave 

it”.19  A remarkable statement.  Paul is talking about his ascetic practice and 

attitude towards his own body.  The body is the central subject-matter of 

his discussion here.  The verb ὑπωπιάζω, while sometimes translated as 

“punish” (NRSV), conveys the more visceral idea of bruise or batter. 

Literally it means “to strike beneath”.  So Paul explicitly tells us that he is 

bruising or battering his own body – this embrace and indeed self-infliction 

of suffering is part of his ascetic practice.20   

The verb δουλαγωγῶ fits with cosmic slavery and hence cosmic 

conflict (cf παραδίδωμι Romans 1 and ἀπολύτρωσις in Romans 3:24).  Paul 

therefore links his physical practice with the broader idea of slavery (he 

conceptualises his physical practice in terms of positive enslavement – cf 

 
18 Wimbush, Worldly Ascetic, 34. 
19 See generally, Kent L Yinger, “Paul and Asceticism in 1 Corinthians 9:27a,” J. Relig. 
(2008): 1–21.   
20 Paul’s vocabulary of θλῖψις was also used regarding practices of genital crushing carried 
out by eunuchs.  However, we will not develop this argument.   



429 
 

sacrifice as being informed by explicatory myth).21 Self-control 

(ἐγκρατεύομαι) is referenced in comparison with athletes (9:25) – which 

underlines the centrality of physicality.  Vitally, the instrumentality of these 

actions is repeatedly emphasized: “So (τοίνυν) I do not run aimlessly” (9:26 

- explicitly connecting to the self-control of the pervious verse ), “so….I 

myself should not be disqualified” (9:27),  to receive the prize and to win it 

(9:24), and - very tellingly - to receive an imperishable crown (9:25).  Note 

Paul’s emphasis on imperishability (ἀφθαρσία) in 1 Corinthians 15:52-54.  

Paul batters his body for eschatological purposes. (This instrumentality is 

the nub.)   

In 1 Corinthians 10 Paul’s eschatological asceticism is present in the 

emphatic double mention of desire in 10:6 (ἐπιθυμητής, ἐπιθυμέω), this 

desire being linked to idolatry (10:7 cf this broad connection in Romans 1), 

and coupled with porneia (10:8 πορνεύω, repeated;  again cf Romans 1:26-

27).  Paul links the battle against desire to the narrative of the Israelites (cf 

τύποι) - the porneia of 10:8 is linked to 23,000 falling in a single day (i.e. to 

their destruction).  We will see this interplay between narrative and 

asceticism in Romans 12:1, the sacrifice of the body being loaded with 

significance by the narrative of 9-11, as well as the familial and kinship 

discussion of Romans 4 and 8.  Fitzmyer’s linking of desire to the “craving of 

 
21 Burkert, Homo Necans, 31. 
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the wandering Israelites after the food… that they had eaten in Egypt” may 

or may not be true (and the patterning of the Jewish Scriptures applies to 

both the promise to Abraham and the remnant – implicit in 10:5), but it by 

no means exhausts Paul’s meaning here (cf 1 Thessalonians 4:3-5; 

ἐπιθυμίας and πορνείας are once again present).22  This combination is 

invoked in conjunction with idolatry and destruction (ἀπόλλυμι) by the 

cosmic figure of the destroyer (8-10), and the eschatological ends of the 

ages (10:11).  The dangers of desire and immorality are linked to this cosmic 

and eschatological context. The εἰδωλολατρεία of 10:14 (cf Romans 1:25) 

contrasts with the properly oriented λατρεία of Romans 12:1.  

In 1 Corinthians 13:3 Paul states that “If I give away all my 

possessions (ὑπάρχω), and if I hand over my body (παραδίδωμι) so that I 

may burn”.23  Some manuscripts have “burn”, others have “boast”.24  

“Burn” fits with bodies as a living sacrifice (12:1), and with the ethne as an 

offering (15:16).  True, the sacrifice in 12:1 is living, but “burned” fits with 

sacrifice nonetheless. Whatever the translation, Paul notably wants them to 

hand over their bodies.  Most basically, he wants them to do something 

with their bodies.  The verb παραδίδωμι highlights the personal nature of 

 
22 Fitzmyer, Romans, 385.  See earlier discussion regarding the idolatry and behaviours of 
Romans 1 as stereotypically gentile.  These were presented as linked to desire and the 
Passions (1:24,26).  As such, Fitzmyer’s analysis seems tenuous.   
23 Burning is emphasized by Eberhart. Eberhart, “A Neglected Feature,” 485. 
24 Joseph A. Fitzmyer, First Corinthians (Yale University Press, 2008), 494. 
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this transaction, and is used of Jesus himself (Romans 4:25; cf 1:24,26).  The 

context suggests that handing over the body is a good thing (like prophesy 

and faith – 13:2) but this is relativized by love.  Giving away all one’s 

possessions might also be viewed as an ascetic activity.   

