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ABSTRACT OF THE DISSERTATION 

 

Jesus of Nazareth, Paul of Tarsus, 

and the Early Christian Challenge 

to Traditional Honor and Shame Values 

 

by 

 

Drake Stanley Levasheff 

Doctor of Philosophy in History 

University of California, Los Angeles, 2013 

Professor S. Scott Bartchy, Co-chair 

Professor Ronald J. Mellor, Co-chair 

 

 

Christianity originated in what has often been described as an honor-shame culture.   In 

Mediterranean antiquity, society, rather than the individual, defined both worthy behavior and a 

person’s worth.  While who and what was honored varied according to location and community, 

the ultimate result was a stratified society that judged some persons as honorable and not others. 

Jesus of Nazareth and his earliest followers challenged their society’s deeply held values 

by honoring those judged unworthy and rejecting traditionally sanctioned behavior.  Paul of 

Tarsus embraced Jesus' provocative vision and adapted it as he established Christ-worshiping 
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communities throughout the Mediterranean region.  The former persecutor's encounter with the 

crucified, resurrected Christ fundamentally changed his understanding of Israel’s God (Yahweh) 

along with what and who was honorable; in particular, all those in Christ were worthy of honor 

and urged to an honor-sharing life in imitation of Christ.  Later canonical writings embrace and 

develop the challenge that Jesus and Paul presented. 

The challenge to traditional honor and shame values that began with Jesus and was 

embraced by Paul and other canonical writers, continued in Christianity as it spread to Rome, 

Asia, Carthage, and across the Mediterranean region through the middle of the third century.  

Significant continuities endured, including the emphasis on non-retaliation, humility as a worthy 

path, the honor-sharing use of power, and the glory of suffering for Christ.  At the same time 

women gained honor through martyrdom and chastity. 

While Christianity challenged its culture’s deeply embedded values, the dominant culture 

eventually altered the nascent faith’s teachings on honor.  The canonical writings embraced the 

shared honor of all Christ worshipers, but later sources returned to a patriarchal, hierarchal vision 

of community that emphasized the honor of some at the expense of others.  At the same time, the 

spectacle in the arena so shaped onlookers’ perception of martyrs that the honor of dying for 

Christ in later sources far exceeded earlier writings’ estimation of martyrdom. 
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Christianity persisted in critiquing society’s conclusions about what behavior was 

honorable and who should receive honor well into the third century.  Jesus’ honor-sharing life 

and humiliating, sacrificial death had left their mark. 
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INTRODUCTION 
 

 

Honor all people. 

- 1 Peter 2:17 

 

Rank must be preserved. 

- Cicero, Pro Cnaeo Plancio 15 

  

Jesus of Nazareth and the early Christ-followers challenged their society’s deeply held 

values regarding who gets honor and what behavior is honorable.  Western culture assumes that 

all people are created equally, so when we approach sayings found in early Christian literature 

like “honor all people” (1 Pt 2:17) we take it for granted.  Yet we fail to recognize that men and 

women of the ancient Mediterranean world did not think that all people were created equally.  

For a society in which some, such as the emperor, were worshipped for their name and exploits 

and others were deemed worthless as rubbish, equality was out of the question.  Such distinctions 

were embraced and celebrated; thus, Cicero declares, "Rank must be preserved."  All people 

were not equal, so people were not treated equally. 

In light of the fundamental inequality of Mediterranean Antiquity, the early Christians’ 

treatment of the dishonored was startling.  Honoring everyone contradicted a primary social 

norm and challenged the social hierarchy.  The early Christians honored the unworthy; they 

inverted these deeply embedded cultural values. 

Challenging these values was unexpected in a society that prized honor above everything 

else.  Honor was a scarce commodity worth dying for; it took generations to accumulate, but 



2 

could be lost in an instant.  Some have described honor as one of the foundational values of the 

Mediterranean world during the first four centuries CE. 

 

Honor and Shame in Anthropology and History 

Social-scientific models related to honor and shame have been employed to analyze early 

Christianity for a relatively short time.  The origin of these models goes back to the seminal work 

of Julian Pitt-Rivers and J. G. Peristiany, who brought honor and shame to the attention of 

cultural anthropologists.  Honor and Shame: The Values of Mediterranean Society presents the 

collective evidence for significance of these values, identified by the work's editor, Peristiany, as 

characteristic of Mediterranean culture.
1
  Pitt-Rivers' contribution to the same volume on 

“Honour and Social Status” demonstrates that, for Mediterranean people, group perception 

shapes the identity of individuals as much as self-perception.
2
 

Bruce Malina's groundbreaking work, The New Testament World, offered new avenues 

for the study of early Christianity by employing cultural anthropology.
3
  His assumption was 

simple: Mediterranean anthropological models could provide new insights in the study of early 

Christian documents because there was continuity between Antique and present-day 

Mediterranean culture.  As a result, honor and shame were brought to the forefront, and 

presented as "the pivotal values" of the world in which early Christianity began and flourished.  

                                                           
1
 J. G. Peristiany, Honor and Shame; the Values of Mediterranean Society (London: Weidenfeld and 

Nicolson, 1965). 

 
2
 Julian Pitt-Rivers, “Honour and Social Status,” in Honor and Shame; the Values of Mediterranean 

Society, ed. J. G. Peristany (London: Weidenfeld and Nicolson, 1965), 22-71. 

 
3
 Bruce J. Malina, The New Testament World: Insights from Cultural Anthropology, 1

st
 ed. (Atlanta, GA: 

John Knox Press, 1981). 
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This would later lead to an explosion in the analysis of early Christian texts in light of honor 

values. 

At the same time, cultural anthropologists continued their discourse about honor and 

shame in Mediterranean society.  David Gilmore's call for a refinement of the concept
4
 was 

followed by further dialogue at the American Anthropological Association's Annual Meeting in 

1983.  These papers, published in Honor and Shame and the Unity of the Mediterranean, 

contributed insights concerning the link between manliness and honor, the influence of the 

Abrahamic religions' theory of procreation on honor and shame values, and the distinction 

between honor and shame societies.
5
  With Honor and Grace in Anthropology (1992), J. G. 

Persistany and Julian Pitt-Rivers reengaged the discussion of the subject by noting the 

relationship between honor and issues of the sacred.
6
 

Honor and shame continued to be evaluated in the context of discussion about continuity 

of culture within the Mediterranean.  Based on their survey of countless studies, historians 

Peregrine Horden and Nicholas Purcell, in their highly-regarded work The Corrupting Sea: A 

Study of Mediterranean History, conclude that honor and shame have been widely embraced in 

non-aristocratic circles throughout the region for some time—at least as far back as the Middle 

Ages and perhaps to Antiquity.
7
  Indeed, they emphasize not only the breath of its adoption, but 

                                                           
4
 David D. Gilmore, “Anthropology of the Mediterranean Area,” Annual Review of Anthropology 11 

(1982): 175-205. 

 
5
 David D. Gilmore, ed., Honor and Shame and the Unity of the Mediterranean, American Anthropological 

Association Special Publication #22 (Washington: American Anthropological Association, 1987). 

 
6
 J. G. Perstiany and Julian Pitt-Rivers, eds., Honor and Grace in Anthropology (Cambridge: Cambridge 

University Press, 1992). 

 
7
 Peregrine Horden and Nicholas Purcell, The Corrupting Sea: A Study of Mediterranean History (Oxford 

[U.K.]; Malden, Mass: Blackwell, 2000). 
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also the far-reaching impact that honor and shame exercise in the everyday life of these 

communities. 

The work of a number of classicists provides strong evidence that these values were 

deeply embedded in Ancient Mediterranean civilization as well.  E. R. Dodds argues in his 

seminal discussion of Greek religious experience, The Greeks and the Irrational, that while 

Greek culture in Antiquity reflects a significant concern for shame, an emphasis on guilt 

develops in the late Archaic and early Classical age.
8
  In Merit and Responsibility, A. W. H. 

Adkins presents Ancient Greece as a shame society—one in which individuals guarded their 

reputation above all else—emphasizing its boundlessly agonistic character.
9
  Bernard Williams 

later challenges Adkins, arguing that in Homeric literature the competitive nature of Greek 

culture is checked by the individual’s sense of their own and others’ honor.
10

  Scholars continue 

to discuss the degree to which these values held sway in Ancient Greek culture, but their 

significance is highly probable. 

Recent monographs have demonstrated how widespread and influential honor and shame 

values were among the Romans.  In Empire of Honour: The Art of Government in the Roman 

World, J. E. Lendon reveals that the values deeply influenced their political relations in the 

context of his broader discussion of how the Roman government worked in the first four 

                                                           
8
 E. R. Dodds, The Greeks and the Irrational (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1951), 17-43. 

 
9
 A. W. H. Adkins, Merit and Responsibility: A Study in Greek Values (Oxford: Clarendon, 1960). 

 
10

 Bernard Williams, Shame and Necessity (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1993), 79-81. 
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centuries CE.
11

  Carlin Barton’s Roman Honor: The Fire in the Bones vividly illustrates how 

deeply embedded honor was in the Roman psyche.
12

 

Unsurprisingly, a wide number of early Christian and New Testament scholars appreciate 

the significance of honor and shame values in Mediterranean Antiquity.  The numerous works 

published in recent years emphasizing the importance of honor values for the analysis of New 

Testament documents provides evidence for this; while there are too many to name, a few are 

especially noteworthy.  In 1992 Bruce Malina and Richard Rohrbaugh published their Social-

Scientific Commentary of the Synoptic Gospels, which employed anthropological models in its 

analysis of Matthew, Mark and Luke.
13

  The work gives a prominent place to honor values in its 

examination and became the first of many social-science commentaries Malina would be 

involved in writing.
14

  A few years later, David deSilva introduced Despising Shame: Honor 

Discourse and Community Maintenance in the Epistle to the Hebrews in which he studied the 

role honor played in the canonical text’s argument and asserts that the author of Hebrews 

employed “honor and shame language to drive his appeal” so that his audience would adhere to 

Christian values.
15

  Another study, Honor, Shame, and the Rhetoric of 1 Peter by Barth 

Campbell, employed rhetorical criticism while teasing out the honor-shame terminology in 1 

                                                           
11

 J. E. Lendon, Empire of Honour: The Art of Government in the Roman World (Oxford; New York: 

Clarendon Press; Oxford University Press, 1997). 

 
12

 Carlin Barton, Roman Honor: The Fire in the Bones (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2001). 

 
13

 Bruce J. Malina, and Richard L. Rohrbaugh, Social-Scientific Commentary of the Synoptic Gospels 

(Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1992). 

 
14

 Bruce J. Malina and Richard L. Rohrbaugh, Social-Science Commentary on the Gospel of John 

(Minneapolis, MN: Fortress Press, 1998); Bruce J. Malina and John J. Pilch, Social-Science Commentary on the 

Book of Revelation (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 2000); Bruce J. Malina and John J. Pilch, Social-Science 

Commentary on the Letters of Paul (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 2006); Bruce J. Malina and John J. Pilch, Social-

Science Commentary on the Book of Acts (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 2008). 

 
15

 David deSilva, Despising Shame: Honor Discourse and Community Maintenance in the Epistle to the 

Hebrews (Atlanta, GA: Scholars Press, 1995). 
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Peter.
16

  DeSilva followed this with The Hope of Glory: Honor Discourse and New Testament 

Interpretation, a work that discussed the ways New Testament writers made use of honor 

discourse when communicating with their audiences.
17

  That same year, Robert Jewett published 

Saint Paul Returns to the Movies: Triumph over Shame in which he employed illustrations from 

recent motion pictures to demonstrate the meaning of honor language used by Paul.
18

  John 

Elliott later offered his own perception of the honor and shame values at play in 1 Peter through 

combining and modifying two of his earlier essays into Conflict, Community, and Honor: 1 Peter 

in Social Scientific Perspective.
19

 

 

As the honor/shame lens became more widely employed in the study of early Christian 

texts, commentators critiqued how it was utilized and suggested ways to sharpen its usage.  In 

one prominent example, “‘Honor’ among Exegetes,” Gerald Downing questioned whether 

honor-shame values were “pivotal” or even “universal”  in the New Testament world and 

whether that world’s perspective was different from the modern outlook.
20

  While Downing 

concluded that the lens had value as a heuristic tool, he argued that for the above reasons it 

needed to be employed only when the values were explicit in a passage.   

A few things must be said in response to Downing.  First, Horden and Purcell’s even-

handed assessment which concluded that honor and shame values have been both widely and 

                                                           
16

 Barth Campbell, Honor, Shame, and the Rhetoric of 1 Peter (Atlanta, GA: Scholars Press, 1998). 

 
17

 David deSilva, The Hope of Glory: Honor Discourse and the New Testament (Collegeville, MN: 

Liturgical Press, 1999). 

 
18

 Robert Jewett, Saint Paul Returns to the Movies: Triumph over Shame (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans. 1999). 

 
19

 John Elliott, Conflict, Community, and Honor: 1 Peter in Social-Scientific Perspective (Eugene, OR: 

Cascade Books, 2007). 

 
20

 Gerald Downing, “‘Honor’ Among Exegetes,” Catholic Biblical Quarterly 61(1999): 53-73. 
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deeply held in the Mediterranean for some time, at least from the Middle Ages, has already been 

noted.  Furthermore, numerous studies demonstrate the presence of these values in the Ancient 

Mediterranean—and the cumulative force of the research, mentioned previously here, indicates 

that these values were deeply embedded in Greco-Roman civilization.  The breadth and extent of 

the evidence makes Downing’s assertion that such values are neither distinct from our own 

Western outlook nor pervasive within Ancient Mediterranean society ring hollow.
21

 

However, citing Persistany and Pitt-Rivers, Downing rightly emphasizes that what is 

considered honorable in one setting may be viewed as shameful in another; variables such as 

class and geographical region influence the shape of these values.
22

  Furthermore, his expressed 

concern that the lens has sometimes been applied too broadly
23

 is well-taken.  To some degree, 

Downing’s critique aids those who employ social-scientific tools in their study of early Christian 

history, providing encouragement to clarify assertions and sharpen arguments. 

While Downing’s point about using discretion when reading honor values into passages 

has value, his perspective on its application is too narrow.  In particular, the suggestion that the 

lens be applied only when honor/shame language is employed is questionable—and fails to 

recognize that all cultures function with their own basic assumptions that regulate social 

interactions.   By assuming that all cultures function with the same unspoken rules as his own 

culture, Downing makes the same mistake he accuses Malina and others of making by too 

broadly applying his twenty-first century Western perspective. 

                                                           
21

 Ibid., 55-58. 

 
22

 Ibid., 57. 

 
23

 Ibid., 57-59. 

 



8 

Finally, Downing’s article has great significance for this study.  In a number of cases, 

including his discussion of the Cynics’ critique of “love for honor” and Jesus’ challenge to 

hypocrisy in the canonical gospels, he asserts that their perspectives run counter to the way 

Malina and others would expect from these texts.
24

  But the polemical nature of much of the 

evidence indicates their perspectives reflect a backlash against dominant culture;
25

 indeed, the 

critiques offered by Jesus and the Cynics actually demonstrate the relevance of these values for 

understanding ancient Mediterranean society.  In this study, I will argue that that Jesus and his 

earliest followers rejected traditional conceptions of theses values; ultimately, they inverted what 

was honorable and shameful and challenged the way honor was achieved and apportioned. 

 

Honor and Shame Defined 

Honor can be defined as a person’s self-perception plus their social group’s perception of 

them.
26

  The person who has honor is the one who is perceived as fulfilling the community’s 

code.
27

  Because of the role of perception, there is no honor without a community to provide 

approval.  Thus, honor is determined by an individual's community or reference group—be it 

blood kin, village, city, or the imperial court. 

                                                           
24

 Ibid., 63-66. 

 
25

 In the same way, I believe this explains the strong emphasis on honor virtue over honor precedence that 

Louise Joy Lawrence finds in Matthew (Louise Joy Lawrence, “‘For truly, I tell you, they have received their 

reward’ (Matt 6:2): Investigating Honor Precedence and Honor Virtue,” Catholic Biblical Quarterly 64 [2002]: 687-

702).  Lawrence finds strong evidence within the Hebrew Bible of an emphasis on honor virtue; however, Jesus’ 

challenge of honor precedence may be indicative of a situation in which the ruling priests in Jerusalem and their 

retainers among the Pharisees had adopted the competitive values of their Roman patrons. 

 
26

 The New Testament World: Insights from Cultural Anthropology, 3
rd

 rev. and expanded ed. (Louisville: 

Westminster John Knox Press, 2001), 52. 

 
27

 Jerome H. Neyrey,  Honor and Shame in the Gospel of Matthew (Louisville: Westminster John Knox 

Press, 1998), 15. 
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Shame is a value closely related to honor; the term is used in two ways.  First, it speaks of 

a person’s loss of group value due to a lack of sensitivity to societal concerns; thus, those who do 

not stay in line with the community’s expected behavior are considered “less than valuable.”
28

  

The term is also employed as a positive characteristic: someone who is said to have shame stays 

in line with the community’s expected behavior.  Not all Mediterranean groups focus on honor 

and shame equally.
29

  Nevertheless, both honor and shame values are evident in the literature of 

Christianity's formative period. 

A person's honor is determined by a variety of factors, and may change over time.  On the 

basis of their family name and reputation, a man is recognized as having “ascribed honor” that he 

begins with, independent of anything he has done.
30

  Only through adoption or grant of special 

privileges, such as citizenship, may a man add this honor during his lifetime;
31

 these usually 

come through persons such as “God, a king, aristocrats” who “can claim honor for others and can 

force acknowledgment of that honor because they have power and rank to do so.”
32

  One may 

also accumulate or “acquire” honor; such would be aggressively pursued through one’s public 

actions.
33

 

                                                           
28

 David A. deSilva, Honor, Patronage, Kinship & Purity: Unlocking New Testament Culture (Downers 

Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 2000), 25. 

 
29

 Stanley Brandes, “Reflections on Honor and Shame in the Mediterranean,” in Honor and Shame and the 

Unity of the Mediterranean, American Anthropological Association Special Publication #22, ed. David D. Gilmore 

(Washington: American Anthropological Association, 1987), 123. 

 
30

 Malina, The New Testament World, 3
rd

 ed., 32. 

  
31

 deSilva, Honor, Patronage, Kinship & Purity, 28. 

 
32

 Bruce J. Malina [with Jerome H. Neyrey], “Honor and Shame in Luke Acts: Pivotal Values of the 

Mediterranean World,” in The Social World of Luke-Acts: Models for Interpretation, ed. Jerome H. Neyrey 

(Peabody, MA: Hendrickson Publishers, 1991), 28. 

 
33

 Malina, The New Testament World, 3
rd

 ed., 33. 
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Wealth, though unnecessary to have honor, was advantageous both for the acquisition 

and maintenance thereof.  It provided opportunities for reputation enhancing activities such as 

patronage and contribution for the collective good of the community.  In addition, wealth meant 

that material resources were available to provide for the most basic needs of an individual or 

family; a family who did not have what they needed to retain their home, land, food, and clothing 

lost in the court of public opinion and saw their honor diminish.  Yet a person could possess 

wealth and not honor, especially if such was gained dishonorably. 

The distinction between honor and wealth in Mediterranean antiquity is helpful in 

consideration of the ancients’ use of terminology.  For example, πτωχός ("poor") is often 

understood to refer to material poverty.  Yet, for people who prized honor over money, it seems 

unlikely that πτωχός would signify anything other than want of honor.  Indeed, Bruce Malina 

argues persuasively from an analysis of the use of πτωχός in the New Testament that the term, 

while including an economic aspect, emphasizes a person's inability to retain one’s standing due 

to difficult and debilitating circumstances.
34

 

Honor, like other valuable commodities, is in limited supply.
35

  An individual or family 

cannot gain honor without another individual or family losing it.  Thus, in honor cultures, males 

who are not friends or blood kin are potential rivals; they have a special responsibility to pursue 

honor for the family.
36

  For this reason, such cultures are described as agonistic, since 

competition for honor and other scarce resources is prevalent. 

                                                           
34

 Bruce Malina, “Wealth and Poverty in the New Testament and Its World,” Interpretation 41 (1987): 354-

67. 

 
35

 Brandes, “Reflections on Honor,” 122. 

  
36

 S. Scott Bartchy, “The Historical Jesus and Reversal of Honor at Table,” in The Social Setting of Jesus 

and the Gospels, eds. Wolfgang Stegemann, Bruce J. Malina, and Gerd Theissen (Minneapolis, MN: Fortress Press, 

2002), 179. 
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In honor cultures, individuals often seek to accumulate honor through public competition 

with rivals.  These contests—identified as “challenge and riposte”—are socially recognized 

means of achieving honor.
37

  The competition begins with a positive or negative challenge from 

one individual to another, such as the giving of a gift or, on the other hand, an insult.  Public 

perception of this action determines whether it is considered a challenge or not; without a 

witness who attaches significance to the action, there is no contest.  Assuming the audience 

recognizes the challenge, the one challenged must respond or risk losing honor while their 

opponent gains it. 

Competition for honor is never to occur between relatives in such cultures.  Rather, honor 

is shared within a family unit.  As the head of the family, the father is the embodiment of the 

family honor and is “responsible for the honor of the group with reference to outsiders.”
38

  Thus 

he may gain or lose reputation in the sight of the community based on the behavior of his wife or 

any of his children.  In the ancient Mediterranean world, such "collective honor" may also be 

observed in voluntary groups such as cities and associations.
39

 

As with other societies, those concerned with honor and shame require differing 

behaviors from men and women.  Honor, while prized in both men and women, is identified as a 

primarily male value and has been described as "social masculinity" since public assertiveness 

rather than activity in the bedroom determines manliness.
40

  A man’s domain is outside the house 

since honor may only be acquired in public view and at the expense of rivals. 

                                                           
37

 Malina, The New Testament World, 3
rd

 ed., 40. 

 
38

 Malina and Neyrey, “Honor and Shame in Luke Acts,” 39. 

 
39

 Ibid. 

 
40

 Brandes, “Reflections on Honor,” 122. 
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Conversely, shame is primarily a feminine virtue.  Because female sexuality is a precious 

commodity in such communities, it must be safeguarded.  A woman is thus sensitive to group 

perception, guarding her chastity and exercising restraint.  Staying within the home protects 

women from the appearance of sexual impropriety and maintained their reputation. 

The critical role of an audience to determine honor had further implications in the ancient 

Mediterranean world.  Boasting, which is referenced repeatedly in early Christian texts, was a 

public claim to honor; it was up to an audience to evaluate such a claim.  Praise also occurred in 

public, but it was different in that it honored someone besides the speaker.  Furthermore, just as 

to praise or glorify was to publically honor the recipient, glory refers to honor that was publically 

displayed. 

 

Early Christian Challenge to Traditional Honor Values 

The attention paid to these issues has made it increasingly clear that early Christians 

challenged contemporary conceptions of honor and how it was acquired.  In his study of 

μακάριος in its cultural context and the biblical tradition, K.C. Hanson argued that the term is 

employed in Matthew 5:3-11 to describe “conditions and behaviors which the community 

regards as honorable.”
41

  In light of this conclusion, even the most basic survey of the passage is 

startling because the list includes people in the most unfavorable circumstances: the poor, 

mourners, and the persecuted, among others.  This is not whom one would expect to see on 

anyone's honor roll! 

Jerome Neyrey, in Honor and Shame in the Gospel of Matthew, came to similar 

conclusions about these values in early Christianity.  He applied Hanson's hypothesis regarding 

                                                           
41

 K.C. Hanson, “How Honorable!  How Shameful!  A Cultural Analysis of Matthew’s Makarisms and 

Reproaches,” Semeia 68 (1994): 100-101. 
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μακάριος in Matthew 5:3-11 and concluded that the passage calls for the honoring of those who 

would be dishonored in that culture.
42

  Additionally, he argued that the Antitheses in 5:21-48 

represent a rejection of competition for honor so prevalent in such cultures.
43

  Finally, Jesus’ 

rejection of the practice of performing piety to be noticed in 6:1-18 constitutes a "vacating of the 

playing field": men were told to "withdraw" from the public spaces they entered to compete for 

honor.
44

  According to Neyrey's argument, Matthew 5 and 6 present a call to honor those whom 

society deemed dishonorable and to stop pursuing honor in socially mandated ways. 

In Honor Among Christians: The Cultural Key to the Messianic Secret, David Watson 

employed a social-scientific perspective on secrecy and on honor and shame values to challenge 

Wrede’s conclusions about the “messianic secret” in Mark.
45

  Rather than reflecting an attempt 

on the part of Jesus or Mark to keep Jesus’ messianic identity a secret, the passages show 

Jesus—from the perspective of Mark’s first audience—“periodically resisting the honor he was 

rightly due.”
46

  Later, he is found “offering a new understanding of how honor and shame should 

be assigned.”
47

  Thus, Jesus’ behavior in this area is best interpreted not as keeping his true 

identity secret, but as demonstrating the challenge to honor and shame that he would teach when 

mentioning the prime position of children in the kingdom (Mk 9:33-36; 10:13-16) and explaining 

the way he exercised authority for the sake of others (Mk 10:35-45). 

                                                           
42

 Neyrey, Honor and Shame, 164-189. 

  
43

 Ibid., 190-211. 

 
44

 Ibid., 212-227. 

  
45

 David Watson, Honor among Christians: The Cultural Key to the Messianic Secret (Minneapolis: 

Fortress Press, 2010). 

 
46

 Watson, Honor among Christians, 139. 

 
47

 Ibid. 

 



14 

A recent examination of the Epistle to the Philippians in light of the social context of its 

audience brought to light Paul of Tarsus’ challenge to traditional honor values.  In 

Reconstructing Honor in Roman Philippi, Joseph Hellerman pointed out that rank and status 

were of great concern to the citizens of Philippi, as evidenced through first-century honorific 

inscriptions from this Roman colony.
48

  Against this background, Hellerman argued, Paul 

presents a Christian alternative to the Roman cursus honorum, embodied in the Christological 

hymn of chapter 2: God honors those who use their power for the sake of others. 

Mark Finney has asserted that a similar challenge to honor and shame values is central to 

1 Corinthians in Honour and Conflict in the Ancient World: 1 Corinthians in Its Greco-Roman 

Social Setting.
49

  Finney concluded that the problems Paul faced in Corinth had to do with new 

converts who had entered the community but continued to embrace their pre-conversion social 

values related to honor.  In response to this challenge, Paul articulated a “counter-cultural 

paradigm for life as a Christ follower” by urging the community to consider “that most horrific 

of symbols, the cross of Christ, with all the cultural stigmatism of shame that this brought.”
50

  

Paul thus emerges as one who challenged traditional honor values; such a counter-cultural 

approach was not limited to the teaching of Jesus of Nazareth. 
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The Early Christian Challenge to Honor and Shame Values 

In light of the significance of honor values in Mediterranean Antiquity, the challenge of 

these values in early Christianity warrants additional consideration.  Such analysis is further 

necessitated by the absence of any systematic appraisal.  Therefore, this work focuses on a few 

key questions:  How did the early Christians challenge the deeply embedded honor and shame 

values of their environment?  Where did such teachings originate?  Do they continue as part of 

the tradition in later periods?  Recent advances in the study of early Christianity and the breadth 

of available literature makes an investigation of these questions possible. 

The early Christian challenge to traditional honor and shame values was rooted in the 

sayings and the activity of Jesus of Nazareth.  Chapter one addresses a prominent example of this 

through Jesus’ “radically inclusive, status-leveling, and honor sharing table fellowship,” which 

S. Scott Bartchy demonstrated as a challenge to these deeply embedded values in “The Historical 

Jesus and Reversal of Honor at Table.”
51

 

The writers of the canonical texts followed Jesus' redefinition of honor values.   In no 

place is this more evident than in the writings of Paul of Tarsus, who continued in Jesus’ 

teaching in this area as he carried out his commission as apostle to the Gentiles throughout the 

Mediterranean region; Paul’s thoroughgoing challenge as he endeavored to resocialize these new 

Christ-followers will be addressed in chapters two and three.  This reversal of honor is also 

evident in 1 Peter and Revelation, which emphasize the high honor of those in Christ and of 

those suffering for Christ in the face of shaming persecution; these are the subject of chapter 

four. 

The early Christian challenge to honor continued beyond the New Testament canon.  The 

Epistle of Barnabas, The Didache, First Clement, and The Shepherd of Hermas present the 
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challenge to honor and shame values extant in Christian communities in the Mediterranean near 

the end of the first century—albeit with some discontinuity—as chapter five demonstrates. 

Reversal of honor and shame values continued in varied streams of the early Christian 

movement during the second century CE, with a significant emphasis on the honor of those who 

suffer for their profession of Christ; this is the subject of chapter six.   It was evident in Asia 

Minor, as demonstrated in the letters of Ignatius, the Polycarp’s Letter to the Philippians, and the 

Martyrdom of Polycarp.  The writings of Irenaeus and the “Letter of the Churches of Vienne and 

Lyons” demonstrate the challenge to these values in Gaul in the latter half of the second century.  

The Epistle to Diognetus, which perhaps originated in the last half of the second century, takes 

for granted what earlier writings have already concluded regarding the honor of martyrdom and 

provides an apology to outsiders.  

Finally, chapters seven and eight address the evidence of these values’ continued 

presence in third century Carthage, with special attention to the honor of martyrdom and to 

women’s avenues to honor.  Chapter seven considers The Passion of Perpetua and the writings 

of Tertullian, which originate in the early third century.  The writings of Cyprian, the bishop-

martyr of mid-third century Carthage, vividly demonstrate the impact this challenge had on a 

community when persecution came; this is the subject of chapter eight. 

The study’s conclusion draws together the varied and complementary streams in the early 

Christian challenge to honor.  In particular, it considers what energized this perspective and what 

led to the diversity represented.  As will become evident, the cumulative impact of data will 

demonstrate that a strong challenge to traditional ancient honor and shame values was central to 

the teaching and behavior of the early Christian movement well into the third century CE. 
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CHAPTER 1: 

 

JESUS OF NAZARETH AT TABLE 
 

 

 

This raised a dispute about the dignity of places, for the same seat is not accounted 

honorable amongst all nations; in Persia the midst, for that is the place proper to the king 

himself; in Greece the uppermost; at Rome the lowermost of the middle bed, and this is 

called the consular; the Greeks about Pontus, and those of Heraclea, reckon the 

uppermost of the middle bed to be the chief. 

Plutarch, Symposiacs 1.3
52

 

 

 

Jesus of Nazareth is remembered as having challenged his society’s deeply embedded 

honor and shame values, as recent studies in Matthew,
53

 the so-called “Beattitudes,”
54

 and Mark 

have demonstrated.
55

  Cumulatively, these works provide a preliminary picture of Jesus as one 

who taught and behaved in ways that upset these values as a central part of his kingdom 

proclamation. 

However, a pair of works by Scott Bartchy addressing Jesus’ table fellowship provide 

perhaps the most significant evidence that Jesus of Nazareth strongly critiqued his culture’s 

traditions about who received honor and how it was acquired.  In his article on “Table 
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Fellowship” in Dictionary of Jesus and the Gospels,
56

 Bartchy demonstrates that Jesus’ practice 

and teaching in this area was both radically inclusive and status-leveling.  Bartchy’s later article, 

“The Historical Jesus at Table and the Reversal of Honor” goes a step further, arguing 

persuasively that, in addition to the above, in his practice and teaching “Jesus sought to 

undermine traditional meal practices that provided easy opportunities for males in his culture to 

seek honor and display their acquired or ascribed honor.”
57

 

The focus of this chapter will be to summarize and, when possible, to bolster Bartchy’s 

fundamental assertion that Jesus of Nazareth challenged the dominant views about who should 

receive honor and how honor was acquired.  To that end, the significance of shared meals in the 

first century world will be addressed.  Furthermore, the chapter will demonstrate how widely 

attested Jesus’ radically inclusive and status-challenging practice was.   An analysis of Jesus’ 

table fellowship in Luke 14 in light of the way both the Qumran community and the early Christ-

worshipers represented by the Didache reinforced traditional social codes through their practice 

of commensality will strongly support the assertion that Jesus’ teaching and practice challenged 

how honor was acquired.  As will become evident, Jesus’ perspective lays the groundwork for 

the early Christian inversion of cultural values. 

  

What’s in a Meal? 

Bartchy begins his discussion by recognizing the valuable contributions Mary Douglas 

and other cultural anthropologists have made to our understanding of table fellowship in the 
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ancient world.
58

  It is now widely recognized that being welcomed to a meal had deep meaning 

in the first century world and had become “a ceremony richly symbolic of friendship, intimacy, 

and social unity.”
59

  This meant that only “social, religious, and economic equals” would be 

invited to share a meal, for only these were “in a position to return the favor in a relationship of 

balanced reciprocity;” thus, meals reinforced “fundamental social values, boundaries, statuses, 

and hierarchies.”
60

  They were a microcosm of the larger world that Jesus and his earliest 

followers inhabited. 

Thus, for Jesus to engage in such countercultural meal practice was significant.  Indeed, 

Bartchy is not alone in asserting that Jesus of Nazareth challenged the social order by virtue of 

his distinctive practice of table fellowship; for example, John Dominic Crossan and Jerome 

Neyrey both reach the same conclusion.
61

  As will be apparent, Jesus’ honor-sharing table 

fellowship stood in stark contrast with exclusive, hierarchical meal practices found in the 

Qumran community and the practice of early Jesus-groups reflected in the Didache.  

 

Reinforcing or Challenging Social Codes through Table Fellowship 

One need to go no further than contemporary practice of table fellowship to conclude 

how deeply encoded such practices were in Jesus’ world.  Bartchy employs examples from the 
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house of Israel and early Jesus-group tradition to demonstrate that very thing—and to illustrate 

how their religiously-sanctioned meal practices reinforced social codes.
62

 

The Qumran community, which lived about twenty-four miles outside of Jerusalem by 

the Dead Sea and was a priestly group founded in response to a dispute with the high priest in 

Jerusalem following the Maccabean revolt, practiced such rigidly-structured table fellowship.  

New members of the community could only share a meal with others in the community after a 

full year (1QS 6.16-17).  One could partake in the “drink of the Congregation” only when 

offered full membership, which was granted after two years (6.20-21).  Members guilty of 

slander were excluded from the common meal for one year (7.16).  Perhaps most significantly, 

the “Rule of the Congregation” stipulates a “hierarchical order of honorable seating;” thus, this 

socially mandated ordering of table fellowship is further reinforced through religious rule.
63

 

Similar structure is found within the Didache, which reflects the perspective and practice 

of early Jesus groups in the first century CE and probably originated in Syria or Palestine.  The 

document declares that the Eucharist is exclusively for those who have been baptized (Did. 9.5).  

Furthermore, the Didache emphasizes that community members were to give their first fruits to 

the prophets, “for they are your high priests” (13.3).  Again, religious sanction serves to reinforce 

exclusive, hierarchical table fellowship that was endemic in Jesus’ environment. 

In contrast with the Qumran community that preceded him and the Jesus-groups 

represented in the Didache that followed him, many of Jesus of Nazareth’s meal practices 

diverged from those accepted in Mediterranean antiquity.  The difference leads Bartchy to assert: 

“Thus, to the criterion of double dissimilarity, long familiar to New Testament scholars, 

we should add the strong subcriterion of dissimilarity of cultural values.  Application of 
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this criterion supports the claim that deviant, inclusive, status-leveling, honor-reversing 

meal practices were indeed characteristic of the behavior and teaching of the historical 

Jesus.”
64

 

 

This evidence thus supports our fundamental assertion that Jesus of Nazareth challenged honor 

and shame values by virtue of his distinctive table-fellowship praxis and teaching.  As will be 

evident, such is well-attested among the sources. 

 

Jesus’ Inclusive, Status-Leveling Table Fellowship 

As noted avove, Scott Bartchy’s conclusions in “The Historical Jesus and Honor Reversal 

at Table” build on his earlier article on “Table Fellowship” in Dictionary of Jesus and the 

Gospels.  Of particular importance is the strong case—which reflects scholarly consensus—

presented in the article regarding Jesus’ radically inclusive, status-leveling meal praxis and 

teaching, which was “a central strategy in his announcement and redefinition of the in-breaking 

rule of God.”
65

 

Bartchy’s article presents broad evidence for “an intentionally and symbolically open 

table”—as attested in both multiple sources and multipleforms.  The following sources are 

included: 

 Mark 

 The Synoptic sayings source (Q) 

 Luke’s unique material 

 Gospel of Thomas (likely) 

 

At the same time, these various forms are evident: 

 Controversy stories – Mark 2:15-17 par. Matthew 9:9-13 and Luke 5:29-32 

 Kingdom parables – Luke 14:15-24 par. Matthew 22:1-13; Gos. Thom. 64 

 Pronouncement stories (Luke 13:28-29; 14:12-14) 
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 Opponents’ criticisms (Matthew 11:18-19 par. Luke 7:33-34) 

 A summary (Luke 15:1-2)
66

 

 

Of particular interest is the saying of Jesus found in the Synoptic saying source (Q), 

Matthew 11:18-19 and the parallel in Luke 7:33-34, which states: “For John came neither eating 

nor drinking and they say, ‘He has a demon.’  The Son of Man came eating and drinking and 

they say, ‘Behold a glutton and drunkard, a friend of toll collectors and sinners.’”
67

  Bartchy’s 

analysis concludes that this odd saying is authentic in light of the following evidence: 

 The strange charge against John, which is without parallel. 

 The charge against Jesus is both embarrassing and un-rebutted. 

 Jesus’ use of φίλος (“friend”), which is otherwise absent from Matthew, Mark, and 

Synoptic saying source. 

 The saying reflects a Galilean context.
68

 

 

The cumulative impact of this evidence is consequential, demonstrating that Jesus of Nazareth 

regularly associated with such outcasts and immoral people.  Bartchy thus emphasizes the 

significance of Jesus’ radically inclusive table fellowship:  

“In his message and table praxis, eating with anyone who would eat with him, Jesus 

challenged the central role played by table fellowship in reinforcing boundaries and 

statuses widely believed to be sanctioned by God.  His use of table fellowship as a divine 

tool for undermining boundaries and hierarchies made him an enemy of social stability in 

the eyes of leading contemporaries.”
69
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In light of the broad evidence, Jesus’ challenge in this area also extends to “criticism of 

hierarchical human relationships.”  Both Mark and the material unique to Luke attest to this, as 

do the following forms: 

 Pronouncement stories – Mark 9:33-37 par. Luke 9:46-48; Mark 10:42-45 par. Matthew 

20:25-28 and Luke 22:24-30 

 Parables – Luke 14:7-11; 18:9-14 

 Brief sayings – Matthew 23:11-12 

 Symbolic narrative and comment – John 13:3-16
70

 

 

Bartchy rightly notes that since shared meals reinforced status differences, “the meal setting for 

Jesus’ challenge of this social practice, which are emphasized by Luke 14:7-11; 22:24-30 and by 

John 13:3-16, would have rung true for their readers in the ancient world.”
71

  Jesus of Nazareth’s 

practice of status-leveling table fellowship served as a vivid, radical critique of the hierarchical 

meal practices of his society. 

 

Jesus’ Honor-Sharing Table 

“The Historical Jesus and Honor Reversal at Table” builds upon Bartchy’s earlier article 

on “Table Fellowship” by demonstrating that Jesus’ meal praxis and teaching also challenged 

cultural values by redefining how to obtain honor.  In a culture that taught men to pursue honor 

for themselves and their family through competition in the public realm, “meals were an 

especially prominent venue for the reassertion of one’s honor and for seeking to acquire more.”
72

  

In fact, doing so at a meal was just the natural thing to do: “men who sought the best seats and 
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the places of honor were behaving precisely the way their mothers and fathers had raised them to 

behave.”
73

 

This perspective has significant implications when applied to the content related to table 

fellowship in Luke 14, as Bartchy demonstrates.
74

  He begins by discussing the parable contained 

in verses seven through eleven, which Jesus offers in response to the competitive table 

fellowship practice that he observed (v. 7).  He warns them not to seek out the best seats when 

invited to a wedding feast, for such a person would find himself diminished were the host to 

choose to displace him for another, sending him to the last position (vv. 8-9).  Rather, in line 

with Proverbs 25:6-7, he urges them to select the place at the foot of the table, postulating that 

the host might see and publically honor them by offering a better seat (v. 10).  Jesus’ concluding 

statement, that “Everyone who exalts himself will be humbled and everyone who humbles 

himself will be exalted” (v. 11) has great significance in terms of honor and shame: those who 

pursue a position of honor beyond their current status will be shamed and those who accept their 

situation will be honored.
75

  In other words, Jesus counsels his listeners that the path to honor in 

his eyes is not through competition for it, but rather through sharing it. 
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Jesus’ parable of the great banquet follows in Luke 14:15-24 (par Mt 22:1-14) with a 

similar challenge to honor-enhancing dining practices.  As Bartchy notes, the parable draws them 

in “by telling them about a man who was about to give a great dinner and to invite many 

guests—a man with whom they all could identify.”  But the story ends unexpectedly, with Jesus 

“describing an utterly transformed social order in which the poor and outcasts are given 

preference, ‘those incapable of participating in the social games of reciprocity and status 

augmentation.’”
76

  In so doing, Jesus identified the poor, weak, and marginalized as his own 

table companions and infuriated both “his host and his other honor-seeking guests, whom Jesus 

had sought to shame.”
77

 

Jesus of Nazareth’s challenge to conventional, status-enhancing meal practices had 

significant implications for his followers, as Bartchy notes.  Of utmost importance is that it 

“opened the door for them to practice table fellowship across status lines, and eventually across 

ethnic barriers as well.”
78

  At the same time, Bartchy rightly emphasizes the tension Jesus’ 

critique would have created: 

 “There seems little doubt that Luke’s emphasis presented ‘hard bread’ to the elite 

community members among his audience.  For by participating in such a socially 

inclusive, honor-reversing community, they placed themselves in jeopardy of being cut 

off from the prior social networks on which their own status depended.”
79

 

 

To a great degree, elite acceptance of this new approach to table fellowship would significantly 

influence how it was received among the early Christ-worshipers, since their meetings frequently 

occurred in the homes of those who had wealth and honor. 
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Jesus’ Challenge to Honor at Table and Beyond 

Jesus of Nazareth’s reversal of honor at table is reflective of his broader critique of these 

deeply-embedded cultural values.  Bartchy notes how the historical Jesus is remembered to have 

challenged these codes in line with key characteristics of honor: 

1. “Honor is still a pivotal cultural value, but now both birth honor and acquired honor 

have been made irrelevant.”
80

  As Bartchy’s “Table Fellowship” article conclusively 

demonstrates, Jesus’ radically inclusive, status-leveling table fellowship was 

emblematic of a broader shift in redefining honor and shame. 

A brief survey of the canonical gospels provides strong evidence that this 

perspective extended beyond meal praxis.  A woman’s place was usually confined to 

the private realm, but Jesus is remembered as having welcomed women among those 

who travelled with him (Lk 8:1-3)
81

 and engaged in conversation with unclean, sinful 

women (Jn 4:3-42; Jn 8:1-11).  In line with his commensality with toll collectors 

discussed earlier, Luke recounts Jesus staying in the home of Zacchaeus, a chief toll 

collector (19:1-10).  Furthermore, Mark indicates on more than one occasion that 

Jesus welcomed children into his company in spite of their humble position as the 

youngest and most vulnerable in society (9:33-37; 10:13-16).
82
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2. “Instead of seeking honor for himself, Jesus was prepared to be humiliated rather than 

to play the traditional male game of one-upmanship.”
83

  His challenge in this area did 

not stop at rejecting table fellowship for competitive status enhancement, but, as 

Bartchy also notes, continues by declaring the merciful, the peacemakers, and those 

persecuted for righteousness sake as “honorable.”
84

 

Jesus was remembered to have practiced what he taught in this area.  His 

servile self-description of Matthew 11:29, “I am meek and humble in heart,”
85

 reflects 

such an outlook.  Paul’s appeals to “the meekness and gentleness of Christ” (2 Cor 

10:1) and Christ Jesus having “humbled himself” (Phil 2:8) also support this 

conclusion. 

3. “In contrast to the prevailing assumptions about life, honor was not in limited supply 

for the historical Jesus.  His God offered an unlimited supply of honor; in turn, those 

honored by God had the social resources to give honor to others without fear of 

diminishing their own.”
86

  Jesus’ early followers’ readiness to do so—from Paul of 

Tarsus and his communities to Christians in third century Carthage—provides 

significant evidence of this perspective. 

4. “Nonretaliation thus became the only honorable response to a challenge to one’s 

personal honor.”
87

  Bartchy points to Jesus’ saying from Luke 6:29 (par Mt 5:39-40) 
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as evidence: “Whoever hits you on the cheek, offer him the other as well; and 

whoever takes away your cloak, do not withhold your tunic either.”
88

 

5. “Meals became an especially prominent venue for this outrageous giving of honor to 

all, around a radically inclusive table.”
89

  As we will see, Paul of Tarsus and the 

communities he founded imitated Jesus’ practice. 

 

As we have seen through Scott Bartchy’s “Table Fellowship” and “Jesus of Nazareth and 

Reversal of Honor at Table,” there is strong evidence that the historical Jesus challenged the 

deeply embedded honor values of his society, as demonstrated by his radically inclusive, status-

leveling, and honor sharing meal praxis.  This provided a vivid demonstration of the inbreaking 

rule of God that he proclaimed.   As we will see, his followers were deeply influenced by this 

perspective and imitated his practice and teaching for centuries to come. 

Yet none rivals Paul of Tarsus for his broad embrace of these values—from the inclusive, 

status-leveling table fellowship that he defended again and again to the humble, sacrificial life 

that he lived in imitation of the life and death of Jesus.  In fact, as Paul brought his gospel to 

Jews and Gentiles throughout the Mediterranean, he contributed significantly to the development 

of this perspective—which was central to his proclamation. 
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CHAPTER 2: 

 

PAUL OF TARSUS, PART 1 
 

 

Jesus’ teaching and lifestyle had inverted first century Mediterranean honor-shame 

values.  Many viewed his vision of the world to be compelling and transformative.  But it was a 

vision that ran against the grain of the dominant culture; there was no guarantee that his 

followers would continue his way of life. 