In 1 Corinthians 15:35-54, Paul mentions the body on twelve 

occasions.  It is central to his exposition in this important passage.  

Significantly, the focus here is eschatological, focusing on resurrection and 

the arrival of the kingdom of God.  The body and eschatology are linked in 

Paul’s message.  15:44 (“…raised a spiritual body”) was discussed earlier.  In 

15:50 Paul states that, “Flesh and blood are not able to inherit the kingdom 

of God, nor does the perishable inherit the imperishable”.  Extremely 

significantly, this passage provides us with the rationale for Paul’s 

asceticism.  That rationale is eschatological.  It relates to the coming 

kingdom of God.  This is expressed in terms of inheritance (cf Romans 8:17 - 

if children, then heirs).  The flesh must be neutralised so that the kingdom 

of God may be inherited (cf Romans 6:6 καταργηθῇ τὸ σῶμα τῆς ἁμαρτίας).  

Paul continues, stating, “nor does the perishable inherit the imperishable” 

(cf created vs creator 1:25).   

 

2 Corinthians  
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Regarding authorship, “While standard introductions to 2 Corinthians 

accept Pauline authorship without question, they are usually sceptical 

about its unity”.25  

 In 2 Corinthians 5:3 Paul explicitly states that “For we will put 

on heavenly bodies; we will not be spirits without bodies”,26  and continues 

in 5:4 that “we want to put on (ἐπενδύομαι) our new bodies so that these 

dying bodies will be swallowed up by life”.27  In Paul’s vision of the eschaton 

and its aftermath, the body is central.  This suggests that Paul may well be 

strongly interested in the body in the present moment also, and that this 

may be linked to the eschaton (in the present analysis, we are seeing that 

both these points are in fact the case).  The verb ἐνδύω can be applied to 

armour.28  It involves a dynamic - something is changing about the body.  

The opposition of death and life will also be seen in the living sacrifice of 

12:1 (while sacrifice did not necessarily involve death, it very often did).   

In 2 Corinthians 6:2 Paul talks of an acceptable time (Καιρῷ δεκτῷ - 

6:2) and states “now is the day of salvation!”.  These eschatological themes 

frame Paul’s subsequent discussion of sonship of God and purification.  The 

term δεκτός was used in the Jewish Scriptures with regard to the 

 
25 Frances M. Young, Ways of Reading Scripture: Collected Papers, 369 (Tübingen, 
Germany: Mohr Siebeck, 2018), 234. 
26 Cf 1 Cor 15:44.  
27 2 Cor 5:4   
28 e.g. Ephesians 6:11. 
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acceptability of sacrifice (e.g. Isaiah 56:7), so here Paul connects sacrifice 

with eschatology (Paul conceptualises his eschatology in terms of sacrifice 

cf Romans 15:16).  Secondly, in 2 Corinthians 6:4-5 Paul not only lists his 

sufferings, but attaches value to them, “as servants of God we have 

established (συνίστημι) ourselves in every way”.  Their sufferings are both 

willingly embraced (cf asceticism) and instrumental.     

In 2 Corinthians 7:1 Paul states, “Since (Ταύτας οὖν) we have these 

promises, beloved, let us purify ourselves (καθαρίζω) from every 

defilement (μολυσμός) of body and of spirit”.29  Here the body is explicitly 

referenced (and again in 2 Corinthians 7:5).  The verb καθαρίζω indicates 

that the idea of purification is being invoked.   