Contrary to what many commentators claim, Paul became a follower who was faithful to 

what Jesus did and taught.  As will become evident, this extended to this former persecutor’s 

teaching and practice regarding honor and shame.  In his travels throughout the Mediterranean 

world, Paul’s perspective on honor was challenged in many ways as he endeavored to resocialize 

Gentiles who had joined the Christ-worshipping communities.  In the process, he communicated 

these counter-cultural values in rich and compelling ways for his urban audiences.  The breadth 

and volume of his words addressing the subject indicate that the reversal of honor was central to 

Paul’s understanding of the gospel, as demonstrated by a chronological
90

 review of the 

undisputed Pauline corpus, which will be the task of the next two chapters. 
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 While it is not my intention to provide a thorough discussion of the chronology of Paul’s letters, it seems 
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GALATIANS 
 

 

And at that very moment my eyes were opened and I knew that I was naked of the 

righteousness with which I had been clothed.  And I wept saying, ‘Why have you done 

this to me, that I have been estranged from my glory with which I was clothed?’… And I 

took its [the fig tree’s] leaves and made for myself skirts. 

 

Eve explaining what happened after she had 

eaten from the tree of knowledge in the 

Apocalypse of Moses 20.1-5
91

 

 

 

Righteousness or right standing before God was a critical concept in Second Temple 

Judaism.  There was a diversity of thought as to what it required depending on whom you asked, 

whether it be Essenes, Pharisees, John the Baptizer, or Jesus’ adherents.  In Galatians, for 

example, Paul writes in opposition to “Judaizing” rival preachers who had come to Galatia after 

he left and asserted that circumcision, among other things, was necessary for righteousness and 

membership in the covenant community. 

With his rivals, Paul agreed that righteousness defined a person’s standing in the 

community; however, because they disagreed about what it took to have right standing before 

God, they came to strikingly different conclusions about honor.  While the position of his 

“Judaizing” opponents preserved the status quo with regard to what was honorable, emphasizing 

externals like circumcision and ethnic identity, Paul’s perspective constituted a challenge to 

honor values in the first-century Mediterranean world.  What was on the outside and in the flesh 
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did not matter.  Righteousness was not based on externals, but on the glorious new identity the 

Galatians had put on in Christ (3:26-29). 

The content of Paul’s argument inverted cultural values; his approach did as well.  He 

repeatedly embraces as honorable situations or perspectives that others would identify as 

shameful.  In no place is this more evident than in his evaluation of his own ministry. 

 

Human Judgment Rejected 

Paul’s challenge of the honor values of his society is evident from his first presentation of 

the letter’s argument.  After his declaration of amazement that they are “turning away” from the 

gospel he preached “to another gospel” (1:6),
92

 Paul issues a curse against anyone who would 

preach a different gospel to them (v. 8), and another curse directed toward those who were 

already among them preaching a “Judaizing” version of Paul’s gospel (v. 9).  In verse ten, he 

follows with two rhetorical questions: “For am I now seeking the favor of men or God? Or am I 

trying to please men?”
93

  In light of Paul’s harsh words in verses eight and nine, verse ten carries 

an ironic tone, as if to say, “Now, does that sound like the language of one whose main concern 

is to gain the approval of others?”
94

  As will be evident, verse ten indicates that Paul rejected the 

court of public opinion—which was critical in determining an individual’s “honor rating”—and 

was concerned with only God’s judgment of him. 
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Paul is hardly the first person in antiquity to deny that he was a “man pleaser.”
95

 Indeed, 

the use of the term was prevalent, as was the particularly notable variation of the label, that of 

“the flatterer.”
96

  But if other users of the term assumed and continued in line with the honor 

values of that world, how can Paul’s words in verse ten be construed as a rejection of those 

values?  A closer look at the verse’s two questions and conditional clause makes his rejection of 

traditional honor values evident. 

Q1: For am I now persuading men or God? 

Ἄρτι γὰρ ἀνθρώπους πείθω ἢ τὸν θεόν;  

 

Q2: Or am I seeking to please men? 

ἢ ζητῶ ἀνθρώποις ἀρέσκειν;  

 

C1: If I were still trying to please men, 

εἰ ἔτι ἀνθρώποις ἤρεσκον,  

I would not be Christ’s slave 

Χριστοῦ δοῦλος οὐκ ἂν ἤμην. 

 

Presented above, a parallel becomes evident: Paul sets pleasing or seeking the favor of men in 

contrast to pleasing God or being Christ’s slave.  He emphasizes that he has chosen the 

alternative of pleasing God over pleasing men.  Paul’s claim of God’s judgment, and not men’s, 

distinguishes his use of “man pleasers” from that of others in antiquity who hold to traditional 

honor values. 

This distinction becomes all the more evident in light of the conditional clause at the end 

of the verse.
97

  If Paul were still trying to please men (which he was not), then he would not be 

Christ’s slave (which he was).  “Christ’s slave” is an emphatic self-identification.  Since Christ 
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was Paul’s master, he alone could judge Paul; human evaluation was irrelevant.
98

  Furthermore, 

the label reflects Paul’s “transvaluation of values:” being a slave in that world was widely-

recognized as humiliating, shameful and disadvantageous, let alone the slave of a slave, i.e. 

Christ, who died a slave’s death.
99

  But Paul perceived this position as one of honor, perhaps in 

light of the way figures from the Hebrew Bible, such as Abraham, Moses, David, and others are 

described as a “slave of Yahweh.”
100

 

Paul’s rejection of the “man pleaser” characterization for himself might be in response to 

accusations from his opponents, who claimed that he had not told the whole truth to the 

Galatians when he preached to them, “purposely trimming his message so as to gain a more 

favorable response.”
101

  Whether the opponents had so labeled Paul or not, he wanted to make 

the source of his honor clear: he was not concerned with the human court of opinion, but with 

God’s assessment of him.  Explicitly, Paul was Christ’s slave and no “man pleaser;” implicitly, 

he defined his opponents as “man pleasers.”  As will become evident, Paul continues to highlight 

this contrast throughout Galatians. 

  

Indeed, Paul’s assessment of the “pillars in Jerusalem” (2:1ff.) vividly displays his 

rejection of the human court of opinion.  He sought their help to confirm the gospel he received 

by revelation, but in his own assessment of these leaders he indicates that their “high reputation” 

did not matter to him (v. 6).  This was based on the fact that “there is no partiality with God” (v. 
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6; cf. Romans 2:11).
102

  They might have walked with Jesus in his ministry, but none of that 

mattered because God did not look at the face of a man (as “πρόσωπον [ὁ] θεὸς ἀνθρώπου οὐ 

λαμβάνει” [v. 6] literally states) or judge based on externals.  Therefore, Paul was unconcerned 

about what anyone else thought.  Perhaps it was this perspective that allowed Paul to stand up to 

Peter when he perceived that fundamentals of the Gospel were being challenged. 

His dispute with Peter in Antioch (2:10-21) demonstrates Paul’s attentiveness to honor 

values in the Christ-following community and provides evidence that those who would “Judaize” 

Gentile believers are “man pleasers,” while Paul continues as a faithful slave of Christ. 

The narrative tells a simple story.  In line with the practice of the church in Antioch and 

Paul’s understanding of the gospel, Judeans and Gentiles shared a common table with each 

other.
103

  Such fellowship was no small thing due to the previously mentioned dietary laws and 

table fellowship practices of Judeans in the Mediterranean world, which were emblematic of 

Judean exclusivity.  In line with Jesus’ “radically inclusive” and “non-hierarchical” table 

fellowship,
104

 the Antiochene practice challenged widely-recognized social distinctions related to 

status and ethnic identity and indicated that Judeans and Gentiles shared the same honor; it 

reflected a situation in which Judeans and Gentiles were equal partners in Christ.  When Peter 

first visited Antioch, he shared in this practice (v. 12).  However, the visit of some Christ-

following Judeans from James led to a change in behavior on Peter’s part; he gradually withdrew 
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and then separated from Gentile Christ worshipers (v. 12).
105

  Other Judeans in the community 

followed his example; his influence was such that even Barnabas, a leader in Antioch and Paul’s 

coworker in ministry to the Gentiles, followed suit (v. 13). 

Paul was unwilling to let such behavior, which was not “in line with the truth of the 

gospel,”
106

 stand unchallenged; so he opposed Peter to his face (v. 14).  He describes Peter and 

the other Judeans separating from the Gentiles as pretense (v. 14), as if they were acting in such a 

way to appease those who had come from James.  Paul went so far as to assert that Peter’s 

actions were motivated out of fear of those of the circumcision (v. 12).  Thus the narrative 

provides evidence that Paul was no “man pleaser,” but constrained only by his service to Christ 

(cf. 1:10); Peter and those with them who had (inadvertently) “Judaized” Gentile believers (v. 

14) were, however, susceptible to that charge.  Ultimately, the apostle to the Gentiles 

demonstrates that he was not compelled by human judgment (and the court of public opinion); he 

was concerned with Yahweh’s judgment. 

 

Shared Table, Shared Honor 

Nevertheless, Paul’s rejection of human judgment is a secondary consideration in his 

argument.  His emphatic defense of the shared table of Gentiles and Judeans in the passage, 

which may have been influenced by the open way he was received in Antioch after being known 

as a persecutor, stressed that Gentile Christ-followers did not need to “Judaize” and adopt the 
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customs or laws of the Judeans to be full members of God’s new covenant community in Christ; 

indeed, he urged them not to do so.  The common table of Judeans and Gentiles in Christ was 

evidence that the two peoples were equal partners, sharing the same honor.  From Paul’s 

perspective, the actions of Peter and other Christ-following Judeans to separate from Gentile 

believers communicated a different message: Gentiles would need to be circumcised to have 

equal standing with Judeans in Christ, or worse, to be in Christ at all.  This is evident in the 

question he recalls posing to Peter: “If you, being a Judean, live like a Gentile and not a Judean, 

how is it that you are compelling Gentiles to live as Judeans?”
107

 

Paul’s argument in vv. 14-21 gives the impression that Peter was not in disagreement 

with him about the content of gospel, even that Gentiles could be justified by faith in Christ (v. 

16).  If Paul’s testimony about the situation is to be believed then disagreement was not about the 

correct teaching, but about the implications of that teaching.  As an apostle to the Judeans, Peter 

may have been interested in maintaining an impression of separation in order to ease the 

reception of the gospel among Judeans.  As an apostle to the Gentiles, Paul judged that God’s 

justification of Judeans and Gentiles by faith meant that Gentile Christ-followers shared the same 

honor and table as their Judean counterparts.  Paul concludes that the equal standing of all in 

Christ was non-negotiable and central to the gospel; the passage that follows demonstrates that 

he taught this to his earliest converts.   

 

The Shared Honor of All of God’s Sons 

For you all are sons of God in Christ Jesus through faith; for as many of you who have 

been baptized into Christ have clothed yourselves in Christ.  There is neither Judean nor 

Greek, neither slave nor free, no male and female; for you are all one person in Christ 
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Jesus.  If you belong to Christ, then you are Abraham’s seed, heirs according to the 

promise. (Gal 3:26-29)
108

     

 

After his narrative about the origin of his gospel and his interaction with other apostles 

(1:11-2:21), Paul proceeds to talk about Abraham, the promise of the Spirit, and the Torah (3:1-

25).  A key portion of Paul’s argument is that Gentile Christ-worshippers, in light of the presence 

of the Spirit among them and the promise of God to Abraham, have equal standing with their 

Judean counterparts by virtue of their adoption as sons of God.  Paul refers to them as “sons” and 

not simply “children” to emphasize their position as heirs (3:29) since inheritance was passed on 

only through sons in Paul’s patrilinial society.
109

  Paul addresses their privileged position in 

Galatians 3:26-29; as will be evident, this new identity has significant implications for the honor 

of all who are “in Christ Jesus.” 

The passage follows a discussion about the role of the Torah.  According to Paul, it had a 

role as a tutor or minder (παιδαγωγὸς, vv. 24, 25).  But that time had passed.  Now that “faith has 

come” (v. 25), their legal standing is no longer defined by the Torah, but by Christ Jesus (v. 

26)—a new era had dawned!  Thus Paul could declare, “You are all sons of God in Christ Jesus 

through faith” (v. 26).
110

  They all had the honor of being called “sons of God,” an unspeakable 

privilege, especially for the Gentiles.  Implicitly, this takes for granted that God is their Father 

(as Paul has noted three times in the epistolary prescript [1:1-5]), which is significant in a society 
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which ascribed honor to a person based upon patrilinial descent.  Just like Abraham (3:6ff.), the 

promise was theirs by faith.  Paul emphasizes that the unspeakable privilege was theirs “in Christ 

Jesus;” having trusted Christ, they were part of new community that reflected his values and 

were partakers of his Spirit (3:22; cf. Rom 8:9). 

Paul is not finished speaking of the benefits that his audience attained in Christ.  He 

continues, explaining the claim of verse twenty-six in verse twenty-seven, “for as many of you 

have been baptized in Christ have clothed themselves with Christ.”
111

  The language may 

correspond with the physical experience of baptism in which the convert, after being taken under 

water and raised up, put on a new garment.
112

  The initiate therefore joined a new community 

and had put on Christ like a garment.
113

 

Why does Paul employ the clothing imagery here?  Many have asserted that Paul is 

speaking of the believer’s position before God; when God looks at persons who are in Christ 

through faith, he sees the righteousness of Christ, and their standing is secure.  While this 

explanation has merit for interpreting Paul, in general, here it falls short of a complete picture on 

two accounts.  First, it fails to consider the societal function of clothing.  In Paul’s honor-

oriented world, appearances were critical.  Clothing was significant, as it communicated such 

things as a person’s race, status, and sex and helped others determine an individual’s place in 

society.  One could say that it functioned as a representation of an individual’s honor.
114
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Explaining Paul’s clothing imagery in verse twenty-seven in terms of righteousness 

before God also falls short because it neglects the social implications of his words.  While the 

interpretation bears in mind the individual’s position before God (the so-called vertical 

dimension), it fails to consider his or her position before the community (the horizontal 

dimension).  This one-dimensional reading of the passage is out of line with the rest of Galatians, 

which addresses social issues and identifies competing communities along with discussions 

about various groups’ standing before God.  When Paul speaks of “putting on Christ,” one must 

read it as alluding both to a believer’s social standing and to God’s judgment of them.  Paul 

thinks that the clothes really do “make the human:”  baptism into Christ gives a person both 

honor and righteousness. 

An elaboration of the change in standing for those in Christ is presented in verse twenty-

eight.  It begins with three opposing pairs: “there is neither Judean nor Greek” (οὐκ ἔνι Ἰουδαῖος 

οὐδὲ Ἕλλην), “there is neither slave nor free” (οὐκ ἔνι δοῦλος οὐδὲ ἐλεύθερος), and “there is no 

male and female” (οὐκ ἔνι ἄρσεν καὶ θῆλυ).  The concluding statement of verse 28 provides the 

basis for Paul’s claims in the first half of the verse: “For you all are one person in Christ Jesus” 

(πάντες γὰρ ὑμεῖς εἷς ἐστε ἐν Χριστῷ Ἰησοῦ).  Thus Paul connects the rejection of society’s 

fundamental distinctions and the unity of Christ’s community with baptism through which they 

had put on Christ. 

The opposing pairs have great significance, both for their content and their collective 

force.  The opposition between Judean and Greek is well-documented.  For Judeans, society was 

divided into two groups: God’s people who originated in Judea and enjoyed the covenant marked 

by circumcision, and the Gentiles (Hellenes or “the nations”) who were uncircumcised and 
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worshipped other Gods.  While their categories were not the same, non-Judeans divided the 

world in similar terms, evaluating other people based on their region of origin. 

The second pair also reflects a fundamental societal distinction in Paul’s world: that 

between slave and free.  Slaves made up a sizable portion of the population—“at least a third of 

the inhabitants of most major urban centers.”
115

  The legal gulf between these two opposites was 

deep and palpable—and universally recognized in the first century Mediterranean world. 

Paul addresses a third fundamental distinction: that between male and female.  The 

contrast is easily recognized today and was even more obvious for Paul’s audience.  They had a 

clear indicator in dress.  Women and men could be found in different spaces as well: while men 

could be found alone in public space, that realm was not for women, who were usually confined 

to their homes unless accompanied by a father, husband, or a brother. 

Individually, each distinction-rejecting statement is significant.  Collectively, Paul’s 

words present a radical reconfiguration of individuals and community, for they reject the 

fundamental distinctions of Mediterranean people in antiquity.  Geography, slavery, and sex 

were among the primary categories used to judge people.  For example, Greek philosophers are 

said to have expressed gratitude to the gods that they were men and not women, Greeks and not 

barbarians.
116

  As the distinctions are made, it becomes clear: some situations were greatly 

preferred to others.  In general, it was more honorable to be a Greek than a foolish barbarian, to 

be free rather than in servitude, to be a man rather than a woman. 
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A more striking parallel to the pairs in verse twenty-eight has been traced to the second 

century CE, found in the benedictions that were likely recited with morning prayers “Blessed be 

He [God] that He did not make me a Gentile; blessed be He that He did not make me a boor [i.e., 

an ignorant peasant or a slave]; blessed be He that He did not make me a woman.”
117

  What 

accounts for the similarity?  It is possible that Paul was acquainted with a similar benediction in 

his upbringing and recited it repeatedly before his apostolic call—for the conservative nature of 

the liturgy and thus this prayer suggests that it predated Paul.
118

  Whether verse twenty-eight is 

dependent upon a similar benediction or not, this is certain: the pairings reflect a Judean 

understanding of three fundamental distinctions among humanity.  Paul, however, rather than 

adopting the voice of the petitioner and giving thanks that he occupies the most honorable 

position, declares that in Christ the distinctions that separated people and identified some as 

more worthy than others are eliminated.  Everyone—Judean and Gentile, slave and free, male 

and female—can revel in their high standing, because they all have put on Christ.  The barriers 

between them, by which they were divided and ordered, were eliminated; so Paul says, “You are 

all one person in Christ Jesus” (v. 28).
119

  In God’s eyes, all shared the same honor. 

 

It is easy to conclude that this rejection of honor distinctions is fundamental to Paul’s 

thought.  There is strong evidence that the content of verses twenty-seven and twenty-eight 
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reflects an early Christian or perhaps early Pauline tradition—significant parallels are evident 

throughout the Pauline tradition.  Both 1 Corinthians 12:13
120

 and Colossians 3:11
121

 repeat the 

rejection of distinctions between Judean and Gentile, slave and free.  Furthermore, 1 Corinthians 

7:18-22 follows the pattern of Galatians 3:28, as Paul addresses the circumcised and 

uncircumcised (vv. 18-19), slave and free (vv. 21-22) in the context of his discussion of 

marriage.
122

  Galatians 3:28 and I Corinthians 12:13 both relate the end of distinctions to 

baptism; strikingly, the reference to baptism is unnecessary for the argument of both passages.  

Colossians 3:10-11 also relates the two—but implicitly. 

The challenge to his former map of the world was at the forefront of Paul’s mind, 

influencing his thought and providing a basis for his epistolary arguments.  It seems very likely 

that this tradition, whether it can be traced to Paul or predated him,
123

 had some connection to 

baptism; for this reason, many identify this as a baptismal teaching.  Significantly, this tradition 

which stood so prominently in Pauline thinking and was likely repeated to new converts at 

baptism, emphasized the end of fundamental societal distinctions and the equal honor of all in 

Christ. 

The section of Paul’s argument in Galatians 3 concludes, stating, “If you belong to 

Christ, you are Abraham’s seed, heirs according to the promise.”
124

  Having already been 

acknowledged as God’s honorable sons (v. 26) regardless of how the world defined them (v. 28), 
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Paul declares that those who belong to Christ share the distinction of being Abraham’s 

descendents and, therefore, heirs of the promise he received (v. 29).  As was noted, this is a 

position that Gentiles occupy apart from circumcision; the verses that follow go on to state 

emphatically that they possess the honor of sons and heirs apart from the law (4:4-7).  The honor 

of being in Christ far surpassed that of those who were still under the Law, who were no 

different from slaves in status (4:7)! 

 

Rejecting the Honor of Circumcision and Embracing the Shame of the Cross 

As Paul approaches the end of Galatians, he shifts to a final appeal concerning 

circumcision: in 5:1-12, he asserts that the ritual brings nothing to those in Christ and actually 

serves to sever their ties with him.  They had gained righteousness and honor in Christ (cf. 3:26-

29); but the cut that the “Judaizers” argued would enhance their status and make them members 

of God’s covenant people actually cost them a great deal.  Circumcision meant that Christ would 

be no benefit to them (v. 2) and made them a debtor to the law (v. 3) from which Christ had 

already freed them (v. 1).  Paul could not have been more emphatic about the decision to seek the 

law’s justification through circumcision: those who do so “have been cut off from Christ” and 

“have fallen from grace” (v. 4).
125

  The righteousness and honor they received through faith in 

Christ was lost to those who sought to enhance their standing through circumcision.  In the end, 

circumcision or uncircumcision meant nothing for those in Christ (v. 6); and so Paul’s audience 

had nothing to gain and everything to lose through practicing this ritual of ethnic identification. 

Given his argument in the previous verses, Paul makes a confusing statement about 

circumcision in verse eleven: “But brothers, if I were preaching circumcision, why am I being 

                                                           
125

 Gal 5:4: “κατηργήθητε ἀπὸ Χριστοῦ…τῆς χάριτος ἐξεπέσατε” (Aland, Novum Testamentum Graece).  

My translation from the Greek text. 

 



44 

persecuted?”
126

  Had some of the “Judaizers” claimed that Paul was preaching circumcision as a 

justification for what they were encouraging the Galatians to do?  Peder Borgen has 

demonstrated, in light of Philo’s debates about circumcision, that some Judeans concluded that 

the rite logically followed for Gentiles who had already adopted the Torah’s ethical practices.
127

  

In his missionary preaching Paul had already exhorted his Gentile converts to set aside a litany of 

behaviors that were not a fit for the kingdom of God (cf. 5:21-22); his opponents thus seemed to 

have concluded that since he preached “ethical circumcision,” he would have advocated the 

physical rite to finish the job.
128

  But Paul emphatically rejects this perspective and cites the 

persecution he experienced as evidence that he was not preaching crucifixion (v. 11). 

If Paul were preaching circumcision, he concludes that he would not be troubled by 

Judeans: if it were the case (ἄρα, “then”), “the stumbling block of the cross has been eliminated” 

(v. 11).
129

  As before, Paul embraces the shame of the cross—in that it allowed for Gentiles to 

have equal standing in Christ apart from circumcision.  What potentially brought shame was 

ultimately at the heart of the gospel, and Paul believed that there was nothing more honorable. 
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Honor, Shame, and the Crux of the Issue 

As Paul’s letter reaches its conclusion, his epistolary purpose is brought more clearly into 

focus, and he presents his argument one last time in his own hand for dramatic effect (6:11ff.).
130

  

Paul’s conclusion is direct, emotional, and emphatic.  In the end, there are not only two distinct 

gospels, but also competing messengers.  Those who are urging the Galatian believers to be 

circumcised are concerned with appearances, wishing “to make a good showing (εὐπροσωπῆσαι) 

in the flesh” (6:12).
131

  They may have accused him of being a “man pleaser” (cf. 1:10), but they 

were the ones concerned with appearances. 

Paul’s accusation against his opponents takes a turn that warrants further consideration: 

he says that their concern to “make a good showing” (εὐπροσωπῆσαι) is because they do not 

want to be “persecuted for the cross of Christ” (v. 12).
132

  Bruce Winter has argued that a key 

motivation of the “Judaizers” was to keep the external appearance as a Judean (and not mixed) 

group in order to maintain their position as members of a religio licita and so avoid “the civic 

obligation to participate in the imperial cult.”
133

  In fact, Paul’s use of εὐπροσωπῆσαι indicates 

that their action was intended to secure positive legal standing; getting Gentile Christ followers 

                                                           
130

 While one could easily conclude that Paul’s comments about the size of his script reflect self-

consciousness about clumsy writing, the transition implies that Paul is making a final, emphatic appeal: “It is more 

probable, therefore, that Paul wants to underscore the importance of what he has to say in these last words” (Betz, 

Galatians, 314). 

 
131

 Gal 6:12: “θέλουσιν εὐπροσωπῆσαι ἐν σαρκι” (Aland, Novum Testamentum Graece).  My translation 

from the Greek text. 

 
132

 Gal 6:12: “ἵνα τῷ σταυρῷ τοῦ Χριστοῦ μὴ διώκωνται” (Aland, Novum Testamentum Graece).  My 

translation from the Greek text. 

 
133

 Bruce Winter, “The Imperial Cult and Early Christians in Roman Galatia (Acts Xiii 13-50 and Galatians 

Vi 11-18),” in Actes du Ier congres international sur Antioche de Pisidie, eds. M. Taslialan T. Drew-Bear, and C.M. 

Thomas (Paris: de Boccard, 2002), 70-71.  While religio licita is a later term and there is some disagreement about 

whether it actually described a legal status within Rome, Winter argues that Judeans actually enjoyed a “special” 

status, as evidenced  by “the exemption given specifically to the Jews concerning their weekly meetings, and other 

concessions, not least of all exemption from the cult” (70 fn30). 

 



46 

circumcised (hence this was done “through the flesh”) would allow Judeans to continue in 

fellowship without losing their protected status.
134

  It was a small price to pay for the 

“Judaizers,” who maintained their appearance as members of a protected group and so avoided 

shaming persecution for “the cross of Christ” (v. 12).  Paul’s accusation may thus be restated in 

this way: “The cross of Christ made a way for Gentiles to be equal partners with Judeans in the 

promise of Abraham without being circumcised.  By encouraging your circumcision, they are 

attempting to avoid exposure to shaming persecution that is part and parcel with following 

Jesus.”
135

  

Paul regards the efforts of the “Judaizers” to compel circumcision as ironic in light of 

their behavior, for they (“those who are circumcised”) do not keep the law themselves (6:13).  As 

Paul already noted in his contrast between the works of the flesh and the fruit of the Spirit in 

5:16-26, the works of the flesh do not result in the fulfillment of the Law.  He concludes that 

circumcision, with its emphasis on the flesh (σὰρξ), is not a reliable way of controlling behavior 

and it leads to a variety of vices (5:17-21); rather, the presence of the Spirit helps believers 

produce its fruit, including love and the other virtues that follow (5:22-24).
136

  If circumcision is 

of no value for Gentile believers in fulfilling the Law, then why do the “Judaizers” constrain 

them to be circumcised?  Because, Paul reasons, rather than being persecuted for the cross of 

Christ (which included Gentiles without circumcision), the “Judaizers” wanted to boast in the cut 
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completed in the flesh of these Gentiles.
137

 
138

  Paul repeats the critique that he has used level his 

opponents with throughout the letter, namely, that they are wrongly concerned with outward 

appearances, which are out of line with the new order of things in Christ. 

Paul’s basis for boasting could not be more different from that of his opponents; and it 

carries rhetorical power: “May I never (μὴ γένοιτο) boast except in the cross of our Lord Jesus 

Christ” (6:14).
139

  Such a claim to honor could not be more startling—and is ultimately 

calculated for emphasis: Paul reproves his opponents for their effort to avoid the shame of a 

shared table with the uncircumcised and persecution through compelling Gentile Christ 

worshipers to be circumcised.  Their actions demonstrated that they were ashamed of the cross, 

whereas Paul embraced and even boasted in something that was both a byword for and a symbol 

of humiliation.
140

  To Paul the world had changed; circumcision, which could be perceived as a 

mark of honor in the flesh, did not matter; and the crucifixion of Messiah, which appeared to be 

the final humiliation for a failed rebel, was cause for ultimate boasting.  What was honorable had 

been radically redefined. 

The former persecutor elaborates on the significance of the cross: through it “the world 

was crucified to me, and I was crucified to the world” (v. 14).
141

  It was the end of the world as 
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he knew it: since Paul was crucified to it (and it to him), the world no longer served as the 

audience who would evaluate what he did in the matrix of traditional honor.  His own 

countrymen would have been horrified by his commensality with uncircumcised Gentiles, but it 

did not matter, for “neither circumcision nor uncircumcision is anything, but new creation” (v. 

15).
142

  The old world was permanently severed from him,
143

 and the externals (including 

circumcision and uncircumcision) of that old world were irrelevant in the new order of things, so 

he would share a table with anyone in the Messiah’s community.  The analogy to 3:27-28 is 

unavoidable: in Jesus the Messiah, the externals that the world used to judge people and evaluate 

their worthiness are gone, and henceforth believers would be judged by their new-creation 

identity in which they are clothed with the righteousness and honor of Christ.
 144

  Those who 

understood, and followed this new order of things, had the honor of being called the “Israel of 

God” (v. 16). 

Paul concludes his letter with an emotional and rhetorically powerful entreaty that has 

great significance for this discussion of honor values: “From now on let no one cause me trouble, 

for I bear the brand marks (στίγματα ) of Jesus in my body” (v. 17).
145

  The accusations of Paul’s 

opponents (that he was a man pleaser who had withheld some of the gospel) and the subsequent 
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response of the Galatians had grieved Paul.  Therefore, he alludes to his στίγματα (“brand 

marks”) as an emphatic reason that these troubles should end and that his audience should 

embrace the gospel as Paul had delivered it to them. 

What are these στίγματα of Jesus?  While στίγματα has diverse meanings, two bear 

consideration.  First, it may refer to a mark or scar on a person’s body.  The second meaning 

follows the first closely, defining it as a mark or scar on a slave used to signify his or her owner.  

The genitive Ἰησοῦ that follows describes the scars in Paul’s σῶμα: they were marks like those 

Jesus received in his crucifixion, marks that Paul received on account of his ministry among the 

Gentiles for Jesus.  Ultimately, these marks indicated that Paul was a slave who belonged to 

Jesus and not a man pleaser as his opponents had tried to label him. 

These are not the kind of marks that one would reference to win an argument, at least not 

in the old κόσμος.
146

  Paul bore the marks of shaming persecution, whether by whip, rod, or 

some other instrument.  As Jennifer Glancy has noted, such marks would not have identified him 

as valiant and honorable but as dishonorable and servile
147
—these were marks to be concealed!  

Nevertheless, Paul treats these scars, which he likens to the στίγματα of a slave, as a badge of 

honor and his final emphatic argument against his opponents.  The “Judaizers” boasted in one 

mark in the flesh, circumcision, and compelled Gentile Christ worshipers to have the same mark, 

but Paul bore marks in his σῶμα indicative of the honor and service of Jesus—marks that the 

man-pleasing “Judaizers” sought to avoid.  In the new world, Paul believed that he occupied 

                                                           
146

 Martyn (Galatians, 568) concludes that Paul’s στίγματα “reflect the wounds of a soldier sent into the 

front trenches of God's redemptive and liberating war”—and are therefore indicative of honor and valor.  However, 

J.A. Glancy (“Boasting of Beatings [2 Corinthians 12:23-27],” Journal of Biblical Literature 123 [2004]: 107) notes 

that “not every scarred body told an honorable story.” 

 
147

 Glancy, “Boasting of Beatings,” 134-35. 

 



50 

(with Christ) the honorable position, and his appeal to that position in verse 17 is decisive.  The 

Galatians would have seen and remembered these marks on Paul.
148

 

 

Conclusion 

Paul’s perspective in his letter to the Galatians represents a radical departure from 

Mediterranean honor values.  His understanding of Yahweh led him to a different set of 

conclusions about honor from those of Gentiles or other Judeans.  In particular, the crucifixion of 

Jesus had turned the world of honor and shame upside down and eliminated the fundamental 

distinctions among Mediterranean people in antiquity. 

At the most basic level, Paul had been severed from the world and its judgments through 

“the cross of the Lord Jesus Christ” (6:12).  As a result, Paul perceived his suffering in ministry 

to the Gentiles as a badge of honor, embracing his identity as “Christ’s slave” (1:10) and 

appealing to the persecution-induced στίγματα in his body as a demonstration that he belonged to 

Jesus (6:17).  At the same time, he is willing to oppose Peter to his face (2:11) and shows no 

deference to the so-called “pillars” of the Jerusalem church, because God does not show 

partiality (2:6); the world’s way of assigning honor meant nothing to him. 

At the heart of Paul’s reversal of honor values in Galatians is the elimination of 

boundaries between Judean and Gentile in Christ.  This is why he defends a shared table to Peter 

in Antioch (2:11ff.).  Furthermore, he asserts that being circumcised or uncircumcised does not 
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enhance a person’s honor (6:15)—demonstratively asserting that circumcision for Gentile Christ 

worshipers would ultimately nullify the impact of the cross for them (5:2) and only serve to give 

his opponents occasion to boast while they avoided persecution (6:12). 

The rejection of distinctions goes deeper than just that between Judeans and Gentiles and 

is central to Paul’s gospel.  Because everyone in Christ is a son of God and heir according to the 

promise (3:26-29), everyone has equal ascribed honor.  In no place is this more emphatic than in 

Paul’s reference to the creed they had likely heard when they were baptized: those who had been 

baptized into Christ had put on Christ—and so, whether Judean or Gentile, male or female, slave 

or free, they shared his honorable position (3:27-28).  This constituted a fundamental challenge 

to a society that operated based on various distinctions between people, a challenge that Paul 

would continue to articulate throughout his ministry; if they were all sons of God in Christ, then 

they all now had high honor in God’s eyes which should be reflected in how they viewed and 

treated each other.
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1 THESSALONIANS 

 

“You, boy, who owe everything to a name.” 

Mark Antony to Octavian in Cicero’s Philippics
149

 

 

Who’s your daddy?  Few things meant more to a person in the first century CE 

Mediterranean world than the identity of one’s father.  Not only did the father determine one’s 

economic situation, but also the value of a person’s family name.  Significantly, this relationship 

had a vital impact on one’s honor since family name and lineage were central to evaluating 

ascribed honor. 

In no situation was this truth more evident than in the relationship between Julius Caesar 

and Octavian (who would later become Augustus).  Julius Caesar was Octavian’s uncle; 

Octavian was adopted by Caesar as a condition of the dictator’s will.  By the time Julius Caesar 

was assassinated in 44 BC, he had acquired unparalleled power in the Roman Republic and his 

name was widely revered.  Octavian took full advantage of his father’s honorable name, referring 

to himself as “Caesar” for some time prior to his adoption’s ratification in 43 BC.   Octavian’s 

assertiveness, daring, and shrewd application of power are widely recognized and were 

indispensible to his ascent to imperator.  But his rise to and ultimate consolidation of power is 

unthinkable apart from the name, “Caesar,” which he inherited from his father. 

 

As shall be seen, Paul of Tarsus emphasized that the early Christ worshipers had an 

honorable father, God himself.  In a situation such as the one that Christ-followers in 

                                                           
149

 Cicero Phillipics 13.11.24-25: “o puer, qui omnia nomini debes.” My translation of the popular Latin 

quote. 

 



53 

Thessalonica faced, the relationship and resulting identity and honor that accrued to them would 

have a significant impact.  From the foundation of their community, they experienced serious 

opposition for their faith—having dealt with an angry mob who seized a leading member and 

who chased their founder out of the city (Acts 17:5-10; 1 Th 1:6; 2:14).  Their afflictions did not 

end when Paul left, for they continued to encounter shaming persecution (1 Th 3:2-4, 7).  In the 

face of opponents’ attempts to exert social control, Paul emphasized their relationship to God as 

Father who called them to behave in a way that challenged cultural values as they waited for his 

Son’s return as savior and judge. 

 

The Honor of God’s Chosen Sons 

The high honor of those in Christ is pivotal to Paul’s message to his Thessalonian 

audience from the beginning.  Central to this is their exalted status as God’s children who were 

in fact chosen by him: “…in the presence of God our Father, because we know, brothers loved 

by God, that he chose you” (1:3-4).
150

  Paul had already identified God as their Father in the 

letter’s opening (1:1). He then repeats the assertion that God is their Father (v. 3) and notes that 

they are beloved siblings (v. 4).  In a society that attached honor to blood and family name, being 

God’s children put them in a position of highest honor. 

Their desirable situation is enhanced by the fact that they were chosen (ἐκλογή, v. 4); the 

context demonstrates that God had in fact elected them.  Paul’s usage of ἐκλογή implies that he 

views God’s election of them in line with that of Israel, for he employs the term elsewhere only 
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within Romans in reference to God’s prior choice of Israel (9:11; 11:5, 7, 28).  The reference 

echoes God’s election of Abraham (Neh 9:7);
151

 they were his! 

 

Different Crowns, Different Honor 

If the Thessalonians had value to God, they also had value to Paul, as he emphasizes later 

in the correspondence: “For who is our hope or joy or crown of boasting – is it not you – in the 

presence of our Lord Jesus, in his παρουσία?  For you are our glory and joy.”
152

  The expression 

is emphatic and is meant to emphasize how deeply he cares for them.  He describes their value 

rivaling that of “the victory wreath paced on the heads of victorious military commanders or the 

winners of athletic contests to signify their achievement;”
153

 the Thessalonian community had 

considerable worth to Paul. 

The crown’s value has as much to do with what it represented as with the materials that 

composed it.  Ultimately, a crown meant honor for the person wearing it—whether they wore 

one on account of athletic achievement, military victory, or something else.  In Paul’s case, his 

“glory” (v. 20), his crown was the community in Thessalonica.  In Christ’s παρουσία, he would 

boast and glory in their community.  While one must not make too much of Paul’s statement here 

in light of his purpose to express how deeply he cared for them, it is significant to note that 

Paul’s honor was bound up in the faith and well-being of the communities he served.  This is 

hardly the expected way of relating for men in antiquity. 
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Pride of Place at the Lord’s Royal Arrival 

Paul’s discussion of the resurrection of the dead and the Lord’s παρουσία (4:13-18) is 

well-worn ground for commentators and contributes to the larger conversation about the early 

Christian redefinition of honor values.  The broader context appears to indicate that he had taught 

them about the παρουσία when he had been with them.  Paul’s formerly pagan audience would 

have probably understood the term in the context of “a state visit to a city or province” by an 

emperor or another high official.
154

  More and more frequently, especially in the Greek east, the 

rulers were “being thought of as the manifestations of deities who required elaborate ceremonies 

and honors when they visited the various cities of the Empire.”
155

  The imagery thus describes 

Christ as coming in such a way so that all—including the powers of this age—would recognize 

him as κύριος and give him the honor he was due.
156

  Rulers’ forceful dealings with usurpers in 

such contexts anticipated the divine judgment that Christ would bring at his παρουσία.
157

 

Paul had described Christ’s return as his παρουσία, but his explanation had apparently 

not sufficiently addressed the resurrection of the dead.  Thus, the passage begins, “We do not 

want you to be unaware, brothers, about those who have fallen asleep in order that you may not 

also grieve as the rest who have no hope” (4:13).
158

  One could only conclude that deaths in the 

community had caused concern and led them to ask what would happen to those who died before 

the Lord’s παρουσία. 
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Joseph Plevnik’s analysis of the passage, in light of first century CE understandings of 

assumption and resurrection, has significantly advanced the conversation about 1 Thessalonians 

4:13-18.
159

  Plevnik notes that traditions about the “taking up” or assumption of individuals 

existed in both Greco-Roman and Judean tradition distinctly from resurrection; such was 

reserved for the living and was usually granted only to “extraordinary” persons.
160

  In light of 

such tradition, it is not surprising that Paul’s audience would have questions about the dead and 

the παρουσία.  His distinct comments within the passage about resurrection (v. 14) and then 

assumption (vv. 15-17) indicate that the Thessalonians were concerned about this very question: 

would the dead participate in the assumption that occurred in the Lord’s παρουσία?
161

 

Paul’s description of the event could not have answered the question more clearly: those 

who had died would be raised just as Christ had been (v. 14) and would be caught up to join him 

in the clouds (v. 16).  Paul is also careful to note that the dead would not be in an inferior 

position, either.  The living would “certainly not precede” the dead to their disadvantage (οὐ μὴ 

φθάσωμεν, v. 15)
162
; indeed, “the dead in Christ would rise first” (v. 16).

163
  Ultimately, the 

members of the community who had fallen asleep would participate in the παρουσία and would 

have first place when they met the Lord in the air. 
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What is the significance of this meeting?  And why would it be so important to Paul’s 

audience that the dead take part and have pride of place?  N. T. Wright notes that ἀπάντησις (v. 

17) refers to “a meeting outside the city, after which the civic leaders escort the dignitary back 

into the city itself.”
164

  Thus, when they are caught up to meet the Lord in the air, it is not to stay 

in the same place but to return with him: “they will ‘meet’ the lord as he comes from heaven 

(1.10) and surround him as he comes to inaugurate God's final transformative, judging-and-

saving reign on earth as in heaven.”
165

  Participation in the meeting to accompany him in his 

return would have been an honorable thing; in a world that emphasized precedence, rising first 

for that meeting would have further enhanced their position.
166

 

The public nature of such a meeting and the return into the city carries great significance 

as well.  Just as escorting the emperor or another dignitary into a city would have improved the 

standing of a civic leader, so also participation in the Lord’s παρουσία would have enhanced the 

honor of those in Christ.  The early Christ worshipers in Thessalonica had suffered at the hands 

of their own countrymen for their profession (2:14-15); the persecution they experienced 

occurred publicly (Acts 17:1-10) and would have caused shame.  Their visible participation in 

the Lord’s παρουσία would vindicate them and serve to restore—and, ultimately, increase—the 

honor of both those who had died in Christ and those who remained alive.
167
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Retribution Rejected—To Their Shame 

Among Paul’s concluding exhortations stands one final challenge to traditional honor 

values: “Make sure that no one repays another with evil for evil, but always pursue what is good 

for one another and for all people” (5:15).
168

  The command appears to be simple and innocuous, 

even positive: in all situations and to all people, whenever evil was done to them they were to 

respond for the good of others.  But in agonistic Mediterranean culture where honor was in 

limited supply, the instruction would have seemed foolish to men who were socialized to 

respond in kind when challenged.  Retribution functioned as a protective, face-saving measure 

that preserved the honor of the individual who responded; as with Jesus’ command to “turn the 

other cheek” (Mt 5:38-40), failure to respond to an affront would have diminished their honor. 

Paul’s rejection of retribution may on one level be understood in light of his 

reconfiguration of family that was predicated on the belief that God was Father and Jesus’ 

followers were therefore brothers and sisters;
169

 blood kin were called to such constructive 

behavior toward one another as was pleasing to their father.
170

  But the parallel instruction to 

pursue good to one another and everyone at all times (v. 15) presents a further challenge to 

Mediterranean honor values: behavior that was constructive within the family would have 

brought shame when directed toward outsiders.  Kindness to opponents would have invited 

further insult and diminished them and their family.  Paul was calling the Thessalonian 

community to behavior that was distinctive from what was expected and reflected an 
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understanding of God similar to Jesus, who was remembered to have described God as a 

shameless Father who was gracious to both the just and the unjust (Mt 5:45). 

 

Conclusion 

Paul’s correspondence to the Thessalonians provides another early window into his 

perspective on who should receive honor.  His unplanned departure from Thessalonica and the 

intense opposition their community faced led him to emphasize the honor of those in Christ and 

command behavior that would protect them from further violence.  Paul thus describes them as 

sons and daughters of a father who had chosen them in the same way God had elected Israel 

(1:5-6), harkening back to his honor enhancing declaration to the Galatians that they were all 

sons of God in Christ (Gal 3:26).  In the face of shaming persecution, he reminds his audience 

that participation in the Lord’s παρουσία would result in their honor and vindication, assuring 

them that this would be the case whether they were dead or alive when it occurred (4:13-18).  

Such an honorable identity and future allowed them to approach each other and those on the 

outside in a distinctive way, as Paul called them to reject retaliation when affronted and respond 

by doing good (5:15), just as Jesus had taught (Mt 5:38-45). 

As I will now show, a trying relationship with the church he had founded in Corinth 

challenged Paul to find new ways to communicate his distinctive perspective on honor as he 

endeavored to resocialize the fractured community.
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1 CORINTHIANS 
 

Oratory is “a profession than which you cannot imagine any in the whole country more 

productive of practical benefits…or that does more to enhance a man's personal standing, 

or that brings more honour and renown here in Rome, or that secures a more brilliant 

reputation throughout the Empire and in the world at large.” 

 

Aper in Tacitus, Dialogue
171

 

 

 

Honor, wisdom, and eloquence were inextricably connected in Paul’s world.  From 

Isocrates through the Roman rhetoricians of the first and second centuries CE, the close 

connection among the three was widely demonstrated.
172

  The content of an argument could only 

take a person so far; indeed, for most hearers the form and eloquence of speech demonstrated the 

wisdom of the message and, ultimately, the speaker.  As witnesses from the age of Aristotle to 

Cicero to Paul testify, wisdom in the form of eloquent speech gained honor and prestige for the 

speaker.  Such was as true in Corinth as it was in the rest of the ancient Mediterranean world.
173

 

It is therefore no wonder that Paul spends the first four chapters of 1 Corinthians 

discussing wisdom.  The subject was so important to Paul because he lived in a world and wrote 

to a community that emphasized eloquence as a visible demonstration of wisdom and, ultimately, 

honor.  This was especially relevant because there were apparently some within his audience 

who were unhappy with Paul because they believed he lacked eloquence.  Why would they want 

to be associated with such a shameful leader? 
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Paul, however, asserts that the question was not about wisdom—at least not in the way 

that they reckoned it.  In fact, the nature of the gospel message ran counter to the way that many 

in his audience had come to understand wisdom.  At the core of his gospel was a crucified 

messiah—how could the world’s way of allotting wisdom or strength or honor stand when the 

message of the cross was so foolish and humiliating? 

Because the proclamation was thus, the only one who could speak with authority about 

the proper course was the one who by his method, life, and message conformed to the gospel.  

Who better to do so than their apostle, whose very life embodied its shame, weakness, and 

foolishness? 

 

Redefining honor is central to Paul’s purpose in 1 Corinthians.  His letter to the church in 

Corinth may include answers to questions they had previously posed to him (see 7:1, 25; 8:1 et 

al), but he begins by addressing a fundamental concern – factions in their community (vv. 10, 

11).  In many ways, the key issues that contributed to the divisions in Corinth could be traced to 

the world’s way—and especially the elites’ way—of awarding honor.  Whether in the critical 

discussion about wisdom and their attachment to certain leaders (chs. 1-4), in the passage about 

the Lord’s meal (11:16ff.), or his body analogy (ch. 12), Paul’s counterargument challenges the 

accepted way of relating and reverses course in terms of honor. 

 

Redefining Wisdom and Honor 

Pursuit of honor caused many to identify with certain leaders—and so people claimed to 

be followers of Paul or Apollos or Peter (1:10-12).  But Paul, attacks the world’s way of doing 
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things, asserting that the world’s wisdom is foolishness in light of the cross of Messiah and that 

the world’s way of meting out wisdom and honor had been inverted. 

The argument begins in 1:17-25, where Paul claims that God made foolish the wisdom of 

the world (v. 20) through the cross of the Messiah (v. 18).  As it has already been noted, having 

wisdom was implicitly honorable in the Hellenistic world; thus, as Paul notes, “the Greeks seek 

after” it (v. 22).  So when he declares that the wisdom of the world has been made foolish, Paul’s 

challenge to honor values comes to the forefront. 

This is not a small thing, but rather a frontal assault the world’s system of awarding 

honor.  While those in Christ see the cross for what it is—the power of God—the world only 

sees foolishness (v. 18).  And who could blame them?  Crucifixion was the way to put down the 

lowly, slaves, and rebels while exposing them to public humiliation.
174

  But, according to Paul, 

God set his crucified Christ out for the world to see, as a challenge; and, as he had seen in his 

mission throughout the Mediterranean,
175

 it confounded both Judeans and Gentiles because it 

was both offensive
176

 and foolish
177

 (v. 23).  If God’s weakness and foolishness was 

demonstrated in Christ, it was found to be stronger and wiser than men—to their shame (v. 
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25).
178

  Ultimately, Paul concludes, God’s wisdom and honor are demonstrated in his humble 

and weak Messiah! 

Paul’s challenge to traditional honor values becomes emphatic in the paragraph that 

follows (vv. 26-31).  He uses his audience’s experience in Christ to demonstrate his point, and in 

doing so he states his argument more forcefully.  Paul urges them to consider what they were 

when they were called (τὴν κλῆσιν ὑμῶν, v. 26), noting that despite the fact that few of them 

were considered wise, powerful or of noble birth (all indicating low social location),
179

 God 

chose them.  In fact, God choose them even though many were “foolish” (τὰ μωρὰ), “weak” (τὰ 

ἀσθενῆ), “low-born” (τὰ ἀγενῆ), and “despised” (τὰ ἐξουθενημένα)—they were “nothing” (τὰ μὴ 

ὄντα).  In choosing them, God “put to shame” (καταισχύνῃ) the wise and powerful—and 

“nullified” what is (vv. 27-28).  In the realm of honor, everything had changed!
180

 

Furthermore, Paul’s admonition to them to consider their calling (v. 26) and his 

declaration that “God chose” them (vv. 27-28) indicate an improved status for his audience.  

When they were called—and when God chose them—they were considered “foolish,” “weak,” 

“low-born,” and “despised,” but that is not their situation at the time Paul addresses them.  By 
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virtue of God’s choosing them, they no longer occupied a position of disadvantage; it therefore 

comes as no surprise that Paul would later say, “All things belong to you” (3:21). 

If Paul’s audience is in the foreground in this passage, the cross of the Messiah is in the 

background.  Paul has already called the message of the cross “foolishness” (1:23).  As he moves 

from foolish to weak to insignificant and finally to despised, it must be noted that he follows the 

path of the Messiah, who the Psalmist gives voice to, “I am despised and rejected by men” (Ps 

21:17).  God chose and honored Jesus—the resurrection demonstrated this—and, in the process, 

laid low the world’s order and all that is! 

Furthermore, since Christ is God’s wisdom, through whom his audience became 

“righteousness, sanctification, and redemption” (v. 30), no one could claim to have accomplished 

this on his or her own.  Paul’s argument therefore concludes emphatically, quoting Jeremiah 

9:24: “Let him who boasts boast in the Lord” (v. 31).
181

  Because God had chosen the weak and 

foolish things of the world and given them so much through Christ—including the honor of 

knowing divine wisdom—there was no room for them to claim honor through boasting, as Paul 

emphasizes throughout 1 Corinthians.
182

 

Such a situation was very different from what they expected.  They had learned to play 

their society’s games related to honor and shame, working for “social advancement” and “public 

recognition and standing;” but with his challenge to their whole way of relating, “Paul’s gospel 

must have come as a shock to many.”
183

  Indeed, much is made of how removed early Christ 
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followers were from their society by their lack of participation in certain civic events, but it is 

seldom noted how the challenge to honor-shame values made them relate dramatically 

differently within their fellowship and with those on the outside.  This was all the more 

significant because they were not as homogeneous as other voluntary societies and came from 

diverse social strata.
184

 

 

When Paul continues his argument about wisdom in chapter two, his challenge to honor 

values continues as well.  Having rejected wisdom as conceived by many in Corinth, Paul seeks 

to present it on different terms.  This is no more evident than with “the rulers of this age,”
185

 the 

ruling authorities.  The world would reckon them as wise and powerful.  But Paul argues that 

they are foolish because they have not acknowledged God’s program.  In fact, they missed it so 

badly that they “crucified the Lord of glory” (2:8).  And their time is up; they are being brought 

to nothing (2:6). 

This had concrete implications for the community.  The few elites among them retained 

their position of honor through relationship with the very powers that had been so foolish as to 

crucify the Lord of glory and had ultimately come to nothing because they did not embrace 

God’s wisdom (2:6-8).  What did this mean for their standing and credibility?  Would Paul’s 
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words have meant enough to diminish the so-called wisdom of those who had bought into the 

world’s program?  If 2 Corinthians is any indication, then, no. 

Regardless, Paul emphasizes that those who have the Spirit have the honor of knowing 

God’s “mystery.”  No one else has seen or understood it (v. 9)!  Secret knowledge holds real 

benefit, as countless Corinthians in this period would have understood through their knowledge 

of the Eleusinian mysteries, just forty miles away from their city.  But those who have the 

world’s wisdom of lofty speech miss out on it.  The Spirit is the Spirit of revelation, and 

therefore honor (v. 10).  

But the world’s rulers had been given their chance: God revealed Christ to them as his 

wisdom and power, and they did not recognize him, instead crucifying the Lord of glory.  Their 

end was coming; they would be held accountable for their folly (2:6-8). 

 

Putting Apostles in Their Place - The Last One 

Paul’s argument demonstrates that he perceived that a large portion of his audience had 

bought into the wisdom of the world and its rulers, sizing individuals up and meting out honor 

accordingly.  It was this same wisdom that had taught them to boast in the leaders they were 

attached to (1:12).  Paul therefore challenges the practice—for the Lord had already determined 

that the rationalization of the so-called wise was actually foolishness. 

On one hand, boasting is rejected because of the exalted position everyone in Christ 

occupies.  “All things belong to you all” (3:21).
186

  There was safety and honor in being Christ’s.  
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Paul, Apollos, and Cephas actually belonged to them (v. 22), so their statements about belonging 

to leaders (1:12) were foolish!  What is and what would come was theirs, so they could feel 

secure about their present and future circumstances. 

Paul asserts that it would be foolish to make too much of who the apostles were, for they 

were no more than servants and stewards (4:1).  And he goes so far as to say that he does not 

care what they think—or what anyone thinks (v. 3).  Paul was a servant—and so he was only 

concerned with how God, his master, judged him (v. 4).  The people in Corinth might have 

judged Apollos or Cephas to use better rhetoric
187

 and thus to be more honorable, but it would 

not matter to him—he was only trying to please his master.  Paul’s refusal to play the game went 

so far that he decided against even judging himself (v. 3).  His rejection of judgment would have 

struck a discordant note with his audience, for it was expected that they would judge a speaker—

indeed, they relished their role as arbitrator!
188

  Paul would not reckon wisdom and honor in the 

world’s way and at the world’s time; ultimately, he had judged that their opinion missed the 

mark. 

Those who judged in the present time might have been tempted to judge based on the 

world’s values, so Paul counsels his audience not to judge before the proper time.  Only when 
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Christ comes, when what is in shadows sees the light of day and the secrets of men’s hearts are 

reveled will it be time to judge (v. 5).  And only the Lord would judge. 

A second challenge to Mediterranean honor values is evident in the passage: the motives 

of the heart and things currently hidden in darkness would determine praise or commendation.  

Thus Paul states emphatically, “Then praise will come to each man from God” (v. 5).
189

  In 

honor societies where public perception is everything, what was not seen is irrelevant and does 

not play into their assessment.  Paul concludes that praise would not only come from different 

source at a different time, but also on a different basis. 

 

It seems clear that Paul perceives that at least some in his audience had continued in the 

world’s way of reckoning honor and wisdom.  But to Paul their judgment was out of line with 

reality and out of line with what the apostles were experiencing in the present age (vv. 8-14); 

indeed, if they judged things in the world’s way, they would have to conclude that apostles like 

Paul and Barnabas were inferior to them (v. 7).  Paul’s response to their mindset is emphatic:
190

 

he challenges their lofty self-perception by reminding them that what they have is a gift, asking, 

“What do you have that you did not receive?”
191
—a question that demonstrates that their 

boasting, which was a claim to honor, was mistaken (v. 7). 

Paul may have emphasized that judgment and reward were reserved for Christ’s coming 

(v. 5), but he leaves no doubt that he was unhappy with the Corinthians’ mindset—for the apostle 
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judged that they themselves thought that they already occupied positions of honor now.  They 

were rich, they had all that they needed, and were living like kings; the repetition of the word 

“already” (ἤδη) in verse eight implies that his audience behaved like they already possessed 

everything, like kings.  Paul wished that were true so that he and his ministry partners could rule 

with them (v. 8)! 

But Paul’s description of the experience of the apostles would emphatically demonstrate 

how wrong the Corinthians were and illustrates how much he believed the world had changed in 

terms of honor values.  As leaders, the audience would have expected an elevated position for 

them—as would be for leaders in that world.  But in Paul’s mind, God had intentionally put them 

out there for all to see as “last of all, like those sentenced for death”
192
—they were a spectacle 

for all to see and demonstrated God’s countercultural wisdom and honor that had been 

previously expressed in the cross (v. 9; cf. 1:18).  He and other apostles had experienced the 

worst that life had to offer: they had been hungry and without a roof on their heads, had suffered 

for their proclamation of the Gospel, and were forced to work with their hands
193

 (vv. 11-12).  

Beyond that, they were leaders and yet had chosen to respond from a position of weakness and 

humility, as those who were subservient.  When cursed, they blessed.  When persecuted, they 

accepted it.  When slandered, they chose to conciliate rather than defend their honor by 

responding in kind (vv. 12-13).  It is no wonder that they were treated as “the refuse of the 
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world” and “the dregs of all things” (v. 13)
194
—like the corpses of those who had been put down 

at the spectacles and then exposed shamefully in death
195
—for they had inverted centuries of 

male socialization by failing to respond to a challenge.   The world that watched could only 

conclude that they were foolish, because that is what they were in the world’s economy! 

Ultimately, this passage reveals a fundamental challenge to Mediterranean honor values: 

judgment of present circumstances was fruitless because it all would be left to Christ at his 

coming.  Indeed, that leaders in the nascent movement both suffered and chose behavior that 

brought shame reinforces the idea that judgment of honor-standing was withheld in the present 

day and reserved for God’s judgment. 

Paul challenged them in terms of wisdom and honor, but he did not wish to incite a 

riposte from them.  He therefore clarifies that he does not mean to shame them (v. 14)—for he 

rejected competition for honor and did not want them to take his words as a challenge.  Indeed, 

Paul refused to relate that way—he was honor-bound to behave in a way consistent with the 

honor-sharing gospel he preached. 

 

Paul’s countercultural approach to leadership is also demonstrated later in his discussion 

regarding what to do with food sacrificed to idols (8:13-9:19).  Indeed, he chooses a position of 

disadvantage and makes it clear that he considers the willful giving up of his rights as central to 

his ministry of the gospel (8:13-9:22).  Compelled to preach the gospel, Paul takes pride in doing 

so without charge (9:18).  This decision to give up his own rights results in his becoming a slave 

to all men, for he serves all without thought to his own rights (9:19-22).  In the process, Paul 
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embraces a position of dishonor—that of a slave (v. 19), of weakness (v. 22).  No doubt he hoped 

that his example, in imitation of Christ (1 Cor 11:1), would provide an honor-sharing model that 

they would also follow. 

 

Women, Prophecy, and Shame 

Paul later turns to the question of women prophesying and praying in the community 

(11:2-16).  In general, Paul would appear to assert that both men and women should be permitted 

to pray and prophesy provided that they follow accepted traditions with regard to the length of 

their hair or perhaps whether they wear some other covering.  Such interpretation appears to put 

the apostle in the position of defining people based upon appearances or even defending his 

society’s status quo in regard to what was honorable for men and women.  After previously 

challenging the world’s way of mapping people with regard to race, gender, and status—and 

ultimately regarding honor—would Paul revert to the world’s way of thinking about people? 

An analysis of the passage with sensitivity to issues related to gender roles, the 

significance of head coverings, the open public character of the Christ followers’ gatherings, and 

honor reveals that Paul’s instructions were motivated by concern to preserve the honor of 

members of the community in the eyes of outsiders.  The outlook of Galatians 3:28-29 which 

was evident in the Pauline communities had provided liberties previously unavailable to women 

in the Mediterranean world; and they were relating to fathers, brothers, and husbands differently 

from the ways they had previously.  It was inevitable that tensions would arise as men and 

women were resocialized.  As will be seen, Paul corrects the behavior of some women who had 

brought public shame to their men. 
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After praising his audience for adhering to authoritative traditions he had entrusted to 

them (11:2), Paul offers the following instruction: 

“But I want you to know that the head (ἡ κεφαλὴ) of every man is Christ, and the 

head of a wife is the husband, and the head of Christ is God.  Every man who prays or 

prophesies with something coming down from his head brings shame (καταισχύνει) to his 

head, and every woman who prays or prophesies with her head uncovered brings shame 

(καταισχύνει) to her head.  For it is one and the same as the woman who has had her head 

shaved.  For if a woman will not cover her head, then let her cut her hair off; but since it 

is shameful for a woman to cut her hair off or shave it, let her cover her head.” 

“For on the one hand a man ought not to have his head covered, since he is the 

image and glory of God; but the wife is the glory of her husband.”
196

 

 

While much of the collective energy spent interpreting this passage emphasizes defining 

κεφαλὴ, remembering what Bruce Malina calls “the moral division of labor” between men and 

women helps further clarify the significance of this passage.  As already noted, men and women 

in ancient Mediterranean society functioned with different roles and responsibilities pertaining to 

honor and shame.  While men were associated with honor which was acquired in the public 

realm, women were associated with shame and were kept out of public spaces in order to avoid 

shameful situations.  Because a woman’s honor was embedded in her husband, brother, or father, 

her behavior reflected on that man; if a woman did anything shameful it reflected poorly on the 

man in whose honor she was embedded.
197
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The passage appears to reflect that reality.  In Paul’s world the head (κεφαλὴ) could be 

understood as a synecdoche for and the preeminent part of the whole body;
198

  it is not 

surprising, therefore, that it also became the representation of the whole body’s honor.  Because 

Christ is preeminent, Paul indicates that what man does reflects on Christ; in the same way, 

because of man’s preeminent place as κεφαλὴ of the woman, what a woman does reflects upon 

the man in whom she is embedded (v. 3).  In particular, if a man prays or prophesies with his 

head covered or having long hair, he “brings shame” upon his κεφαλὴ, Christ (v. 4).  In the same 

way, if a woman prays or prophecies without her head covered, she “brings shame” to her 

κεφαλὴ, i.e., the man she is associated with and perhaps her own head (v. 5).
199

  Paul seems to 

reiterate these points from a more positive perspective later in the passage when he asserts that 

the man is the εἰκὼν (“image”) and δόξα (“glory”) of God and woman is the δόξα (“glory”) of 

man (v. 7). 

While Paul provides instruction for men and women, his emphatic statements concerning 

women’s hair and coverings in verses five and six indicate that women’s behavior in this context 

was his primary concern.  Apparently, women in the community were exercising their liberty by 

prophesying without covering their heads.
200

  In Greco-Roman and other veiling cultures, going 

without a head covering exposed a woman to sexual vulnerability and was disruptive to social 

order; by one move these women were welcoming shameful, penetrating glances and 
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(“put to shame”) to describe what some wealthier members in the assembly were doing to the poor among them (v. 

22).  In both cases, Paul’s exhortations demonstrate that he was unwilling for members of the community to pursue 

their own freedom or honor at the expense of others. 

 
200

 Commentators are divided as to whether Paul is addressing veiling or the length of a woman’s hair.  

However, if the reference is to hair length, the issue appears to be much the same: by cutting their hair women 

would appear to be rejecting their gender roles and, as a result, the role of their husbands in a demonstrative way.  

Such behavior would also have brought shame upon their husbands—the very sort of thing Paul wanted to avoid. 
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emphatically rejecting the authority of their husband, father, or brother.
201

  Such behavior from 

women would have brought shame upon their κεφαλὴ as Paul indicates (v. 5).  Paul was no 

defender of the old world’s order of patriarchy; his gospel had liberated women and provided 

them with new privileges and avenues to honor, but he forbade the exercise of freedom in Christ 

at the expense of others and, ultimately, exhorted women not to exercise their freedom at the 

expense of their husband, father, or brother’s honor.
202

 

  

Honor and Schisms at the Lord’s Meal 

In light of the way he exhorted his audience to give honor to each other, it is not 

surprising that Paul thought the Corinthians’ practice of the Lord’s meal, which seemed to 

conform to the world’s stratified approach to table fellowship, required correction.  His rebuke in 

11:17-22 indicates as much and demonstrates his emphasis on shared honor in the community.  

The issue is connected to a central concern of his in the letter: σχίσματα (“schisms,” v. 18; cf. 

1:10).  Ultimately, the way the Lord’s meal was practiced accentuated the gap between the 

wealthy and the poor—perhaps through sharing an exclusive meal for elites at the beginning, 

withholding delicacies from the poor, or distributing portions according to status.
203

  Those who 

are wealthy in possession and status were only doing what they always did—sharing a table with 
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their equals and giving preference to those at the top, without regard for the poor.
204

  But in the 

process their lavish, excessive dining brought “shame upon” brothers and sisters who had 

nothing (v. 22) in the same way wives prophesying without a head covering had done to their 

husband (11:5).   Paul judged that the behavior caused division and showed contempt to God’s 

assembly—earning them harsh rebuke (v. 22).  The wealthy of the world might have behaved 

this way, but Paul would not tolerate behavior that elevated one group in the church at the 

expense of others—especially their celebration of this sacred meal that was so attached to the 

early Christ worshipers’ experience of Jesus,
205

 who was remembered for his honor-sharing table 

fellowship.  Everyone in Christ shared the same honor and therefore was to enjoy the same 

access to the community table. 

 

One Body, Shared Honor 

Paul’s discussion of spiritual gifts found in 1 Corinthians 12 provides another window 

into his perspective on how his world had changed in terms of honor and how he believed it 

influenced life in Christ’s community.  Having declared that the Spirit apportions gifts to “each 

one individually just as he wishes” (v. 11),
206

 Paul points out that all of them belong to the same 

body—Christ’s (v. 12).  To support this, he refers to their baptism: “For by one Spirit we all 
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were baptized into one body, whether Judeans or Greeks, whether slaves or free, and we all were 

made to drink from one Spirit” (v. 13).
207

 

As has been previously noted, Paul views this as fundamental.  As in Galatians 3, he 

references an apparent baptismal creed to emphasize what Christ-followers share.  In the prior 

passage, the emphasis was on the shared righteousness and honor that was theirs.  The present 

passage emphasizes their shared membership in Christ’s body through the Spirit. 

Paul assumes this reality and uses it to argue that in Christ, there is a hereto unrealized 

level of mutuality.  Just as with parts of a body, they might have looked at a member of the 

community and judged that one was lacking in honor;
208

 but Paul warns them not to judge based 

on appearances because “the parts of the body that seem weaker are actually more necessary” (v. 

22).
209

  Every part belongs and has a necessary role, but honor is given to those that lack it (vv. 

23, 24)—to the end that there be no σχίσμα in the body (v. 25).
210

  At the same time, joy is 

shared by all when one member is honored (v. 26).  In a very real sense, Paul is saying that every 

member of the assembly shares the same honor, regardless of social location.    This stood in 
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stark contrast to a society that celebrated such distinctions and would have given precedence to 

those “more attractive and important members.”
211

  Indeed, it is all the more surprising that Paul 

makes this challenge to societal honor values in the context of imagery that was frequently used 

to reinforce the social hierarchy.
212

 

It is hard to avoid the conclusion that Paul’s perspective on the shared honor of those in 

Christ has everything to do with their common membership in his body; some, based on their 

status or situation might have appeared to be weak or shameful, but Paul rejects such judgments 

based on externals, however natural they might have seemed.  These appear to be foundational to 

his perspective on honor and shame. 

 

Silencing Shameful Speech 

Few passages in 1 Corinthians have been discussed as intently by commentators as 

14:34-35.
213

  Upon first appearance, it seems to define Paul as a defender of the status quo in 

regard to women and honor.
214

  However, close analysis with sensitivity to Mediterranean 
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cultural values indicates that Paul was motivated by the desire to protect the honor of men in the 

community.  Thus, the passage reads: 

The women (αἱ γυναῖκες) are to be quiet in the churches; for they are not permitted to 

speak, but let them submit themselves (ὑποτασσέσθωσαν), just as the Law also says.  If 

they desire to learn anything, let them ask their own husbands at home; for it is shameful 

(αἰσχρὸν) for a woman (γυναικὶ) to speak in the assembly.
215

 

 

This section’s position within Paul’s larger argument about the exercise of prophecy in the 

assembly starting at the beginning of chapter fourteen colors how one reads his prohibition; Paul 

himself had already indicated that women could prophesy (11:2-16), but here exhorts those who 

are married to ask their husband at home. 

What is behind this directive?  It appears that after prophecy had been given, women 

were speaking up in the context of the meeting and through questions they had asked or the way 

they had asked them had behaved shamefully (αἰσχρὸν, v. 35) and humiliated their husband, 

father, or brother—thus, Paul exhorts them to ask their questions at home (v. 35).  Women had 

freedom in Christ, but they were to exercise it submissively and not to speak up as they had done 

(v. 34) in order to avoid bringing shame upon their men (v. 35).  Paul’s guiding principle here is 

not the defense of the status quo regarding men and women, but rather his concern that women 

exercise their freedom in ways that do not diminish the honor of their husband, father, or brother.  

Honor was always to be given. 

Commentators have long read this passage in light of Paul’s prior conversation in 11:2-16 

due to the common subject matter and the challenge of reconciling his approval of women 

prophesying (11:3, 5) versus his prohibition of their speaking in the assembly (14:34-35).   
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However, the greater correlation may be the principle behind both of Paul’s commands: his 

concern that women would not exercise their freedom in Christ in a way that would bring shame 

upon their men, mentioned twice in chapter eleven (11:5 [καταισχύνει], 6 [αἰσχρὸν]) and once in 

chapter fourteen (14:35 [αἰσχρὸν]).  Since the man (whether the woman’s husband, father, or 

brother) was the embodiment of the family’s honor as κεφαλὴ (11:3-5) and the woman was the 

glory of the man (11:7), women were to choose to submit themselves and behave in a way that 

honored the man in whom they were embedded. 

 

A Glorious Ending 

As Paul approaches the end of the correspondence he addresses honor in the context of 

human bodies and the resurrection of the dead.  The key sentence answers the question, “What 

kind of body will they [the dead] come with?”
216

  Paul explains: 

It is sown perishable, 

it is raised imperishable; 

it is sown in dishonor, 

it is raised in glory; 

it is sown in weakness, 

it is raised in power; 

it is sown a natural body, 

it is raised a Spirit-enabled body.
217

 

 

This completes Paul’s earlier thought when he compares the situation of the Corinthian 

believers with that of the apostles; he alludes to his situation, which involved public dishonor, 

and hints at future glory for all followers of Christ, even if his Corinthian brothers and sisters 

behaved as though they already possessed it (4:8-13).  Paul had experienced the dishonor of the 
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present situation with a natural body.  He believed that in the next age, all of those in Christ, the 

second Adam (Romans 5:12-19), would be raised with a glorious, Spirit-powered body that bore 

resemblance to Christ’s body (15:45-49).  Their situation, which involved shame and dishonor 

on account of the Lord Jesus, would not be the end of the story; it would be reversed in the end 

when they received new bodies. 

 

Conclusion 

Much of Paul’s challenge to honor values of his day, then, is made in the context of 

arguments about wisdom with the goal of challenging the perspective that had created σχίσματα 

in the community. 

At the heart of Paul’s challenge to wisdom and honor is the cross of Christ.  Although 

Jesus’ crucifixion was a byword for humiliation from the world’s perspective, the apostle Paul 

viewed it as the event that had shamed and ultimately destroyed the wisdom of the world (1:18-

25) and the “rulers of this age” that upheld it (1:28; 2:6) because of its saving power (1:18).  God 

was clearly pleased to confound the wisdom of the wise and to turn man’s perception of honor 

upside-down (1:20-25).  Since wisdom, righteousness, and honor came in Christ Jesus, 

eloquence was irrelevant and human boasting was prohibited (1:30-31). 

In Paul’s view, God was pleased to challenge man’s wisdom, so it makes sense that God 

would choose the weak and foolish to be part of his people.  Paul notes that few of them were 

wise, powerful, or of noble birth when they were called (1:26).  Furthermore, it is striking that 

God would choose leaders who both suffered degradation and humiliation (4:9-12) and who 

chose to function in a subservient, shameful way (4:12-13; 9:19, 22)–it was a spectacle that 

revealed the confounding wisdom of God for all to see (4:9)!  What had been considered wise, 



 

81 

strong, and honorable had been shamed—again, the world’s perspective on honor had been 

inverted. 

Members of Christ’s community possessed wisdom and honor in abundance.  They 

receive it through the Spirit’s help, wherein those who love God receive his secret wisdom, 

which the rulers of this age missed to their shame and undoing (2:6-10).  In Christ, they share the 

honor of a great inheritance, for everything belongs to them (3:21).  Paul emphasizes that their 

honor is shared—as expressed in the open, distinction-rejecting table of the Lord’s meal (11:17-

22) and his analogy of the body in which all members share the same honor regardless of how 

things might have appeared (12:12-26).  Together, they all had the promise of a glorified body at 

Christ’s coming (15:42-49).  Ultimately, Paul believed that those in Christ shared great ascribed 

honor, they were to freely give honor to one another, and they were promised great glory in the 

future that was yet to be revealed. 

It is not surprising, then, that ultimate judgment and reward was withheld until Christ’s 

coming (4:5).  No wonder Paul would not subject himself to any other judgment—for Christ was 

his master and only judge (4:1-4).  Ultimately, the wisdom of the current age and its rulers was 

foolishness—how could they be trusted to judge in view of God’s secret wisdom (2:6-8)? 

Paul surely hoped that the correspondence would persuade his audience to embrace his 

perspective on honor rather than that of the rulers of this age.  Unfortunately, after 1 Corinthians 

and at least one contentious visit to Corinth, the situation deteriorated further.  The result would 

be a rich and striking defense of his challenge to honor against opponents who placed great 

emphasis on eloquence and external appearances.  As will become evident in the next chapter, 

this situation and his defense would lead to Paul to a new expression of the honor challenge that 

would be evident in his later correspondence as well.  
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CHAPTER 3: 

 

PAUL OF TARSUS, PART 2 
 

 

 

Analysis of Paul’s earliest uncontested writings in the last chapter has demonstrated that 

he closely followed the challenge to honor and shame values taught and demonstrated by Jesus 

of Nazareth.  In particular, Paul of Tarsus emphasized the shared honor of all in Christ and a 

similar open, inclusive table.  Furthermore, in the same way, he refused to engage in expected, 

aggressive, male behaviors when affronted and instructed the communities he founded to do the 

same; he urged them to show honor to other members of their assemblies. 

Paul’s later writings also contain many similarities to Jesus’ teaching and behavior.  

However, they also reveal how adept he was at adapting and interpreting received tradition to 

address the circumstances that his audience faced.  As I will show, Paul’s experience of difficult 

circumstances shaped how he articulated the challenge to honor and shame values.  In no place 

would this be more evident than in 2 Corinthians. 
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2 CORINTHIANS 
 

 

He was unusually handsome and exceedingly graceful at all periods of his life, 

though he cared nothing for personal adornment….His expression, whether in 

conversation or when he was silent, was so calm and mild, that one of the leading men of 

the Gallic provinces admitted to his countrymen that it had softened his heart, and kept 

him from carrying out his design of pushing the emperor over a cliff, when he had been 

allowed to approach him under the pretence of a conference, as he was crossing the Alps. 

 

From Suetonius’ description of Augustus in 

Life of Augustus 79
218

 

 

 

Outward appearance was critical to the dominant culture in Paul’s time, so significant 

that assessment of an individual’s physical make-up became fundamental to describing a 

person—whether in biography or panegyric.  Prevailing wisdom said that physical characteristics 

and affect of a leader were demonstrative of his character: an honorable man looked and sounded 

honorable.  From the perspective of his Corinthian audience, Paul disappointed in this area—

with his humble physical presence and his lack of eloquence (2 Cor 10:10). 

If Paul’s appearance underwhelmed his audience, so did his teaching and weak behavior 

which challenged the dominant society’s understanding of who and what was honorable.  As in 

his earlier writing to the Corinthians, Paul ties his ministry method to the reversal of honor that 

was central to his gospel.  Clearly, Paul takes this emphasis further in 2 Corinthians.  As I will 

show, the challenge of his rivals and misgivings of others in the assembly led Paul to behave in 

ways that went against the way men were socialized and assert all the more strongly that honor 

values had changed.  Weakness, according to the dominant view of strength, was at the heart of 
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his message and ministry, and his comfort with weakness was a demonstration of the conviction 

that God’s honor and power were “made perfect in weakness” (12:9-10).
219

 

 

The Shame and Glory of Paul’s Ministry 

At the time Paul wrote this letter
220

 there were still those in Corinth who were critical of 

his ministry; his repeated use of invective indicates
221

 that his opponents were stronger and more 

numerous by the time he sent 2 Corinthians.  For his part, Paul offered a defense as he had in his 

earlier writing to the church there.  However, he acknowledged that his position was in its very 

nature shameful, that his ministry and gospel required him to behave in honor-sharing, face-

diminishing ways, and that his work was effectual only because of God’s transcendent power. 
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 Notable examples include Paul’s refusal to name his opponents and his labeling them as “super 
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Paul addresses this point early on in his thanksgiving which begins in 2:14; doing so in 

this context indicates that the shameful nature of Paul’s ministry is a central theme in what 

follows.
222

 

In no place is the shamefulness of his ministry more evident than when Paul declares that 

God always “leads us in triumphal procession” (θριαμβεύοντι ἡμᾶς, 2:14).
223

  Evidence suggests 

that he uses the term to reference Roman triumphal processions, but commentators disagree 

about the meaning of the metaphor.
224

 Did Paul really mean to imply that God was leading him 

and his coworkers in procession like defeated enemies and slaves?  This seems to be the most 

obvious reading of the passage.  But it is a startling self-description, and the nature of it has led 

some to question such a reading: are we to believe that Paul would present himself as a defeated 

enemy of God?  It is not beyond Paul to describe himself as a slave of Christ (cf. Phil 1:1; Rom 

1:1) or of his audience in Corinth (2 Cor 4:5), taking a label with serious social implications. 

Indeed, if one accepts that he would use and embrace the label of slave, it is plausible that he 

would describe himself as God’s defeated enemy led out in triumphal procession.
225

 

But what did Paul intend to communicate?  And how would his audience have 

understood θριαμβεύω?  Peter Marshall asserts from a review of Greek and Latin literature that 
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the term may have been “a metaphor of social shame.”
226

  Just as defeated foes were exposed 

publicly to shame by being led out in triumphal procession by their conquering general, so Paul 

and his coworkers were exposed to shame in their ministry for Christ.
227

  In doing so, “he 

depicted himself as a socially disadvantaged person;” it was in this sort of situation of weakness 

that the power of God was manifest in his work.
228

  Paul readily embraces a label of shame and 

challenges his audience to decide whether the “fragrance” his ministry gave off—in conformity 

with Christ—smelled like life or death (vv. 15-16). 

A term Paul frequently uses to describe himself and his partners in ministry,
229

 διάκονος, 

carries a negative connotation as well.  What is a διάκονος?  It is frequently rendered as 

“minister,” in reference to the office in the church.
230

  But the term often referred to a servant or 

menial messenger, as well.
231

  Paul certainly viewed what he was doing as a sacred duty.  But it 

is worth noting that he is perfectly comfortable describing his position with terms that could 

label him as lowly and menial.  Again in his self-designations Paul willingly occupies a shameful 

position and way of relating. 

While Paul is transparent about his own limitations and humble in his self-designations, 

he is emphatic about the glory (δόξα) involved in the ministry to which he was called.  The first 

covenant had δόξα, but the new covenant surpasses it in δόξα through the Spirit (3:7-11).  
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Because of the δόξα of the new covenant and the promise of God’s help through the Spirit in his 

ministry, Paul is bold and does not obscure the message, in spite of the shame of the cross (vv. 

12-13).  Rival apostles and doubters in Corinth may have been confounded by “how one so 

unimpressive as Paul” could have claimed to be an apostle,
232

 but the message he carried was full 

of glory. 

In Paul’s view, the δόξα of the new covenant had serious implications for all of those in 

Christ.  Simply by beholding the δόξα of the Lord, they are transformed from one degree of δόξα 

to another (3:18).  This transformation and honor enhancement comes to those in Christ through 

the Spirit (v.18)—and its permanence demonstrates the superiority of the δόξα of the new 

covenant.
233

  “What counts, Paul argues, is not the appearance as it exists in this age, but as it is 

transformed into the image of Christ—an image of suffering and weakness through which the 

power of God becomes present.”
234

  Ultimately, Paul indicates that honor is acquired in different 

ways than anticipated—simply through being in Christ—and that the present age is inadequate to 

judge what really is honorable. 

 

Covering Up the Cross 

While Paul embraced the δόξα of the new covenant and of the cross, one may conclude 

he believed that his critics in Corinth were put off by the gospel he preached.  He judges their 

approach as disgraceful and underhanded (4:2)—in the process, they had effectively veiled the 

gospel (4:3).  This was contrasted with his open statement of the truth—which he viewed as his 
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sacred duty before God (4:2).  What exactly were Paul’s opponents doing?  Whatever it was, 

Paul describes it as walking in “craftiness” (πανουργίᾳ) and “adulterating” (δολοῦντες) the word 

of God (4:2).  One can easily infer that Paul’s critics were hiding something that everyone agreed 

was unseemly to outsiders: the crucifixion.  Indeed, in prior correspondence to the Corinthian 

Christ-followers, Paul had acknowledged that the message of the cross was “foolishness” 

(μωρία) to those who were perishing (1 Cor 1:18).  

Paul’s proclamation would not gloss over the cross; he would not put a veil over it, as he 

apparently believed his critics in Corinth did (vv. 1-3).  On the contrary, he declares Jesus 

openly.  He does so because the very thing that outsiders thought was shameful brilliantly 

demonstrated the glory of God (vv. 4, 6).  In no place was the glory more evident than in the face 

of Christ (v. 6).  At its most fundamental level, honor and glory had been inverted. 

 

From Slavery and Shame to Power and Honor 

Since the world of honor had been reversed, Paul willingly embraced a humble position.  

It had to be surprising to others for him to identify himself and his partners as slaves to the 

Corinthian community (4:5).  But as in other contexts (Rom 1:1; Gal 1:10; 1 Cor 7:21-23), Paul 

takes the status-poor position in view of how honor had changed in Christ.  This is all the more 

striking in light of the way he had “humbled himself” (ἐμαυτὸν ταπεινῶν) before them and 

refused their financial support (11:7f.)—a step that would have shocked the elites who made the 

offer
235

   Accepting it would have enhanced his standing and that of the elites, but Paul declined 
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to embrace the part of client and would not accept a position that fit into society’s way of 

distributing honor based on position, status, and wealth;
236

 that he chose to “humble himself” in 

the process would have added to the appearance of servitude.
237

   In a startling move, Paul 

chooses to be called a slave rather than a client, challenging the way his audience pursues honor 

and understands leadership. 

But this is consistent with how Paul describes his work to the Corinthian audience.  What 

he brought in his ministry was a treasure, but he himself was frail and servile like a clay pot 

(4:7).
238

  This sort of description was unexpected for males in antiquity, who were expected to 

speak from strength since the message was intrinsically connected to the messenger. 

Nevertheless, Paul goes even further, describing himself and his ministry partners as 

vessels that are just barely in one piece (4:8-9)
239
—hardly the paradigm of honor.  To endure 

punishment like servile pots was humbling, but to accept blows of affliction (v. 8) and 

persecution (v. 9) like they did set them apart as outcasts.  They carried in their body the dying of 

Jesus (v. 10)—which points to his shameful manner of death and not simply suffering—if only 
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because they suffered the same sort of shaming treatment that he did, again and again.  

Ultimately, Paul shows that his ministry in which he suffered so much “conforms to the pattern 

of Christ.”
240

  In a society that emphasized that externals depicted an individual’s ultimate value, 

Paul asserts that it was not appearance, but Christ’s inward, animating power and glory that 

demonstrated his real honor and status. 

John Fitzgerald has noted that Paul’s catalogue of hardships here and elsewhere in the 

Corinthian correspondence bears striking resemblance to those Hellenistic moralists who 

employed such lists to extol the power and serenity of the suffering sage.
241

 Paul’s triumph 

differs from that of other such men in that “the catalogue of Paul’s hardships in 4:8-9 serves to 

show that the great power at work in him is divine rather than human.  His catalogue of 

  r    p     t        t             ’  p w r  t w rk          Furthermore, his claim that God is 

active in him is part and parcel of the boasting in which he is engaged in this letter of self-

commendation.”
242

  Paul’s catalog is distinct from his contemporaries in another significant way: 

the weaknesses and frailties he exposes are his own.  And even if the theme of divine power 

enabling the sage to overcome is present in Stoic authors,
243

 it is never a writer attributing to 

someone else’s power his own overcoming trying circumstances.   

 

But it was at this very place of shame that the power of God was made manifest to the 

audience.  Their very existence bespoke humility; therefore Paul mentions Jesus repeatedly in the 
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passage (4:10 [2x], 11 [2x]) without the exalted title “Messiah,” and he uses “Lord” only when 

referencing the resurrection (v. 14).  The life-power of Jesus was evident among them when they 

withstood shaming and persecution that reeked of death and, nevertheless, somehow endured. 

Honor would follow where the power of God was evident.  Paul believed God would 

raise them just as he had raised the Lord Jesus (v. 14)—the honor therein was implicit.  The 

affliction and persecution they faced was actually working an incomparable weight of glory (v. 

17).  Their actual status was not as it appeared. 

This presents a significant challenge to how Paul’s world’s distributed honor.  On the 

outside, all that people saw with Paul and his partners was decay (v. 16); but within, renewal and 

glory were at work (vv. 16-17).  He counsels against judging honor in the present based on 

externals—how his society functioned—and admonishes his audience to look to things that are 

inward and future…and, ultimately, more permanent (v. 18).  This perspective ultimately 

explains how Paul could embrace the position and labels of shame: he knew deeper things were 

at work. 

Paul could challenge honor values and reject his society’s way of defining honor because 

he believed that God would have the final say.  Believers would ultimately appear before the 

judgment seat of Christ, and all that mattered was pleasing him (5:9-10).  Some aspects of Paul’s 

approach may have been unpalatable to his audience, including those who took pride “in the 

face” (ἐν προσώπῳ, v. 12); but everything was manifest to God (v. 11), who was concerned with 

the heart (v. 12).
244
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Ultimately, Paul’s reversal of honor values—which is so evident in his lack of concern 

for the temporal and visible—is based on the death and resurrection of the Messiah.  Christ died 

and rose on behalf of all (v. 15), and as a result no one is to be evaluated according to the flesh—

according to externals (v. 16).  Paul himself at onetime judged Jesus according to the flesh—see 

Paul’s persecution of the church.  But he knew him that way no longer.  The Damascus road 

changed his perspective and convinced him that Jesus was the risen Christ.  And if Christ was 

not to be judged based on those externals, neither were those in Christ (v. 17)!  Because all have 

died and been raised in Christ, all things have become new, and the old way of judging honor 

based on externals is over. 

 

A Ministry of Honor and Dishonor 

With the old way of judging honor over, it is no surprise that Paul would describe his 

ministry in ways that challenged traditional honor values.  He emphasizes that the shape of his 

ministry reflected his desire to avoid causing offense or being discredited (6:3); while Paul had a 

solid group of supporters in Corinth, his tone and expression of care once again indicate that he 

faced vocal critics of how he discharged his ministry. 

Paul has previously described his ministry as shame-inducing.  He does so again 

prominently in his defense here, commending himself to his Corinthian audience in a litany of 

taxing and humiliating circumstances (vv. 4-5).
245

  In some cases¸ these are not simply humble 

circumstances—they are the experience of someone who has been shamed at the hands of others 
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through afflictions, beatings, and imprisonments.  Furthermore, the last three hardships in the 

list, ἐν κόποις, ἐν ἀγρυπνίαις, ἐν νηστείαις—his so-called “occupational hardships” (v. 5)
246
—

reflect his low position and poverty.  Ultimately, Paul willfully engages in a ministry that causes 

him to lose face and chooses to live in a way, through his hard toil and refusal of financial 

support, that prevents him from retaining an honorable position.  Again, he hardly fits the mold 

of the “strong” leader. 

His situation is mixed at best, for honor and shame, fame and infamy are all part of his 

experience as a servant of God (v. 8).  It should come as no surprise that he describes his 

situation as paradoxical.  His ministry occurred in the same age as Christ’s, and if they judged 

Jesus based on externals, then it is no surprise that they would do the same with Paul.  It may 

have looked as though they were dying, poor, and in possession of nothing, but in truth they were 

very alive, and had the honor of possessing and giving much (vv. 9-10).  Ultimately, Paul’s 

ministry followed the pattern of Jesus in its reversal of honor. 

 

Christ’s Countercultural Model: Exchanging Honor for Poverty 

Just as his ministry embodied the reversal of honor values, Paul believed that the 

believers’ must do the same.   To that end, he frequently employs the example of Jesus—which 

is paramount in his call for the Corinthians to fulfill their vows for a contribution to his 

collection for the Judean saints: “For you know the grace of our Lord Jesus Christ, who though 

he was rich became poor for your sake, so that through his poverty you might become rich” 

(8:9).
247

  It is easy to miss the significance of this statement in the realm of honor and shame.  
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But in Jesus’ world of patronage, riches were a means to honor and begging-poverty created a 

situation where a person was unable to hold their honorable position.  Therefore, while someone 

with wealth might use it through patronage to gain honor, they would not have given to the point 

of poverty and so lose the means to gaining honor.  By becoming poor for the sake of others and 

willfully giving up his position, Jesus challenged his society’s values and provided an example 

of giving honor to others.  To the elites in Corinth who had offered Paul a gift in order to secure 

the honor and recognition, the apostle offers a countercultural model of giving: sacrificial giving 

that would not secure honor and would cost the resources necessary to secure honor in the future.  

Ultimately, Paul presents Jesus’ life and teaching as a startling challenge to his society’s ways of 

exercising power and acquiring honor. 

 

A Shameful Ministry, a Foolish Minister 

As Paul looks ahead to visiting Corinth en route to delivering the collection to Judea, he 

pleads with them not to force him to approach them with boldness.  Of all things, he bases his 

entreaty on Christ’s meekness and gentleness (10:1); could it be that Paul is thinking about 

Jesus’ response to his accusers?  This seems to be the case, and it presents a serious challenge to 

male ways of relating; just as Jesus responded in meekness and gentleness when affronted, Paul 

reasons, so also should his followers! 

There are those who look at Paul and their conflict “according to the flesh” (κατὰ σάρκα, 

v. 2) and judge based on “outward appearances” (κατὰ πρόσωπον, v. 7); he rejects their behavior 

out of hand!  Their actions appear to be driven by pride (v. 5), but the Apostle calls them to 
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obedience (v. 5) and meekness (v. 2).  And unlike Mediterranean men of his era, Paul is reticent 

to boast (v. 8)
248

; indeed, his only claim on them is that they fall within the area that God had 

Paul and his co-laborers pioneer (vv. 13-17).  His opponents, in their way of judging by 

appearances, assessed themselves through comparison to others, but Paul would have nothing of 

it (v. 12).  While they subjected themselves to human approval (vv. 12 and 18), Paul would boast 

in the Lord (v. 17) and wait for his approval (v. 18).  Paul thereby challenged honor values of the 

day, which, as has been noted, taught men to compete for honor in the public realm. 

If their behavior was different from his own, Paul judges that his opponents were 

preaching another Jesus (ἄλλον Ἰησοῦν) as well (11:4).  “If the opponents are preaching ἄλλον 

Ἰησοῦν, then perhaps it is because their Jesus is not making the same moral requirements on 

them as he does on Paul, that is to say, not producing in them the same servant-like humility.”
249

  

Perhaps a significant part of the issue was that they neglected the essential elements about Jesus 

that the apostle preached, that namely he was both crucified (1 Cor 1:23) and Lord (2 Cor 4:5).
250

  

“In Paul’s thinking, their error arises from a false understanding of the cross.  They have ignored 

its offensiveness and bypassed its shame.  They have shown little interest in a Jesus of humility, 

a gospel of suffering or a Spirit who affirms that Jesus is Lord (cf. 1 Corinthians 12:3).”
251
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Paul’s opponents have either rejected or forgotten the cross, and so doing have embraced another 

Jesus; otherwise, they would have imitated his humble, honor-sharing approach, and that of Paul, 

his minister.
252

 

As Paul continues, his descriptions of his own ministry and of himself become 

increasingly absurd and countercultural; and yet, if he had earlier described his apostolic 

experience as being led in triumphal procession for all to see (2:14), it is no surprise that he 

would present the shame in his ministry so vividly.  He proclaimed the gospel to them “free of 

charge” and behaved in a way that “exalted” them by rejecting their assistance (11:7)—an 

approach that prevented either party from enhancing their status through a patron-client 

relationship.
253

  Yet he refused to back down from his position; indeed it appears that his 

rhetorical strategy was to embrace the “foolishness” therein. 