Vitally, then, what are these promises (that require the purification 

of the body)?  Rather significantly, the preceding verse states, “I will be 

your father, and you shall be my sons and daughters, says the Lord 

Almighty” (2 Corinthians 6:18).  The promise is familial.  It is that of 

membership in the family of God.  2 Corinthians 6:14-18 builds up to this 

crucial promise.  In 2 Corinthians 6:17 repeated invocations of purity and 

separation are linked to the idea of being welcomed by God.  Regarding 

εἰσδέχομαι (6:17), the substance of God’s welcome takes the form of a 

familial relationship (6:18).  Vitally, the way God brings people on board is 

 
29 Some argue that 2 Cor 6:14-7:1 is an interpolation.  



434 
 

precisely familial.  Significantly, we will see the same dynamic in Romans 

12.  God’s welcome is familial.  This is linked to a heavy emphasis on purity 

(cf later discussion about 12:1 and asceticism).   

The idea of drawing a boundary (ἀφορίζω 2 Corinthians 6:17) is 

presented in conjunction with purity considerations.  Paul also uses 

ἀφορίζω to characterise his own mission - extremely prominently in 

Romans 1:1. In 2 Corinthians 6:16 Paul states that “they will be to me a 

people” (αὐτοὶ ἔσονταί μου λαός).  Vitally, they will be a people.  Paul 

leaves room for plurality, and for the ethne taking their place alongside 

Israel.  Then “you are a temple of the living God” links this to the cultic 

dimension and also to the theme of life (cf 12:1).  Again, there is no definite 

article here, so plural temples are possible (even the definite article would 

not rule this out).  The manuscripts are divided whether this is “we” or 

“you”.  “You” would fit well with our general analysis that, while Paul is 

talking to ethne, he himself both remains Jewish and continues to make this 

distinction.30  God dwelling in them (ἐνοικέω) fits with Romans 8:9-11 

(οἰκέω).  The temple connects to the purity requirements of 6:17. 

Fredriksen notes the ongoing significance of the Temple as the epicenter of 

the eschatological kingdom that will imminently arrive.31  Paul is using the 

 
30 NRSV Footnote (b).   
31 Paula Fredriksen, When Christians Were Jews: The First Generation (New Haven: Yale 
University Press, 2018), 43.  
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temple to talk about the eschatological arrival of God and his presence 

among the ethne.  The issue of idolatry is also referenced (cf Romans 1:25). 

This is all framed by the cosmic conflict of Christ versus Beliar (2 Corinthians 

6:15; ὅπλα 6:7).  The idea of lawlessness is also present (ἀνομίᾳ - 6:14).  

Paul frames the transformation that he envisages, in which the ethne are 

welcomed by God and become his sons and daughters, in terms of bad 

behaviour defined precisely in terms of the Jewish law.  We will see a 

similar logic in Romans 12-13:  after the sacrificial ratification of their 

adoption (12:1), and as part of their consequent transformation (Romans 

12-13), the ethne will have the capacity to fulfil the Jewish law (13:8-10).  In 

2 Corinthians 7:1, therefore, Paul makes an explicit connection (Ταύτας 

οὖν) between (a) the promised status of sonship and daughterhood, and (b) 

what people should do with their bodies.  The status of sonship and 

daughterhood of God, therefore, appears to be conditional upon what 

people do with their bodies.    

In 2 Corinthians 7:1 the term ἐπιτελέω connects lexically with 

τέλειος in 12:2. Interestingly, τέλειος meant “initiated”.32  The idea of 

 
32 William Arndt, A Greek-English Lexicon of the New Testament and Other Early Christian 
Literature., Third edition / revised and edited by Frederick William Danker.. (Chicago ; 
London: University of Chicago Press, 2000), 995.  Noting the stoic usage of this term, 
Brookins states that “For the philosophers, the τέλειος, or "perfect," person was the one 
who had attained the τέλος of human existence”.  Brookins, Corinthian Wisdom, Stoic 
Philosophy, and the Ancient Economy, 168. But what was that telos?  See our analysis of 
Romans 12-13.   
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ἐπιτελοῦντες therefore contains the idea of a change of status, and as such 

informs the new status of sonship in 2 Corinthians 6:18.     

Remarkably, they are “to die together (συναποθανεῖν) and to live 

together (συζάω)” (2 Corinthians 7:3).  This striking and almost paradoxical 

statement clearly does not refer to death in a literal physical sense, given 

that they are to live together afterwards.  Rather, this statement connects 

thematically with putting to death the deeds of the body (Romans 8:13), 

and also with the living sacrifice of 12:1. The connection with life here is 

obvious.  The preceding idea of purifying the body and spirit (7:1) informs 

our understanding of Paul’s positive attitude towards death.  In Paul’s 

expression, the dying seems instrumental to the living (fitting with our 

general emphasis).  Interestingly, there is a communal aspect here 

(together – συν) Cf Paul’s emphasis on community in Romans 12 (e.g. 