Paul’s allusion to the behavior of his opponents is a classic example of him speaking 

absurdly and embracing the foolish position (11:20-21).  Apparently his rivals whom he labelled 

“super apostles” (τῶν ὑπερλίαν ἀποστόλων, v. 5; 12:11) conformed to the pattern of male 

socialization in antiquity, using aggression to gain honor at the expense of others (v. 20).  By 

comparison Paul was weak, refusing to engage in the zero-sum game of competing for honor (v. 

21).  He would not exalt himself at the expense of others or participate in the games his society 
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instated to distribute honor—for this was against the new creation values he had embraced in 

Christ.
254

 

Rather, Paul embraces a ministry full of dishonor, as evidenced in his inventory of 

shaming persecutions, hardships, and honor-poor circumstances that he endures as a “servant of 

Christ” (διάκονος Χριστοῦ, vv. 23-33).  As noted previously, there was humility in the label, and 

one wonders whether his rivals in Corinth were willing to embrace the shameful connotations 

that frequently went with the title (v. 23).  He had faced authorities' attempts to force conformity 

through imprisonment (v. 23), floggings (v. 23), forty lashes from Judeans five times (v. 24), 

three times beaten with rods (v. 25), and even a stoning (v. 25).  He endured the trouble of 

shipwreck (v. 25) and danger from countless sources (v. 26).  And so many of his circumstances 

can only be described as shameful—whether it be the hard work that was unbecoming to an 

honorable man or the poverty that resembled those at the bottom, without food, drink, or clothing 

(v. 27).  Such experiences can only be described as weakness—and Paul actually boasted about 

these things (v. 30).  The passage builds to an emphatic story that reveals Paul’s disgrace in 

verses 32 and 33 as he recounts escaping Damascus ignobly by being lowered from a wall in the 

city by basket: 

“In the first century the highest military award, the corona muralis, was reserved for the 

man first up the wall in the heat of the battle.  In Paul’s moment of danger he was 

lowered through the wall in a basket!  Such an event would have been regarded as 

profoundly humiliating and certainly not worthy of one’s boast.”
255

 

 

In the same way, Paul’s description of the revelation he received and his thorn (12:1-7) 

brings his “boasting” to a final culmination.  His thorn, an illness, was given to him so that he 
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“would not become arrogant” (v. 7 [2x]).
256

  It is very likely that this illness was either 

“physically disfiguring” or “socially debilitating” and, in a society that judged a speaker based 

on externals, it would have made him appear inferior to his opponents.
257

  His audience would 

have been aware of the issue, but it is nonetheless striking that Paul would bring up this point of 

weakness and shame.  This serves as a culmination of the argument in which “Paul is deriding 

himself as the 'worse' man according to the Corinthian values and glorying in that fact.”
258

 

Why did Paul behave this way?  Certainly his rhetorical strategy involved playing the 

fool.  Yet there was a compelling reason that Paul boasted in weakness and shame.  The basis 

comes from his experience of an unsurpassed revelation and his "thorn in the flesh" (12:7), a 

thorn which he pleaded with the Lord to remove (12:8).  Out of his weary pleading comes a 

fundamental truth: God's power is "perfected in weakness" (v. 9).  This is why Paul is content to 

boast in weak and shameful things like distresses and difficulties, insults and persecutions: he 

has found that this is the very place where the power of God is made manifest (v. 10).  But why 

must this be the case?  “Why must the glory of God be revealed in human shame?”  Paul’s 

answer is telling: “It is because only in shame can there be a demonstration of divine power.”
259

  

His rivals and their patrons in Corinth defined strength as their world did in terms of competition 

and domination of the weak, but the apostle’s weakness in which he imitated Christ’s life given 

for others bespoke power that could only come from Christ.
260

  Paul’s audience would have to 

choose between these two competing and incompatible ways of life. 

                                                           
256
2 Cor 12:7: “ἵνα μὴ ὑπεραίρωμαι” (Aland, Novum Testamentum Graece).  My translation from the Greek 

text. 

 
257

 Marshall, Enmity in Corinth, 153. 

 
258

 Ibid., 380. 

 
259

 Savage, Power through Weakness, 169. 

  



 

99 

Conclusion 

Paul’s prior visit to Corinth had been a difficult one.  There were lingering problems with 

the community because they continued to subscribe to the dominant society’s understanding of 

what was honorable and shameful.  This figured prominently in the leaders they decided to 

embrace:  Paul’s lack of eloquence, his weak personal presence, and his refusal of their 

patronage made him seem inferior to the strong, well-spoken “apostles” who had come into their 

midst and accepted their support (see 2 Cor 11:20-21).  Paul’s relationship with the Corinthian 

community sat precariously; the situation required a clear defense of Paul’s apostleship, as well 

as the values and model that had shaped it. 

Rather than apologize for his apostolic ministry, Paul emphasizes that the nature of 

Christ’s honor-sharing life and humiliating death had made its shameful shape non-negotiable.  

Thus, Paul exposes how deeply troubling and face-diminishing his ministry had been throughout 

this writing; since God had willed to shame Paul and his coworkers publically as though he were 

leading them in triumphal procession as defeated enemies (2:15-17), the apostle reveals what 

contemporaries would have taken pains to hide.  Thus, he would not conceal the cross as he 

thought his opponents did, but proclaims it in a straightforward manner (3:7-13; 4:2-3).  Paul 

describes himself and his ministry partners as servants (3:6; 6:4; 11:15, 23) and refuses honor-

enhancing patronage, choosing rather to embrace the appearance and label of a slave (4:5; 11:7).  

He emphasizes the humility of his situation by comparing himself and his partners to lowly, 

servile clay pots, and describing the trying, shameful circumstances they faced as they carried the 

dying of Jesus in their bodies (4:7-12).  He would emphasize the shameful persecution and 

humiliating circumstances they faced again and again (6:3-10; 11:23-27). 
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Paul revealed the humility of his situation as he did in the correspondence because he 

knew that God determined what was honorable.  His situation and ministry may have looked 

shameful, but Yahweh was the ultimate judge of what he did and said (2:15-17; 5:9-11).  

Furthermore, those who focused on the outward and the temporal missed the fact that the 

afflictions were inwardly working an eternal glory (4:16-18).  That same emphasis on externals 

had led Paul to misjudge Christ, but he did so no longer and had therefore stopped judging others 

on the same basis (5:16-17); he urged his audiences to do the same (10:2, 7). 

Glory and honor therefore took on a new shape.  By virtue of knowledge of Christ, those 

in Christ were being transformed into the likeness of his glory through the Spirit (3:18; 4:6).  

Suffering for Christ would actually result in great glory (4:16-18).  Rather than pursuing honor 

through exploiting power and exalting themselves (11:20-21), they were to use their power for 

others (8:9) and exercise meekness (10:1) in the imitation of Christ.  Those who lived such a life 

in the service of Christ faced hardship and shame, but the status-enhancing power of God 

followed as well (12:7-10).  Thus, while he rejected the claim to honor implicit in the boasting in 

one’s wealth and position, Paul exposed and boasted in his weaknesses, which ultimately 

demonstrated the grace and power of God (12:9). 

While no other community challenged Paul the way the one in Corinth did, the other 

congregations he corresponded with remained tied to honor values that were incompatible with 

Paul’s gospel.  In his correspondence to Rome, where precedence and competition were deeply 

embedded in dominant culture, Paul would assert that reconfiguration of honor norms was at the 

heart of his gospel.
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ROMANS 

 

 

In his journey, as he was crossing the Alps, and passing by a small village of the 

barbarians with but few inhabitants and those wretchedly poor, his companions asked the 

question among themselves by way of mockery, if there were any canvassing for offices 

there; any contention which should be uppermost, or feuds of great men one against 

another.  To which Caesar made answer seriously, “For my part, I had rather be the first 

man among these fellows than the second man in Rome.” 

 

Plutarch’s Life of Caesar
261

 

 

 

To understand the importance of precedence in the ancient world, one need not go any 

further than Rome.  For a large part of the first century BC, Rome was embroiled in civil wars 

that had been caused by competition for the first place within the state.  From Pompeii to Caesar, 

to Mark Anthony, and finally to Octavian, great men fought for the leading place in Italy and, 

ultimately, the Mediterranean.  In many ways, what they experienced demonstrated the 

importance of precedence and competition for honor that was evident among elite men. 

Through the transition from republic to empire, regardless of who exercised authority, 

there was never any question what city had first place.  Rome was home to the ruling elites.  

Rome was where the Senate met.  Rome was the leading city of the Mediterranean, and its 

people embraced the honor of having the first place. 

 

It is for this very reason that Paul chooses to challenge the dominant culture’s honor 

values in his correspondence to the city.  In fact, his teaching about honor is embedded in and 

central to his larger argument about his gospel in Romans.  For Paul, the gospel involves God’s 

plan to save both Judean and Gentile on the basis of faith, bringing them together as one people.  
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What becomes evident throughout the letter is that for Paul the old order of precedence, of 

judging based on geographical origin, of ascribed honor is now over.   

This is replaced with a new order.  What had been shameful—including a crucified 

Messiah—was now honorable.  Gentiles, though perceived as outsiders, were received without 

circumcision.  Shameful persecution was boasted about.  Everyone was to be treated with honor. 

 

Paul’s Obligation to the Honorable and Shameful 

Paul’s audience would have noted his challenge to honor values in the letter’s prologue.  

It becomes evident very early on that Paul rejects the old order of honor, and he declines to give 

preference to those who would have traditionally received it.  While he emphasizes his desire to 

visit Rome, Paul declares, “To both Greeks and Barbarians, to both the wise and foolish, I am 

obligated” (v. 14).
262

 

Paul’s audience would not have taken his words for granted; in a city that embraced the 

first place in the Empire, it is hard to overlook such a revaluation of values.  He declares that he 

is under obligation to both Greeks and Barbarians, to the wise and the foolish.  As has already 

been seen, allusions to wisdom and foolishness were full of implications in the honor game—it 

was always more honorable to be wise than to be foolish.  In the same way, geography 

contributed to one’s standing: a Greek origin was to be preferred to a Barbarian one.  This was 

the cultural norm.  But Paul rejects the status quo.  His call to be an apostle to the Gentiles (1:1, 

5) and his service to God (1:9) meant that he was obligated to both the honorable and the 

shameful. 
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Why would Paul need to make such a statement?  It is important to note that this is stated 

in the context of his larger apology for not visiting them sooner and his expression of desire to 

visit Rome because he cared for them (vv. 8-15).  An inquisitive member of his audience might 

have probed, “Why haven’t you made it to Rome yet?  We are an important church in the 

Imperial Seat!”  Paul anticipates such thoughts and may be understood as saying, “You are an 

honorable people in the most honored city of the empire.  But I haven’t visited you before 

because the old order of precedence is gone.  God has called me to both the first and the last.” 

 

Paul’s Gospel: Shame, Power, and Precedence 

Paul’s statement of 1:16-17 demonstrates the reversal of honor while it encapsulates his 

conception of the gospel: 

“For I am not ashamed of the gospel, for it is the power of God for salvation to everyone 

who believes, first to the Judean and also to the Greek.  For in it the righteousness of God 

is revealed from faith to faith; as it is written, "But the righteous shall live by faith."
263

 

 

While it is easy to misunderstand Paul’s assertion that he is “not ashamed of the gospel” 

(v. 16) in our cultural context, reading it in the matrix of ancient Mediterranean social values 

elucidates it.  Shame was more than an inward problem for a male in antiquity.  It was an 

indication that the person who had shame had either transgressed the community’s values and 

suffered loss of face, or had come out on the short end of the stick in confrontation and therefore 

lost honor to an opponent. 
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Why did Paul express this about his gospel?  Was there something about it that had 

created problems for him and other believers in the public realm?  Was there something 

disadvantageous about it? 

There was plenty to be ashamed of with Paul’s gospel.  On the one hand, the shaming 

crucifixion of Messiah is a good place to start.  As has already been noted, crucifixion was the 

preferred method of humiliating upstarts and rebels; it was an extremely unlikely way to start a 

movement.  Paul’s experience as a preacher throughout the Mediterranean would have put this at 

the forefront of his thought:  there was no honor to be found in a crucified messiah, only shame 

and humiliation.
264

  If one were going to talk about it, one had to be prepared.  But in the minds 

of most, it was something that one did not even whisper about. 

Another real source of shame with the Gospel was that it embraced outsiders who did not 

follow the covenant.  Paul preached a gospel that included outsiders—Gentiles were full 

members without receiving the mark of the covenant, circumcision.  He shared a table with the 

uncircumcised, and embraced them as brothers.  But that tainted him and made him less than 

honorable.  How could Paul be true to the covenant and reflect the honor of God’s people if he 

embraced those who were not? 

There are good reasons to accept either of the above explanations of Paul’s perspective.  

There were ample reasons to be ashamed of Paul’s gospel (at least to outsiders).  But Paul rejects 

such complaints.  He had heard them in every assembly and city that he had visited, but he was 

not persuaded.  “For in it the power of God unto salvation is revealed” (v. 16)—the experience of 

shaming persecution was persistent, but Paul was also acutely aware of the potency of the 

Gospel.  That power trumped the perceived weakness and shame—for power displayed in the 
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public realm marked one as honorable.  Ultimately, Jesus’ resurrection identified him as 

praiseworthy and imbued Paul’s gospel with potency. 

 

Paul challenges the old order of precedence and honor in the prologue of Romans, but it 

appears that he reaffirms it in the declaration that follows.  While presenting the Gospel as “the 

power of God to salvation” he asserts that it is “to the Judean first, and also the Greek” (v. 16).  

Paul’s statement asserts Judean precedence in the gospel.  Does this mean he makes exceptions 

on precedence when it comes to geographical origin or religious background? 

As a matter of salvation history, Paul asserts that the Judeans are first.  While reading 

through Romans, one must at least acknowledge this much.  They are first in wrath, first in glory 

and honor (2:9-10).  They have much in way of advantage—including circumcision and the 

oracles of God (3:1-2; cf. 9:4-5).  For Paul, Judean precedence is undeniable. 

In fact, too little is made of πρῶτον (“first,” v.16) in the study of Romans 1:16-17.  In a 

world in which honor and precedence meant everything (especially in Rome), Paul’s use of 

“first” here is significant.  Roman Gentile Christ worshipers would have taken this assertion as 

an affront because everyone cherished primacy.  And Judeans would have anticipated an 

affirmation of their elevated position in God’s economy.  Both would have been watching 

closely to see how Paul dealt with this.  Paul challenges precedence by embracing it, as will be 

evident; he could identify Judeans as first without flinching because he believed that having the 

first place was irrelevant. 
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Judean Precedence Rendered Irrelevant 

Paul’s invalidation of Judean precedence begins in chapter two, as he addresses God’s 

judgment of all human sin.  He reasons that God is the most righteous judge, “who will pay back 

each person according to his deeds” (v. 6).
265

  Such words would have seized the attention of 

Judeans within his audience, for they indicate that God deals with individuals and not simply 

people groups.  On top of that, Paul asserts that there is no difference between Judeans and 

Gentiles when God apportions out judgment and glory (vv. 6-10; cf. also “no distinction” in 

10:12).  The argument culminates in an emphatic statement:  God does not make distinction 

between Judean and Gentile on the basis of descent because he “does not show partiality” (v. 

11).
266

 

Paul draws from a rich heritage when he asserts God’s impartiality.  From the tradition of 

the people of Israel to the writings of the Jewish people, Yahweh’s impartiality was widely 

recognized.  Jouette Bassler suggests in Divine Impartiality: Paul and a Theological Axiom that 

“This application seems to have developed out of the canonical emphasis on equal justice for the 

great and small, with these social categories given a collective interpretation and equated 

respectively with the powerful oppressing nations and with Israel.”
267

  But the statement was 
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“never seen as blurring the distinction” between Judeans and Gentiles, even if it concerned the 

relationship between the two.
268

 

Paul’s assertion that there is no partiality with God diverges from this tradition in a single 

and significant way: he uses it to indicate that God does not make distinctions between Judeans 

and Gentiles in terms of judgment or grace.  Whereas the statement was used before to the 

advantage of the small (Israel) against the powerful (Gentile nations), Paul uses it to challenge 

Judean precedence in the sight of God.  Judean and Gentile are equally recipients of glory and 

honor for righteous deeds, and equally recipients of wrath and judgment for unrighteousness.  So 

Bassler asserts that “with Jews and Gentiles, and in the final assize God recompenses all men 

impartially according to a strict but neutral standard of merit.”
269

  As in 1:16-17, grace (and, 

ultimately, judgment) comes to everyone on the same basis; God does not make distinction 

between Judeans and Gentiles. 

 

Judean Claims to Honor Fruitless 

Having established that God is impartial, Paul addresses Judean claims to honor in 2:17-

29.  They are proud of the name “Judean,” they “rely” on the law, and they boast about God (v. 

17).  But Paul asserts that their claims to honor and their use of Torah are fruitless because of 

their failure to obey the law, which dishonored God—thus the good name of God is blasphemed 

among the Gentiles because of them (v. 24).  What good is their boasting if they disobey the law 

and dishonor God? 

In this context, Paul’s comments about circumcision in verses twenty-five through 

twenty-nine make sense. 
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“For circumcision has value if you practice the law; but if you are a transgressor of the 

law, your circumcision has become uncircumcision.  So if the uncircumcised man keeps 

the righteous requirements of the law, will not his uncircumcision be accounted as 

circumcision?  And he who is physically uncircumcised and fulfills the law will condemn 

you who have the written law and circumcision but are a transgressor of the law.  For a 

person is not a Judean who is one externally, nor is circumcision something external in 

the flesh.  But a person is a Judean who is one internally and true circumcision is of the 

heart by the Spirit and not by the written law.  And the praise of such a person is not from 

humans but from God.”
270 

 

Circumcision only has value if the circumcised person practices God’s law (v. 25); implicitly, 

Paul affirms it as an honorable cut on those terms.  But it accomplishes nothing for the 

circumcised man who does not keep the law—in fact, his “circumcision has become 

uncircumcision” (v. 25), to his shame.  On the other hand, the uncircumcised person who keeps 

the law has the honor of circumcision—even if he does not have the physical mark; such a 

person stands in judgment of the Judean who fails to keep the law (v. 27).  The discussion 

culminates in Paul’s critical statement about honor and circumcision in verse 29: the external 

mark of circumcision (and being a Judean), though it may bring honor in some circles, does not 

bring the praise of God; that comes to the person who obeys the law from the heart.  This 

assertion looks ahead to all among the Judeans and Gentiles who have the powerful presence of 

the Spirit—and, as a result, obey the law. 

In a few short sentences, Paul has effectively changed the terms of the honor discourse.  

Circumcision had value, but not because of what was done to a person’s body.  The name 

“Judean” still carried honor, but it was attached to something inward—the Spirit’s work to 

circumcise a person’s heart (v. 28; cf. Deut 30:6).  Honor was no longer based on externals such 
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as ethnic identity.  The labels no longer held the same meaning.  In fact, there was even the 

iconoclastic conclusion that a Gentile who lived a righteous life would actually judge a Judean 

(v. 27)!  Ultimately, the audience had changed: it was Yahweh who determined what was 

praiseworthy and not man (v. 28), and he did not judge people on the basis of ethnic identity. 

 

As his argument continues in Romans 3, Paul is emphatic about the position of Judeans in 

God’s economy and in the public realm.  He acknowledges that there is some advantage 

(ὠφέλεια, v. 1) in circumcision because they were entrusted with the “oracles” of God (λόγια, v. 

2).  But in answer to his rhetorical question directed at Judean Christ worshipers, “Are we any 

better than they?”
271

  Paul responds emphatically, saying, “Not at all”
272

 because both Judeans 

and Gentiles are under the power of sin (v. 9).  In spite of the fact that they were under the law, 

and had its benefits, they failed to keep it (vv. 10-18).  The litany of charges is spoken not to 

Gentiles, but to those under the law (Judeans).  The outcome is that the mouths of Judeans, who 

were inclined to boast in the law and circumcision, are silenced; their boasting is finished 

because they could not be justified by the works of the law (vv.19-20).  The Judeans who had the 

law and the Gentiles who did not are equal before God and neither is righteous before him. 

In a very real sense, Paul summarizes the positions of Judeans and Gentiles in the realm 

of honor in Romans 3:22-23: there is no distinction between Judean and Gentile, for all fall short 

of the glory of God.  Gentiles dishonored God through idolatry and sexual immorality—and 

these led them to dishonor in which they degraded themselves and increasingly abandoned what 

was natural (1:18-32).  Judeans dishonored God by their boasting, which they did in tandem with 
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their failure to obey God’s law; their actions were such that the name of God was blasphemed 

among the Gentiles (2:1-3:8). 

 

Boasting, Abraham, and Circumcision 

Having established that there is no distinction between Judean and Greek, Paul makes a 

related point, saying, “boasting is excluded” (3:27).  But why?  And how should we understand 

his reasoning?  Based on Paul’s earlier argument, he could have said that boasting was 

eliminated on the basis of works of the law.  The Judeans’ failure to keep the law prevented them 

from boasting—what is there to boast about if your deeds are not righteous?  And Gentiles could 

not boast based on works.  All would have shared the shame of their failure to be righteous. 

But Paul chooses another route, saying that boasting is excluded “by a law of faith”
 273

 

and not “works” (v. 27).  Trusting Christ brings righteousness to all.  Because all have equal 

standing, and their standing is not based on what they accomplished or circumcision or descent, 

then boasting is excluded.  Everyone in Christ shares the honor of a righteousness not their own. 

 

In the verses that follow, Paul cites Abraham and, to a lesser degree, David, as evidence 

for his argument the boasting is excluded.  He begins with Abraham, their forefather, and the one 

with whom Yahweh made his covenant.  Judeans would be sensitive and attuned to anything said 

about him.  If Abraham had nothing to boast about before God, how could they?  If Abraham’s 

position before God had everything to do with faith apart from circumcision, then they could not 

rely on circumcision for their place. 
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Early on, he makes a contrary-to-fact conditional statement: “For if Abraham was 

justified by works, then he has something to boast about” (4:2).
274

  In verse 3, Paul clarifies his 

previous statement: he asserts through Scripture that Abraham was not justified through works, 

but by believing God.  Therefore—and Paul does not make this explicit, but it is assumed—

Abraham has no reason to boast.  But the patriarch is honored before God and man because he is 

righteous through the gift of God on account of his trust (v. 5). 

David’s pronouncement in Psalm 31 serves as the perfect supporting example for Paul’s 

argument: “How honorable are those whose iniquities are forgiven, and whose sins are covered; 

how honorable is the man against whom the Lord will not reckon his sin” (vv. 7-8).
275

  Paul 

introduces the pronouncement as a makarism (v. 6).  As has been noted, makarisms identified 

individuals as honorable in light of a judgment that God has made about them or His favor to 

them.  In verse six, Paul he says that “David pronounces a makarism upon those whom God has 

reckoned as righteous.”
276

  The person who has the righteousness of faith is also the one who has 

honorable standing.  But this is no reason to boast.  Why?  Because his or her standing is not 

based on accomplishments, but on the gift of God. 

Furthermore, God has concealed what would have shamed them in the community—their 

iniquities.  What would have redounded to their humiliation, God has eliminated.  They are both 

righteous and honorable! 
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Having delivered a punishing blow to Judean boasting, he challenges Judean uniqueness 

in circumcision.  Abraham, Paul asserts, was reckoned as righteous through faith before he was 

circumcised (vv. 9-10).  Therefore, Judeans cannot exclusively lay claim to him as their father; 

Gentiles who are righteous by faith without circumcision have a claim on him as well (v. 11).  

The honor of circumcision—at least to the degree that elevated Judeans above Gentiles—was 

gone. And their righteous father, to whom they traced their descent, was shared with outsiders.  

For Paul, the righteousness of faith clears out heights of honor and depths of shame so that all 

who trust Christ share the same honorable position.  Descent and circumcision do not bring 

righteousness and honor.  Rather, all in Christ share the righteousness, and, therefore, honor that 

come through faith.  So Paul may assert in a statement that echoes Jesus’ makarism (Mt 5:5) that 

the descendents of Abraham (Judean and Gentile), who are righteous by faith, will “inherit the 

world” (v. 13). 

 

The Honor of the Justified 

Paul demonstrates the benefits of those justified by faith starting in chapter five of 

Romans.  The enhanced honor that they have in Christ is a core emphasis. 

Paul begins speaking about their increased ascribed honor in a way that seems unlikely: 

through an allusion to slavery.  One is inclined to think of slavery in light of humanity’s longing 

for freedom and liberation.  But as Paul speaks of slavery in Romans 6:16-23, there is another 

element to consider: slave ownership in the context of honor and shame.  While it is tempting to 

view all slaves as equal, they were not, for slaves occupied a variety of positions in the social 

pyramid corresponding to the identity of their master.
277

  The slave of someone who occupied a 

low social position would, as expected of slaves, be near the bottom of society.  Conversely, 
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being a slave to an elite person could actually elevate the status of an individual.  In the same 

way, slavery to sin led to shame (v. 21).  But in Christ, and free from sin, one became a slave to 

God—one’s status increased dramatically (v. 22).  So Paul asserts that the honor of those in 

Christ has been enhanced. 

A second illustration reinforces the change in honor standing.  Paul employs a marriage 

analogy to explain the relationship to the law for those in Christ (7:1-6).  Explicitly, he speaks of 

the benefits of being bound to “the one who was raised from the dead” rather than to sin (v. 4).  

Being bound through marriage to sin resulted in different offspring than belonging to Christ: they 

produced offspring for death when bound to sin, but bear offspring for God once bound to Christ.  

Thus, being wed to Christ gives his followers a superior position because they produce more 

honorable offspring than those that were not.  Once again, Paul extols the honorable position of 

those in Christ. 

 

Paul continues to emphasize their promising situation in chapter eight.  He bases his 

reasoning upon the presence and work of the Spirit in the believer: those who live according to 

the capabilities of their flesh die, but those who belong to Christ have the Spirit, are led by that 

Spirit, and are sons of God (v. 14).  Those in Christ have a new situation—they become sons, not 

slaves, and they occupy a significantly elevated position (v. 15).  Paul’s point culminates in an 

emphatic declaration: “The Spirit himself bears witness with our spirit that we are children of 

God, and if children, then heirs—heirs of God and coheirs with Christ” (vv. 16-17).
278

  No one 
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surpasses the honor of God and Christ—and believers share in that elevated position—confirmed 

by the presence and testimony of the Spirit. 

Paul’s declaration about the honor of being in Christ is followed by a simple, significant 

qualifier: we are God’s children and heirs “if we suffer with him in order that we may also be 

glorified with him” (v. 17).
279

  Suffering with and for Christ is a prerequisite for being glorified 

with him.  This is why Paul boasts in his sufferings (5:3): he anticipates final vindication.  Paul 

does not outline it clearly here, but clearly Christ’s suffering and resurrection as an object lesson 

for Christ’s followers. 

Paul’s sufferings for Christ brought shame and humiliation, as his audience had also 

experienced.  But Paul attempts to insulate them against future suffering by reminding them of 

future glory.  “For I consider that the present sufferings are not worthy to be compared to the 

glory that is to be revealed to us” (v. 18).
280

  He reasons that even the creation awaits the day—

that the glorious sons of God would be revealed (v. 19).  Creation waits because it will throw off 

decay once the children of God are revealed—sharing in the glorious freedom that is theirs (v. 

22).  But Paul notes that until then, the creation and the sons of God share the same experience of 

groaning; the creation awaits restoration, and Christ’s followers await the revelation of their true 

identity as glorious sons of God (v. 23).  Ultimately, Paul says to his audience: “I know who you 

are.  You know who you are.  But your true identity is hidden.  Even the creation waits for you to 

be revealed.  In the meantime, like creation, we groan because things are not as they will be.  But 
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our true identity is determined and secure.  And it will be revealed in due time that we have the 

glory of God’s sons.” 

The short term may involve waiting and groaning for the Spirit’s help, but Christ’s 

followers’ future was now secure.  Paul’s progression demonstrates this emphatically: they are 

foreknown, predestined, called, justified, and glorified (vv. 28-30).  In each case the action is 

done by God.  In each case, the action is in the past.  Those in Christ may therefore conclude that 

while the present experience does not validate their true identity, their place with God and future 

glory are secure. 

The words that follow in verses 31-39 only serve to reinforce Paul’s argument in prior 

verses.  The future hope of believers is not in vain.  God demonstrated his love by offering up his 

son.  Would he withhold the inheritance he promised them (vv. 32-33)?  Even in the midst of the 

travails of life and persecution that threatened to decrease or lessen their honor,
281

 their real 

worth was undiminished, for their honor exceeded that of a conquering general (vv. 35-37).  The 

external appearance was that of lamb to the slaughter, a pitied victim, but in reality they 

exceeded the worth of a victor in triumphal procession. 

At the same time, and equally important, no one could make a charge against them.  

Because God justified them, they were righteous (v. 33).  Again, their position was one of honor, 

for righteousness was honorable. 
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Having established the honorable position of all in Christ, and discussed God’s dealings 

with Israel, Paul cautions Gentile believers against pride (9:13-24).  Yes, Paul gloried in his 

ministry to the Gentiles (v. 13).  Yes, Gentile believers have the honor of being grafted into 

Christ and sharing in his riches (v. 17).  But their situation was not something to boast about—

for they got there by a gracious gift through faith, not through their own achievement (vv. 18-

19).  Thus, he admonishes them not to be proud, but to stand in awe for what God has done for 

them (v. 20).  Ultimately, those in Christ—Judeans and Gentiles—occupied the honorable 

position; but they did not act the way their society is accustomed to seeing the honorable act.  

They refused to make public claims to honor through boasting.  There was a reversal, and it was 

based on the idea that only one is worthy of honor—God.  Paul makes this point soon hereafter.  

In so doing, he rejects the world’s way of competing for honor and position within Christ’s 

community. 

 

New Mindset, New Behavior 

Paul, having completed the theological underpinnings of his argument, shifts to 

exhortations in 12:1.  The verse is pivotal within Romans, looking back to the unfolding of the 

mercies of God through his reconciliation of both Judeans and Gentiles in Christ (cf. Eph 2:19-

22) and using said mercies as a basis for the exhortations that follow.  Paul’s initial and perhaps 

summary exhortation emphatically calls them to a change of perspective in regard to honor. 

Paul urges his audience not to be shaped by the world’s patterns, but to “be transformed 

by the renewing of your mind” (v. 2).
282

  So he asserts that their way of viewing things is critical 

and endeavors to elaborate on this exhortation in verses three through eight.  Specifically, he 
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calls for a change of mind in regard to how his audience thought about themselves: “I say to 

everyone not to think more highly of himself than he ought to think, but with sober judgment” 

(v. 3).
283

  They had learned to think of themselves and to relate in a certain way; and some in 

their community thought they had cause to elevate themselves.  But Paul, echoing earlier 

assertions about boasting, addresses their interior life: thought that elevated individuals above 

others, especially in Christ’s community, was out of place.  Sober judgment recognizes that the 

many who are one body in Christ share the same ascribed honor—even while their gifts differ 

(vv. 4-8; cf. 1 Cor 12:12-27).  As Bruce Winter has aptly noted, this exhortation challenged 

Roman law and society, which were arranged in such a way as to emphasize status distinctions 

and favor those who were at the top of the social order.
284

 

This passage is foundational for what follows, for this sober way of thinking opens the 

way for better ways of relating.  Paul’s challenge to traditional honor values is evident in the 

exhortations that follow. 

It begins just a few sentences later when they are called to “outdo one another in giving 

honor” (v. 10)
285
—reversing generations of traditional male socialization. In a society where all 

goods were in limited supply, Mediterranean boys were taught to outdo one another in 

competition for honor, and an honorable man cherished honor more than life.  But in light of his 

“profound redefinition of family,” which identified God alone as father and believers as brothers 

and sisters, Paul calls for a different way of relating that gives honor freely and rejects the 
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assumption that it is a scarce commodity; they were to treat each other as though they were blood 

kin.
286

 

Paul continues to challenge the agonistic way of relating in the next sentence, saying: 

“Bless those who persecute you; bless and do not curse” (v. 14).
287

  When shamed, they were not 

to repay with dishonor—rather, they offered a different sort of challenge by responding with a 

blessing.  Through Christ, the world had changed for them, and they acted accordingly; they 

gave honor, even when it cost them something. 

 

Paul picks up where he left off in chapter twelve when he exhorts them to think the same 

way toward one another (12:3).  He instructs them not to think too highly of themselves, but to 

associate with the lowly (v. 16).  Such behavior had concrete implications—it was against social 

protocol to associate closely with those who were beneath one’s own social status.  People who 

stooped to associate with those who were inferior risked being diminished—so to heed Paul’s 

exhortation would most certainly damage the standing of people of higher status.  But this was 

an essential part of the Apostle to the Gentiles’ teaching: those who had honor shared it, and 

everyone was worthy of honor in Christ’s community. 

As noted in 1 Thessalonians 5:15, the new perspective Paul advocated also influenced 

how believers responded when affronted.  In the world of challenge and riposte, retaliation was 

deemed necessary in order not to lose face.  But Paul urges his audience to “repay no one evil for 
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evil” (v. 17).
288

  He urges peace with all, even if peace necessitates ceding one’s right and 

responsibility to defend his or her honor (v. 18).  Vengeance, often practiced as a face-saving 

measure in conflict, was rejected (v. 19).  When those in Christ were challenged, their response 

was countercultural and counterintuitive: their riposte, their way of overcoming, was now 

through grace and good to the one affronting them (vv. 20-21).  In a world where gifts were 

given only to those who were worthy of them, this was nonsense, and would have elicited 

surprise and derision from rivals and witnesses.
289

 But all of this was in strong continuity with 

Jesus’ teaching, which preached non-retaliation and spoke of God as a shameless father who 

gave grace “to the just and the unjust” (Mt 5:38-45). 

 

The implications of the new mindset Paul espouses are evident in his discussion of 

community relations and eating in chapter fourteen, providing further insight into his approach 

and presuppositions regarding honor and shame.  In line with Jesus’ teaching about prayer, 

fasting, and giving (Mt 6:1-16), Paul emphasizes that only God determines what is honorable.  

“Let not the one who eats despise the one who does not, and the one who does not eat pass 

judgment on the one who does, for God has welcomed them” (v. 3).
290

  Such judgment is 

forbidden; for God, like a master with his slave, is the one who has final judgment on his own 

(vv. 4, 10, 11)—he determines who ultimately has honor.  Since all will give account to him, 

judgment is left to God (v. 12). 
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In his discussion about community relations and eating, Paul reasons that the 

fundamental concern is the honor of God.  In eating or abstaining, believers do so in honor of 

God; in life or death, those in Christ are God’s and live for him (vv. 6-8).  When all give account 

before God, “every knee shall bow and every tongue shall give praise to God” (v. 11).
291

  God 

will receive the honor due to him. 

 

Having again exhorted his audience to be of the same mind toward one another (15:5; cf. 

12:3), Paul describes concretely the meaning a few verses later.  He urges them to “receive one 

another, just as Christ has received you” (v. 7).
292

  This exhortation apparently came in response 

to a situation in which Judean and Gentile believers were in the practice of meeting in house 

churches defined by geographical origin
293
—such a scenario seems highly probable in light of 

the divide between these two groups in antiquity.
294

  So Paul again challenges the prevailing 

wisdom about honor and shame, urging his audience to give honor without regard to such 

distinctions.  Christ serves as the model for such community-building behavior, since he 
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“accepted you” for the glory of God (v. 7); if Christ could share honor by accepting those who 

were perceived to be beneath him, then they could too.  Paul reasons that if Christ could 

condescend to accept them from his high position to glorify God, then they could receive each 

other. 

When Paul urges them to “receive” (προσλαμβάνεσθε) one another (14:1; 15:7), it is an 

appeal to welcome each other into fellowship.
295

  Where religious tradition or ethnic identity 

divided them, Paul exhorts them to extend hospitality that would have challenged honor values.  

As noted, commensality was only shared with family and those who were considered status 

equals; now they were challenged to go against prevailing norms in a notable way and to embody 

the reversal of honor values in their relationships. 

 

Conclusion 

This survey of Romans reveals that a reversal of traditional honor values is at the heart of 

Paul’s argument—and, ultimately, at the heart of his gospel.  From the beginning, he rejects the 

world’s way of apportioning honor through precedence—both for Rome (1:14) and for Judeans 

(1:16-17; cf. 3:22-23).  At the same time, he emphasizes that God (as revealed through Jesus) 

does not show partiality (2:10), which renders Judean claims to honor fruitless (2:17-29; 3:22-23, 

29).  Rather, God graciously gives honor to everyone he justifies, independent of circumcision, 

as Paul demonstrates through the example of Abraham (4).  The high honor of those in Christ is 

reinforced directly and indirectly in the heart of Paul’s discussion about the law and the Spirit (6-

8): first, through his illustration about slavery to righteousness instead of sin (6:12-23); next, 
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through his picture of marriage to Christ rather than sin (7:1-6); and, finally, through his 

emphatic presentation of the blessings of adoption (8:14-37). 

The shared honor of everyone who was in Christ, by the mercy of God, had serious 

implications.  Gentile Christ-followers had no basis for boasting because their place among 

God’s people was a result of God’s mercy (9:13-24).  Life in the community was radically 

altered, beginning with a new perspective involving shared honor for all (12:1-3).  Honor was 

given freely and confrontational practices intended to defend their honor were rejected (12:10-

19). Furthermore, human judgment based on externals was set aside because God would 

ultimately be the judge—and God would receive the glory (14:3-12).  Finally, they were called 

to welcome each other into their homes and to their tables without regard to ethnic identity, 

which challenged the prevailing culture’s standards regarding honor (15:5-7).  In Christ, and as a 

result of the mercy of God, Paul exhorted his audience to bestow honor differently than ever 

before, which bore striking resemblance to Jesus of Nazareth’s teaching and practice. 

Christ Jesus’ example was at the heart of Paul’s reversal of honor.  As I will show, Paul 

employs Jesus’ example to fundamentally challenge the Roman cursus honorum; this institution 

was central to how elites achieved honor and was deeply embedded in the culture of the colonia 

of Philippi. 
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PHILIPPIANS 
 

 

And what is most serious is that these men, not for the sake of what is truly best and in 

the interest of their country itself, but for the sake of reputation and honours and the 

possession of greater power than their neighbours, in the pursuit of crowns and 

precedence and purple robes, fixing their gaze upon these things and staking all upon 

their attainment, do and say such things as will enhance their own reputations. 

 

Dio Chrysostom, Orationes 34.29
296

 

 

 

Honor was a serious pursuit of Paul’s contemporaries.  Whether in Rome or its coloniae 

throughout the Mediterranean, participation in public life was frequently the means by which 

men acquired honor, as they advanced through civic offices.  The stakes were highest in the 

Empire’s capital city, where elite men enhanced their standing and rose in the pecking order with 

each successive office—from quaestor to consul.  At the same time, in demonstration of the 

ingenuity of Rome and the universal pursuit of honor, imitations of the cursus honorum became 

an integral part of life in the coloniae as well. 

The sheer volume of inscriptions from the early Imperial period vividly demonstrates that 

the cursus honorum was an important part of life in the Roman colonia of Philippi; Paul’s 

audience would have been susceptible to its influence.
297

  In light of the apostle’s pervasive 

challenge to first-century Mediterranean honor values in his prior letters, Paul’s decision to 

address honor in the context of the cursus honorum in his correspondence to the Philippians is 

not surprising.  Indeed, a close reading of the document indicates that Paul employs allusions to 

the cursus honorum as part of his larger attempt to supplant dominant social values and to exhort 
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his audience to behavior that would stop dissension, build community, and encourage endurance 

in the face of shaming persecution. 

 

A Surprising Introduction 

Paul’s greeting stands in stark contrast to that of his other letters.  Instead of referring to 

himself as ἀπόστολος, which he does in most other writings, he states that both he and his 

companion in ministry, Timothy, are lowly δοῦλοι (“slaves,” 1:1).
298

   Since slaves were part of 

the bottom strata of society, such a self-designation would have undoubtedly shocked Paul’s 

audience, who, by virtue of their membership in the colonia Philippi, were very status-conscious. 

Why would Paul choose to include such a surprising label while omitting the honorable 

one?  As founder of their community, and an apostle, he may have had honor, but he chose the 

self-designation to emphasize humility.  Perhaps Paul does so because Christ Jesus himself had 

chosen to “empty himself, taking the form of a slave” (2:7).
299

 

His epistolary greeting varies in another significant way from his prior writings: in 

addition to utilizing the common identifier for his recipients, ἁγίοις (“holy ones”), he also 

mentions ἐπισκόποις and διακόνοις (“bishops” and “deacons,” 1:1).  Since Paul never identifies 

such officers as recipients in any other writings, one must ask why he twice chooses to vary from 

his common greeting.  This second variation in Paul’s greeting is connected to the first, as Joseph 

Hellerman aptly observes: 

“Paul's intentions become most transparent when we place the anomalous presence of 

‘bishops and deacons’ alongside the omission of ‘apostle’ and Paul's self-designation as 
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‘servant’ in the salutation.  In marked antithesis to cultural norms relating to honor, 

office, and social status, Paul begins, at the outset of his epistle, to model a principle 

expressly stated, and exemplified in Jesus, later in the letter (2:5, 6-8).”
300

 

 

This challenge to societal norms relating to honor continues throughout Philippians. 

 

Responses to Paul’s Imprisonment 

Paul’s description of his own imprisonment also provides evidence societal norms had 

changed for the early Christ worshipers.  Where Paul was incarcerated is uncertain.
301

  But 

without question, imprisonment was viewed as shameful gin the ancient Mediterranean world, a 

reason for which friends and family frequently abandoned prisoners, as Craig Wansink notes: 

  "Distance between the incarcerated and their friends and family resulted not only 

from the fear of those who were free, but also from the shame which seemed to be an 

inevitable part of incarceration.  Regardless of why prisoners found themselves in prison, 

their mere presence there often was seen as pointing to unscrupulous, immoral or illegal 

activity.  Thus, in Ap. 28B, Plato has an imaginary interlocutor ask Socrates that which 

was on the minds of many: ‘Are you then not ashamed, Socrates, of having followed such 

a pursuit, that you are now in danger of being put to death as a result?’  Regardless of 

whether one was actually guilty of any crime, imprisonment in itself was seen as reason 

for shame.”
302

 

 

While one may conclude the Philippians’ care for Paul while incarcerated was due to 

their strong love for him, such love does not sufficiently explain their actions.  It is not only true 

that Paul received aid, but he also observes that his brothers in close proximity responded with 

courage in their witness (v. 14).
303

  This is because they had identified Paul’s course as desirable 
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and even honorable.  They had seen Paul’s chains, noted they were for Christ (v. 13), and risked 

suffering in the same way he did; these brothers and sisters had concluded that Paul’s 

imprisonment was a worthy path.  This is confirmed later in the passage when Paul asserts that 

the Philippians had been “graciously granted the privilege” (ἐχαρίσθη, v. 29) of suffering for 

Christ with him.
304

  Paul had previously proclaimed the shame of his apostleship in order to 

exhort other communities to follow his example and embrace his understanding of the gospel, 

rather than the model and perspectve of his opponents.  However, one cannot escape the 

impression that the brothers and sisters in Rome and Philippi had embraced suffering for Christ 

to a greater degree than other communities.  In any case, due to the positive response Paul 

encountered in his imprisonment, the development of his thought, or the conclusion that this 

situation required a different approach, Paul explicitly states that suffering for Christ is an 

honorable path. 

 

Paul, however, faced opponents who did not share his values or his humility.  Seeing his 

vulnerability, some were “motivated by envy and strife” (διὰ φθόνον καὶ ἔριν, v. 15) when they 

preached Christ.  As Paul describes their “selfish ambition” (ἐριθείας, v. 17), it brings to mind 

his opponents in Corinth who exercised their authority in a domineering manner (2 Cor 11:19-

20) and seemed to gloss over the shame of the cross (2 Cor 4:2-3).  Rivals may have sought to 

cause him harm in his tribulation (v. 17), but Paul exemplified forgiveness and joy (v. 18).
305

  

                                                                                                                                                                                           
more confident” (John Reumann, Philippians: A New Translation with Introduction and Commentary [New Haven: 

Yale University Press, 2008], 245). 
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Cultural norms called for a strong response when affronted, but Paul responded with humility 

and modeled behavior he would later exhort the Philippians to follow; he would stress such 

countercultural conduct through the example of Christ Jesus (2:1-11).  As has been noted in 1 

Thessalonians 5:15 and Romans 12:17-19, such a meek, non-confrontational response was 

consistent with Jesus’ teaching but contrary to male socialization; it would have been perceived 

as shameful in Paul’s society. 

Yet, although Paul refused competition for honor, his defense of the gospel had 

everything to do with honor.  He was concerned that he would not be ashamed (ἐν οὐδενὶ 

αἰσχυνθήσομαι, v. 20) but would proclaim the message “with all boldness” (ἐν πάσῃ παρρησία, 

v. 20).  However, if the shame would have been his for failure of bold proclamation, Paul 

contended not for his own honor but so that Christ “would be made great” in his body 

(μεγαλυνθήσεται, v. 20); it was not about the honor of the messenger, but of the one who sent 

him.  Whether through Paul’s living or dying, Christ would be magnified (v. 20).  He would not 

pursue honor for himself. 

 

Paul’s Choice: Death with Honor or Living for Others? 

A significant gap exists between living and dying.  It is therefore surprising that Paul 

should speak about his situation as a choice between the two, “I am hard-pressed from both 

directions” (v. 23).  How would Paul choose death?  Was he, as some scholars have concluded, 

contemplating suicide? 
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Such a question is highly relevant, because Paul perceived that he had a choice, saying, “I 

do not know which I will choose” (v. 22).
306

  The best rendering of αἱρήσομαι indicates that he 

knew he had “the actual ability to make a choice.”
307

  But what choice did he have?  Arthur 

Droge has argued that Paul was deciding between living in prison and voluntary death—with the 

second option repeatedly chosen by prisoners in Paul’s time who sought to escape the loneliness 

and indignity of imprisonment.
308

  However, the context and popular philosophical tradition 

about imprisonment present a different picture of Paul’s situation.  As Chris Wansink notes, the 

apostle’s choice might have been in line with that of Socrates and other philosophers who had 

been accused and incarcerated: should they speak boldly at their defense and risk death to 

maintain their honor or respond demurely and be freed?
309

 

A survey of the broader context appears to support Wansink’s supposition.  Paul, and 

those who support him, perceived that he had the responsibility to speak publicly in defense of 

the gospel (εἰς ἀπολογίαν τοῦ εὐαγγελίου κεῖμαι, v. 16).  In this context, he mentions his 

expectation that he would not be put to shame (οὐδενὶ αἰσχυνθήσομαι, v. 20), but that he would 

continue speaking boldly (ἐν πάσῃ παρρησία, v. 20).  We find that Paul’s self-description reflects 

                                                           
306

 Phil 1:22: “τί αἱρήσομαι οὐ γνωρίζω” (Aland, Novum Testamentum Graece).  My translation from the 

Greek text. 

 
307

 As Wansink (Chained in Christ, 101) notes: "Although the Greek word αἱρέομαι can have connotations 

of both 'choosing' and 'preferring', to translate this term with the English verb 'prefer' results in ambiguity.  When 

αἱρέομαι is translated as 'prefer', persons who do not know Greek are left unsure of whether the preference reflects 

the actual ability to make a choice.”  And in the two other usages of the middle form of this verb from the New 

Testament—in 2 Thessalonians and Hebrews, the meaning is the same. “Both of these instances support the 

definition of this verb found in Liddell and Scott: the actors are ‘choosing’, they are ‘taking for themselves’.”  

Review of contemporary Greek texts “demonstrates that these New Testament examples represent typical Greek 

usage of this verb." 

 
308

 See A.J. Droge, “Mori Lucrum: Paul and ancient Theories of Suicide,” Novum Testamentum 30 (1988), 

263-86; “Did Paul Commit Suicide?” Bible Review 5 (1989): 14-21; “Suicide,” in The Anchor Bible Dictionary, 

Vol. VI, 225-31; and A.J. Droge and J.D. Tabor, A Noble Death: Suicide & Martyrdom Among Christians and Jews 

in Antiquity (San Francisco: Harper & Row, 1992). 

 
309

 Wansink, Chained in Christ, 121.  Wansink aptly cites the descriptions of Socrates’ situation by 

Xenophon (Ap. 9), Aristotle (Ap. 38E) and Epictetus (Diss. 4.1.164-65). 

 



 

129 

the situation of a philosopher in his day.  Given his incarceration, there was potential that if he 

behaved as a good philosopher, his frank defense of the gospel could lead to execution.  Indeed, 

death seemed natural for those concerned with pursuing honor. 

Paul, however, chooses differently.  Certainly, he holds out the possibility and even 

expresses his desire for death (v. 23);
310

 this seems to heighten the significance of his choice.  In 

spite of his conclusion that death would be κέρδος (“gain,” v. 21)—could Paul be thinking in 

terms of acquiring honor?—he chooses the path of Christ’s humility and an other-centered 

attitude (v. 21; 2:4ff.).  While Christ’s path of humility and concern for other’s interests led him 

to the most shameful of deaths (2:8), Paul’s path involved setting aside death with honor and 

living for others through the shame of imprisonment (1:25).
311

  He wanted them to follow his 

own example of sacrifice for the sake of the community.
312

 

  

The Ἀγών of Heaven’s Citizens 

Paul’s series of challenges to honor norms in Philippians culminates with an imperative 

beginning in verse 27: “Only conduct yourselves as citizens in a manner worthy of the gospel of 

Christ.”
313

  Paul urges them to embrace the behavior he and other “brothers” model and to reject 
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the destructive behavior of his opponents.  Against rivalry (cf. vv. 15, 17), they were to stand 

firm in one spirit (v. 27).  Rather than competing for or defending their own honor—which was 

expected in Paul’s world
314
—he calls them to contend together (συναθλοῦντες, v. 27) for the 

sake of the gospel of Christ; Paul’s response to his opponents’ ill-motivated proclamation of the 

gospel (vv. 13, 17-18) serves as the perfect example.  In same way as the “brothers” who were 

not ashamed of Paul’s imprisonment but spoke boldly (v. 14), the apostle asserts that they were 

“granted the privilege” of suffering for Christ (v. 29, ἐχαρίσθη).  Indeed, they had seen Paul’s 

ἀγών (“contest”) and were engaged in a very similar one (v. 30); much like athletic competition, 

it was a struggle, but an honorable one.
315

  The cumulative effect of Paul’s argument is 

significant: the Philippians must live in a manner worthy of their heavenly citizenship; they must 

reject competition for honor, which was evident in Mediterranean antiquity, and embrace 

struggle and suffering together for Christ as an honorable path. 
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world that speak of men doing things worthy of the king, citizens, and gods. 
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Elevating Humility 

Paul continues his challenge to honor norms leading to the Christ hymn in 2:6-11.  As he 

exhorts his audience, he instructs them to regard one another as more important than oneself “in 

humiliation” (τῇ ταπεινοφροσύνη, 2:3).  Here is another situation in which Paul’s instruction 

would have challenged the sensibilities of his audience, for ταπεινοφροσύνη and its cognates 

always carried a negative connotation outside of Christian literature.  Rather than being a virtue, 

it was “a servile characteristic of inferior classes” or was identified with “meanness.”
316

  In the 

same way, the associated term ταπεινὸς (“humble”) generally carries a negative meaning
317

 and 

“was frequently employed and especially so to describe the mentality of a slave.”
318

  

Nevertheless, Paul calls his audience to ταπεινοφροσύνη prior to describing Christ’s example.  It 

is no surprise that Paul employs a related term in the Carmen Christi, saying that Christ Jesus 

“humbled himself” (ἐταπείνωσεν 2:8).  Ultimately, Paul elevates behavior associated with 

inferiority, low-status, and weakness to the highest virtue; this would have been startling to his 

audience who was deeply concerned with honor, such would have been startling.  The apostle 

had again inverted cultural norms! 
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Carmen Christi as cursus pudorem
319

 

As we have seen, Paul’s correspondence to the saints in Philippi begins with a reversal of 

honor norms.  This reversal comes to the forefront and increases in intensity as the writing 

approaches the heart of its argument in the Christ hymn of 2:6-11.  While it was significant for 

Paul to challenge societal values through appeal and his own example, doing so through the 

example of Christ made an emphatic, memorable statement for his audience. 

A close analysis of the passage reveals that Paul brings a direct, far-reaching challenge to 

his brothers and sisters in the Roman colonia of Philippi.  Indeed, Joseph Hellerman argues 

persuasively in his monograph Reconstructing Honor in Roman Philippi that the epistle 

fundamentally challenges the tradition that ordered life in Rome and its coloniae, the cursus 

honorum.  Jesus’ example inverts the cursus: 

"…Paul's portrayal of Jesus consists of three progressively degrading positions of social 

status in the Roman world, corresponding to the structure outlined above, as Jesus 

descends a cursus pudorum from equality with God (Status Level One), through the 

taking on of humanity and the status of a slave (Status Level Two), to the public 

humiliation of death on a cross (Status Level Three)."
320

 

 

Paul might have found other ways to express how things had changed, but it is difficult to 

imagine him finding a more emphatic means of expressing it.  

"Most striking…are the terms δούλου (v. 7) and σταυροῦ (v. 8), which represent, 

respectively, the most dishonorable public status and the most dishonorable public 

humiliation imaginable in the world of Roman antiquity.  That a crucified δοῦλος is 

identified in the ensuing verses as one who is greatly honored by the deity - indeed, 

logically so (διὸ καὶ, v. 9) - utterly redefines social relations as understood among 

persons in the ancient world."
321

 

 

So Paul aims for nothing less than social transformation through the Christ hymn of 2:6-11. 
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As the hymn opens, Christ begins in an exalted position “in preparation for the ensuing 

humiliation of his cursus pudorem.”
322

  When Paul asserts that he was ἐν μορφῇ θεοῦ (“in the 

form of God,” v. 6), he does so to emphasize Christ’s glory and locate Christ at the pinnacle of 

the social order.
323

  Yet, as will be seen, he handles his high position in an unexpected way. 

How Christ responds to his exalted position has been the subject of debate.  What is to be 

made of ἁρπαγμὸν ἡγήσατο (v. 6)?  Some conclude it speaks of equality with God as something 

“to be taken by force,” inferring that it was something that Christ did not already possess.  

However, Roy Hoover’s broadly recognized study concludes that the phrase is a widely-attested 

idiomatic expression referring to someone choosing whether “to exploit something” already “at 

one’s disposal.” Tthus, Paul actually states that Christ chose not to exploit what was already 

his.
324

  Christ’s example stands in stark contrast “with prevailing Roman convictions and 

practices relating to honor and social status”
325
—for who would choose to embrace a shameful 

position rather than utilize his or her resources to maintain and/or enhance honor? 

Having occupied the most exalted position in verse six, the only direction Christ could go 

was down.  Many have disagreed about the Christological significance of ἑαυτὸν ἐκένωσεν (“he 

emptied himself” v. 7), but all would agree that the words vividly express Paul’s point: willingly 

traversing between the glory of God and the humiliation of a slave (μορφὴν δούλου λαβών, 

“taking on the form of a slave,” v. 7) was enormously significant.  Δοῦλος carried strong 

negative connotations for Paul’s status-conscious audience due to the fact that being a slave was 
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the epitome of dishonor.
326

  Δοῦλοι occupied varied positions within the social pyramid based on 

the identity of their master,
327

 but Paul’s use of slave terminology—in line with popular use—

was unquestionably intended to identify Christ’s position as one of dishonor, inferior to all free 

people.
328

 

The passage concludes what Paul’s audience would have viewed as a stunning descent, 

indicating that Christ “humbled himself by becoming obedient to the point of death, even death 

on a cross” (v. 8).
329

  As noted above, crucifixion was both a gruesome and humiliating way to 

die.  Adding to its shame was the fact that it was commonly used to execute slaves; in fact, the 

method was so widely used “that the expression servile supplicium (‘slaves’ punishment’) came 

to be used as a technical phrase of sorts to refer to death by crucifixion - even where non-slaves 

were concerned.”
330

  It seems difficult to imagine a more dishonorable, degrading death in Paul’s 

world. 

Nevertheless, the passage’s description of the situation makes it even worse.  Christ did 

not merely suffer crucifixion, but he deliberately “humbled himself” (ἐταπείνωσεν ἑαυτὸν, v. 8) 

unto a slave’s punishment; such would have been repulsive to free men, who had aversion to 

subservience.
331

  Furthermore, Paul notes Christ’s obedience (ὑπήκοος, v. 8) to accept death by 

crucifixion and in so doing “continues to portray Jesus as acting in a manner which sharply 
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contrasts with the cultural values and social codes of the leading municipal figures of first-

century Philippi.”
332

  Christ has thus reached the bottom; his cursus pudorum is complete. 

Christ’s confounding descent is not the end of the story, however.  Whereas the watching 

world perceived humiliation and shame, Yahweh judged his behavior to be honorable: 

“Therefore God also exalted him to the highest place, and gave him the name that is above every 

name, so that at the name of Jesus, every knee should bow in heaven, on earth, and under the 

earth, and that every tongue should confess that Jesus Christ is Lord to the glory of God the 

Father” (2:9-11).
333

  In the Greco-Roman world, the status of the one conferring an honor 

determined its significance; because of God’s exalted position, there was no greater conferral of 

honor available.  The efficacy of God’s grant of honor was beyond question: every knee in 

heaven and earth and under the earth would bow (v. 9), and every tongue would confess that 

Jesus is Lord (v. 10).
334

  

The conjunction διὸ (“therefore” v. 9) emphasizes that God exalted Christ for the very 

reason prevailing society rejected him: because he used his power to serve others.  “Such a 

utilization of power - indeed, a voluntary relinquishing of power and prestige - would have 

struck members of the Roman elite as abject folly;”
335

 but through the example of Christ, Paul 

defines this as the path of honor.  The Christ hymn in 2:6-11 challenges the accepted way of 

achieving honor in Roman coloniae and supplants the cursus honorum with Christ’s cursus 

pudorem. 
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Ultimately, Paul is not simply describing a change in honor norms.  By employing 

Caesar’s title κύριος for Jesus Christ (v. 11) Paul presents him as a rival emperor.
336

  In fact, he 

does not simply present an alternative emperor, but radically redefines what authority and empire 

should look like. 

 

The Model of Epaphroditus 

Paul’s challenge to social norms related to honor continues with his description of 

Epaphroditus (2:25-30).  The fact that he is sending Epaphroditus to Philippi gives him an 

occasion to use him as a sacrificial, humble model in the same mold as Christ Jesus: “Hold men 

like him in high regard, for he nearly died for the work of the Lord, risking his life in order to 

make up what was lacking in your ministry to me” (vv. 29, 30).
337

  Paul had earlier used 

honorable labels like συστρατιώτην (“fellow-soldier,” v. 25) and ἀπόστολον (“apostle,” v. 25) to 

describe Epaphroditus, but that would hardly have identified his service within the range of 

honorable male behavior: risking his life to visit Paul in his shameful imprisonment.  But again, 

behavior not previously recognized as honorable was now worthy. 

  

Putting Aside Prior Claims to Honor 

Having laid out a counter-cultural path to honor through the examples of Christ Jesus 

(2:4-11) and Epaphroditus (2:25-30), Paul now presents the accepted way of acquiring honor as 
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worthless.  First, he warns his audience against circumcision (3:2-4).  Then he renounces his own 

prior pursuit of honor in order to know Christ (3:5-14). 

The section begins with cutting invective.  “Beware of the dogs, those evil-workers, those 

mutilators of the flesh!”
338

  It seems apparent that Paul has Judean opponents in mind, due to the 

fact that each of the terms are “inversions of Jewish boasts.”
339

  Indeed, it appears that these 

opponents were “Judaizers:”  there is no evidence that these are Judeans urging Gentile Christ-

followers to become circumcised; they seem involved in the community; and they bear 

resemblance to the Judean Christ-worshiping agitators of Acts 15 and Galatians.
340

  The 

statement that follows implies that Paul speaks into a situation where his audience was being told 

that they would enhance their position in the new community by being circumcised: he says that 

they are already “the true circumcision” (v. 3), they glory in their crucified Messiah (rather than 

circumcision, v. 3), and they do not put confidence in the flesh (v. 3).   This is in contrast to the 

opponents who apparently saw the world much the same way Paul did before his encounter with 

Jesus (vv. 4f.). 

Paul’s warnings give the impression that circumcision was attractive to his audience in 

Philippi because they perceived it would enhance their honor.
341

  Gentile believers in these 

nascent communities had grown up in a religious environment that had expected multiple 
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initiation rites.
 342

  After baptism, which they may have identified with mystery initiation, it 

would have been natural for them to expect further initiations to enhance their status and bring 

revelation.
343

  Circumcision would have seemed like a natural next step and an opportunity to 

enhance their position for Paul’s status-conscious audience.  It is in this context that Paul 

indicates that they “put no confidence in the flesh” (v. 3); his strong response emphasized that he 

rejected his society’s popular ways of gaining honor through religious rituals like circumcision 

and that he would not judge people on this basis either.
344

  In contrast to men of his day who 

made bold, public claims to honor, Paul boasted not in himself but in Christ Jesus (v. 4). 

While he himself had previously pursued honor in such ways and could say he had 

“reason to put confidence in the flesh,”
345

 he would do so no longer.  But Paul’s refusal to do so 

does not keep him from expressing the basis for his earlier confidence in himself: 

“Circumcised on the eighth day, 

from the people of Israel, 

from the tribe of Benjamin, 

a Hebrew of Hebrews, 

as to the law, a Pharisee, 
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as to zeal, persecuting the church, 

as to righteousness which comes from the law, blameless.”
346

 

 

While this is similar in content to Paul’s other lists of achievements in 2 Corinthians 11 and 

Galatians 1, Joseph Hellerman notes its similarity to another source:  

"The manner in which Paul outlines his inherited status and achievement in Judaism 

would have pointedly resonated in a Roman setting, where the display of one's honors in 

cursus form was familiar to all. Listeners steeped in the social world of Roman Philippi 

could hardly have heard Paul's list of accomplishments without immediately reflecting 

upon the multitude of inscriptions that confronted them on a daily basis with the honors 

and achievements of their fellow-colonists.”
347

   

 

This represents “Paul’s pre-Christian cursus honorum,” as he presents his prior, Judean claims to 

honor in an Imperial context.
348

 

Paul’s description of his former claims to honor would have resonated—especially in 

light of the presence of “Judaizing” opponents—making his renunciation in verses seven and 

eight all the more staggering to his status-conscious audience in the colonia of Philippi: these 

former sources of boasting he considered “loss” (ζημία, v. 7) and “rubbish” (σκύβαλον, v. 8).  

Paul’s contemporaries would have identified his prior course as honorable, but Paul identifies as 

worthless what would previously have been a source of boasting, and he warns his audience 

against a path that promised honor but in truth did not deliver in the eyes of God.  He thus 

models and ultimately calls his audience to a lifestyle that radically challenged dominant 

society’s definition of honor. 
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Rejecting the Shame of the Cross 

Having set aside his own prior claims to honor, Paul addresses the behavior of his 

“Judaizing” opponents, which was at odds with his own.  He emphasizes this contrast by 

structuring polemical statements about his opponents in 3:18-19 in a similar way to his

affirmation of his audience in 3:3.  Demetrius Williams notes the striking parallels:
349

 

 

“3.3 ἡμεῖς γάρ ἐσμεν ἡ περιτομή,  3.18-19 πολλοὶ γὰρ…τοὺς ἐχθροὺς 

       τοῦ σταυροῦ τοῦ Χριστοῦ, ὧν τὸ 

       ὧν τὸ τέλος ἀπώλεια 

 

οἱ πνεύματι θεοῦ λατρεύοντες καὶ  ὧν ὁ θεὸς ἡ κοιλία καὶ  

καυχώμενοι ἐν Χριστῷ Ἰησοῦ   ἡ δόξα ἐν τῇ αἰσχύνῃ αὐτῶν,  

οὐκ ἐν σαρκὶ πεποιθότες,   οἱ τὰ ἐπίγεια φρονοῦντες. 

 

3.3 For it is we who are the  3.18-19 For many live….as enemies 

circumcision,     of the cross of Christ.  Their end is 

       destruction; 

 

who worship in the Spirit of God  their god is the belly; 

and boast in Christ Jesus   and their glory is in their shame; 

and have no confidence in the flesh  their minds are set on earthly things.” 

 

 Paul’s comparison could easily be described as the contrast between “the true circumcision” and 

“the false circumcision;” the pairings provide a vivid picture of Paul’s perception of his 

opponents’ behavior.  He rejects their emphasis on kosher laws, saying, “Their god is their belly” 

(v. 19).
350

  Whereas Paul and his audience “boast in Christ Jesus and put no confidence in the 

flesh” (v. 3)
351

, the opponents inverted this notion: “their minds are set on earthly things” (v. 
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19)
352

 so they put confidence in the flesh.  They should have “boasted in Christ Jesus” with Paul 

and the others, but they had chosen to glory in something that was shameful (v. 19); they 

emphasized circumcision when they should have gloried in Christ.  

Ultimately, Paul’s contrast between 3:3 and 3:18-19 illustrates why he would label them 

as “enemies of the cross of Christ” (v. 18).
353

  Paul believed that salvation had come to all people 

through Christ—whether they were circumcised or not (Rom 1:16-17; Gal 3; Eph 2:14-17).  To 

urge Gentile Christ-worshipers to be circumcised, turned them away from the glory of the cross 

of Christ—God’s ultimate work of salvation—and toward confidence in circumcision and the 

accompanying legal requirements.  The prospect of being circumcised might have been desirable 

for Gentile Christ-followers who wanted to enhance their honor or avoid persecution, but those 

who championed such a path had done a shameful thing and thus revealed themselves as enemies 

of the cross of Christ.  Paul’s conclusion that Christ’s crucifixion allowed Gentiles to be equal 

partners among God’s people was a stumbling block (1 Cor 1:23) and a source of shame (Rom 

1:16) to these Judean Christ-worshipers.  But Paul would glory in Christ Jesus, who suffered the 

most shameful death of crucifixion.  Furthermore, he declined to give honor based on externals, 

including circumcision and ethnic identity.  Again, Paul challenges the honor values of his 

society. 
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The Coming Glory of Heaven’s Citizens 

Those who remained in Christ, who followed Christ’s self-emptying example of humility 

and ultimately suffered for and with Christ, would end up sharing the same sort of honor 

restoration as he had (2:9-11).
354

  Paul asserts as much in 3:20-21: 

For our citizenship is in heaven, from where we eagerly await a Savior, the Lord Jesus 

Christ, who will transform the body of our humiliation into one similar to his glorious 

body.
355

 

 

A life that followed in the steps of Christ’s cursus pudorum (2:5-11) and Paul’s renunciation of 

prior claims to honor (3:4-8) would mean real losses for Christ-worshipers in a status-conscious 

setting such as Philippi—ultimately leading to shame and humiliation.  Thus, Paul describes their 

bodies as bodies “of humiliation” (v. 21).  But as in the παρουσία of a Caesar to save one of 

Rome’s colonies, Paul says that the arrival of the Lord Jesus Christ will transform the Christ-

worshipers’ situation (v. 21); in particular, their bodies will be changed into glorious bodies in 

the pattern of that of their exalted Lord.  They may not look like citizens of heaven today, but 

Paul asserts that their true identity will be revealed in the end—and it is one that reflects the 

transcendent honor of those in Christ Jesus. 

 

What a Gift Means 

As the letter approaches its conclusion, Paul addresses the significant matter of the gift he 

had received from them through Epaphroditus.  Paul’s imprisonment had made his situation dire.  

It is impossible to know what—if any—help he was receiving from other assemblies that he had 

planted, but the gift from Philippi came to Paul in a time of need.  Prisons did not provide for the 
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needs of the incarcerated, making it impossible for an individual to provide for oneself; and 

prisoners were frequently abandoned by friends.
356

  Paul’s comments here reflect both his 

gratitude for their aid under the circumstances and his desire that they avoid concluding that his 

receipt of their gift acknowledged that he was their client and they were his patrons. 

After rejoicing at the aid they provided to him, Paul begins a brief section expressing his 

self-sufficiency (vv. 11-13): “Not that I speak from need, but I have learned to be content in any 

circumstance.”
357

  He may have been in a desperate situation and had, of course, expressed joy at 

having received their assistance, but he clearly wanted them to understand that he did not rely on 

them (v. 11).
358

  One could forgive the Philippians if they believed that they had become his 

patrons through their financial assistance, but Paul emphasizes that he never requested their aid 

(v. 10), and he apparently seeks to avoid having their relationship defined in terms of patrons and 

clients.
359

  Paul rejects the world’s way of distributing honor via the patronage system; this 

perspective was inconsistent with the high honor that those in Christ shared. 
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Close review of the argument of verses 14 through 20 indicates that Paul was trying to 

frame their assistance in the context of a different paradigm.  Chris Wansink concludes that Paul 

intentionally discusses the gift, at this point in the letter, “so that he could shape how the 

Philippians viewed” the gift they had sent through Epaphroditis.  Wansink explains: 

“This was not simply a present.  Paul was in prison.  As a prisoner, he would have needed 

support from outside of the prison.  And the Philippians' gift to him likely provided him 

with his basic needs.  Paul, however, does not want the Philippians to see their gift 

merely as support for the imprisoned.  Paul wants them to see it as an opportunity for 

them to grow together through their shared commitment to the gospel.”
360

 

 

The language Paul employs in this section appears to support this assertion; Paul speaks in terms 

of partnership and worship, and  he then asserts that God would be the one to repay their gifts to 

him. 

References to partnership run throughout verses fourteen through sixteen.  Paul mentions 

that they have done well to “share with” him in his imprisonment (συγκοινωνέω, v. 14).  In the 

revealing sentence that follows (vv. 15-16) Paul describes how thoroughly they had been 

involved with him.  He indicates that they were alone among the churches in financially 

supporting his work, speaking in terms of business partnership (ἐκοινώνησεν), and he uses the 

vocabulary of commerce (δόσεως καὶ λήμψεως) in reference to “the debit and credit sides of the 

ledger” (v. 15).
361

  Paul notes that they sent help for him on more than one occasion when he was 

in Thessalonica (v. 16).  This echoes his affirmation of their partnership with him from the 

letter’s opening (esp. vv. 5, 7) and places their assistance to Paul in the context of shared effort 

for the purpose of the Gospel.  Finally, he speaks of “the profit that would accrue to their 
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account,”
362

 implying that their ongoing involvement in his ministry would result in spiritual 

benefits.  Describing their financial support in terms of a business partnership was intended to 

discourage them from concluding that their gift in his need had created a patron-client 

relationship; Paul thus maintained his countercultural perspective that honor was to be shared in 

Christ’s community. 

Paul then employs language from civic worship to explain their gift.  His earlier 

description of Epaphroditus as a “minister” to Paul’s need (λειτουργὸν, 3:25), and of their gift as 

ministry (λειτουργίας, 3:27), would have prepared them for such a perspective.  He thus 

addresses their assistance: “I am fully supplied because I received from Epaphroditus what you 

sent – a fragrant aroma (ὀσμὴν εὐωδίας), an acceptable sacrifice (θυσίαν δεκτήν), well-pleasing 

to God (εὐάρεστον τῷ θεῷ)” (v. 18).
363

  Although Paul “was the immediate recipient of their 

generosity, the ultimate recipient was God.”
364

  Again, Paul reframes their gift: it did not change 

their relationship into an honor-enhancing, patron-client tie; rather, it was worship to God.  That 

God is the ultimate recipient of the gift is reaffirmed in the sentence that follows, since he is the 

one who will repay what they gave to Paul by providing “for all their needs according to his 

glorious riches” (v. 19).
365

 

Paul’s response to their contribution brings up another significant issue in regard to honor 

norms: Paul handled money that was contributed to him differently than those in other voluntary 
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associations.  Richard Ascough has noted that “voluntary associations did often contribute 

money for their founders.”  But the use was entirely different, as the resources were spent on 

honorary inscriptions and crowns, compared to “Paul’s use of the financial support to found 

other communities….The Philippians do seem to have defined themselves from their formative 

stage as being involved in supporting their founder in his efforts to found other communities.”
366

  

It would have been acceptable for Paul to have utilized support to enhance his own honor 

through crowns and/or inscriptions, but he chose rather to set aside accepted avenues to pursue 

honor (cf. 3:4-9) and use his power for the sake of others through the establishment of new 

communities. 

 

Conclusion 

Paul’s correspondence to believers in Philippi represents a repudiation of traditional 

pursuit for honor and introduces alternative paths, paths that would have been perceived as 

shameful in Paul’s world. 

From the beginning, Paul challenges honor values by modeling and calling his audience 

to the counter-culture value of humility.  Outside of the Christ-confessing communities, 

humiliation was perceived as shameful and servile.  However, Paul demonstrates humility in his 

greeting, whereby he identifies himself as a slave rather than an apostle and specifically 

addresses bishops and deacons within his audience (1:1).  He also exhorts them to “humiliation” 

(ταπεινοφροσύνη, 2:3) prior to the Christ hymn where he emphasizes Christ’s humility and 

obedience to death on a cross (2:6-8).  Paul calls on his audience to embrace a shameful, servile 

path that he had modeled in 2 Corinthians but had never previously required of an audience. 
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At the same time, Paul rejects the old way of competing for honor.  Paul faced serious 

opposition from “brothers” in his affliction; but rather than challenging them, he rejoices that 

Christ is preached (1:18).  He emphasizes that as heaven’s citizens their call is to reject 

competition-induced strife, as Jesus taught (Mt 5:38-45), and to contend together for the Gospel 

(1:27-30). 

Philippians presents compelling evidence that imprisonment and suffering for Christ’s 

sake came to be perceived as honorable within the Pauline communities; they had embraced their 

founder’s reconfiguration of honor-shame values.  Very early in the correspondence, Paul 

describes how his imprisonment—which would have been perceived as shameful in broader 

society—actually resulted in his brothers and sisters proclaiming Christ boldly (1:13-14).  At the 

same time, the aid and visitors Paul received from the Philippian assembly, and from others, 

indicates that those in the communities Paul founded did not identify his imprisonment as 

shameful.  Indeed, Paul asserts that suffering for Christ was actually a gift that they had been 

granted (1:29). 

Perhaps the most compelling messages in Philippians come through the models Paul 

presents, models that invert traditional honor values and emphasize community-building.  Early 

in the letter, Paul shares his deliberation about his own imprisonment and trial and concludes that 

he would reject death with honor in the mold of Socrates and choose to live, because it would be 

more helpful for his audience (1:21-23).  The Christ hymn (2:6-11) is pivotal to the writing’s 

argument and presents an alternative to the cursus honorum that Paul’s audience would have 

been familiar with; indeed, Christ’s example of status-renouncing incarnation and death for the 

sake of others reversed Roman honor values.  Epaphroditus’ sacrificial model of aiding a 
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prisoner is meant to be understood in the same way—they were to hold men like him in high 

regard (2:29-30). 

As with the Christ hymn, Paul’s renunciation of his former claims to honor (3:5-8) is 

meant to be read through the lens of the cursus honorum.  At the same time, Paul’s rejection of 

his former boasts counters the efforts of Judean missionaries; they were promoting circumcision 

for Gentile Christ-worshipers to avoid persecution (3:2-4) and were ultimately ashamed of the 

cross (3:18).  Paul emphatically argues that the old avenues to honor (including circumcision) 

were worthless, and he warns his Gentile brothers against them. 

The Philippians’ gift to Paul has great relevance in the context of honor and shame.  It 

would have been easy for the Philippians to view their gift as one that defined the dynamics of 

their relationship, situating them as patrons and Paul as their client.  Paul delicately avoids such a 

conclusion by emphasizing their partnership in service for Christ, the lack of any request on his 

part, and the nature of their gift as a sacrifice to God—one that God himself would repay (4:10-

19).  As a result, neither Paul nor the Philippians would see their honor enhanced through the 

gift, but, as with all things, the glory would be God’s (4:20). 
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CONCLUSION 
 

Paul of Tarsus lived in a society that prized honor above everything, even life itself.  In 

that context, it is no surprise that Paul addresses issues related to honor throughout his letters—

one would expect him to address the issues of his time and culture.  But a thorough review 

reveals that addressing honor and shame was actually central to Paul’s purpose.  Again and 

again, the questions he addresses with his communities are connected to honor: Who gets honor?  

What constitutes honorable behavior?  Why didn’t his approach align with that of the honorable 

leaders they respected?  Paul’s answers sound a discordant note: he frequently challenges who 

receives honor and what behaviors are honorable because his encounter with the risen Jesus on 

the road to Damascus had changed everything. 

The sheer volume of references and their place within Paul’s correspondence indicates 

that these questions concerning honor were at the heart of his gospel and apostolic praxis.  As 

one reads through the Pauline corpus, it is evident that his understanding of the gospel had a 

strong social dimension.  Being in Christ not only meant justification before God, but it promised 

ascribed honorable standing in both the present and at the eschaton and required honor-sharing 

behavior within the community. 

Each correspondence in this study brings its own contribution, and the end result is a 

compelling mosaic that connects Paul’s perspective to that of Jesus and distinguishes Paul’s from 

that of the dominant culture. 

 

The Shape of Paul’s Challenge 

As has been noted, Paul’s challenge to honor is multi-dimensional.  A core claim that 

Paul makes throughout his letters is that everyone in Christ shares high ascribed honor. 
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The High Honor of Those in Christ 

One prominent expression of this idea was Paul’s assertion that God was their Father.   

Those in Christ were defined by a deep and abiding reality: they had the desirable situation of 

being sons and daughters of God, who had actually chosen them as he had Abraham (1 Thess 

1:3-4).  Their standing as God’s children meant that they had the honor of being his heirs (Rom 

8:14-17), ultimately sharing in the blessings God had promised Abraham (Gal 3:26¸ 29). 

The Spirit’s presence had a role in improving their situation as well.  Only those in Christ 

had the Spirit and therefore had revelation of his divine wisdom—which none of the rulers of 

this age understood (1 Cor 2:9, 10).  Because they beheld the glory of God in the face of Christ, 

they were being transformed from one degree of glory to another through the Spirit (2 Cor 3:18; 

4:4, 6).  The Spirit’s presence also increased their honor because it could do something the flesh 

could not do: produce righteous fruit in them (Gal 5:22-23). 

Paul also emphasizes the enhanced honor of those in Christ in a variety of examples 

within the argument of Romans, illustrating the centrality of these issues to his gospel.  It begins 

with his discussion of Abraham’s faith; Paul identifies this patriarch as the father of everyone 

who believes, noting the honor of those whom God justifies (Rom 4:6-8) and emphasizes that 

those who are of faith, both Judeans and Gentiles, share their father’s inheritance (4:9-13).  As 

the argument develops, Paul continues to emphasize the honor of being in Christ through other 

comparisons: first through the enhanced position of being God’s slave instead of sin’s slave 

(6:12-23) and then through bearing Christ’s honorable progeny rather than that of sin (7:1-6).  It 

culminates with Paul emphasizing that although their true identity as God’s children may have 

been obscured because of their suffering for Christ, their honor exceeded that of a conquering 

general at his triumph (8:18-37). 
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The Shared Honor of Those in Christ 

From Paul’s perspective, the exalted position of those in Christ was always shared; this is 

consistent throughout his writings.  As one person in Christ (Gal 3:28) and members of the same 

body (1 Cor 12:12-27; Rom 12:3-8), they all enjoyed the same honor of being attached to their 

head, Christ.  As has already been noted, the body metaphor was employed ubiquitously to 

exhort group solidarity; but what distinguished Paul’s approach was that he actually utilized the 

metaphor to tear down rather than reinforce hierarchy (1 Cor 12:22-25; Rom 12:3). 

Paul’s radically open table also emphasized the shared honor of those in Christ since 

everyone had a seat without regard to ethnic identity or status.  Such was evident early on when 

he recounted his confrontation with Peter over withdrawing from fellowship with Gentiles 

(Galatians 2:10ff.).  The same issue appears in his appeal in Romans 15:7 that they welcome 

each other: Judean and Gentile had shared honor in Christ and were to join in worship and 

commensality together (Rom 14:1-15:12).  Finally, Paul’s rebuke of elites in Corinth, who 

shamed those who had nothing in the Lord’s Meal, emphasizes the shared honor of those in 

Christ regardless of status and calls them to stop practicing table fellowship that reinforced 

distinctions (1 Cor 11:17-34).  Paul’s inclusive, honor-sharing table fellowship has strong 

continuity with that of Jesus of Nazareth, who was remembered to have practiced and taught a 

radically open table.  Yet Paul goes a step further than Jesus, who was not remembered to have 

shared table with Gentiles,
 367

 by welcoming people regardless of ethnic identity and urging 

others to do the same. 

Perhaps Paul’s strongest expression of the shared honor of those in Christ is found in 

Galatians 3:28, a baptismal creed that was fundamental to his thought: “There is neither Judean 
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nor Greek, neither slave nor free, no male and female; for you all are one person in Christ 

Jesus.”
368

  Paul thus reinforces the high position of all in Christ with a creed that undermines the 

fundamental distinctions between people in terms of ethnic identity, status, and gender.  He 

continues to challenge these distinctions throughout his ministry, but is forced to place 

parameters on the behavior of women, in the context of worship, in order to avoid bringing 

shame on their men; individuals always had freedom in Christ, but they were to use their power 

for the sake of others. 

By virtue of this perspective, Paul rejected precedence, the widely-recognized and 

distinctly Roman cultural value.  As such, he quickly mentions to them that visiting the Christ-

worshipers in Rome, the imperial seat, was no more important than visiting any other community 

(Rom 1:14).  At the same time, while Paul indicated that the gospel was first to Judeans and then 

to Gentiles (Rom 1:16-17), he later notes that Judean precedence was irrelevant because “all had 

sinned and fallen short of the glory of God” (Rom 3:23; cf. also 2:9-11).
369

  The rejection of 

precedence was another area of strong continuity with Jesus, who was remembered to have 

turned precedence on its head by giving pride of place to the last (Lk 13:30). 

 

Honor: A Gracious Gift 

Everyone had ascribed honor in Jesus’ community, so Paul emphatically reminded his 

audiences again and again that their position in Christ and all that they had was a gift from God.  

This understanding of grace meant that boasting was rejected—whether it was based on heritage 
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(Rom 2-3), their inclusion among God’s people (Rom 9:18-19), or the leader with whom they 

identified (1 Cor 4:6-7).  At the same time, Paul urged them not to think too highly of 

themselves, since everything had been apportioned by God (1 Cor 12:18; Rom 12:3), and to 

follow Christ’s example of humility (Phil 2:3). 

 

Honor-Sharing Communities 

The life Paul called his audiences to—one touched by the grace of God—looked 

qualitatively different from that of the dominant culture.  From the beginning to the end of the 

decade or so that Paul was writing his undisputed letters, he exhorted his audiences to honor-

sharing behavior in line with Jesus’ teaching and practice. 

Paul urged his audiences to use their power for the sake of others, in imitation of Christ 

(Phil 2:6; cf. Mk 10:35-45), instead of exploiting it for their own interests.  For example, in the 

context of his discussion about eating meat sacrificed to idols, Paul emphasizes that he gives up 

his own rights and “makes himself a slave to all”
370

 for the sake of the gospel (1 Cor 9:19-23).  

Paul’s exhortations to women in Corinth about praying and prophesying with head coverings (1 

Cor 11:2-16) and about their disturbing speech (1 Cor 14:34-37) must be understood in this light; 

he urges them not to exercise their liberty in ways that bring shame to their men.  He also 

reminds the same audience of Christ’s example of costly, honor-diminishing giving in order to 

secure their promised contribution for the Judean saints (2 Cor 8:9).  Paul’s mention of 

Epaphroditus’ sacrificial service on his own behalf in the Philippian correspondence is also 

intended to encourage others to imitate this sort of community-building behavior (Phil 2:25-30).  

Leveraging one’s own advantages was expected in the dominant culture, but Paul always 
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emphasized that those in Christ must be prepared to use or even relinquish their power for the 

sake of others. 

In the latter part of his correspondence, Paul introduced a new, closely-related expression 

of the honor-sharing lifestyle he had exhorted his audiences to follow: they were to be “humble.”  

In line with Jesus’ well-attested humble approach to leadership, Paul himself modeled this 

behavior both in his service to the Corinthian community without charge (2 Cor 11:7)
371

 and then 

by choosing to live for others rather than to die with honor (Phil 1:21-25).  He goes so far as to 

exhort them to “humiliation” in mind, which was hardly a Roman virtue (Phil 2:3).  Paul’s 

development of this countercultural virtue culminates in the example of Christ, who first became 

a servant and then “humbled himself to become obedient to death” (Phil 2:7, 8).
372

 

 

  j  t    t     r  ’          t      r 

At the same time, Paul exhorted his audiences to reject the dominant culture’s way of 

achieving and demonstrating honor.  However much they might have lost face by not responding 

to a challenge, in keeping with Jesus’ teaching they refused to retaliate or compete for honor.  As 

brothers—and offspring of the same Father—they would not repay evil for evil (1 Thess 5:14-15; 

Rom 12:17-18) or take vengeance (Rom 12:19).   Paul modeled this behavior himself when rival 

preachers caused him trouble or affronted him, choosing not to respond in kind (Phil 1:15-18; 2 
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Cor 10:1) and urging his audience to do the same (Phil 1:27; Rom 12:14).  Rather than 

competing to save or gain face, they would “outdo one another in giving honor” (Rom 12:10).
373

 

Claims to honor, though commonplace in the rest of the world, were also said to be out of 

place.  As was noted before, Paul rejected their proud boasting because all that they had came 

from God (Rom 9:18-19; 1 Cor 4:6-7; Rom 2-3); in order to demonstrate the foolishness of their 

boasting, Paul exposed and boasted in unmentionables such as the cross (Gal 6:14), the shameful 

circumstances he endured (2 Cor 11:16-30), and his socially debilitating thorn (2 Cor 12:1-10).  

While it was common for founders of associations and other such leaders to have honorific 

crowns given to them, Paul would instead glory in the health and well-being of the communities 

he established (1 Thess 2:19-20; Phil 4:1). 

Paul carefully avoided being caught in patron-client relationships, which were calculated 

to enhance the position of both parties.  In Corinth, Paul refused the financial assistance of 

certain members, preferring the shameful position of humbling himself and preaching the gospel 

to them free of charge, as though he were their slave (2 Cor 11:7; cf. 4:5).  Paul was forced to 

take a different approach with the community in Philippi due to his imprisonment; while he was 

not in a position to refuse their help, he took great pains to describe the assistance he received 

from them in terms of business partnership and civic worship, emphasizing that the ultimate 

recipient was God (Phil 4:10-19). 

Finally, and perhaps most significantly, Paul’s inversion and ultimate rejection of the 

cursus honorum in Philippians constitutes a final challenge to how honor was achieved in both 

Rome and the coloniae.  In fashioning a hymn to Christ as cursus pudorum (2:6-11) and 
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identifying his own personal cursus as rubbish (3:5-11), Paul rebuffs not simply his culture’s 

values, but the shape of the Empire. 

 

The Cross and the End of the World 

Throughout Paul’s ministry, he emphasizes that the cross fundamentally changed how he 

viewed the world, especially in regard to honor and shame.  Because Paul had participated with 

Christ in his crucifixion (Gal 2:20), he had irrevocably been severed from the world (Gal 6:14)—

the world was no longer in position to judge him; therefore a good showing in the flesh became 

irrelevant (Gal 6:12).  In fact, the world was not even equipped to judge, for the epoch-shattering 

crucifixion of Christ had revealed its wisdom as foolishness (1 Cor 1:18); the rulers of this age 

failed to recognize true wisdom and honor and, so doing, “crucified the Lord of glory” (1 Cor 

2:6-8).  Paul therefore considered his prior pursuit of honor as “rubbish” and set it aside in order 

to know Christ (Phil 3:4-9). 

In particular, Paul refers to “the cross of Christ” to assert his shame-embracing position 

and expose the foolishness of his opponents’ adherence to dominant cultural values.  He employs 

it in 1 Corinthians to demonstrate the foolishness of emphasizing eloquence in preaching (1:17-

18).  On two other occasions, Paul refers to “the cross of Christ” to expose the true nature of 

“Judaizing” rivals as opposed to the gospel (Gal 6:12-14; Phil 3:18).  Paul’s assertion in the 

prologue of Romans that he was not ashamed of the gospel with its inclusion of the Gentiles 

must also be read in this light (1:16-17). 
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Embracing the Shame of the Present 

Since the crucifixion had transformed Paul’s relationship with the world in terms of 

honor and shame, it is only natural that his interpretation of his own experience as an apostle 

would be shaped by this reconfiguration of values.  In his earliest extant correspondence, Paul 

exposes shameful scars he received through persecution—he calls them τὰ στίγματα τοῦ 

Ἰησου—and appeals to them to silence his opponents (Gal 6:14).  In more than one situation, he 

asserts that God was deliberately exposing him and his apostolic companions to violent, public 

humiliation—first as those sentenced to death in the arena (1 Cor 4:9) and then as those led as 

defeated foes in triumphal procession (2 Cor 2:14)—as a demonstration of Yahweh’s reversed 

wisdom and honor.  Paul repeatedly describes himself and his companions as weak and servile, 

likening them to servants (διάκονοι – 2 Cor 3:6; 11:23), slaves (δοῦλοι – Gal 6:17; 2 Cor 4:5; 

Phil 1:1), and clay pots (2 Cor 4:7-9); their humiliating circumstances were so similar to Christ’s 

that he describes them as “carrying the dying of Jesus in the body” (2 Cor 4:10).
374

  He again and 

again exposes the shame of his situation as a minister and apostle—both in terms of the 

circumstances he endured (2 Cor 6:4-5; 11:23-33; 12:1-7) and the face-diminishing, honor-

sharing approach he embraced (2 Cor 11:20-21)—in order to challenge his audience’s 

understanding of leadership, power, and honor (2 Cor 12:8-10).  It is a testimony to the 

effectiveness of his message and model that, near the end of his ministry, Paul’s communities 

treat his imprisonment for Christ as honorable and not shameful: they support him in prison (Phil 

4:10-20) and proclaim the gospel with greater boldness (Phil 1:13-14).  The perspective of his 

audience had developed so significantly that he could easily speak of their suffering as an 
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honorable path; he describes it as a contest (ἀγών) and indicates that suffering for Christ was a 

privilege they had been granted (Phil 1:29-30). 

 

Anticipating a Glorious Ending 

Just as Jesus had done (Matt 5:10-12), Paul taught again and again that their honor-

sharing, face-diminishing lifestyle along with their endurance of shaming persecution would 

ultimately be vindicated;  it would redound to great glory (2 Cor 4:13-18; Rom 5:2-3; 8:18-21).  

Both the exaltation and anticipated return of Christ were foundational to this perspective. 

Paul’s encounter with the resurrected Jesus demonstrated that God had vindicated both 

Jesus and his way of life.  Thus, the Christ hymn of Philippians 2:6-11 pivots at “therefore, God 

exalted him” (v. 9),
375

 emphasizing that Yahweh’s grant of honor came precisely because of the 

way he shamelessly used his power for the sake of others.  In the same way, Paul uses similar 

language in Philippians 3:20-21 to affirm that those in Christ who share in his self-emptying 

humility and who suffer like him will share a status-restoration like his. 