“many members” 7:4).   

In 2 Corinthians 11:2 Paul states that, “I promised you in marriage to 

one husband, to present (παραστῆσαι) you as a holy (ἁγνός) virgin to 

Christ”.33  Paul’s promise is future-oriented (cf eschatology).  The verb 

Παρίστημι could be used in sacrifice (cf 12:1).  The Gospel of Thomas states 

that “every woman who makes herself male will enter the kingdom of 

 
33 Cf the marital language of 7:4. “believers are now wedded to Christ” Jewett, Romans, 
434. 
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heaven” (Saying 114). Is Paul, conversely, saying that men should take the 

female role?   

 

Philippians  

In Philippians 1:20-21 Paul states that “Christ will be exalted (μεγαλύνω) 

now as always in my body, whether by life or by death.  For to me, living is 

Christ and dying is gain”.  It is in Paul’s very body that Christ is made great 

(the body is central, and derives great and ongoing legitimacy due to this 

function).  Further, “dying is gain” – what a remarkable and powerful thing 

to say.  Again, this revolves around the body (which has just been 

mentioned).  The idea that “dying is gain” is a strikingly ascetic sentiment.  

Again, instrumentality is present.   

Philippians 1:29 refers to the “privilege (χαρίζομαι) not only of 

believing in Christ, but of suffering (πάσχειν) for him as well”.  The privilege 

of suffering.  This is another strikingly ascetic sentiment.  Interestingly, 

suffering is explicitly accorded its own importance and place alongside that 

of believing in Christ (1:29).  Paul applies πάσχειν not only to Jesus, but also 

to those who follow him (συμπάσχω 8:17).  Contextually, the language of 

conflict is present (ἀντίκειμαι 1:28, ἀγών 1:30), linking to cosmic conflict.  

Both eschatological themes (“the day of Jesus Christ” 1:6,10) and familial 
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references (God as father – 1:2; brotherhood – 1:12,14) are also in the 

vicinity.   

Philippians 2:14-15 also evidences purity concerns: “Do all things 

without murmuring and arguing, so that you may be (ἵνα γένησθε) 

blameless (ἄμεμπτος) and innocent (ἀκέραιος), children (τέκνα) of God 

without blemish (ἄμωμος) in the midst of a crooked and perverse 

generation, in which you shine like stars in the world”.  The adjective 

ἄμωμα was applied to sacrifice (“spotless” or “unblemished”; Exodus 29:1), 

which therefore connects to the body of the animals that were to be 

sacrificed.  The word ἀκέραιος “unmixed”, “pure” or “uncontaminated” 

also refers to sacrifice and purity.34  These desiderata, revolving around 

ideas of purity and sacrifice, will have implications for the body.  Further, 

and most significantly, Paul connects these ideas of being blameless, 

uncontaminated, and unblemished to their status as children of God (τέκνα 

Θεοῦ).  This is what they are to become.  Paul is therefore connecting what 

people do with their bodies to their status as children of God (cf our 

analysis of 12:1).  The idea of shining like stars corroborates this change of 

status and qualitative difference.  Here we build upon Matthew Thiessen’s 

argument that God’s promise to Abraham that his descendants would be 

 
34 LSJ.  
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like the stars (Genesis 15:5; 22:17) was qualitative, as well as quantitative, 

in nature.35   

In Philippians 3:10 Paul talks of “sharing of his [Christ’s] sufferings 

(κοινωνίαν παθημάτων) by becoming (συμμορφόω) like him in his death”.  

The vocabulary of κοινωνία is powerful (cf 1 Corinthians 10:20 re demons).  

Paul’s positive attitude towards suffering links more specifically to suffering 

with Christ (συμπάσχω - Romans 8:17).  The vocabulary of transformation 

(συμμορφόω), as opposed to obliteration, is also seen in 12:2 

(μεταμορφόω).   