Christ’s return would make their expectation reality.  The Lord Jesus Christ would return 

for his own, both the living and the dead; risen, they would have the honor of being escorts in his 

royal appearing in plain sight of countrymen who had subjected them to public humiliation for 

their profession of faith (1 Thess 4:13-18).  Just as Christ was raised, they would be raised; and 

their weak, dishonorable bodies would be transformed into glorious, powerful bodies (1 Cor 

15:42-44).  Their current appearance was frail and servile—and obscured their true identity as 

God’s children—but Paul believed the sufferings they were experiencing were actually 

producing surpassing, eternal glory (2 Cor 4:13-18; Rom 8:18-21).  All of this would occur when 
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Christ returned and their “humiliated” bodies were turned into bodies that were like his glorious 

body (Phil 3:20-21). 

 

Changing Judgment: A Different Audience, a Different Time 

Paul employed a series of arguments emphasizing that the world’s judgment was rejected 

in favor of God’s judgment, shifting the audience and ultimately redefining what was honorable 

and shameful.   The shift in audiences was a natural corollary of Paul’s earlier assertion that the 

world could not understand true wisdom and honor as evidenced by its decision to crucify the 

Lord of glory (1 Cor 2:6-8); their judgment which was based on externals had failed them in 

regard to Christ and therefore rendered their current assessment of those in Christ as fruitless (2 

Cor 5:16-17). 

Paul frequently emphasized this shift in audiences, which was in line with Jesus’ 

rejection of human judgment in favor of the Father’s judgment (Matt 6:1-18), when he referred 

to himself, ministry partners, or Christ-worshipers as slaves or servants of Christ or God.  After 

strongly announcing disapproval of his opponents’ message in Galatians, he concludes that such 

bold expression confirms that he is not a man-pleaser but Christ’s slave, concerned only with 

pleasing God (Gal 1:8-10).  As a servant of Christ and steward of the mysteries of God, Paul was 

not concerned about how the Corinthian community judged him, but rather desired to be found 

faithful to God who could see hidden things and would judge in the end (1 Cor 4:5).  He employs 

similar rationale when he addresses what members of his Roman audience choose to eat, asking 

what right they had to judge a servant of another; God would ultimately judge when each person 

stood before him (Rom 14:3-12).  Paul’s perspective reveals a shift not only of audience, but a 
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temporal shift from present to future and a spatial shift from outward to inward because God 

ultimately judges based on motives and in light of hidden things (2 Cor 5:9-12; cf. 4:18). 

This perspective on God’s judgment had wide-reaching implications for Paul.  Because 

Yahweh was impartial, Paul did not give deference to men just because they were leaders (Gal 

2:6), as demonstrated by his rebuke of Peter in Antioch (Gal 2:11ff.).  God’s impartiality also 

meant that judgment and mercy came to both Judeans and Gentiles (Rom 2:9-11). 

 

Paul’s Thought Development 

The strong continuity in Paul’s challenge to dominant cultural values in regard to honor 

and shame seems natural in light of his world-altering experience of the risen Jesus, which 

engendered his perspective on the Fatherhood of God and participation with Christ.  Whether it 

was the shared honor of those in Christ, the face-diminishing, honor-sharing lifestyle he 

emphasized, or the glorious ending they awaited in the face of shaming persecution, Paul’s broad 

viewpoint was consistent.  Differences were usually the result of Paul adapting his message to 

the situation. 

That is not to say that Paul’s thought in this area does not develop or deepen.  Rather, the 

situations he faced in his effort to resocialize Gentiles pushed him to clarify his message and 

create new ways to communicate the challenge to traditional honor values.  A notable example of 

this is Paul’s instructions about women in the context of prayer and prophecy in 1Corinthians 11 

and 14.  He had previously expressed the shared honor of those in Christ in emphatic ways 

through a baptismal tradition (Gal 3:27), but some women had exercised their freedom in ways 

that brought shame to their men (1 Cor 11:4-7; 14:35).  Paul responds by calling them to 

submissive behavior that saves face for their men in the eyes of outsiders (1 Cor 11:10; 14:34, 
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35).  Paul also changes how he expresses the baptismal tradition by excluding the phrase  making 

the male-female distinction (1 Cor 12:13) in order to avoid further misuse or misunderstanding. 

Paul is also forced to adapt his approach toward accepting material assistance from 

communities.  Shortly after he founded their community, Paul accepts aid from the Philippians—

which they seem to have interpreted through the lens of a business partnership—to plant other 

communities (Phil 4:15-17).  He later rejects a gift from the Corinthian community to avoid 

being enmeshed in a patron-client relationship that would have reinforced the dominant honor 

values that Paul rejected (2 Cor 11:7).
376

  When imprisoned in Rome, he is left with no choice 

but to accept aid from Philippi for his own needs, but then he is careful to define their 

relationship as other than a patron-client attachment (Phil 4:10-19). 

Paul’s humiliating confrontation in Corinth and subsequent difficult correspondence with 

that community appears to have influenced his perspective in regard to humility in his 

apostleship and for all Christ-worshipers.  Paul had previously described himself as a slave (Gal 

6:17; 1 Cor 9:19), but it is in 2 Corinthians that he begins to use the servile language of humility 

to describe his behavior and apostleship.  Later, in Philippians, he emphasizes humility again, but 

this time speaks of its importance in the believers’ life, in imitation of Christ Jesus (2:8; cf. 2:3). 

Another development in Paul’s thought has to do with the way he describes the shameful 

elements of his experience as an apostle after 2 Corinthians—especially in Philippians.  From 

Galatians through 2 Corinthians, the shame of his ministry is expressed again and again.  For his 

audience he bares marks from beatings and whippings that bespoke lowliness and servitude (Gal 

6:17).  He compares his ministry to the experience of the spectacle of death (1 Cor 4:9) and then 

to being led as God’s defeated foe in triumphal procession (2 Cor 2:14-17).  In both cases he 

                                                           
376

 Interestingly, while they are happy to create a patron-client relationship with Paul, the Corinthians had 

been slow to fulfill their promise to contribute to Paul’s collection for their Judean brothers and sisters (2 Cor 8:6-

10).  Had they decided against the gift because it would not enhance their reputation in Corinth? 
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emphasizes that God had intentionally done so to expose his servants for all to see.  However, 

there is a shift in Philippians: Paul speaks of suffering for Christ as a noble contest (1:27, 30), 

emphasizes that suffering is a privilege that they have graciously been granted (1:29), and 

declares his deep yearning to share fellowship with Christ in his sufferings (3:10).  Furthermore, 

the response to his imprisonment mentioned in Philippians reveals that believing brothers and 

sisters perceived his chains for Christ as honorable—many preached the gospel more boldly 

(1:12-14), and the Philippians provided financial support rather than leaving him without aid 

(4:10-19). 

 

Paul’s Far-Reaching Reversal of Honor 

From start to finish, the challenge to the dominant culture’s honor values is central to 

Paul’s teaching and behavior.  It was at the center of his apostolic practice.  It was at the heart of 

his gospel.  And it provided the pattern for life in Christ.  In all of this, his preaching and praxis 

demonstrate strong continuity with what Jesus modeled. 

Paul’s perspective was based on his experience of the risen Christ and energized by two 

of the central myths of early Christianity: the life, death, and resurrection of Christ and God’s 

identity as Father.  These created a framework upon which Paul developed his thought.  The 

challenge of resocializing Gentiles in this area required flexibility; each situation was somewhat 

different and he frequently had to adjust his approach and the way he communicated the reversal 

of honor.  His experience of shaming persecution, harsh opposition, and imprisonment ultimately 

shaped his understanding and expression of how these deeply held values had changed. 

To some degree, Paul’s inversion of honor and shame mirrored his eschatological 

outlook.  Those in Christ had high honor as deeply-loved children of God since the glory of the 
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new creation was emerging.  Their embodiment of the new creation values of giving honor and 

acting humbly struck a discordant note within a society defined by the old creation.  But just as 

God had raised and exalted Jesus, he would one day do the same for those in him, vindicating 

them and giving them new, glorious bodies when the old world gives way to the new.  
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CHAPTER 4: 

 

1 PETER AND REVELATION 
 

 

 

Jesus of Nazareth and Paul after him presented a fundamental challenge to their society’s 

values with regard to honor and shame.  Not only did they urge men to behave contrary to the 

way they were taught, but they treated all people with honor regardless of their perceived worth 

in society.  The resocialization process was often challenging, but the result of their efforts was a 

network of communities that gave honor to all people—from the least to the greatest—and 

eschewed competition for honor and public claims of it that were evident throughout the first-

century Mediterranean world. 

The spread of Christ-worshipping communities throughout the Mediterranean region 

precipitated continued development of the movement’s honor and shame values.  In particular, as 

assemblies were planted and took root in Asia, early Christians were forced to consider their 

relationship with society at large.  As will be evident in this analysis of 1 Peter and Revelation, 

these often-trying interactions yielded further developments in the challenge to honor values 

while early topoi continued to be employed. 
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1 PETER 
 

 

A wife ought not to make friends of her own, but to enjoy her husband’s friends in 

common with him.  The gods are the first and most important friends.  Therefore it is 

becoming for a wife to worship and know only the gods that her husband believe in, and 

to shut the front door tight upon all queer rituals and outlandish superstitions. 

 

 Plutarch, Moralia 140D377 

 

As the movement spread into Asia, early Christians faced challenges regarding how they 

would engage outsiders.  In no place was this more evident than with the situation of a wife who 

had begun to worship Christ but occupied the household of an unbeliever.  In the moral division 

of labor, a wife was supposed to demonstrate shame by “shutting the front door” and remaining 

within to avoid even the appearance of infidelity.  Plutarch applies this more broadly by 

emphasizing fidelity to a husband’s gods, so not to subject him to shame.  Such requirements 

made it challenging for believing wives and others to navigate households that were unfriendly 

to their faith; many found themselves in uncomfortable, marginalized positions. 

How does one speak to those isolated believers?  First Peter addresses his audience in 

Asia as they face trials while attempting to engage their household and society at large (1:6).  

Some are suffering unjustly (2:19-21) for the sake of righteousness (3:14, 17).  Because they 

were suffering in the flesh as Christ did, they were to “arm themselves” with Christ’s attitude 

(4:1).  They faced “a fiery ordeal” and “testing” because they were Christians (4:12-14, 17).  No 

wonder Peter describes them as foreigners and marginalized outsiders (1:1, 17; 2:11).378  

                                                           
377

 Cited by David L. Balch, Let Wives Be Submissive: The Domestic Code in I Peter, Society of Biblical 

Literature Monograph Series 26 (Atlanta, GA: Scholars Press, 1981), 85. 

  
378

 Commentators such as John Elliott (A Home for the Homeless : A Social-Scientific Criticism of 1 Peter, 

Its Situation and Strategy : With a New Introduction [Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1981], 19-20) assert that 

πάροικος and παρεπίδημος were technical terms indicating that they were ‘resident aliens’ and ‘temporary visitors’ 

in Asia 1 Peter’s audience functioned as second-class citizens due to status as aliens in Asia.  While there some 

disagreement as to whether the writing uses these terms to indicate a concrete legal standing, the way these and 
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Their proximity to their opponents determined the nature of the persecution that 1 Peter’s 

audience faced.  They encountered verbal abuse, including slander (καταλαλοῦσιν, 2:12; cf. 

2:15), insults (λοιδορούμενος, 2:23; λοιδορίαν, 3:9), reviling (ἐπηρεάζοντες, 3:16) and reproach 

(ὀνειδίζεσθε, 4:14).379  In view of this evidence and the absence of reports of physical violence, 

most scholars conclude that the persecution 1 Peter’s audience faced was confined to vocal 

opposition and insult, including from within their own households. 

Verbal abuse was not physical violence, but it created its own set of problems in an 

honor-shame culture.380  As Steven Bechtler rightly notes, the sort of affronts they experienced 

were not taken lightly and left them diminished381; their opponents intended for them to lose face, 

as they did if they failed to respond.  In spite ofwhat it might cost them in the interchange with 

their opponents, 1 Peter exhorted them to follow a countercultural path: they were not to return 

evil for evil but to follow the honor-sharing example of Christ.  At the same time, the writing 

assures them of their high position as God’s elect (1:1; 2:9) and members of his household (2:5; 

4:14); he emphasizes that a cruciform life in which they did not engage in the honor challenge 

                                                                                                                                                                                           
other terms are employed in 1 Peter indicates that they are marginalized, social aliens.  (See, for example, Steven 

Bechtler, Following in His Steps (Atlanta, GA: Scholars Press, 1998), 81, for a critique of Elliott.) 

 
379

 Thus Elliott (Conflict, Community, and Honor, 65) notes: “The Greek terms denoting this abuse are 

those typically employed to describe the process of verbal attack, ridicule, and public shaming…” 

 
380

 Steven Bechtler (Following in His Steps, 94) emphasizes the significant connection between suffering 

and honor in 1 Peter:  “the key to understanding the problem of suffering in 1 Peter lies in the letter’s use of the 

language of honor and dishonor.  The bare statistics alone are impressive: If we consider only the most obvious 

words from the honor semantic field, we find the δοξ- root fourteen times in the letter, the τιμ - root six times, and 

ἔπαινος twice.  Accompanying these terms are several that denote dishonor or shaming, most notably καταισχύνω 

(twice) and αἰσχύνομαι (once).”  Of course, such statistics alone are not indicative of key themes, but, as will be 

evident, honor, shame, and suffering are closely connected in 1 Peter.  

 
381

 Bechtler, Following in His Steps, 97-103. 

Bechtler (Following in His Steps, 103) stresses the centrality of this issue to the correspondence: “The 

essence of the problem addressed in 1 Peter, therefore, is the pervasive threat to honor inherent in the relentless 

verbal attacks of non-Christians against the letter’s addressees.  For the intended readers, adherence to Christ had 

issued in conflicts with their neighbors that threatened to undermine their place in society.” 
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would lead them to great honor, as it had for Christ (3:14-21; 4:12-14).  They had an exalted 

place (2:4-10) and the promise of a great inheritance (1:4). 

 

Chosen Aliens 

First Peter distills their situation into a simple form by addressing its audience as “chosen 

aliens” (ἐκλεκτοῖς παρεπιδήμοις, v. 1).382  On one hand, they are chosen and elect (ἐκλεκτοῖς), 

blessed with the descriptor that the God of Israel had given his covenant people383; this term was 

carried over to describe the church in other New Testament passages.384  Because of the exalted 

position of Yahweh, the one who had chosen them, they were endowed with great honor. 

But they are also aliens (παρεπιδήμοις).  On one level, this appears to emphasize their 

separation from the world and its values, as 2:11 implies, because they have another home—as 

commentators have long recognized.  But παρεπιδήμοις has further significance, indicating that 

they were outsiders in a vulnerable situation and at the mercy of their city’s or town’s 

population.385  It is critical to recognize both the positive and negative implications of their 

situation—Peter’s audience may have had another home, but they were marginalized in their 

                                                           
382

 “Not a few commentators correctly note that the juxtaposition of ἐκλεκτοῖς and παρεπιδήμοις (which is 

unique in biblical literature) affirms for the addressees that they are God’s chosen and informs them that being 

God’s chosen entails an alien existence in society.  In Michaels’s words, ‘The addressees are “strangers” because of 

(not despite) being chosen.’  The metaphor ἐκλεκτοῖς παρεπιδήμοις διασπορᾶς, thus, expresses, in terms of the LXX 

people of God, the letter’s fundamental conception of Christian existence as liminal with respect to society at large” 

(Bechtler, Following in His Steps, 137). 

 
383

 For example, 1 Chron 16:13; Ps 104:6, 43; 105:5; Is 43:20; 45:4 (LXX). 

 
384

 For example, Rom 8:33; 2 Tim 2:10; Rev 17:14. 

 
385

 For example, note Polybius Histories 32.6 (which addresses the situation of Greeks in Rome) and Gen 

23:4 and Ps 38:13 (LXX) (Abraham in Canaan).  Like other foreigners, they relied upon the good will of their hosts 

for their well-being. 
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current home and occupied a tenuous position.386  This is especially true in light of how strangers 

are treated in honor-shame societies. 

A parallel with Abraham is in the background of this description.  Like Abraham, they 

are both “elect” and “aliens.”  Some of them, like Abraham, had left their father’s household to 

follow Yahweh and had ended up outsiders.  Yet, concurrently, they had been brought into a new 

household with a new Father (1:3) and, like Abraham, had been promised a secure inheritance 

(1:4, 5)387; this surely meant enhanced honor for those who had seen their status diminished as a 

consequence of their faith. 

 

Unexpected Honor 

Peter continues to emphasize their high honor in the face of opposition, even if its full 

revelation is delayed.  They had encountered various trials (πειρασμοῖς, v. 6) in the form of 

shaming slander and putdowns.388  But rather than redounding to their shame, it actually serves 

as “proof” of their faith that results in praise (ἔπαινον), glory (δόξαν), and honor (τιμὴν) at the 

                                                           
386

 “In general terms the letter offered consolation and encouragement to suffering Christians who lived on 

the fringes of the political and social world of Asia Minor.  More specifically, the strategy of its authors was to 

counteract the demoralizing and disintegrating impact which such social tension and suffering had upon the 

Christian sect by reassuring its members of their distinctive communal identity, reminding them of the importance of 

maintaining discipline and cohesion within the brotherhood as well as separation from Gentile influences without, 

and by providing them with a sustaining and motivating rationale for continued faith and commitment” (Elliott, A 

Home, 148). 

 
387

 Karen Jobes (I Peter [Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Academic, 2005], 28-44) speculates that 1 Peter’s 

audience may have been displaced from Rome due to disturbances Christianity had caused there and as a 

consequence of Imperial colonization policies.  If so, the blessings 1 Peter offers to his audience may have further 

significance: “Moreover, since wealth and inheritance were most often vested in land in the first-century world, a 

displacement from one’s homeland meant that whatever property one stood to inherit would be of uncertain benefit, 

if any….Thus, the loss of inheritance and family rights could lead directly to feelings of hopelessness.  But even if 

the Christians to whom Peter writes have not been physically displaced, their new life as Christians affected their 

social status” (Jobes, 1 Peter, 85). 

 
388

 As has already been noted, this includes slander (καταλαλοῦσιν, 2:12; cf. 2:15), insults (λοιδορούμενος, 

2:23; λοιδορίαν, 3:9), reviling (ἐπηρεάζοντες, 3:16) and reproach (ὀνειδίζεσθε, 4:14). 

 



 

169 

return of Christ (v. 7).  Thus the tests that would have diminished them were going to 

demonstrate their exalted position in the end!389 

They were not aware how exalted their position actually was!  The opposition they faced 

and severed relationships would have brought shame, but their knowledge of the gospel (v. 12) 

put them in an enviable, even honorable position: “As their ‘rebirth’ implies a preceding death 

and termination of old associations and allegiances (social and religious), so the gospel of the 

sufferings and glory of Christ, which was shared exclusively with them by the Holy Spirit, 

distinguishes and exalts them by the Holy Spirit, distinguishes and exalts them above even the 

prophets of old and angels.”390  Their embrace of the gospel did not ultimately diminish them, but 

enhanced their ascribed honor. 

Yet their concrete circumstances indicated that the full realization of their true standing 

was withheld until a future time.  In this notion, Christ appears to be the prototype: his 

“sufferings” came first and then “glories” followed (v. 11).  The fact that God “raised him from 

the dead and gave him glory”391 was intended to provided “hope.”  It is easy to infer that they 

could hope, just as Christ suffered and was given glory, that their shameful situation would be 

reversed; and they would be given glory as well.  First Peter later makes this connection explicit. 

 

 

                                                           
389

 Betchler (Following in His Steps, 182-83) thus states: “First Peter 1:6-7 implies that the suffering-

commendation sequence is typical of Christian life.  Moreover, not only is commendation said to follow suffering, it 

is said to be the purpose for suffering.  The addressees have to suffer for a brief time in order that (ἵνα) their faith 

might ultimately be shown to result in praise, honor, and glory.  That is to say, the course of the Christian life is not 

merely suffering and subsequent honor but suffering and consequent honor. Furthermore, 1 Pet 1:7 implicitly 

connects Christ’s glorification with that of believers: The final disclosure of Christ’s glory will usher in the praise, 

honor, and glory of his followers.” 

 
390

 Elliot, Conflict, 30. 

 
391

 1 Peter 1:21: “τὸν ἐγείραντα αὐτὸν ἐκ νεκρῶν καὶ δόξαν αὐτῷ δόντα” (Aland, Novum Testamentum 

Graece).  My translation from the Greek text. 
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The High Honor of God’s Household 

Believers’ connection with Christ in both his suffering and vindication is again presented 

in the section addressing him as “a living stone” (λίθον ζῶντα, v. 4): 

“As you come to him, a living stone which has been rejected by men but is chosen and 

honorable in God’s sight, you yourselves as living stones are being built into a 

house(hold) of the Spirit to be a holy priesthood offering spiritual sacrifices pleasing to 

God through Christ Jesus.  For in Scripture it says, ‘Behold I lay in Zion a chosen and 

honorable cornerstone and the one who believes in him will certainly not be put to 

shame.’  Therefore, to you who believe he is honorable, but to those who do not believe, 

‘The stone that the builders rejected, this has become the cornerstone’ and ‘a stone that 

makes them stumble, and a rock that makes them fall;’ they stumble because they 

disobey the word, to this they were appointed.  But you are a chosen race, a royal 

priesthood, a holy nation, a people for God’s possession, so that you may declare the 

excellencies of him who called you out of darkness into his wonderful light.  Once you 

were not a people, but now you are God’s people; once you had not received mercy, but 

now you have received mercy.”392 

 

The continuity between Christ’s experience and theirs begins with the acknowledgement 

that he was “rejected by men” (2:4), a situation they had encountered themselves.  But if they 

had shared his experience of slander and abuse, they also shared his honor: he was “chosen” by 

God (v. 4), just as they were (1:1).393  In 1 Peter’s world, the audience was critical to determining 

honor; in this case, only Yahweh’s opinion mattered, and he had determined that the living stone 
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 1 Pet 2:4-10: “πρὸς ὃν προσερχόμενοι λίθον ζῶντα ὑπὸ ἀνθρώπων μὲν ἀποδεδοκιμασμένον παρὰ δὲ θεῷ 

ἐκλεκτὸν ἔντιμον, καὶ αὐτοὶ ὡς λίθοι ζῶντες οἰκοδομεῖσθε οἶκος πνευματικὸς εἰς ἱεράτευμα ἅγιον ἀνενέγκαι 

πνευματικὰς θυσίας εὐπροσδέκτους [τῷ] θεῷ διὰ Ἰησοῦ Χριστοῦ. διότι περιέχει ἐν γραφῇ· ἰδοὺ τίθημι ἐν Σιὼν λίθον 

ἀκρογωνιαῖον ἐκλεκτὸν ἔντιμον καὶ ὁ πιστεύων ἐπ᾽ αὐτῷ οὐ μὴ καταισχυνθῇ. ὑμῖν οὖν ἡ τιμὴ τοῖς πιστεύουσιν, 

ἀπιστοῦσιν δὲ λίθος ὃν ἀπεδοκίμασαν οἱ οἰκοδομοῦντες, οὗτος ἐγενήθη εἰς κεφαλὴν γωνίας καὶ λίθος 

προσκόμματος καὶ πέτρα σκανδάλου· οἳ προσκόπτουσιν τῷ λόγῳ ἀπειθοῦντες εἰς ὃ καὶ ἐτέθησαν. ὑμεῖς δὲ γένος 

ἐκλεκτόν, βασίλειον ἱεράτευμα, ἔθνος ἅγιον, λαὸς εἰς περιποίησιν, ὅπως τὰς ἀρετὰς ἐξαγγείλητε τοῦ ἐκ σκότους 

ὑμᾶς καλέσαντος εἰς τὸ θαυμαστὸν αὐτοῦ φῶς· οἵ ποτε οὐ λαὸς νῦν δὲ λαὸς θεοῦ, οἱ οὐκ ἠλεημένοι νῦν δὲ 

ἐλεηθέντες” (Aland, Novum Testamentum Graece).  My translation from the Greek text. 

 
393

 Karen Jobes (1 Peter, 146) points out the correspondence between the experience of Christ and the 

audience: “Peter’s readers can no doubt relate to the experience of rejection, since they too were being rejected by 

their society as unfit.  Here Peter reintroduces the theme of election (cf. 1 Pet. 1:1-2) and associates the rejection of 

the Living Stone with the rejection of those who come to him.  The parity of Jesus’ experience with the experience 

of Peter’s readers is a conceptual structure throughout the book.” 
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was both “chosen” and “honorable” (2:4).394  The world’s verdict was incorrect, and what they 

derided as shameful was actually honorable. 

Therefore, coming to Christ, the living, chosen, and honorable stone promised to enhance 

their position.  In particular, “being built” as “living stones” into an οἶκος πνευματικὸς (v. 5) had 

great significance for their status.  For some time, scholarship concluded that οἶκος πνευματικὸς 

referred to a spiritual temple; the consensus was based on the accepted meaning of οἶκος as a 

temple, the imagery of stones built up, and their description as a “holy priesthood” engaging in 

the ritual of “offering spiritual sacrifices” (v. 5).  However, in the last part of the twentieth 

century, John H. Elliott has advanced the argument that οἶκος refers to “household,” which fits 

within the semantic range for the term; Elliott’s perspective has gained wide acceptance.395  

Central to Elliott’s assertion has been that the household theme permeates the letter396 in contrast 

to “the absence of cultic interest elsewhere in the document” outside of the current passage.397  

Jobes rightly observes, however, that οἶκος may intentionally carry a double meaning, referring 

to their community both as a household and temple.  She notes that Peter could have easily 
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 John Elliott (1 Peter: A New Translation with Introduction and Commentary [New York: Doubleday, 

2000], 410-11) concludes that these terms have deeper significance: “The terms ‘elect’ (eklektos) and ‘honored’ 

(entimos) derive not from Ps 117 but from Isa 28:16, which is cited in v. 6.  They are adjectives describing the honor 

conferred by God upon Jesus, in contrast to his rejection by humans.  Thus ‘elect’ and ‘honored’ serve as our 

author's equivalents of the more traditional concepts of ‘resurrected’ and ‘glorified’ (cf. 1:11, 21; 3:18de; 5:1; Rom 

1:4; John 11:4; 12:23; 1 Cor 15:3-4).”  In light of the intended “parity” between Christ and readers, such would have 

carried great significance for the letter’s recipients, offering honor and permanence. 

 
395

 That is not to say that the question is entirely resolved.  However, anyone who addresses the use of 

οἶκος in 1 Peter 2:5 must contend with Elliot’s conclusion. 

 
396

 Elliott (A Home, 201) presents the following list of sections as evidence that the household a key part of 

the Petrine strategy: household of the Spirit (οἶκος πνευματικὸς, 2:5); household of God (τοῦ οἴκου τοῦ θεου, 4:17); 

being build up (οἰκοδομέω, 2:5); household slaves (2:18); live together (συνοικέω, 3:7); and household stewards 

(οἰκονόμοι, 4:10). 

 
397

 Elliott (A Home, 169) responds to those who emphasize cultic language to define οἶκος πνευματικὸς as 

spiritual temple: “The weaknesses of such studies lie in the tendency to exaggerate the cultic language of 2:5 over 

against the theme and purpose of 2:4-10 as a whole, to ignore the absence of cultic interests elsewhere in the 

document, to fail to inquire regarding the meaning and function of the household concept within the situation and 

composition of 1 Peter in general, and to overlook the diverse social and political implications which the household 

had in the cultural milieu of 1 Peter.” 
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employed ναός or ἱερόν if he had meant to “refer unambiguously to a holy building,” which 

supports the taking οἶκος to mean household.398  At the same time, the building (“stones” [vv. 4 

and 5], “built up” [v. 5], and “cornerstone” [v. 6]) and cultic language (“priests” and “sacrifices” 

v. 5) in the immediate context supports rendering οἶκος as “temple.”  Ultimately, wordplay 

seems to best explain the usage here: 

“The double meaning of oikos suggests a metonymy that allows an easy shift from the 

temple image to the community it houses, ‘a holy priesthood’ (2:9) and ‘the people of 

God’ (2:10).  The same double meaning is in view in 4:17.  A similar use of temple 

imagery with reference to the community is found in the Qumran materials (Gärtner 

1965: 72-79; Snodgrass 1977-78: 101-2).  John's revelation presents a similar fluidity in 

the image of New Jerusalem being both a city and a people (Rev. 21:2)."399 

Both renderings carry a similar significance, emphasizing that Peter’s audience belonged to a 

grander, permanent community400 that was the special possession of Yahweh (cf. “a people for 

God’s possession,” v. 9): just as the household belonged to the pater, so also temple was the 

exclusive possession of its deity.401  Not only did their identity as an οἶκος emphasize 

belonging,402 but it provided a stark contrast to the humble, shameful situation they faced as 

πάροικοι (“strangers,” v. 11), marking them as honorable.403 

                                                           
 
398

 Jobes, 1 Peter, 150. 

 
399

 Jobes (1 Peter, 150) references B. E. Gärtner’s The Temple and the Community in Qumran and the New 

Testament (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1965) and K. Snodgrass’s “I Peter II.1-10: Its Formation and 

Literary Affinities” (New Testament Studies 24 [1977-78]: 97-106). 

 
400

 Elliott thus notes (A Home, 199): “In contrast to the individualism of the cults, on the other hand, the 

Christians household offered incorporation into a family, a place for permanent belonging, a supportive circle of 

brothers and sisters.” 

 
401

 For example, the authority of a Roman paterfamilias in his household was unquestioned, such that the 

state seldom intervened in the domain; patriarchs throughout the Mediterranean also exercised a free hand in their 

household.  In the same way, the temple was understood to be the special possession of a deity; that recognition 

caused those who approached to do so with great care and even fear to avoid offending the deity. 

 
402

 While my emphasis here is the enhanced honor of their situation, the importance of belonging should 

not be missed, as Elliott (A Home, 195) points out: “Membership in the household of God entails an intimate degree 

of familial relationship.  The oikeioi of God are the 'children of God, sons and daughters of the divine pater familias. 

Through the new bond of faith they are 'sisters' (adelphai) and 'brothers' (adelphoi) of the Lord and in the Lord.” 
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The Scriptural reference beginning in verse six strongly reinforces the honor of coming to 

“the living stone” (v. 4).  As in verse four, the stone is identified as “chosen” and “honorable,” 

but the passage goes further by identifying the audience with that stone and to emphasize the 

honor of being associated with the stone.  By virtue of their relationship, they “would not be put 

to shame” (v. 6).  To them, the stone is honorable, but “those who do not believe”—who berated 

and slandered them—stumble over the stone to their own undoing and discover the stone to be 

the most important stone in the house (v. 7).  Thus the troubles the audience faced “are not a sign 

that God is rejecting them but are the very opposite: the various ways they are being rejected 

correspond to the rejection experienced by the Living Cornerstone and confirm their election as 

living stones in God's building program.”404  The shaming persecution experienced actually 

confirmed their (honorable) position in Yahweh’s design; conversely, their opponents revealed 

themselves as destined for ultimate humiliation. 

Peter’s emphasis on the honor of those who believe intensifies starting in verse nine; 

indeed, the broad structure of the passage indicates that coming to and being built into Christ, the 

living cornerstone (vv. 4-8), serves as the basis for honorific titles bestowed on believers in 

verses nine and beyond.405 

                                                                                                                                                                                           
 

403
 Elliott (A Home, 184) rightly notes the influence of the Hebrew Bible on 1 Peter related to these terms: 

“In the Old Testament, as in 1 Peter, the contrast of the oikos and the paroikia of Israel was a striking means for 

depicting the oscillating rhythms of Israel's history.  The juxtaposition of oikos/paroikoi, paroikia and their 

paronyms (e.g., oikodomein, oikein/metoikia, metoikein; apoikia, apoikismos) and synonymous or related factors 

(e.g., landedness/landlessness) was used to express the contrasting experiences of having a home or being at home 

versus losing or being uprooted from home.  Such juxtaposition graphically express the alternating patterns of 

Israel's socioreligious integration, disintegration and reintegration.” 

 
404

 Jobes, 1 Peter, 151. 

 
405

 So, Becthler (Following in His Steps, 188): “In 2:4-10, therefore, 1 Peter establishes the fundamental 

nexus of relations and oppositions among Christ, his followers, and their detractors that will provide the means by 

which challenges to honor coming from non-Christians can be evaluated and countered within the Christian 

communities.  In particular, honor is inextricably linked to Christ: One’s honor is a product of one’s relationship 
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 “a chosen race” (γένος ἐκλεκτόν, v. 9) – This title hearkens back to the description of 

Israel in Isaiah 43:20.  As has been noted, being “chosen” or “elect” offers an honorable 

position; this is especially significant since the value of election is a function of the one 

who elects and it is Yahweh who has elected them.  This title is even more apropos since 

Isaiah 43:20 addresses an exilic setting; like Isaiah’s audience, Peter’s recipients were 

marginalized outsiders.  They were experiencing disgrace in their community, but held in 

high honor in Yahweh’s sight. 

 “a royal priesthood” (βασίλειον ἱεράτευμα, v. 9) – This and the remaining two epithets 

look back to Exodus 19:5-6 and Yahweh’s liberation of Israel from slavery.  Again, the 

title identifies Peter’s audience as honorable since priesthood set a person apart, 

providing special access to a deity.406  That the adjective “royal” was attached served to 

further enhance their position! 

 “a holy nation” (ἔθνος ἅγιον, v. 9) – As before, Peter identifies his audience with a label 

that previously belonged to Israel.  In this case, it identifies them as a nation and not 

simply scattered individual people.  Furthermore, they are a holy nation, set apart for 

Yahweh’s purposes; the shame of dispersion is replaced with the honor of collective 

belonging. 

 “a people for God’s possession” (λαὸς εἰς περιποίησιν, v. 9) – Once more, the emphasis 

is on a collective identity attached to Yahweh after the model of Israel.  J. Ramsey 

                                                                                                                                                                                           
with Christ, the one honored by God.  Those who place their trust in the chosen and honored (corner)stone who is 

Christ will not be put to shame but will receive honor both now and at the eschaton.” 

 
406

 Jobes, 1 Peter, 161. 
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Michaels concludes that Peter’s use of εἰς is future-oriented, indicating that they are “a 

people destined for vindication.”407  In place of shame, they have a promising future. 

 

Therefore, it is not simply the cornerstone who is chosen and elect (vv. 4, 6), but the 

stones built into him (vv. 5, 9).  Elliott thus concludes: 

“Stress on the idea of election thus permeates this unit from start to finish, frames the unit 

as an inclusion, and represents an integrating theme, according to which the different 

traditions employed here have been united.  The election of both Jesus and believers 

identifies them as demarcated and dignified, elite and exalted in God's sight.  The elect 

status once claimed by Israel as a concomitant of its exclusive covenant with God is now 

claimed by those in union with God and God's elect one.”408 

 

As part of a new iteration of Yahweh’s program, Peter’s often marginalized and seemingly 

diminished audience occupies an enviable position; in this case, perception did not mirror reality 

since their situation closely aligned with that of the chosen, honorable stone (v. 5), as did their 

destiny.  Their collective identity as God’s people (v. 10) set aside prior disgrace; indeed, they 

had supplanted Israel as the special recipients of mercy (v. 10) and occupied a privileged, exalted 

position.409  Ethnic identity, which determined so much in the realm of honor and shame, had no 

relevance here.410 

                                                           
407

 J. Ramsey Michaels, 1 Peter, Word Biblical Commentary (Waco, TX: Word, 1988) cited in Jobes, 1 

Peter, 162-63. 

 
408

 Elliott, 1 Peter, 411. 

 
409

 Elliott (A Home, 149) emphasizes the significance of this description: “At the same time these images 

and epithets of socioreligious distinctiveness, and particularly the stress upon the election of the believers, were 

designed to underline their extraordinary status as the elect and holy people of God and thus to foster their self-

esteem over against the demeaning slander of their opponents.  The expropriation, and not simply the sharing, of the 

honorific titles and prestige of Israel ratified the separation of messianic sect from its parent body.  The superiority 

of the sect over its parent was affirmed through stress upon the living hope, incorruptible inheritance and 

announcement of salvations which were received by Christians alone.  By calling attention to the inversion of values 

which characterized the Christian brotherhood, 1 Peter gave assurance to slaves, women, and others of low social 

rank that ‘in Christ’ all believers were equal recipients of the grace of God.  Bearing the name of Christ, religious 

zeal and humility were transvaluated from being marks of social scorn to occasions of divine blessing.” 

 
410

 Elliott (Conflict, Community, and Honor, 80) stresses the irrelevance of ethnic identity in 1 Peter’s 

understanding of what’s honorable: “honor ultimately in ascribed not by blood and birth, as convention would 

dictate; nor is it achieved by any heroic act of valor and andreia, that is, manliness or courage.  It is rather conferred 
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The Freedom and Submission of the Servants of God 

Their exalted position as God’s people had serious implications for how they 

behaved—both in their interaction with outsiders and their treatment of those within the family 

of faith, who shared the same honor.  Theirs was a liminal identity, with their experience colored 

by their position in God’s household as “beloved” and offset by their status in society as 

“strangers and aliens” (v. 11).411  So, while they occupied a high place, they were called to 

“submit” themselves “to every human authority” (Ὑποτάγητε πάσῃ ἀνθρωπίνῃ κτίσει, v. 13).  

This exhortation was not due to inferiority, society’s ordering of people, or because someone else 

compelled them to do so, but rather “for the Lord’s sake” (διὰ τὸν κύριον, v. 13); they belonged 

to another country, another household with incredible privileges at their disposal, but while they 

sojourned on earth they were called to behavior that honored their Father.412 

                                                                                                                                                                                           
through an act of divine grace; through the favor of a God who removes the mighty from their seats and exalts those 

of low degree; through a divine patron who liberates slaves and raises them to the status of sons and daughters, who 

covenants with a lowly house of Jacob and exalts it to the status of God’s very own special possession, his elect and 

holy people, and who incorporates disgraced strangers and aliens into a graced family of God.” 

 
411

 1 Peter 2:11: “Ἀγαπητοί, παρακαλῶ ὡς παροίκους καὶ παρεπιδήμους” (Aland, Novum Testamentum 

Graece).  My translation from the Greek text. 

Bechtler (Following in His Steps, 134) further describes the liminality of their situation: “Christian life is 

thus an existence ‘betwixt and between’ history and the eschaton.  A more temporally liminal view of Christian 

existence can scarcely be imagined.  The temporal context of Christian life is the end-before-the-end that was 

introduced at Christ’s manifestation on earth and will be consummated at the revelation of his glory.  First Peter’s 

depiction of the temporal liminality of the Christan life contains within it one very important element of the letter’s 

total answer to the problem of the suffering of its addressees.  The duration of their suffering will be short; the 

imminent appearance of their salvation is beyond doubt.” 

 
412

 Emphasizing their separation as strangers and aliens picks up part of Peter’s meaning.  However, the 

degree to which these terms identified them as marginalized and vulnerable must not be overlooked, especially in 

this passage.  They had a home, exalted status, and legal rights—but all of those were in another country.  So they 

lived beneath their status and legal right for a time. 

Contra Goppelt (Leonhard Goppelt, Ferdinand Hahn, and John E. Alsup, A Commentary on I Peter [Grand 

Rapids, MI: W.B. Eerdmans, 1993],176), who interprets the passage in line with a misunderstanding of κλῆσις in 1 

Corinthians 7: “The instruction is not directed against the zealot's rebellion against authority, but, according to the 

only direct data from the early period, 1 Corinthians 7, against the acetic-pneumatic emigration out of life's 

stations...The Pauline principle states, as has become clear: ‘Each is to remain in the station in which he or she was 

called’ (7:17, 20, 24)….Subjection of oneself means primarily that the person who has become a ‘foreigner’ in 

relation to society through the summons to faith nevertheless enters into the ways of life of the society in which he 

or she stands.”  See S. Scott Bartchy, “The Domestication of a Radical Jew : Paul of Tarsus,” in Maven in Blue 

Jeans: A Festschrift in Honor of Zev Garber, ed. Steven L. Jacobs (West Lafayette, Ind: Purdue University Press, 
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Thus, they are called to live as “as free men and women” (ὡς ἐλεύθεροι, v. 16); they 

are free from every human authority, but due to their position as people who belong to another 

homeland they are to submit themselves (v. 13).  They are not obligated to their current land to 

fit into its ordering of things, but rather their submissive behavior is due to their obligation to 

God as his “slaves” (θεοῦ δοῦλοι, v. 16); their Father’s will and not society’s ordering of things 

would determine who and what was honorable.413  As a result, certain things were required for 

certain people in submission to God: honor for all men, love within the household of faith, 

reverence for God, and honor for the king (v. 17).414  Their behavior is based not on society’s 

structure that elevates one at the expense of others, but rather on their obligation to God as his 

servants; indeed, it is not just the king that receives honor, but all men!415  This commitment to 

honoring all men may be connected to the command to “show hospitality without complaint” 

(4:9) which could have been complicated by status distinctions and put elites in the 

uncomfortable position of losing face while accepting inferior guests who lack the capacity to 

return the favor (cf. Lk 14:12-14). 

Ultimately, this passage (2:11-17) not only reorders their behavior around their 

membership in God’s household and their submission to his will rather than the world’s authority 

structures, but serves as the basis for the honor-sharing exhortations that follow.  Before 

                                                                                                                                                                                           
2009), 7-16. 

  
413

 Elliot (Conflict, Community, and Honor, 73) rightly notes that this emphasis reflects a shift in which 

audience would determine what was honorable: “First, the essential criterion of honorable conduct is not simple 

public opinion but the ‘will of God’ (2:15; 3:17; 4:2, 19) and reverence for God (2:17, 18; 3:2, 16; cf. also 2:14 

[‘because of the Lord]; 3:4 [“in God’s sight’] and ‘mindfulness of God’ [ y    ē   ] 2:19; 3:16, 21]).  Those who 

revere and obey God have no cause to fear harm or intimidation (3:5, 13).” 

  
414

 1 Peter 2:17: “πάντας τιμήσατε, τὴν ἀδελφότητα ἀγαπᾶτε, τὸν θεὸν φοβεῖσθε, τὸν βασιλέα τιμᾶτε” 

(Aland, Novum Testamentum Graece). 

 
415

 So, Goppelt (1 Peter, 189): “Christians demonstrate honor to all people, not only to the powerful and the 

rich but also to slaves, who are without honor and without rights; all are taken seriously as creatures of God and are 

thus recognized as human beings.” 
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identifying how they should behave in individual relationships (as with slaves [2:18-20], wives 

[3:1-6], and husbands [3:7]), Peter speaks in more general terms about their behavior in the 

social order, in light of their new identity.416   They had increased rights and exalted status in 

Christ as members of God’s household, but they were to behave in ways that honored others and 

enhanced God’s reputation within their community. 

The directives to slaves, wives, and husbands that follow begin with the group they 

address and follow with imperatival participles.  In each case, audience members are called to 

hold their rights loosely and use them for the sake of others, especially those outside of the 

community.  Thus, though they had worth in Christ, household servants (οἰκέται) were 

commanded to “submit” themselves (ὑποτασσόμενοι)— regardless of how their master treated 

them (2:18).  In a world that treated servants as property, it is significant that they are here 

addressed as free moral agents.  Furthermore, the emphasis on doing so regardless of how their 

master behaved may imply that some would have identified service to a harsh master as beneath 

them—perhaps as a consequence of their standing in Christ.  Slaves thus engaged their role 

submissively and honored their masters; this flowed out of their honor-sharing commitment in 

Christ rather than a command to fall back into the world’s structures. 

In the same way, wives, although liberated in Christ, were called to exercise their 

freedom by submitting to their husbands (3:1).  But the reason for the command had changed: 

                                                           
416

 See especially Jobes’ (1 Peter, 178) comments about 2:17, which reference A. B. Spencer (“Peter’s 

Pedagogical Method in 1 Peter 3:6,” Bulletin for Biblical Research 10 [2000]: 107-190): “These general instructions 

about Christian relationships form the immediate context of the specific instructions to servants, wives, and 

husbands that follow.  In fact, the verbs translated ‘submit’ (2:18; 3:1) and ‘live with’ (3:7) are all participles, the 

first two being forms of the same verb found here in 2:13, ὑποτάσσω (hypotasso).  Spencer concludes that the 

instructions to the household that follow are syntactically connected to these four directives enjoined on all 

believers, further specifying the command to be subject to all human authorities (2:13).  Proper household 

relationships ‘are one type of submission to one human creation, ancient marriage’ (Spencer 2000: 111).  Although 

the syntactic connection may be debated, certainly the instructions for relationships within the household must be 

read within the larger social context of the church, one's relationship to God, and pressing sociopolitical 

considerations.” 
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they did so not due to the authority of the husband, but in order that those who did not believe 

would be influenced by their behavior (3:1).  In a sense, the authority of the husband had been 

challenged when wives joined the new community, embraced a new deity with distinct values, 

and rejected those that the husband worshipped;417 the middle path that Peter called for involved 

not a recovery of the husband’s authoritative position, but reengagement based on a submissive 

attitude dictated by the woman’s Christian profession.  Peter thus restores wives to relationship 

with their husbands, but with new energy and motivation. 

Husbands were also to behave differently to their wives in a way that challenged these 

deeply-held values.  Instead of exercising their power in a self-serving manner, they were called 

to live with their wives “in an understanding way” as a “weaker vessel” and to “show them 

honor” since they were “fellow heirs of the grace-gift of life.”418  By virtue of her weakness as a 

woman with her high position as a fellow heir, she was to be the recipient of honor; the usual 

heavy-handed way of relating expected for men was replaced with a gentle, even weak-appearing 

approach that showed regard to women.  Men were therefore called both to use their power for 

their wives, because they were weak, and to share honor with them because they were both heirs 

of God’s grace—such reflected the shared honor of their new household in which only God was 

father.  Things had certainly changed! 

 

 

 

                                                           
417

 Such a decision was likely to create problems in the home, as Jobes (1 Peter, 203) explains: “Why 

would a wife's conversion likely provoke antagonism from her husband?  In Greco-Roman society it was accepted 

that the wife would have no friends of her own and would worship the gods of her husband (Plutarch, Advice §19).” 

 
418

 1 Peter 3:7: “Οἱ ἄνδρες ὁμοίως, συνοικοῦντες κατὰ γνῶσιν…ἀπονέμοντες τιμὴν ὡς καὶ συγκληρονόμοις 

χάριτος ζωῆς” (Aland, Novum Testamentum Graece).  My translation from the Greek text. 