Vitally, this embrace of suffering and death takes place for a 

purpose.  It is linked to Paul’s desire to know Christ, and the power of his 

resurrection (3:10).  Paul links it to the hope that he “may attain the 

resurrection from the dead” (3:11).  Paradoxically, therefore, becoming like 

Christ in his death linked to the hope of resurrection.  This is both a 

transformation of status (cf 12:1-2), and an eschatological hope.  Desire to 

be like Christ in his death is eschatologically instrumental.  This is another 

aspect of Paul’s eschatological asceticism.  We do not assume that this 

resurrection is necessarily post mortem, in the ordinary sense.  Paul’s denial 

that he has already obtained this is premised on the possibility that he 

could in theory already have obtained it i.e. in the present.  His vocabulary 

 
35 Thiessen, Gentile Problem, 147. 
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of τελειόω links lexically with his use of τέλειος (again in 12:2; cf τελειόω 

Philippians 3:12 and τέλειος in Philippians 3:15, as linked to the vocabulary 

of φρονέω, cf Romans 12:3).  This is the vocabulary of initiation, in which 

the initiates were the teleois (cf μυστήριον Romans 11:25).36  The prize for 

which Paul is straining is the heavenly call of God in Christ Jesus (3:14); in 

light of 3:11 this again sounds eschatological.    

Regarding agency, Paul presses on to make this goal his own, 

because Christ has made Paul his own (3:12; cf 3:14).  The initial agency was 

Christ’s, and then Paul’s.  The agency is sequential, and shared.  Paul is 

doing something here.  So too Paul is actually asking the ethne to do 

something (cf “join in imitating me” 3:17).   

The idea of brotherhood is present (ἀδελφοί – 3:13,17).   But here in 

Philippians it is not as welded as closely or as instrumentally to ascetic 

practice as 12:1.   

3:19 states: “Their end (τέλος) destruction; is their god is the belly 

(κοιλία); and their glory is in their shame (αἰσχύνῃ)”.  Appetite is the issue 

here (cf κοιλία) - this links to the ascetic theme of desire.  The term αἰσχύνῃ 

referred to the genitals, and so to sexual desire (anticipated by 

αἰσχυνθήσομαι in 1:20).37  The belly and the genitals provide the appetites 

 
36 See earlier.   
37 Elsa Támez et al., Philippians, Colossians, Philemon (Collegeville, Minnesota: Liturgical 
Press, 2016), 98. 
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against which the ascetic battle is fought.38  Mearns argues that both κοιλία 

and αἰσχύνῃ are “euphemisms for the circumcised male organ”.39  This does 

not give adequate weight to the κοιλία, which is mentioned in its own right, 

and which thereby helps guide our interpretation of αἰσχύνῃ as specifically 

pertaining not to circumcision but to appetite and desire (i.e. to the ascetic 

realm).  Here, then, Paul connects asceticism to idolatry.  The belly is their 

God.  Their genitals are their doxa, which could mean temple (within which 

gods were thought to live).40  They are worshipping the wrong Gods.  This 

misguided worship contrasts with the properly oriented temple service of 

3:3 (λατρεύω – a key verb in our overall analysis).  (Paul’s diagnosis here is 

similar to the misguided λατρεία and the vocabulary of the Passions and 

desire in Romans 1:24-26).  These practices lead to destruction (3:19 - again 

instrumentality is present, this time negatively; τέλος has an eschatological 

ring).  These are the enemies (εχθροί) of the cross of Christ (3:18), meaning 

that the context of cosmic conflict is present.  Their situation is explicitly 

contrasted with (γὰρ) our citizenship which is in heaven, from which they 

are (eschatologically) expecting a saviour (3:20).  Ascetic practice is 

 
38 See also Philo who talks of “curbing the passions of the belly”.  Philo, Allegorical 
Interpretation, 3.159; “the seat of desire is in the belly” Philo, On the Migration of 
Abraham, 66.   
39 Chris Mearns, “The Identity of Paul’s Opponents at Philippi,” New Testam. Stud. 33.2 
(1987): 198. 
40 Jackson, “Divine Presence,” 301.  
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therefore linked to both different status (citizenship) and eschatological 

hope.   