 



 

180 

Rejecting Retaliation and the Path to Honor 

Their testimony called them to act in a countercultural manner in other contexts.  In no 

place is this more evident in their response to verbal challenge, as emphasized in the example of 

Christ: 

For to this you have been called, because Christ also suffered for you leaving an example 

that you should follow in his steps: who committed no sin nor was deceit found in his 

mouth, who when he was reviled did not revile in return, and when he suffered, he did 

not threaten, but kept entrusting himself to the one who judges justly.419 

 
Household servants—and ultimately the entire audience—were to endure patiently and not 

respond when maligned (2:19-20).  But in this agonistic culture, retaliation was not simply 

common, it was expected.  Hence, Christ’s behavior when he suffered was unnatural: by virtue 

of such a weak response, he accepted the shame and reproach directed at him.  In this manner, 

Peter demonstrates through Christ’s example that embracing non-retaliation and the 

accompanying shame was actually a path to honor.  Such a life of trust would ultimately lead to 

his vindication by “the one who judges justly” (2:23). 

Non-retaliation is later commanded for the entire audience.  They were not to return “evil 

for evil” or “insult for insult,” but, as Christ had taught (Mt 5:38-43 par Lk 6:27-35), were called 

to give a blessing (3:9 cf. 2:1); verbal competition for honor was replaced with giving honor, 

therein inverting cultural values.420  Such behavior reflected humility (ταπεινόφρονες, v. 8), 

                                                           
419

 1 Peter 2:21-23: “εἰς τοῦτο γὰρ ἐκλήθητε, ὅτι καὶ Χριστὸς ἔπαθεν ὑπὲρ ὑμῶν ὑμῖν ὑπολιμπάνων 

ὑπογραμμὸν ἵνα ἐπακολουθήσητε τοῖς ἴχνεσιν αὐτοῦ,
 
 ὃς ἁμαρτίαν οὐκ ἐποίησεν οὐδὲ εὑρέθη δόλος ἐν τῷ στόματι 

αὐτοῦ, ὃς λοιδορούμενος οὐκ ἀντελοιδόρει, πάσχων οὐκ ἠπείλει, παρεδίδου δὲ τῷ κρίνοντι δικαίως·” (Aland, 

Novum Testamentum Graece).  My translation from the Greek text. 

 
420

 Retaliation was accepted in this environment, but in at least one case Plutarch suggests a similar course 

of action, as Elliott (Conflict, Community, and Honor, 69-70) points out, “The advice is akin to that of Plutarch in 

his discourse on ‘How to Profit By One’s Enemies.’  He quotes Diogenes’ statement: ‘“How shall I defend myself 

against my enemy?”  By proving yourself good and honorable’ (Profit 4, Moralia 88B).  He then goes on to 

observe: ‘If you wish to distress the man who hates you, do not insult him as lewd, effeminate, licentious, vulgar, or 

illiberal, but be a man yourself, show self-control, be truthful, and treat with kindness and justice those who have to 

deal with you’ (Profit 4, Moralia 88C).” 
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which, as has been noted, was tantamount to exhorting hearers to a servile way of life.  Peter’s 

audience was again called to embrace a low position and refuse competition for honor.421 

Their decision to vacate the honor challenge by refusing retaliation would actually result 

in an enhanced situation as demonstrated a few verses later: “But even if you should suffer for 

the sake of righteousness, you are honored” (3:13).422  What the world identified as shameful was 

actually a path to honor.  Peter alludes to Christ’s final outcome (3:18, 21), seemingly as 

evidence for his above assertion: after he suffered unjustly for our sins (3:18, 21), Jesus Christ 

was resurrected and exalted to heaven, “at the right hand of God” with “angels and authorities 

and powers subject to him” (3:21-22).423  Jesus Christ had suffered unjustly, but his path led him 

to the highest place of unparalleled honor and power. 

Peter later emphasizes the honor of suffering unjustly for their faith, making the 

connection between their experience and that of Christ more explicit424: 

                                                                                                                                                                                           
 
421

 Speaking of 2:15 and 3:16, Bechtler (Following in His Steps, 102) asserts: “These passages portray a 

situation of recurring confrontations between the intended readers and their nonbelieving neighbors in which the 

addressees were being reviled and falsely accused of engaging in antisocial behaviors.  Consistent with the honor-

shame model, the letter views the reputation of both parties, the accuser and accused, as at risk in these 

confrontations.  Such encounters constitute challenges to honor and , as such, cannot be resolved without one side 

being shamed.  What 1 Peter hopes for is that the challengers will be dishonored rather than the letter’s readers.” 

 
422

 1 Peter 3:13: “ἀλλ᾽ εἰ καὶ πάσχοιτε διὰ δικαιοσύνην, μακάριοι” (Aland, Novum Testamentum Graece).  

My translation from the Greek text. 

Elliott (1 Peter, 623) notes that this statement is in line with other makarisms, which regularly challenge 

honor-shame values: “The NT contains over 40 instances of such exclamations of honor, all of which involve social 

imputation of esteem to an individual or group for manifesting desirable behavior and commitments.  What is 

remarkable about the makarisms of Jesus and early Christianity is that they so often challenge conventional 

expectations and values.  Instead of acknowledging the honor of the wealthy and the powerful, Jesus and his 

followers regularly attribute honor to the despised, the destitute, and the oppressed.” 

 
423

 1 Peter 3:21-22: “δι᾽ ἀναστάσεως Ἰησοῦ Χριστοῦ, ὅς ἐστιν ἐν δεξιᾷ [τοῦ] θεοῦ πορευθεὶς εἰς οὐρανόν 

ὑποταγέντων αὐτῷ ἀγγέλων καὶ ἐξουσιῶν καὶ δυνάμεων” (Aland, Novum Testamentum Graece).  My translation 

from the Greek text. 

 
424

 “1 Peter 4:12-19 recapitulates and expands on what has already been stated on the issue of suffering.  

This unit does not mark a caesura or break in the line of thought but a crescendo” (Elliott, 1 Peter, 770). 
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“Beloved, do not be bewildered at the fiery trial among you, which comes upon you for 

your testing, as though something strange were happening to you, but to the degree that 

you are sharing the sufferings of Christ rejoice, so that you may also rejoice and exult 

when his glory is revealed.  If you are reviled for the name of Christ, you are honored425, 

because the Spirit of glory and of God is resting on you.  But let none of you suffer as a 

murderer, a thief, an evildoer, or even as a meddler.  But if any of you suffers as a 

Christian, let them not be ashamed, but glorify God because you bear this name.”426 

 

The fiery ordeal that was meant to refine them (4:12; cf. 1:6-7) had serious implications in terms 

of honor and shame.  Outsiders had “reviled” (ὀνειδίζεσθε, v. 24) them for the name of Christ,427 

attempting to shame them into renouncing their faith;428 the label “Christian” was a simple, 

succinct way to demean them.429  But Peter asserts that their experience of shame for the name of 

Christ actually identified them with Christ.  If they shared in his sufferings, they were to rejoice 

at the expectation that they would exult with joy at the revelation of his glory upon his return (v. 

                                                           
425

 Elliott (1 Peter, 782) emphasizes that this makarism, like 3:14, is very similar to “the dominical saying 

recorded by Matthew and Luke….it is probable that makaroi, like the verbs ‘rejoice’ and ‘reproach,’ echoes this 

saying of Jesus in its earliest Q formulation.”  

 
426

 1 Peter 4:12-16: “Ἀγαπητοί, μὴ ξενίζεσθε τῇ ἐν ὑμῖν πυρώσει πρὸς πειρασμὸν ὑμῖν γινομένῃ ὡς ξένου 

ὑμῖν συμβαίνοντος,
 
ἀλλὰ καθὸ κοινωνεῖτε τοῖς τοῦ Χριστοῦ παθήμασιν χαίρετε, ἵνα καὶ ἐν τῇ ἀποκαλύψει τῆς δόξης 

αὐτοῦ χαρῆτε ἀγαλλιώμενοι. εἰ ὀνειδίζεσθε ἐν ὀνόματι Χριστοῦ, μακάριοι, ὅτι τὸ τῆς δόξης καὶ τὸ τοῦ θεοῦ πνεῦμα 

ἐφ᾽ ὑμᾶς ἀναπαύεται. μὴ γάρ τις ὑμῶν πασχέτω ὡς φονεὺς ἢ κλέπτης ἢ κακοποιὸς ἢ ὡς ἀλλοτριεπίσκοπος· εἰ δὲ ὡς 

Χριστιανός, μὴ αἰσχυνέσθω, δοξαζέτω δὲ τὸν θεὸν ἐν τῷ ὀνόματι τούτῳ” (Aland, Novum Testamentum Graece).  

My translation from the Greek text. 

 
427

 Elliot (1 Peter, 779) explains the significance of ὀνειδίζεσθε in the broad context of 1 Peter: “This verb 

is virtually synonymous with other terms used earlier to describe the treatment experienced by the addressees 

(‘slander’ [katalaleo, 2:12; 3:16]; ‘insult’ [loidoreo, loidoria, 2:23; 3:9], ‘disparage’ [epereazo, 3:16]; ‘malign’ 

[blasphemeo, 4:4]).  This indicates once more that the suffering presumed in this letter was a result of verbal abuse 

and public humiliation rather than of official incrimination….The situation envisioned here, as elsewhere in the 

letter…is not one of formally organized, legal persecution or prosecution but the informal and sporadic public 

shaming of those who follow the Christ and bear his name.” 

 
428

 “The nature and weapons of the attack on these followers of Jesus Christ are a classic example of public 

shaming designed to demean and discredit the believers in the court of public opinion, with the ultimate aim of 

forcing their conformity to prevailing forms and values” (Elliott, Conflict, Community, and Honor, 67). 

 
429

 Elliott (1 Peter, 790-91) takes the Latin use of term Christianos to imply that it means “followers, 

partisans, or clients of Christ” and concludes from the Acts 26:28 interchange between Paul and King Herod 

Agrippa II that it carries a negative connotation: “The mocking tone of Herod Agrippa's remark suggests that the 

label had a derogatory overtone from the outset, so that it meant, not simply ‘partisans of Christ,’ but something like 

‘Christ-lackeys,’ shameful sycophants of Christ, a criminal put to ignominious deal by the Romans years earlier, in 

30 CE.” 
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13).430  Christ too had suffered shamefully, but his proved to be an honorable path with a glorious 

ending.  As in 2:21-23, Christ’s suffering, his response, and ultimate glory are mentioned so that 

1 Peter’s audience would identify with his experience.431  Thus, being “reviled for the name of 

Christ” was honorable rather than shameful, and God’s Spirit, which was the Spirit of glory, 

rested on them (v. 14)—they occupied a privileged position!  It is no wonder, then, that they 

were exhorted not to be ashamed, but to “glorify God” because they bear the name “Christian” 

(v. 16)432; their identification with Christ’s death, exaltation, and soon-to-be-revealed glory had 

reversed honor-shame values.433 

 

Authority, Submission, and Humility in Christ’s Community 

While much of 1 Peter’s emphasis is on the audience’s behavior among outsiders, it 

pivots to discuss relationships within the Christian community near the end of his 

correspondence, beginning with an exhortation to elders: 
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 This is connected to the larger idea within 1 Peter, as Elliott (1 Peter, 777) indicates: “It echoes the 

thought of 1:8 (en tei apokalypsei Iesou Christou), where the same connection between present and future rejoicing 
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Therefore, believers who share in his innocent sufferings likewise can look forward to sharing in his glory at his 
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 Bechtler (Following in His Steps, 180) identifies this as a key thread that runs throughout 1 Peter: “The 
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upon those reproached (v. 14c).  In these two respects this Petrine adaptation of the tradition is unique in the NT.” 
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 This passage echoes Jesus' saying of Mt 5:11-12/Lk 6:22-23 - in particular in connection to rejoicing in 

suffering and the honor that accrues (Elliott, 1 Peter, 776). 

 



 

184 

“Shepherd God’s flock among you…not lording it over those entrusted to you, but being 

examples the flock and when the chief shepherd appears, you will receive the unfading 

crown of glory. Likewise, you who are young in faith,434 be subject to the elders.  And all 

of you, clothe yourselves in humility toward one another, for God opposes the proud, but 

gives grace to the humble.  Humble yourselves, therefore, under the mighty hand of God, 

in order that he might lift you up at the proper time.”435 

 

The reversal of honor values previously evident in 1 Peter continues in this section.  Elders, as 

shepherds and leaders, embraced a leadership approach that stood in stark contrast to the 

autocratic behavior of the emperor that was repeated in families and homes throughout the 

Roman Empire.  The pater of the household had a free hand in his domain; that he used his 

power to enhance his position was without question.  But authority in the Christian community 

was to be exercised otherwise: elders served as examples rather than “lording it over” those in 

their care, in line with the model of Christ (cf. Mk 10:36-46) and the call earlier to “give honor” 

to their wives (3:7).  If they lost power, prestige, and glory in the short term, they would 

ultimately gain a crown that was unfading and full of glory “when the chief shepherd appears” 

(v. 4). 

Such a humble approach would have seemed weak, inviting a challenge from other men 

in the community, especially from those who were newly socialized.  Thus, the call for new 

believers was “to be subject to the elders” (v. 5); as with the exhortations to slaves, women, and 

husbands, the relationships were not defined by society’s structure, but rather by deliberate 
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 Elliott (1 Peter, 838) concludes that νεώτεροι refers not simply to those who are younger, but to new 

converts.   Just as the description of elders’ behavior emphasizes character and faith development over precedence 

or age, so, too, this term refers to the members’ Christian maturity. 
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 1 Peter 5: 2-6: “ποιμάνατε τὸ ἐν ὑμῖν ποίμνιον τοῦ θεοῦ… μηδ᾽ ὡς κατακυριεύοντες τῶν κλήρων ἀλλὰ 
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ὑψώσῃ ἐν καιρῷ” (Aland, Novum Testamentum Graece).  My translation from the Greek text. 
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decision to humbly give up their rights.  An honor-sharing community required both leaders and 

followers to release what they would otherwise pursue as an entitlement or prize. 

Peter’s exhortation that all should “clothe themselves in humility toward one another” (v. 

5) mirrors the prior guidelines for husbands (3:7) and leaders (5:3) and balances the calls to be 

submissive elsewhere (2:18; 3:1, 5; 5:5).  Elliott thus observes: 

"In the Christian household of God, as distinct from the society at large, our author notes, 

order and harmony are maintained not simply by respect for superiors.  Rather, even 

social superiors are to demonstrate humility toward their social inferiors, for before God 

all mortals, regardless of their social station in life, are humble subjects.  Thus a call for 

subordination to those in authority (5:5a; cf. 2:13-17, 18-20; 3:1-6) is followed and 

balanced by an insistence on the humility of all toward one another (cf. 3:8; 5:5b-6).  

Mutual humility of all members would defuse any attempts at domination on the part of 

husbands and leaders and ensure the harmony, unity, and cohesion of the 

community..."436 

 

Not only is this “insistence on humility of all toward one another” critical for the “harmony” and 

“cohesion of the community,” but also it reflects broader assumptions about the shared, 

honorable position that they occupied by virtue of coming to Christ.  Peter clearly emphasizes 

community solidarity based on shared honor, rather than on authority structure; the honor and 

love everyone received within the household of faith and in Christ would have served to bring 

order to the community and carry members through the affronts and reviling they experienced as 

“Christians.” 

The call to humble themselves “toward each other” (v. 5) and “under the mighty hand of 

God” (v. 6) integrates and completes the letter’s submission emphasis nicely.  The initial 

exhortation was to “be subject” (Ὑποτάγητε, 2:13) to every human authority.  Their high 

position in God’s household (2: 4-10) meant that they were free in regard to others, but they were 

called to use their freedom as God’s slaves (2:16); they therefore gave honor to all men (2:17).  
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Though free, servants were called to “be subject” to their masters (ὑποτασσόμενοι, 2:19); wives 

were to do the same (ὑποτασσόμεναι, 3:1, 5).  Since submission was part of their call as free men 

and slaves of God (2:16), it required embracing the characteristic approach of a slave437 by 

humbling themselves under God’s mighty hand (5:6).  Though humility was shameful and 

unsavory in the broader world, it was embraced as a virtue and an honorable thing in God’s 

household; this challenge to honor values is an important theme in 1 Peter. 

 

Conclusion 

“Chosen foreigners” (v. 1) is how Peter first addresses his audience; the term aptly 

presents 1 Peter’s broad description of the audience throughout the correspondence.  They have 

high honor because they are chosen by God and members of his household, but, on account of 

the name of Christ, they are marginalized outsiders and targets of shaming reproach in their 

current environment. 

In no place is 1 Peter’s emphasis on the honor of believers more significant than in the 

passage emphasizing their connectedness to Christ, the living stone, and membership in God’s 

household (2:4-10).  The passage, which emphasizes election and community cohesion, 

demonstrates that their faith gave all of them an enhanced position.  This is strikingly similar to 

Paul’s emphasis on believers’ shared honor in Christ, which came to them through their union 

with him by faith. 

Their high standing freed them from being defined by the world’s structures and from 

obligation to all but God.  But as his servants, they were called to be subject to human 

authorities, giving up their rights and giving honor to all men (2:13, 16-17).  This honor-sharing 
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approach was to be lived out concretely in their relationships (2:18; 3:1, 5, 7; 5:3, 5); it 

culminated in the exhortation to embrace the servile virtue of humility in relation to each other 

and God (5:5-6).  This perspective closely follows both Jesus of Nazareth and Paul’s emphasis 

on humility—both by their teaching and behavior. 

At the same time, they were also to be characterized by a refusal to retaliate or return 

reproach for reproach (3:9).  Retaliation was expected and often judged necessary in ancient 

Mediterranean society, but they chose to challenge status quo and risked losing face by refusing 

to respond when affronted. 

The cost of such behavior is mitigated by Peter’s emphasis on the honor of suffering for 

Christ’s sake (3:14; 4:14).  In a real sense, as they suffered for the name of Christ, they actually 

shared in his sufferings (4:12-16).  Ultimately, the honor of suffering is vindicated through the 

example of Christ, an example that ties together the refusal of retaliation and the honor of 

suffering for righteousness (3:9-22); this is a significant development in that it appears to connect 

the honor-sharing teaching of Christ to his honorable suffering, resurrection, and exaltation.  Yet 

Christ is more than an example: from start to finish, the correspondence connects the suffering 

and glory of Christ to the present suffering of those in Christ and the glory that awaits them when 

he returns (4:13-16).  This is presented implicitly early in 1 Peter and becomes explicit as the 

letter develops. The correspondence aptly concludes by referring to Yahweh as “the God of all 

grace who calls you to his eternal glory in Christ;” though they suffered in the present time, but 

in Christ they had honor and hope for future vindication and glory (5:10).438   
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 “The letter’s conclusion (5:10-11) completes this conceptual framework by assuring the believers one 

last time, of the glory, grace, and honor to which they have been called despite their suffering” (Elliott, Conflict, 

Community, and Honor, 77). 
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Later authors would continue to develop this theme and emphasize the honor of suffering 

for righteousness; this perspective would persist as the early Christians navigated a society that 

was increasingly hostile to them and their exclusive worship of Christ, as it did in Revelation. 
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REVELATION 
 

 

The neoi honored Gaius Julius Sacerdos: the neokoros of goddess Rome and of god 

Augustus Caesar; priest of Tiberius Claudius Nero; and gymnasiarch of the 12
th

 Sebasta 

Romaia for the five gymnasia, who supplied oil for the washings throughout the whole 

day at his own expense, who provided for their games [those of the neoi] and also for 

those of the ephebes, renewing the ancestral laws and customs according to what is most 

noble. 

 

Inscription from provincial temple of 

Rome and Augustus Caesar in 

Pergamon439 

 

At the end of the first century CE, around the time that Revelation with written, imperial 

worship flourished in Asia.  In addition to provincial temples in Pergamon, Smyrna, and 

Ephesos, municipal cults thrived throughout the region.
440

   These provided opportunities for 

local elites to emphasize their alignment with imperial power while enhancing their status, as the 

inscription honoring Gaius Julius Sacerdos demonstrates.
441

  Such wealthy patrons celebrated the 

Roman order and acquired such honorific titles such as neokoros (who maintained the sacred 

precinct)
442

 and priest. 

In light of this situation, the Apocalypse of John raises numerous questions related to 

worship, honor, and engaging dominant culture.  The audience would need to determine how 

they responded to imperial power and cult.  It was necessary to consider the implications of such 
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decisions for their social standing, access to patrons, and economic livelihood.  Revelation’s 

challenge to the status quo emphasizes the worship of God alone, the honor of fidelity to Christ, 

and the shame and ultimate destruction of those who participated in the idolatrous, unjust Roman 

system. 

 

Surprising Encounter with the Risen Christ 

John’s prescript and initial vision identify key themes related to honor that are addressed 

in the remainder of Revelation.  The greeting from God the Almighty, the Spirit, and the Son 

emphasizes the glory of God alone (1:4-5).  The description of Christ as “ruler of the kings of the 

earth” (v. 5)443, the emphasis on his final vindication at his return (v. 7)444, and the encounter with 

him in all his glory (vv. 12-18) demonstrate his ultimate victory and honor while emphasizing 

that he was a faithful witness in suffering (v. 5); this reality serves as the basis for the inversion 

of values and the paradoxical descriptions of persecution and empire.  At the same time, this 

section underscores the honor of witnessing for Jesus Christ through the example of John (τὴν 

μαρτυρίαν Ἰησοῦ, vv. 2, 9), the glory of the saint’s position in him as priests who will rule (v. 6), 

and the identification of the churches as golden lampstands (v. 12). 

The letters to the seven churches that follow provide insight into the situation of the 

book’s first audience.  They deal with a number of issues, including shortcomings such as 

flagging love for Christ (2:4, 5), their lack of good deeds (3:1, 2), and the shame of spiritual 

blindness and nakedness (3:15-17), but the critical question has to do with being faithful 
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 Rev 1:5: “ὁ ἄρχων τῶν βασιλέων τῆς γῆς” (Aland, Novum Testamentum Graece).  My translation from 
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 Revelation 1:7 stresses the final vindication of Christ at his appearing.  He had been slaughtered 

publically (cf. 5:6 et al) and shamefully, but “every eye” would see him at his coming, including those who had 
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witnesses in the Roman Empire: Would they succumb to the temptation of idolatry and 

immorality through the imperial cult and conspire with a system opposed to God (2:2, 6, 14-16, 

20-24)?  Or would they patiently endure in the face of poverty and tribulation (2:9-10), suffering 

as faithful witnesses (2:13)?  As later becomes evident, Revelation urges “that God be properly 

honored and served at the expense of other claimants, such as the Emperor,”445 and “portrays the 

Roman Empire as a system of violent oppression…of political tyranny and of economic 

exploitation.”446 Ultimately, John emphasizes the honor of obeying the prophecy (1:3) and 

faithful witness through persecution (1:5; 2:10, 13) against the shame of conforming to that 

system and embracing its values; he urges his audience to choose those actions that will lead to 

eternal rather than temporary honor.447 

 

Oriented around the Throne 

The beginning of the second major section of the book, which follows the letters to the 

seven churches of Asia, prepares the reader for the oracles that follow.  John was “in the Spirit” 

and saw “a throne standing in heaven” and “one sitting on the throne” (4:2).448  Everything is 

oriented around the throne: the twenty-four elders (v. 4), the four seraphs (v. 6), and the worship 

that goes on “night and day” (vv. 8-11); furthermore, unfolding wrath and judgment proceed 

from the throne.  Richard Bauckham correctly asserts: “heaven is the sphere of ultimate reality: 
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what is true in heaven must become true on earth.  Thus John is taken up into heaven to see that 

God’s throne is the ultimate reality behind all earthly appearances.”449 Revelation stresses that 

worship, glory, and honor are to be directed always and only toward the throne; the source of 

judgment and all that is unveiled is at the throne.  The Apocalypse reveals Roman power as 

pretense and its emperors as pretenders, despite their authority on earth; they are unworthy rivals 

of the one true God.  Furthermore, since everything was oriented around the throne, the one on 

the throne determined who and what was honorable and shameful.  Revelation shifts the 

audience that determines honor from Roman authority and its retainers on earth to the one who 

sits on the throne in heaven.  This is foundational in the challenge to dominant cultural values 

that follows. 

Steven Friesen has aptly observed that the imperial cult in Asia had such an ordering 

effect.  Temples, such as the provincial one in Smyrna or the municipal one (referred to as the 

Sebasteion) in Aphrodisias, “constructed a cosmology with an imaginary geography centered on 

the city of Rome;” this had the practical effect of ordering cities and provinces around Roman 

authorities and the elites that contributed to the cult.450  Friesen concludes that the throne in 

Revelation functions in a similar way, ordering authority and reality.451  Just as proximity to 

Roman authority (as expressed in the various inscriptions throughout temple areas and support of 

the cult) identified elites as powerful and honorable, so proximity to the throne and the Lamb 
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identifies all saints, faithful witnesses, and martyrs as honorable.452  Further analysis of 

Revelation reinforces such positive judgments about those in Christ, while it emphasizes that 

those aligned with the injustice, immorality, and violence of the Roman Empire are shameful. 

 

Worthy is the Lamb that Was Slaughtered 

The throne’s fundamental place in ordering reality makes the appearance of the Lamb in 

chapter five all the more startling.  “The Lord God Almighty” alone receives unceasing worship 

from the angels and elders around the throne in a scene that reflects a sovereign’s court (4:8-

11).453  But the introduction of the scroll in the right hand of the one who sits on the throne 

triggers events in heaven and sets the stage for fundamental changes in reality (chapter 5). 

The scene in chapter five is full of surprises.  The appearance of the scroll leads to a 

weighty question: “Who is worthy” to open it (v. 2)?  The situation is heightened when no one is 

found worthy to do so (v.3); this crisis brings John to tears (v. 4).  The problem is solved and 

tension resolved when one of the elders explains that “the Lion of the tribe of Judah, the Shoot of 

David, has conquered454 so as to open the scroll and its seven seals” (v. 5).455  But explanation 

gives way to surprise when John sees who the elder speaks of: in the midst of the throne stands a 
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Lamb that appears as though it had been slaughtered (v. 6).  Revelation identifies the victim as 

the victor.456 

An even greater surprise follows: the slaughtered Lamb is revealed not simply as a 

conqueror, but as an object of worship.  When he takes the scroll, the elders and the living 

creatures fall to their faces in worship,457 singing a new song to the Lamb (vv. 7-10); John then 

hears and sees “myriads and myriads” of angels around the scene in heaven offering their own 

worship to the Lamb (v. 11-12).  The praise reaches a crescendo when all of creation offers a 

song of praise (v. 13).  Significantly, Revelation incorporates the Lamb into worship in a 

monotheistic, Jewish context.  Furthermore, the reason for his worship is noteworthy: the Lamb 

conquers (v. 5) and is declared worthy (vv. 9, 12; cf. vv. 2, 4) because he was slaughtered (vv. 6, 

9, 12).  Ultimately, Christ’s shameful crucifixion serves as the basis for the exaltation described 

in Revelation 5; Paul emphasizes different themes, but the weight and result is similar to 

Philippians 2:6-11—Christ’s exalted place of worship as Lord of all creation follows his 

humiliating death.  This reality, with the slaughtered Lamb taking the place of worship alongside 

the one who sits on the throne, serves as the basis for Revelation’s challenge to honor and its 

interpretation of events in the Roman Empire, Asia and the seven churches. 

The Lamb’s appearance and worship in the midst of the throne function similarly to 

John’s description and initial vision of the risen Christ in chapter one.  Revelation’s epistolary 
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greeting presents him as “the faithful witness, firstborn of the dead, and the ruler of the kings of 

the Earth” (1:5).458  This verse succinctly describes the story of Christ in the form of a three-step 

status transformation: (1) as a witness (μάρτυς), he was faithful unto death (cf. 2:10, 13; 3:14);   

(2) shaming crucifixion was not his end and so he is “firstborn of the dead;” and (3) his 

vindication and exaltation is complete as he takes the place of authority as “ruler of the kings of 

the Earth.”459 

Christ’s vindication is further emphasized in verse seven, which begins with a quote from 

Daniel 7:13 that identifies him with the Son of Man who comes to judge: “Look, he is coming 

with the clouds, and every eye will see him, even those who pierced him, and all the tribes of the 

earth will wail because of him.”460  He had suffered humiliation and died the most shameful of 

deaths, but Christ had been vindicated and was revealed as the glorious, risen Son of Man who 

would execute Yahweh’s final judgment.  Those who had “pierced him” and exposed him to the 

shame of crucifixion would see him in his glory; in his final and full vindication, they would wail 

in woe and humiliation. 

The vision of the risen Son of Man in theverses that follow (vv. 13-18) demonstrates in 

vivid imagery what the earlier verses describe.  The encounter surprises and alarms John, and so 

he “fell down at his feet as though dead” (v. 17).  This was a figure of dignity and honor, clothed 
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in a robe reaching to his feet with a golden sash across his chest (v. 13)—priestly raiment.461  His 

visage was glorious—totally other—with a head and hair “white like white wool” and eyes “like 

a flame of fire” (v. 14); his face forced one to turn away, shining “like the sun in its strength” (v. 

16).  Yet averting one’s eyes from his face failed to resolve the issue, for his feet emitted the 

bright heat of a furnace (v. 15).  The sword from his mouth and his hands, that firmly held seven 

stars, emphasized his power and authority (v. 16).  This was a far cry from what John had known 

and experienced of Jesus, as demonstrated in his reverent response. 

The juxtaposition between what is seen and heard is striking, just as it is in the scene 

where the Lamb takes his place in the midst of the throne; the voice explains all that he has seen.  

“Do not be afraid!  I am the first and the last and the living one; and I was dead, and, look, I am 

alive forevermore, and I hold the keys of death and Hades” (vv. 17-18).462  The glorious one who 

looked like “a son of man” was actually Jesus Christ: the one who had suffered the most 

shameful of deaths in crucifixion was now revealed as vindicated, exalted, and mighty.  We also 

see that a three-step status-transformation, patterned like the one in verse six, is repeated in verse 

eighteen: Christ moves from shaming death (“I was dead”) to life (“I am alive forevermore”) to 

exaltation and authority (“I hold the keys of death and Hades”). 

What is revealed about Jesus Christ in Revelation’s opening and then in the Lamb’s 

appearance in heaven proceeds to the next step when he begins to open the scroll that represents 

Yahweh’s authority over the Earth (6:1).463  The Lamb’s slaughter had truly meant victory, 
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wherein he had conquered evil and demonstrated his worth to redeem humanity and take the 

scroll (5:4-7).464  His action ultimately triggers the judgment of the beast (which represents the 

imperial power of Rome), the false prophet (representing Rome’s retainers in Asia), Babylon 

(Rome), and all in league with them; it presages the vindication of his own.  This will manifest in 

such a way when he returns and triumphs over them, taking his place of rule and authority 

(19:11-21; cf. 1:7). 

The multiple visions of Jesus Christ in Revelation serve as the basis for the inverted 

reality presented in the prophecy and the challenge to honor values evident in the book.  

Throughout the Apocalypse—from the opening vision, to his appearance in heaven, to the 

judgment he executes, and concluding in his return and rule—Christ demonstrates that things had 

changed and honor values had been inverted.  Christ’s victory and vindication is fundamental to 

the challenge to honor values, not only due to his example, but also due to the forthcoming 

evidence that believers participate in his victory, vindication, and, ultimately, enhanced honor. 

 

The Honor of the Redeemed 

The Apocalypse of John emphasizes that those who belong to Christ and who are faithful 

to the end will occupy a position of honor in spite of the temporary disgrace.465  In a number of 

                                                                                                                                                                                           
from its compositional context.  According to ancient Oriental mythology, the highest God possesses books or plates 

in which the destiny of the world is inscribed.  In the ritual enthronement of the Great King, these books are given to 

the king as a sign that he now has power over the world.  This power entails the rendering of judgment and the 

execution of justice as the primary role of the emperor.  If this contextualization is correct, the author appears to 

picture the enthronement of Jesus Christ as rule and judge of the world and of its destiny by stressing that only the 

Lamb is worthy to receive the sealed scroll and open its seals.  Rev 5:12 confirms such an interpretation of this 

visionary rhetoric insofar as the hymn explicitly states that the Lamb’s ‘taking over’ or ‘receiving’ of the sevenfold 

sealed scroll means receiving power and honor.” 
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ways, the book illustrates the final honor of the redeemed, but perhaps the most striking is in its 

description of Christ-worshipers as conquerors. 

 

Conquerors 

Nικάω is a critical term in Revelation, employed seventeen times.  The verb refers to 

triumph, overcoming, or conquest; such victory in battle accrued honor for its participants in 

ancient Mediterranean society.  In an agonistic context where honor was in limited supply, glory 

went to the victor in battle; this is all the more true in light of Rome’s martial influence.  The 

Apocalypse of John embraces the term and similatneously redefines it to fit the book’s rhetorical 

objectives; this redefinition of νικάω is at the heart of the book’s transposition of reality and 

reversal of honor. 

John’s molding of the term begins in the letters to the seven churches (chapters 2 & 3).  

The letters usually follow a consistent form: they begin with praise, continue with an assessment 

of the situation along with an exhortation to a certain course of action, and conclude with a 

promise for “those who conquer” (2:7, 11, 17, 26; 3:5, 12, 21).  The structure thus defines the 

honorable path for each church and identifies the required course of action with “conquering” or 

“overcoming.”  In particular, overcoming is demonstrated by faithfulness to their testimony in 

the face of shaming persecution—even unto death—in the letters to Smyrna (2:9-10), Pergamum 

(2:13), and Philadelphia (3:8, 10).  At the same time, the churches in Pergamum (2:14-16) and 

Thyatira (2:20-23) are exhorted to avoid idolatry and food sacrificed to idols.  Both of these 

messages about overcoming reflect challenges facing their community: some apparently endured 

opposition because their profession had been at odds with their cities’ practice, while others were 
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commanded to avoid engaging in local cult.  In both cases, the Apocalypse exhorts them to 

embrace a path that rejected engaging in practices that their neighbors would have viewed as 

constructive and necessary; this kind of behavior would have been perceived as shameful and 

would mark them as ἄθεοι or, even worse, as part of a superstitio.466  But for the Apocalypse, 

embracing such a path of shame and potential suffering was described as “conquering” and 

judged as honorable; they endured temporary disgrace for the sake of eternal glory. 

The Lamb’s appearance in the midst of the throne (ch. 5) repeats and intensifies the 

book’s message about shameful suffering, as has already been noted.  After the repeated 

promises to conquerors in the letters to the churches (2:7, 11, 17, 26; 3:5, 12, 21), the scene in 

chapter five demonstrates honorable behavior by showing the crucified Christ, the Lamb that had 

been slaughtered, as the consummate conqueror.  In one brush stroke, Revelation inverts honor 

and reality by exalting the victim of the slave’s death to the pinnacle of power, authority, and 

glory.  After emphasizing the importance of “conquering” in the letters to the churches, the 

writing provides a fuller definition of the term by demonstrating that the victim is the victor. 

The vision of the two witnesses (chapter 11) appears to emphasize this theme as well, 

underscoring the honor of faithful testimony unto death.  The witnesses are described as 

lampstands (v. 4), imagery that identifies them as churches (cf. 1:7, 20); the miracles of drought 

and plagues (11: 6) fashion their ministry as prophetic in the mold of Moses and Elijah.  After 

their time of testimony is finished, the beast from the abyss (which represents Rome’s imperial 

power) is allowed to conquer and kill them (v. 7). Their bodies are shamefully left exposed in the 

public square (vv. 8-9); all who see rejoice at the deaths at these prophets who had tormented 

them (v. 10).  But humiliation is not their end, for God raises them back to life (v. 11) and they 
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are called up to heaven, delivered in a cloud for their enemies to see (v. 12).  Their departure is 

followed by an earthquake that reflects God’s judgment and kills seven thousand; in response to 

the vindication of these prophets, those who watched gave glory to God (v. 13). 

The vision of the prophets redefines conquest and honor in much the same way as the 

vision of the slaughtered Lamb.  Whether the vision refers to specific churches or simply to the 

church’s ministry in general,467 their faithful, prophetic ministry is with power, even though it is 

initially ineffectual and results in their defeat at the hands of Roman authority (v. 7); this defeat 

and the shameful exposure of their bodies to the celebrating throng bespoke humiliation (vv. 8-

10).  But their vindication is equally as public as their humiliation: God would raise them up and 

they would be delivered to heaven on a cloud in the watching eyes of all (vv. 11-12).468  John’s 

audience would have understood this countercultural message: the shaming persecution some 

experienced for their testimony—even to death—would not be the final outcome for them; God 

would raise them, vindicate them, and restore their honor for their enemies to see.  Suffering and 

disgrace for Christ at the hands of Roman authority would bring final victory and honor. 

The emphasis on the victim as the victor continues in the vision of the dragon and the 

woman—who, based on her raiment, should be identified as a queen (chapter 12).  After she 

gives birth to her child (v. 5), she flees from the dragon into the wilderness and is given a safe 

place there (v. 6).  Next, following a cosmic battle between the dragon and God’s angels, the 

dragon is cast down from heaven (vv. 7-9).  In light of his situation, the dragon unsuccessfully 

pursues the woman in the wilderness (vv. 13-16); in his anger at her, he hunts the rest of her 
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descendents, who keep “the commandments of God” and “the testimony of Jesus” (v. 17).  A 

loud voice in heaven further explains the vision: 

“Now have come the salvation and the power and the ruling of our God and the authority 

of his Christ, because the accuser of our brethren, who accuses them before our God day 

and night, has been cast down.  And they conquered him by the blood of the Lamb and 

the word of their testimony and did not love their life when faced with death.  For this 

reason, rejoice you heavens and you who dwell in them.  But woe to the earth and the 

sea, because the devil has come down to you with great wrath, for he knows his time is 

short.”469 

 

The queen is broadly indentified with God’s people or, perhaps, Israel.470  The dragon is revealed 

as Satan, who has been cast down from heaven because of the rule of Christ.  And the queen’s 

“other descendents” represent Christ-worshipers, who conquer through fearless, faithful 

testimony—which, for some, leads to death. 

As occurs elsewhere in the Apocalypse, the vision redefines reality.  In light of what they 

have seen, the audience can look past the chaos and persecution some face to conclude that Satan 

has been cast down and and Christ is ruling.  Edith Humphrey rightly describes the vision’s 

reorienting effect and connects it to prior visions: 

“The earthy rampage of Satan is the demonstration of God’s victory, and the fall is linked 

inversely with the effective blood of the Lamb and the martyrdom of the faithful. Things 

are not as they seem, for martyrdom and death equals victory, and the very fury of 

Satan’s earthly activity signals that God is already the Victor. Whereas Luke connects the 

same topic of Satan’s fall in Luke 10:17-20 to a successful and dramatic ministry, the 

Apocalypse instead offers a fugitive and exiled queen as the sign of God’s rule. This 

queen pictures for John’s audience both the host of martyrs and also the living faithful, 
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who are sheltered (even in their harassment) by God, and who are also promised glory. In 

terms of argumentation, John’s visionary logic throughout the apocalypse is convoluted, 

yet powerful: Rejoice because of your seeming failure; rejoice in spite of death, for death 

implies life. The Lamb is a Lion (5:5-6), the fugitive is a queen, and the dragon is already 

judged.”471   

 

Thus, we see the language of conquest is again employed to redefine honor and shame values: 

victims are victors and suffering through shaming persecution leads to glory in light of the rule 

of Christ and Satan’s fall. 

 

Honor to the Conquerors 

The Apocalypse of John not only redefines conquest by identifying the victim as the 

victor, but it also emphasizes that honor will come to the victors again and again.  The letters to 

the churches are replete with examples of promises to those who conquer.  The church at 

Thyatira is promised the honor of authority “over the nations” and to rule “with a rod of iron,” 

just as Christ received the same authority and honor (2:26-27).  Christ offers the church in Sardis 

the prestige of white garments472 and promises to acknowledge them before his Father (3:5).  In a 

context that emphasized the honor of a good name, he offers the church in Philadelphia the 

benefit of new names: the name of God, the name of the new Jerusalem, and his new name 

(3:12).  Finally, Christ offers the honor of sitting with him on his throne to the church in 

Laodicea (3:21).  To these communities for whom faithfulness meant diminished prospect,s if 

not suffering and shame, the Apocalypse of John offered promise of greater, eternal glory.  If 
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they doubted that, they only need to view the example of the slaughtered Lamb, who took his 

place in the midst of the throne and received glory, honor and praise with “the one who was and 

is and is coming” (5:5-14; 1:4). 

Revelation is emphatic about the eternal honor of those who overcome, as other scenes 

indicate.  The final vindication and ascension into heaven of the two witnesses, who were 

conquered by the beast, demonstrates the final outcome and status restoration of those who are 

faithful unto death (chapter 11).  A later scene before the throne emphasizes this same theme: the 

group of one hundred and forty-four thousand from the previous scene who had “died in the 

Lord” (14:1-16),473 the same ones who had “conquered the beast and his image and the number 

of his name,” stood on the sea of glass holding “harps of God” (15:2) and sang “the song of 

Moses” and “of the Lamb” (15:3).474  Those who were faithful, who conquered because they 

resisted the Imperial system and worship of the emperor, received the honor of worshipping in 

the presence of the throne of God and embraced an honorable, priestly role.475  After the 

appearance of the new heavens and Earth, this emphasis on the honor of overcoming culminates 

with a staggering promise: “He who conquers will inherit these things, and I will be his God and 

he will be my son” (21:7).476  Since the Apocalypse presents God as deserving of all power and 
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glory, and alone worthy of worship, the grant of sonship from God for the victorious and the 

inheritance of the new heavens and Earth is the highest honor available to man!477 

 

Are All Saints Martyrs? 

The Apocalypse of John presents an uncompromising vision of discipleship.  In no place 

is this more apparent than in his central emphasis that conquering is the responsibility of all of 

the saints, with all that it entails.  As noted, the pivotal scene when the Lamb first appears in 

heaven associates overcoming with being slain (5:5, 6).  The two faithful witnesses, who 

represent the church, are conquered, shamefully exposed in death, raised back to life, and caught 

up to heaven (11:3-12).  The vision of the woman and the dragon that follows presents the saints 

as conquerors of the dragon by “the blood of the Lamb and the word of their testimony,”478 not as 

those who cling to life “when faced with death” (12:11).  Finally, the multitude that dies in the 

Lord (14:1-16) and are revealed wearing white in heaven (cf. 6:11), having conquered the beast 

(15:2-4), reinforces the impression that the central discipleship theme of the Apocalypse 

emphasizes the likelihood or necessity martyrdom. 

Does John envision all saints as martyrs in the coming confrontation with the Roman 

power?479  The above examples appear to state as much; the Apocalypse provides an 

uncompromising vision of discipleship.  It is a perspective that gives the prophecy rhetorical 
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force, presenting the confrontation with Rome as absolute; imperial authority would allow for no 

rivals and would call into question their fidelity to the one true God.480  The perspective appears 

to set the stage and precedent for the later emphasis on martyrdom as the way of discipleship in 

the letters of Ignatius and The Martyrdom of Polycarp.  It also anticipates the imagery of contest 

found throughout “The Letter from the Churches of Vienne and Lyons” and The Passion of 

Perpetua.  In Revelation, as with these other texts, death became “a sign of favor” that 

challenged “the dominant culture’s mechanisms of social control.”481 

 

      t   ’  M k r     

The makarism is another medium in the Apocalypse that emphasizes the reversal of 

honor-shame values, while it affirms those in the audience who keep the prophecy.  As has been 

noted earlier, makarisms are sayings that declare their approval for honorable people.  In keeping 

with Revelation’s use of the number seven, there are seven makarisms. 

The Apocalypse employs these sayings to praise honorable behavior in conflict with the 

demands of the majority culture—a culture that pushed them to compromise worship of the true 

God through idolatry and align with an imperial system that was violent and immoral.  Very 

early in the book, we find a makarism emphasizing the value of reading it: “How honorable is 

the one who reads and those who listen to the prophecy and who heed what is written in it” 

(1:3).482  The remaining makarisms follow later in the book, after the vision of the woman and 
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the dragon (12:5-12).  In response to the scene of the one hundred and forty-four thousand set 

apart as martyrs (14:1-6), the warning of impending judgment (14:7), the announcement of 

Babylon’s fall (14:8), and admonition against worshipping the beast (14:9-11), the second 

makarism declares, “How honorable are those who die in the Lord from now on” (14:13).483  

Then Christ offers another to those who are prepared for his coming (16:15; cf. Mt 25:1-13).  

After the wedding of the Lamb, when his bride is announced, the fourth makarism is given for 

“those who are invited to the marriage supper of the Lamb” 484 (19:9).  Martyrs and those who 

had not worshipped the beast receive praise next: “How honorable and holy is the one who has a 

part in the first resurrection; the second death has no power over these, but they will be priest of 

God and of Christ and will reign with him for a thousand years” (20:6).485  The sixth makarism 

repeats the first, albeit with greater intensity since it is spoken by the Lord: “How honorable is 

the one who heeds the words of the prophecy of this book” (22:7).486  Just a few verses later, 

Jesus Christ proclaims the final one: “How honorable are those who wash their robes, so that 

they may have the right to the tree of life and may enter by the gates into the city” (22:14).487  

The series culminates with makarisms spoken by God and then Christ, emphasizing the eternal 
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honor of choosing the right path and rejecting the pressure of the majority culture to conform and 

engage the imperial cult. 

 

Honor, Shame, and the Judgment of God 

As noted above, the throne has an effect of ordering reality within Revelation; all 

worship, glory, and honor are to the one who sits on the throne.  Moreover, judgment proceeds 

from the throne.  This occurs at the will of and within the timetable of the one who sits on the 

throne.  Ultimately, God’s judgment is at the heart of the Apocalypse’s reversal of honor and 

shame values. 

This reversal of honor and shame by virtue of the judgment of God is most evident in the 

contrasting ends of the two cities of the Apocalypse, which are personified by women:  Babylon, 

which represents Rome, and the new Jerusalem.  All of the action in the prophecy builds to their 

ends; ultimately, everyone is connected to one city or the other, with differing implications in 

terms of honor and shame. 