The body is explicitly referenced and indeed central to 3:21. It will 

be transformed (μετασχηματίσει) and conformed (σύμμορφον) to the body 

of Christ’s glory.  The body here is transformed (μετασχηματίζω) rather 

than completely rejected, and remains integral (its conformation - 

σύμμορφον - is a positive act). Remarkably, Christ’s very glory is explicitly 

described in terms of the body.   Their bodies are linked to that of Jesus by 

the adjective ταπείνωσις (cf Philippians 2:3,8).  Lexically, 3:21 connects to 

both Romans 12:2 (μετασχηματίσει, σύμμορφον) and to Romans 12:16 

(ταπεινός).  The idea of glorification is also emphasized in Romans 8, which 

informs Romans 12.  Indeed, in Romans 8 glorification is the outcome of 

suffering - Romans 8:17 “we suffer with him so that we may also be 

glorified with him” (i.e. eschatological instrumentality).  The theme of 

suffering followed by glorification is also present here in Philippians 3.  The 

body is what they have to do (3:10), that which will be transformed, and 

the end of their transformation (3:21).  The body is utterly central to Paul’s 

message.   

 

Thessalonians  
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In 1 Thessalonians 4:3-4 Paul states that: “…For this is the will of God, your 

sanctification (ἁγιασμὸς) that you abstain (ἀπέχω) from fornication; that 

each one of you know how to control (κτάομαι) your own body (σκεῦος) in 

holiness (ἁγιασμός) and honour”.  Abstention from fornication is required 

(4:3), this being a central Jewish stereotype regarding the gentiles that Paul 

is addressing (Romans 1:26-32; 1:13).  But this is not just a general plea for 

good moral behaviour.  A more specific requirement, control of the vessel 

(i.e. the body) is central to Paul’s message (4:4). The body is to be 

controlled in holiness and honour (τιμῇ - interestingly Paul invokes the 

quintessential Greco-Roman value cf Romans 1:21).  The verb κτάομαι (4:4) 

links to slavery and hence to cosmic conflict - cf slavery to Sin (6:6) and 

ransom (3:24).  This is positive slavery (cf 1:1).  Paul is articulating an ascetic 

sentiment and ongoing practice.  And the body is to be controlled in order 

to comply with the will of God, who wants their sanctification (4:3 cf 4:7, cf 

1 Thessalonians 5:23 as applied to the body - σῶμα).  This purpose is linked 

explicitly to the eschatological “coming of our Lord Jesus Christ” in 1 

Thessalonians 5:23. Interestingly, this is explicitly applied on an individual 

basis (ἕκαστος).  Paul contrasts this activity with the lustful passion (πάθει 

ἐπιθυμίας)… of gentiles who do not know God” (4:5).  Paul’s invocation of 

passion fits with our general ascetic analysis (cf Romans 1:26). Paul is 

against passion and desire; this bringing together as the passion of desire 
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πάθει ἐπιθυμίας is an extremely powerful formulation, and strongly 

evidences Paul’s ascetic concerns.  This diagnosis is ethnically specific.  

Significantly, then, Paul’s asceticism rests upon the ethnic distinctions that 

we discussed in the previous chapter.   

In 1 Thessalonians 5:6-9 Paul makes a clear connection between the 

physical practices of not getting drunk and sobriety, the cosmic conflict and 

military imagery of putting on the breastplate of faith and love, and their 

ultimate destiny regarding the hope of salvation through Jesus the Messiah.  

The logic here is ascetic – the body is eschatologically instrumental.  This is 

set in the context of their familial status as sons of light, with the 

apocalyptic imagery of light vs darkness and day vs night (5:4-5; cf Romans 

13:12).   

In 1 Thessalonians 5:23 Paul says, “May the God of peace himself 

sanctify you entirely; and may your spirit and soul and body be kept 

complete and blameless (ἀμέμπτως) at the coming of our Lord Jesus 

Christ”.  This statement is prominent, towards the end of the letter.  Here 

the body is explicitly referenced (also being contained within entirely), in 

conjunction with the spirit and soul (cf both σώματα and φρονεῖν in 

Romans 12:1-2).  Sanctification (ἁγιάζω) links to Paul’s understanding of the 

community (cf άγιοι Romans 1:7).  Sanctification is explicitly stated as being 

connected with the coming (παρουσίᾳ) of Jesus (i.e. it is eschatological).  It 
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is also linked with God’s call (καλέω 5:24; cf παρακαλέω 12:1).  

Brotherhood is invoked in 5:26, where the “holy kiss” reworks and 

reappropriates this physical gesture (giving some insight into his 

methodology). These verses 1 Thessalonians 5:23-26 therefore constitute a 

rich web of connection between asceticism, sacrifice, kinship and the End 

Times.    
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