Identifying Rome with Babylon was a natural step in the Christian tradition in light of the 

group’s Judean heritage: Babylon was against God and the place of exile for his people, 

emblematic of Gentile idolatry and immorality.  In Revelation, she is pictured as a harlot (17:1) 

riding the beast (which reflected her dependence on Roman power, 17:3), drunk on the blood of 

the saints (17:6), immoral (17:2), full of blasphemies, and teeming with every unclean thing 

(17:3-4; 18:2-3).  Many had shared in her wine (17:2) and many benefited from commerce with 

her (18:3, 11-13).  The kings of the earth relied upon her while committing immorality with her 

(18:9). 
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Revelation demonstrates, emphatically and vividly, that any trust in Rome was 

misplaced.  As demonstrated in the prophecy of her destruction, she was a shameful, vile whore 

who was drunk on blood and power; her days were numbered (14:8; 16:9; 17:14; 18:2).  The 

perspective of the Apocalypse on Rome is evident both through the imagery it employs and 

through the time spent describing its demise (14:8; 16:19; chapters 17 and 18; 19:1-3).  God’s 

wrath was coming for Rome, both to emphasize the vindication of his servants who had suffered 

at her hands (18:20; 19:1-3) and his judgment on this city that dominated Mediterranean life 

(17:15-18).  This served as a severe warning to those who were in league with her: they had 

acquired profit, authority, and honor through her, but this was a shameful city that God had 

promised to judge. 

The new Jerusalem is the antithesis of Babylon and embodies all that the old Jerusalem 

aspired to be in its best days.  Clothed in fine linen, bright and clean (19:18), the city is pictured 

as a radiant bride coming down from heaven (21:1-2, 9-11).  While Babylon, the harlot, rides the 

beast, Jerusalem will be wed to the Lamb (21:2, 9).  She was bright and full of glory because 

God and the Lamb were there (21:22-24).  To be a citizen of such a city would have been 

perceived as a great honor; she was promised as an inheritance for those who had overcome 

(21:7).  The contrast between the cities and its citizens could not be more striking: judgment and 

shame characterized one city, while glory and honor characterized the other. 

 

At the same time, the Apocalypse challenges these deeply embedded cultural values by 

emphasizing that God’s judgement is impartial.  This is demonstrated by the repeated use of “the 

small and great” (οἱ μικροὶ καὶ οἱ μεγάλοι), frequently employed to emphasize the 

comprehensive nature of the group addressed, irrespective of their standing.  But its repetition, 
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especially speaking in terms of reward and judgment, make the theme of God’s impartiality 

explicit, and indicates that he makes no distinction between people regardless of status: 

 “And your wrath came and the time came for the dead to be judged and to reward 

your bond-servants the prophets and the saints and those who fear your name, the 

small and the great” (11:18).488  In this situation, the emphasis is on the fact that all of 

the dead will be judged and all of the saints to be rewarded, independent of status. 

 As the judgment of Babylon is completed and the wedding supper of the Lamb is 

announced, a voice appeals to the saints to rejoice, due to the benefits all will receive 

without regard to status: “Give praise to our God, all you his bond-servants, you who 

fear him, the small and the great” (19:5).489   

 After the announcement of the wedding supper of the Lamb and his return to execute 

judgment, an angel declares that judgment is about to occur and calls for the birds of 

the air to be ready: “Come, gather for the great supper of the Lamb to eat the flesh of 

kings, the flesh of generals, the flesh of the powerful, the flesh of horses, and those 

who ride them, the flesh of all, both free and slave, and small and great” (19:17-

18).490  This event repeats the emphasis on God’s comprehensive, impartial judgment, 
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with the added pairing “free and slave” (ἐλευθέρων τε καὶ δούλων, v. 18)—which 

was one of this society’s fundamental ways of grouping people according to status. 

 The final mention comes during the last judgment before the great white throne: “And 

I saw the dead, the great and the small, standing before the throne, and the scrolls  

were opened; and another scroll was opened, which is of life; and the dead were 

judged from the things that were written in the scrolls, according to their works”  

(20:11).491  This example concludes the theme emphatically: the great and the small 

would not be judged based on their stature, but impartially, according to what they 

had done. 

Thus, while the Apocalypse acknowledges the inequity of society with the juxtaposition of the 

great and the small,492 it emphasizes that the disparity would ultimately be corrected by the one 

who judges justly.  John demonstrates vividly what Paul and other New Testament writers so 

clearly assert: God is impartial. 

 

Conclusion 

The audience of Revelation in Asia faced a challenging situation: how would they engage 

a society ordered around the worship of the Roman emperor and allegiance to his brutal, 

oppressive empire?  The answers were not easy, and the varying responses described in the 
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letters to the churches indicate that this was a significant, costly decision.  The decisions people 

and churches made determined the shape of their relationship with local elites who provided 

resources for the cults,493 exercised power, and possessed connections that were a matter of life 

and death.  Shaming persecution was one of a few consequences; but the other potential losses—

wealth, relationships, and status—held great significance. 

The Apocalypse of John exhorted them to countercultural behavior that would cost them 

greatly.  Central to that challenge was the throne and its reordering of reality; the one who lives 

forever was worshipped there (chapter 4), the authority to rule was given there (5:7), and  

Yahweh’s decisive judgment originated there.  The throne functions as a centering reality.  

Yahweh, not the Roman pretender, was worthy of worship.  He alone determined who and what 

was honorable. 

Also at the heart of Revelation’s reorientation of reality is the Lamb who was 

slaughtered.  The Lamb, which represents Christ, “has conquered;” he is “worthy to open the 

scroll” and thus take authority to rule (5:5-6).  The sacrificial victim overcomes and honor and 

shame are inverted: 

“The only real victory in Revelation is the sacrificial death of Jesus.  All other victories 

are subsidiary and are won by stubborn confession of that death.  Victory belongs to the 

victim….Imperialism finally meets its match: resolute weakness.”494 

 

Not only is the one who was dead encountered alive (1:18), but he would return to rule—and all 

would see his vindication (1:7). 

The honor of the saints followed that of the slaughtered, victorious, worthy Lamb.  

Conquering was the worthy path and, while discipleship called for a variety of things, Revelation 
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emphasizes how faithful witness unto death is victory and the critical path to eternal glory (5:5-6; 

11:7-12; 12:10-11; 15:2-4).  This emphasis inverted traditional honor values and anticipated the 

development of early second-century writings that presented martyrdom as true discipleship and 

a key path to honor; “social engineering” as found in Revelation impacted many hearers.495 

Finally, God’s judgment in the Apocalypse contributes to the book’s challenge to honor 

values.  Rome, the seat of the Empire, is identified as a whore who is destined for judgment 

while the new Jerusalem is full of glory; one’s final status and situation is bound up in the city 

which he or she occupies.  Furthermore, Yahweh’s impartial judgment of the small and the great 

was contrary to the ancient Mediterranean world’s valuing of persons.  The one who sat on the 

throne and the Lamb who had been slaughtered, judged differently than did Rome and the 

provincial elites. Ultimately, everyone would have to choose between the temporary honor 

offered by the Roman Empire and the eternal honor of the one who sits on the throne. 
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CONCLUSION 
 

 

Christianity’s spread into Asia subsequently challenged early Christians faced as they 

endeavored to live out their faith in an increasingly hostile environment; this had a significant 

impact on the movement’s honor and shame values.  To be faithful to their Christian calling they 

would face a complex, seemingly contradictory situation: they were “chosen aliens” (1 Pet 1:1) 

who had the honor of being the elect of God, yet they functioned as marginalized outsiders in 

their cities and even their own homes.  Furthermore, the path to honor and victory was through 

suffering as a victim of brutal oppression (Rev 5:5-6; 11:7-12; 12:10-11; 15:2-4). 

Their position as God’s chosen people enabled them to endure faithfully.  For the 

communities 1 Peter addressed, this meant that they would endure suffering without retaliating 

(1 Pet 3:9) and would give honor freely since they were God’s servants (1 Pet 2:18; 3:1, 5, 7; 5:3, 

5).  Members of their city and even their household would reproach them or threaten worse.  But 

Christ had shown them the honorable path, and they were to follow by suffering in the same way 

for his sake (1 Pet 2:21; Rev 5).  Indeed, he was not simply their example—they suffered with 

him and would also share in his glory when he returned (1 Pet 4:13-16; Rev 21).  As will be 

evident in the chapters ahead, this perspective would leave an indelible mark on early 

Christianity. 
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CHAPTER 5: 

 

TRANSITIONS: FROM THE FIRST 

 

TO THE SECOND CENTURY  
 

 

Jesus’ challenge to honor values exercised a significant influence on the earliest groups 

that formed around his teaching and worship.  As years went on and the movement grew, the pull 

of the dominant culture was strong, and these communities faced both external and internal 

threats that would influence how they embraced Jesus’ challenging perspective. 

Jesus and Paul significantly influenced what the later communities did and taught, but in 

many cases the communities chose other responses to the dominant Roman culture.  In some 

cases, the distinction was small; in other cases, they set aside earlier tradition and returned to the 

broader society’s principles and perspective.  Nevertheless, early Christian communities 

continued to challenge the values of their society at the end of the first century and well into the 

second century CE. 
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THE DIDACHE 
 

 

When he approaches the Council of the Community he must not touch the pure-food of 

the Many, until he has been examined concerning his spirit and his work until one full 

year is completed… 

 

The Community Rule from the Dead 

Sea Scrolls (1 QS 6.16-17)496 

 

 

How were new converts trained in the teachings of Jesus and his disciples in the earliest 

Christ-worshipping communities?  What did those communities look like?  And how did Jesus’ 

challenge to honor and shame values shape their instruction and fellowship?  These questions 

come to the forefront in The Didache, a manual employed by Christ-worshipping communities in 

Syria and/or Egypt as early as the first century CE.497 

The Didache carries forward Jesus’ challenge to honor and shame values in many ways 

by emphasizing non-retaliation, humility, and the importance of impartiality.  But at the same 

time, the document diverges from Jesus’ teaching with regard to how hospitality and table 

fellowship are practiced. 

 

Responding to Honor Challenge 

The Didache emphasizes from the beginning that there are two ways: “the way of light” 

and “the way of darkness” (1.1).  After summarizing the way of light as following the command 
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to love God and one’s neighbor and presenting a negative version of the golden rule (1.2), the 

challenge to honor and shame values approaches the forefront: 

“The teaching of these words is this: Bless those who curse you, and pray for your 

enemies, and fast for those who persecute you.  For what credit is it if you love those who 

love you?  Do not even the Gentiles do the same?  But you must love those who hate you, 

and you will not have an enemy….If someone gives you a blow on your right cheek, turn 

to him the other as well and you will be perfect.”498 

 

Thus, the manual emphasizes the rejection of retaliation and the refusal to defend one’s honor by 

including it at the beginning of its teaching.  Those who chose to follow the way of light, in line 

with the teaching of Jesus, were not to respond to verbal affronts and abuse (“curse,” 1.3) with a 

riposte, but rather a gracious word (“bless,” 1.3); they were to offer the kindness of praying and 

fasting for enemies and persecutors (1.3).499  In the same way, they were to respond to the 

physical violence of slapping their cheek by turning the other (1.4; cf. Mt 5:38 // Lk 6:29).500  

This beginning section, which is at the heart of the way of light, emphasizes the same type of 

countercultural response to an honor challenge as found in the teaching and behavior of Jesus, 

also repeated by Paul of Tarsus.  It was a call to reject the way men had been socialized to 

defend their own honor and embrace a “weak” response that was certain to diminish them. 

                                                           
498

 The Didache 1.3-4: “τούτων δέ τῶν λόγων ἡ διδαχή ἐστιν αὕτη· Eὐλογεῖτε τοὺς καταρωμένους ὑμῖν καὶ 
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With the Humble and Against Partiality 

As we have already noted, people in ancient Mediterranean society were defined by their 

associations—including their connections, dining partners, and living companions.  The Didache 

calls its hearers to a revaluation of people and emphasizes choosing humble associates over the 

great, and humility over self-exaltation: “Do not exalt yourself or permit your soul to become 

arrogant.  Your soul shall not associate with the lofty, but live with the righteous and the 

humble.”501  Aaron Milavec proposes a practical consideration to explain the appeal that would 

have protected one from idolatry and immorality: 

“The hidden costs of getting involved with the rich, however, had also to be taken into 

account.  To begin with, one now had to be willing to modify one’s designs and one’s 

standards of quality in order to meet those demanded by the rich patron and his go-

betweens.  Then, too, one would be expected to receive and to accept invitations to dinner 

that might compromise one’s religious affiliation or one’s moral standards.”502 

 

But beyond the potential risk involved, the command rejects what would have been a lofty, 

desirable place.  Could Yahweh’s disposition toward the proud (cf. Prov 3:34) be behind this, as 

it is in New Testament exhortations (cf. Jam 4:6; 1 Pet 5:5)?  Though the guide does not explain 

why, it is emphatic about rejecting society’s path of honor through patron-client relationships 

with elites. 

While broader society judged based on appearances, The Didache also unequivocally 

rejects this course.  Hearers are counseled not to judge based on the face (πρόσωπον) of a 

person—they are not to “show partiality” (4.3).  In the same way the guide urges masters not to 

make orders in anger to their slaves, because God “comes not to call according to reputation”—
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he does not look at a person’s face when he calls (4.10).503  Ultimately, a person’s social status 

should not be a basis for determining how to treat someone because God did not look at such 

distinctions;504 this perspective is directly in line with the canonical documents’ perspective. 

 

Impartial, but Not Entirely Inclusive 

While The Didache emphasizes viewing people impartially, not everyone would be 

welcomed to the table.  All who came to the door in the name of Christ were to be welcomed 

(12.1); however, to share in the Lord’s meal required baptism (9.5).  This instruction found its 

basis in the word of the Lord: “Do not give what is holy to dogs” (9.5).505  The meal and the 

baptized community were sacred and honorable, but those on the outside were considered 

profane. 

 

Conclusion 

The Didache picks up at much the same place that Jesus and the canonical writers left off.  

Retaliation and riposte—which were traditionally sanctioned, male responses to affront—were 

rejected; this was at the heart of the way of light (1.3-4).  The humble were embraced and self-

exaltation was rejected (3.9); it is no wonder this is the case, for they were to judge impartially 

(4.3) just as God called people impartially (4.10). 

However, the communities who used this manual parted ways with Jesus and Paul in one 

significant way: they practiced exclusive table fellowship, allowing a place at the Lord’s meal 
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for only those who had been baptized (9.5).  The honor of the sacred meal would not be shared 

with outsiders. 

As will be seen, the battle for self-definition within these early Christian communities 

would lead other writers to further emphasize distinctions from the outside.  In no place is this 

more emphatic than in The Epistle of Barnabas, outlined in the next section. 
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THE EPISTLE OF BARNABAS 
 

 

Apion also tells a false story, when he mentions an oath of ours, as if we “swore by God, 

the Maker of the heaven, and earth, and sea, to bear no good will to any foreigner, and 

particularly to none of the Greeks.” 

 

Flavius Josephus, Against Apion 

2.11, speaking about the Jews’ 

attitude toward non-Jews506 

 

 

Christianity’s relationship with its mother religion is at the background of much of the 

nascent movement’s literature.  Within the body of writings, perhaps no work presents a harsher 

critique of its Judean brothers and their interpretation of scripture than The Epistle of Barnabas.  

At the heart of the work is the “contrast between the two peoples and the Two Ways,” which 

serves as “a governing idea throughout the letter” and promotes “the right choice between 

Judaism and Christianity.”507   

This distinction has a significant impact on   r  b  ’ understanding of who is 

honorable.  In particular, the writing emphasizes the honor of Christians above that of Jews in 

ways that go beyond other writings.  At the same time, it challenges honor and shame values in 

much the same manner as earlier literature, emphasizing impartiality and holding forth humility 

as a consummate Christian virtue. 
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Heirs of the Covenant 

The Epistle of Barnabas speaks vigorously about the honor of its Christian audience, 

emphasizing their identity as sons and daughters of God and their position as heirs of the 

covenant.  The theme is evident from the beginning, as the letter’s opening demonstrates: 

“Greetings, sons and daughters, in the name of the Lord who has loved us, in peace” (1.1).508  

Thus, Barnabas speaks explicitly about their identity as sons and daughters of God, which, as we 

have noted, is a high honor.  This succinctly states one of the writing’s central themes: namely, 

that Christians, and not Jews, are heirs of the covenant. 

The Epistle of Barnabas later develops this theme in greater detail: 

“…be on guard now, and do not be like certain people; that is, do not continue to pile up 

your sins while claiming, ‘Our covenant remains valid.’ In fact, those people lost it 

completely in the following way, when Moses had just received it.  For the scripture says: 

‘And Moses was on the mountain fasting for forty days and forty nights, and he received 

the covenant from the Lord, stone tablets inscribed by the finger of the hand of the Lord.’  

But by turning to idols they lost it.  For thus says the Lord: ‘Moses, Moses, go down 

quickly, because your people, whom you led out of Egypt, have broken the law.’  And 

Moses understood and hurled the two tablets from his hands, and their covenant was 

shattered, in order that the covenant of the beloved Jesus might be sealed in our heart, in 

hope inspired by faith in him.”509 
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ἡμῶν ἐν ἐλπίδι τῆς πίστεως αὐτοῦ” (Lightfoot, Harmer, and Holmes, The Apostolic Fathers).  Translation from 

Lightfoot, Harmer, and Holmes, The Apostolic Fathers. 
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The point is simple and straightforward: the covenant does not belong to the Jewish people as 

they claim (4.6); that claim is a “delusion.”510  The covenant was given to Moses, but Israel lost it 

due to idolatry—Moses’ emphatic action of hurling the tablets to shatter them demonstrates this 

reality (4.8).  This happened so that the writer and audience of Barnabas might receive the 

covenant of Jesus (4.8); as Reidar Hvalvik concludes, “They lost it so that we could get it.”511 

In order to reinforce and demonstrate the significance of this thesis, The Epistle of 

Barnabas employs the language of inheritance, implicitly identifying its Christian audience and 

not the Jews as honorable.  It is they who are “the heirs of the covenant” (κληρονόμοι τῆς 

διαθήκης, 6.19).  Barnabas further emphasizes this by turning to the examples of God’s choice 

of Jacob over Esau (13.2-4; cf. Gen 25:21-23) and Jacob’s decision to place his right hand on 

Joseph’s second son, Ephraim, and bless him, rather than Manasseh, the first born (13.5; cf. Gen 

48:11-20); these examples support his thesis that his Christian audience, and not the Jews, have 

the honorable identity of “heirs of the covenant” (13.1, 6).  It is because of the Lord’s suffering 

on their behalf that they and not the Jews are “the people of inheritance” (λαὸν κληρονομίας, 

14.4; cf. 14.1-4; 4.6-8).  High honor thus belongs to Christians and not the Jews; this stands in 

stark contrast to Paul and other canonical writers who emphasize the exalted position of believers 

without denigrating their Judean counterparts. 

 

 

 

                                                           
510

   r  b  ’ perspective is emphatic:“Jewish understanding of themselves as covenant people is delusion: 

they have never been a covenant people, which is a title exclusively reserved for Christians, and hence to seek a 

share in their covenant is ludicrous” (J. Carleton Paget, The Epistle of Barnabas: Outlook and Background 

[Tübingen: J. C. B. Mohr, 1994], 69). 

 
511

 The Struggle for Scripture and Covenant, 175-76. 
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Impartiality and Humility Emphasized 

As with many of the canonical writings and The Didache, Barnabas emphasizes that God 

will not judge the way the world does, based on appearances, and neither should those in his 

community.  This fundamental challenge of honor values appears first in the context of the 

writing’s discussion of the last days: “The Lord will judge the world without partiality” (4.12).512  

God would not look at the face of a person nor judge based on appearances.  Because of this 

perspective Barnabas is critical of the inequitable judgment that was characteristic of the Roman 

system and gave advantage to wealthy elites at the expense of the poor (20.2).  Such an approach 

was shameful and part of the way of darkness. 

  

There is general agreement that   r  b  ’ discussion of “the two ways” draws from a 

common tradition with that of The Didache.  It is not surprising, therefore, that when Barnabas 

addresses “the way of light,” it would present a challenge to dominant cultural values with regard 

to honor and shame much the same way as it did in The Didache. 

“You shall not exalt yourself, but shall be humble-minded in every respect.  You shall not 

claim glory for yourself” (19.3).513 

 

“Do not be intimately associated with the lofty, but live with the humble and righteous” 

(19.6).514 

 

Thus, “exalting oneself” and “claiming glory” are rejected (19.3); it has already been noted that 

not pursuing honor in these ways went against male socialization, which taught them to compete 

                                                           
512

 The Epistle of Barnabas 4.12: “ὁ κύριος ἀπροσωπολήπτως κρινεῖ τὸν κόσμον” (Lightfoot, Harmer, and 

Holmes, The Apostolic Fathers).  Translation from Lightfoot, Harmer, and Holmes, The Apostolic Fathers. 

 
513

 The Epistle of Barnabas 19.3: “οὐχ ὑψώσεις σεαυτόν, ἔσῃ δὲ ταπεινόφρων κατὰ πάντα. οὐκ ἀρεῖς ἐπὶ 

σεαυτὸν δόξαν” (Lightfoot, Harmer, and Holmes, The Apostolic Fathers).  Translation from Lightfoot, Harmer, and 

Holmes, The Apostolic Fathers. 

 
514

 The Epistle of Barnabas 19.6: “οὐδὲ κολληθήσῃ ἐκ ψυχῆς σου μετὰ ὑψηλῶν, ἀλλὰ μετὰ δικαίων καὶ 

ταπεινῶν ἀναστραφήσῃ” (Lightfoot, Harmer, and Holmes, The Apostolic Fathers).  Translation from Lightfoot, 

Harmer, and Holmes, The Apostolic Fathers. 
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in the public realm through assertive action and boasting.  Not only were they to embrace 

humility (19.3), but they were to associate with “the humble” rather than “the lofty” (19.6; cf. 

The Didache 3.9).  They therefore eschewed the associations that dominant culture emphasized 

as a path to honor, and embraced behavior and relations that outsiders would have thought 

shameful.  Such decisions were honorable within Christian circles, but would have been thought 

foolish by the broader community.  

 

Conclusion 

The Epistle of Barnabas reflects a number of similarities with The Didache and the 

canonical sources.  God’s impartiality (4.12) and the requisite call to judge without respect to 

persons are emphasized (20.3).  Humility and association with the humble is righteous and 

honorable (19.3, 6). 

Christians possessed the covenant along with authoritative interpretation of scripture, 

which enhanced their position.  Barnabas emphasizes this through greeting them as God’s “sons 

and daughters” (1.1) and by demonstrating that they are “heirs of the covenant” (6.9; 13.1, 6; cf. 

4.6-8; 14.4).  But this strong emphasis departs from the canonical tradition with its emphatic 

rejection of the Jewish people.  The Epistle of Barnabas diverges from Pauline literature and 1 

Peter by emphasizing Christians’ honor as heirs of the covenant rather than through 

identification with Christ. 

The early Christian challenge to dominant cultural values related to honor would continue 

to change, made evident through two writings that originated in Rome in the late first century or 

second century CE. 
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1 CLEMENT 
 

 

It is clear also what is the power of honor and how it can cause party faction; for men 

form factions both when they are themselves dishonored and when they see others 

honored... 

 

Aristotle, Politics 5.2.4515 

 

Jesus, Paul, and the earliest Christ-worshippers presented a strong challenge to traditional 

honor and shame values.  However, there was no guarantee that later Christians would follow in 

their steps.  First Clement, an epistle written from Rome to Corinth at the end of the first century, 

provides an example of how the communities that followed made decisions and dealt with 

difficulties in light of earlier teaching and examples. 

In this case, the removal of presbyters by members in the Corinthian church community 

precipitates correspondence from leaders in Rome by Clement, who served as secretary to the 

group and was likely an imperial freedman.516  While a variety of factors may have contributed to 

the situation, 1 Clement implies that competition for honor517 and conflict between the rich and 
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 Translated by Harris Rackham, The Politics (London: W. Heinemann, 1932). 

 
516

 In light of the name attached to the book from its earliest textual tradition and the description of Clement 

by The Shepherd of Hermas (Vis. 2.4.3) as one who wrote to other churches on the behalf of the Roman Christians, 

it seems likely that someone named Clement wrote the epistle and perhaps served as the secretary for the Roman 

community behind the correspondence.  James Jeffers (Conflict at Rome: Social Order and Hierarchy in Early 

Christianity [Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1991], 25-34, 48-89) argues that Clement was an imperial freedman 

connected to Flavia Domitilla, the wife of Titus Flavius Clemens; that Clement carries her husband’s name 

contributes to this assertion.  In support of Jeffers’ conclusion is Dio Cassius’ indication (Roman History 67.14) that 

Domitilla’s rejection of Roman gods and embrace of Judaism was behind her exile by Domitian, Eusebius’ 

(Ecclesiastical History 3.18) assertion that she was a Christian, and archeological evidence related to Domitilla 

(including a catacomb connected to her and a later church that met on what appears to have been her property). 

While the identity of the writer 1 Clement is uncertain, with scholarly convention, we will refer to him as 

Clement. 

 
517

 Odd Magne Bakke, “C    r           ”       t r         ysis of the First Letter of Clement with an 

Emphasis on the Language of Unity and Sedition (Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2001), 302-16. 
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poor518 had a significant influence on the factionalism and removal of the presbyters. The letter 

attempts to persuade519 the Corinthian audience to remove the new presbyters and reinstate the 

old ones.  First Clement diverges in significant ways from the canonical writings both in its 

assumptions and rhetorical approach. 

 

Concord, Peace, and Hierarchy 

Recent interpretation of 1 Clement in light of ancient rhetoric has contributed a great deal 

to the understanding of his correspondence.  In particular, Odd Magne Bakke has demonstrated 

in “C    r           ”       t r         y       t   F r t   tt r    C     t w t     E p      

on the Language of Unity and Sedition that the writing employed familiar topoi used in response 

to social and political unrest.520  Bakke’s conclusion that ὁμόνοια (“concord;” see especially 

63:2) is the book’s central theme is evidenced both by the variety of and significant terms in its 

semantic field found in 1 Clement521 in addition to a compositional analysis of the text.522 

This theme carries with it significant assumptions about reality, order, and authority.  In 

particular, due to the hierarchal nature of the Greco-Roman society that was evident in its 

political life and discourse, it is not surprising that 1 Clement embraces the same hierarchical 
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 Ibid., 289-302. 

 
519

 While some analysis of 1 Clement has emphasized the evidence the epistle provides for the primacy of 

Rome, Andrew Gregory (“1 Clement: An Introduction,” Expository Times 117 [2006]: 226-27) notes that the genre 

employed, called sumbouleutikon, was not indicative of command but rather persuasion: “it is used by those who 

wish to persuade others to reach for themselves a successful resolution to difficulties that they face, not to force 

them to submit to those who offer them counsel….  The church at Rome writes to the church at Corinth of its own 

free will, but the form in which it does so makes it clear that it could not take for granted that its counsel would be 

either welcome or in any way binding at Corinth.”  

 
520

 Bakke, “C    r           ,” 62-280. 

 
521

 Ibid., 62-204. 

 
522

 Ibid., 205-280. 
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assumptions.523  This fact has major implications for the writing’s conclusions about honor, 

reserving it for those at the top.  

 

Order, Patronage, and Honor 

Clement provides an early indication of where he thinks the source of the sedition lies: 

“From this came jealousy and envy, strife and sedition, persecution and anarchy, war and 

captivity.  So people were stirred up: those without honor against the honored, those of 

no repute against the highly reputed, the foolish against the wise, the young against the 

old.”524 

 

Two groups are identified: those in the first group were “without honor,” “of no repute,” “the 

foolish,” and “the young” (v. 3); and those in the second included “the honored,” “the highly 

reputed,” “the wise,” and “the old” (v. 3).  According to 1 Clement, the first group was engaged 

in sedition due to jealousy against the second.  A close analysis of the groups reveals that the 

division was between those who had little honor or status and those who possessed both honor 

and status; as was noted in prior chapters, wisdom and age were identified with honor.525  The 

passage stands in stark contrast to Paul’s reversal of honor presented to the same church decades 

                                                           
523

 Based on his conclusion that Clement was an imperial freedman (addressed above) and the names of 

those who delivered the letter to Corinth, and in light of the letter’s broadly sympathetic perspective toward Roman 

authority, Jeffers (Conflict, 89) concludes that the community behind 1 Clement had benefited from the Roman 

system: “In view of the evidence, therefore, it is probable that Clement’s house church represented a small group of 

Christians who had benefited from the Roman system, unlike the majority of their poorer brothers.  They were, in 

effect, a social elite among the congregations of Rome and had greater wealth, more education, and more hope for a 

comfortable life on earth.”   It is therefore not surprising that they would consciously or unconsciously embrace 

Roman cultural values as part of their faith. 

 
524

 1 Clement 3.2-3: “ἐκ τούτου ζῆλος καὶ φθόνος, καὶ ἔρις καὶ στάσις, διωγμὸς καὶ ἀκαταστασία, πόλεμος 

καὶ αἰχμαλωσία. οὕτως ἐπηγέρθησαν οἱ ἄτιμοι ἐπὶ τοὺς ἐντίμους, οἱ ἄδοξοι ἐπὶ τοὺς ἐνδόξους, οἱ ἄφρονες ἐπὶ τοὺς 

φρονίμους, οἱ νέοι ἐπὶ τοὺς πρεσβυτέρους” (Lightfoot, Harmer, and Holmes, The Apostolic Fathers).  Translation 

from Lightfoot, Harmer, and Holmes, The Apostolic Fathers. 

 
525

 Bakke (“C    r           ,” 296-97) concludes that the first three pairings refer to a divide according 

to status.  It is noteworthy that all four pairings reflect the distinctions related to honor, including the fourth 

(“young” and “old”) which touches on the issue of precedence.  Bakke (“C    r           ,” 293-96) also rightly 

notes that such divisions go back to the Pauline period.   
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before: “God has chosen the foolish things of the world to shame the wise and chosen the weak 

things of the world to shame the strong” (1 Cor 1:27).526 

When 1 Clement 3.2-3 is read in light of 1 Clement 38, one can see that at least part of the 

author’s concern is with the failure of the poor and the lowly to occupy their proper place in 

society’s ordering.527 

“So in our case let the whole body be saved in Christ Jesus, and let each of us be 

mutually subject to our neighbor, in proportion to each one’s spiritual gift.  The strong 

must not neglect the weak, and the weak must respect the strong.  Let the rich support the 

poor; and let the poor give thanks to God, because he has given him someone through 

whom his needs may be met.  Let the wise display wisdom not in words but in good 

works.  The humble person should not testify to his own humility, but leave it to someone 

else to testify about him.”528 

 

Clement employs the body imagery as Paul did (1 Cor 12); in contrast to Paul, who adapts the 

popular image to challenge hierarchy and emphasize the shared honor of those in Christ, 

Clement makes use of it to reinforce Roman societal norms related to patronage and hierarchy.529  

In particular, Clement emphasizes how essential it is for the material and status-poor (i.e. “the 

weak” and “the poor”) to “respect” or “regard” the wealthy in status and honor (i.e., “the strong” 

and “the rich”); the implication appears to be that they are to honor them as they would their 
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 1 Corinthians 1:27: “ἀλλὰ τὰ μωρὰ τοῦ κόσμου ἐξελέξατο ὁ θεός, ἵνα καταισχύνῃ τοὺς σοφούς, καὶ τὰ 

ἀσθενῆ τοῦ κόσμου ἐξελέξατο ὁ θεός, ἵνα καταισχύνῃ τὰ ἰσχυρά” (Aland, Novum Testamentum Graece).  My 

translation from the Greek text. 

David Horrell (The Social Ethos of the Corinthian Correspondence : Interests and Ideology from 1 

Corinthians to 1 Clement [Edinburgh: T & T Clark, 1996], 279) rightly points out the contrasting attitudes that 

Clement and Paul have toward the “poor,” “weak,” and “foolish.” 

 
527

 Bakke (“C    r           ,” 297-98) is well-justified to connect the two passages and their emphasis 

on honor and status. 

 
528

 1 Clement 38.1-2: “Σωζέσθω οὖν ἡμῶν ὅλον τὸ σῶμα ἐν Χριστῷ Ἰησοῦ, καὶ ὑποτασσέσθω ἕκαστος τῷ 

πλησίον αὐτοῦ, καθὼς ἐτέθη ἐν τῷ χαρίσματι αὐτοῦ. ὁ ἰσχυρὸς τημελείτω τὸν ἀσθενῆ, ὁ δὲ ἀσθενὴς ἐντρεπέσθω τὸν 

ἰσχυρόν· ὁ πλούσιος ἐπιχορηγείτω τῷ πτωχῷ, ὁ δὲ πτωχὸς εὐχαριστείτω τῷ θεῷ, ὅτι ἔδωκεν αὐτῷ δι᾽ οὗ 

ἀναπληρωθῇ αὐτοῦ τὸ ὑστέρημα. ὁ σοφὸς ἐνδεικνύσθω τὴν σοφίαν αὐτοῦ μὴ ἐν λόγοις ἀλλ᾽ ἐν ἔργοις ἀγαθοῖς· ὁ 

ταπεινοφρονῶν μὴ ἑαυτῷ μαρτυρείτω, ἀλλ᾽ ἐάτω ὑφ᾽ ἑτέρου ἑαυτὸν μαρτυρεῖσθαι·” (Lightfoot, Harmer, and 

Holmes, The Apostolic Fathers).  Translation from Lightfoot, Harmer, and Holmes, The Apostolic Fathers. 
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 Jeffers (Conflict, 132-133) agrees and notes that popular patron-client practice was at the background of 

how Clement thought Christians should relate. Cf. Bakke, “C    r           ,” 181-82. 
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leaders.530  On the other hand, the poor and weak are to fulfill their role simply by receiving.531  

Thus, both are urged to fulfill their place within the patronage system; as expected in Roman 

society, honor and regard are apportioned to the powerful and assistance to the weak.  The end 

result is that honor is only given in one direction, and the poor and weak are left without. 

When 1 Clement 3.2-3 and 38 are considered together, the concerns of the Roman 

congregation come into focus: 1 Clement complains that the poor have not fulfilled their role as 

good clients who occupy their expected position by respecting the place of their (elite) leaders.532  

Rather, they were “stirred up” to “sedition” and thus usurped the rightful, honorable leaders 

(3.3).  Such behavior did not fit with concord and peace or the accepted, hierarchical structure, 

which gave honor to one group and not the other. 

This perspective appears to inform the Christology of 1 Clement as well.  Such is evident 

as Christ is identified as “the Scepter of the majesty of God” (16.2) under whom a hierarchical 

structure of authority resides, with everyone taking his or her place (37).  Furthermore, three 

passages identify him as a sort of patron: first as “the patron and helper of our weaknesses” (τὸν 

προστάτην καὶ βοηθὸν τῆς ἀσθενείας ἡμῶν, 36.1), then as “the high priest and patron of our 

souls” (τοῦ ἀρχιερέως καὶ προστάτου τῶν ψυχῶν ἡμῶν, 61.3), and finally, in line with the 
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 ἐντρέπω (“respect” or “regard” [with honor] is employed throughout the LXX (46 times) with a range of 

meanings, including: to humble or submit oneself  (as before God) (Ex 10:3; 2 Kings 22:19; 2 Chron 7:14; 12:7, 12; 

34:27), to be subjugated (for example, Judges 3:30; 8:28; 11:33),  to be ashamed or humbled (2 Chron 30:15; 1 

Esdras 8:51, 71; Ezra 9:6; Ps 34:4, 26; 39:15; Sir 4:25; Isa 41:11; 45:16, 17; 50:7; Eze 36:22; Dan 3:44), to regard 

with respect or honor (Wis 2:10; 6:7; 4:22).  In the New Testament it is employed nine times, meaning to shame 

someone (1 Cor 4:14; 2 Th 3:14; Tit 2:8), respect humans (Lk 18:2, 4), and to speak of the respect due to a greater 

such as a father or authoritative representative (Mt 21:37 // Mk 12:6 // Lk 20:13; Heb 12:9).  Clement uses the term 

in 21.6 in reference to the respect and high regard all are to have for leaders; that the appeal is set between those 

related to Jesus Christ (who was to be revered) and those who are older (who are to be honored) seems to indicate 

that there should be regard with honor. 
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 This stands in stark contrast with that Paul’s understanding of spiritual gifts, which lumps material gifts 

with spiritual gifts (cf. Rom 12:6-8); everyone makes a contribution, creating a level playing field and shared honor. 
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 Bakke, “C    r           ,” 314-15. 

 



 

230 

second, as “our high priest and patron” (τοῦ ἀρχιερέως καὶ προστάτου ἡμῶν, 64.1).  Hence the 

writing appears to structure a Christian patronage system, a hierarchy beneath Christ that would 

extend to apostles and then to presbyters and ministers; in a way, it serves as a kinder, gentler 

image of the empire.  Ultimately, grace and help come down, but honor and power reside near 

the top. 

 

Humility: A Convenient, Christian Virtue 

First Clement applies a variety of arguments to persuade the Corinthian audience to its 

desired course of action to restore concord and return to prior leadership.  One significant appeal, 

in terms of quantity of references, is the call to humility.  This uniquely Christian virtue serves as 

a convenient tool in the letter’s call to order and ultimately hierarchy. 

As we have noted, Jesus and Paul introduced the counterculture virtue of humility into 

the Christian community,533  but the Romans largely identified it as an abhorrent, servile 

characteristic.534  Bakke identifies ancient Greek authors who present ταπειν- roots as virtues, but 

all of them trace to the fourth century BC or earlier.535  In light of the negative response to this 

term in the more recent context, it is not surprising that no precedent is found for its use as a 

virtue when the question of unity and sedition in a political community is involved.536  If 

humility is so notably absent as a virtue in discourse for unity, then why does it figure so 

prominently in 1 Clement?  As I will demonstrate, the author identified it as a powerful tool to 
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 See especially the discussion of Luke 14, 2 Corinthians 11, and Philippians 2. 
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 See the earlier discussion related to Philippians 2. 
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 Bakke, “C    r           ,” 129-30. 
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call the small, weak, and poor into line;537 humbling themselves was just what they were 

expected to do to serve the divinely ordained order. 

In addition to identifying humility as the honorable path, the epistle emphasizes that its 

mirror image of exalting oneself is the shameful path.  Thus, those who had usurped the 

“rightful” leaders and their supporters are urged to take a lower position.  But the call to humility 

and against self-exaltation was directed with a simple assumption: those with elite standing could 

assert a superior position and not be accused of exceeding their place because their community 

embraced society’s values, giving greater honor to status and material wealth. 

The call to humility and against arrogance or self-exaltation occurs early in the book.  It 

begins in 13.1 with a call to “humble-mindedness” (Ταπεινοφρονήσωμεν) and against arrogance 

(ἀλαζονείαν).  F r t C     t’  appeal to Christ’s humility a short time later provides the epistle’s 

most emphatic call to this counter-cultural virtue: 

“For Christ is with those who are humble, not with those who exalt themselves over his 

flock.  The majestic scepter of God, our Lord Jesus Christ, did not come with the pomp of 

arrogance or pride (though he could have done so), but in humility, just as the Holy Spirit 

spoke concerning him…”538 
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 Given the purpose of the letter, it is understandable that 1 Clement would not call elites and leaders into 

line.  But given the author’s view of leadership, it seems clear that he thinks there is no reason for them to humble 

themselves since they are in their appropriate position at the top. 

David I. Rankin (“Class Distinction as a Way of Doing Church: The Early Fathers and the Christian Plebs,” 

Vigiliae Christianae 58 [2004], 299-300) observes that Clement was one of a few early church fathers who made 

distinctions in the church in much the same way as Roman society divided between ordo and plebs, with elites 

taking leading roles and non-elites occupying the laity; since Clement assumed such a divide, he would assume such 

distinctions in his response.  So doing, he embraces a very hierarchical, Roman way of ordering community. 
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 1 Clement 16.1-2: “Ταπεινοφρονούντων γάρ ἐστιν ὁ Χριστός, οὐκ ἐπαιρομένων ἐπὶ τὸ ποίμνιον αὐτοῦ.  

τὸ σκῆπτρον τῆς μεγαλωσύνης τοῦ θεοῦ, ὁ κύριος ἡμῶν Ἰησοῦς Χριστός, οὐκ ἦλθεν ἐν κόμπῳ ἀλαζονείας οὐδὲ 

ὑπερηφανίας, καίπερ δυνάμενος, ἀλλὰ ταπεινοφρονῶν, καθὼς τὸ πνεῦμα τὸ ἅγιον περὶ αὐτοῦ ἐλάλησεν” (Lightfoot, 

Harmer, and Holmes, The Apostolic Fathers).  Translation from Lightfoot, Harmer, and Holmes, The Apostolic 

Fathers. 
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In this, the writing covers well-worn Christological ground in the early church, emphasizing 

Christ's humble example as did the canonical gospels and Paul.539  The call to humility next turns 

to numerous Biblical examples, including Elijah (17.1), Abraham (17.2), Job (17.3-4), Moses 

(17.5-6), and David (18).  The appeal to biblical examples of humility ends with the following: 

“Accordingly, the humility and subordination of so many people of such great renown 

have, through their obedience, improved not only us but also the generations before us, 

and likewise those who have received his oracles in fear and truth.  Seeing then that we 

have a share in many great and glorious deeds, let us hasten on the goal of peace, which 

has been handed down to us from the beginning…”540 

 

The section concludes with a final appeal to prior examples, emphasizing their “humility” and 

“subordination” while identifying their deeds as “great” and “glorious” (19.1).  Humility is 

therefore honorable and leads to “the goal of peace,” which is central to the writing’s purpose. 

The honor of humility continues to have a prominent role in the correspondence as it 

begins its appeals to concord and order.  Following 1 Clement’s demonstration of creation as an 

example of God’s ordered, hierarchical harmony (20), the argument returns to the necessity of 

humility and a rejection of exalting self over the order that he has put into place.  The section 

explicitly and implicitly relies on the dominant Roman cultural values of hierarchy and 

patriarchy. 

“It is right, therefore, that we should not leave the post which His will has assigned us.  

Let us rather offend those men who are foolish, and inconsiderate, and lifted up, and who 

glory in the pride of their speech, than offend God. 
 
Let us reverence the Lord Jesus 

Christ, whose blood was given for us; let us esteem those who have the rule over us; let 

us honor the aged among us; let us train up the young men in the fear of God; let us direct 
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 See, for example, Mark 10:36-46, Luke 22:24-27, and Philippians 2:4-11.  Note that while both the 

canonical gospels and Paul emphasize Christ’s example of humility to call the powerful to humble, honor-sharing 

behavior, Clement employs it to bring order to the community under its leaders. 
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 1 Clement 19.1-2: “Τῶν τοσούτων οὖν καὶ τοιούτων οὕτως μεμαρτυρημένων τὸ ταπεινόφρον καὶ τὸ 
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Apostolic Fathers).  Translation from Lightfoot, Harmer, and Holmes, The Apostolic Fathers. 
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our wives to that which is good….Let your children be partakers of true Christian 

training; let them learn of how great avail humility is with God how much the spirit of 

pure affection can prevail with Him how excellent and great His fear is, and how it saves 

all those who walk in it with a pure mind.”541 

  

Thus, immediately following the demonstration of the order and harmony with which God 

governs creation, the book’s argument turns to an appeal for order-reinforcing virtues.  None 

should “leave the post” (λειποτακτεῖν) to which God’s will has assigned them (21.4).  The 

exhortation, which employs military terminology, has a subtle hierarchical tone: each person is 

to remain in their proper place and not pursue a position above their order. 

The encouragement not to “leave the post” is recapitulated and developed in the verses 

that follow (21.5-8).  Verse five continues the appeal of verse four by emphasizing that offending 

the “foolish” and “lifted up,” “who glory in the pride of their speech,” is preferred to offending 

God, as leaving their post would do; these actions align with humility and order required of 

them.  Verses six through eight then elaborate on the idea of verse four by concretely stating 

what it looks like in the context of the community.  Christ must be revered, leaders must be held 

in esteem, and the aged must be honored (v. 6); thus they are called to order themselves under 

what 1 Clement views as proper authority.  At the same time, the passage lays out suitable 

instruction for young men (v. 6), wives (vv. 6-7), and children (v. 8); “humility” is held out as a 

key virtue that children should be taught (v. 8).  Not only does the section emphasize the 

importance of staying in the ranks and not leaving one’s post, as with military hierarchy (v. 4), 
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Holmes, The Apostolic Fathers).  Translation from Alexander Roberts, et al, Apostolic Fathers, Justin Martyr, 

Irenæus. (Peabody, Mass: Hendrickson Publishers, 1994.) 

 



 

234 

but it lays out what following one’s orders looks like in the varied positions one occupies (vv. 6-

8).  The passage’s alignment with Roman cultural values becomes all the more evident when we 

observe that this is the first Christian “household code” that is not directed to individual parties, 

but rather to the pater.542  Hence, the passage espouses the Roman values of hierarchy, 

precedence, and patriarchy in the interest of harmony and order. 

F r t C     t’  emphasis on the honor of humility and the shame of arrogance and self-

exaltation continues to the end of the correspondence.  It appeals to the audience, “Let us clothe 

ourselves with concord and humility” (30.3);543 and, likewise, it emphasizes the blessing of 

humility and the curse of arrogance (30.8).  Later, the writing emphatically labels those who are 

“eager to exalt themselves”544 (i.e., the usurpers) as “senseless,” “without understanding,” 

“foolish,” and “ignorant” —ultimately shameful (39.1).545  In the same way, those who “think 

themselves superior” ought to be “more humble-minded” (48.6).  Humility again is emphasized 

as honorable, “For it is better that you to be found small but included in the flock of Christ than 

to have a preeminent reputation and yet be excluded from his hope” (57.2);546 while those who 

exalt themselves are excluded, the humble-minded are included (58.2).  This theme reaches its 

crescendo in the prayer prior to the letter’s conclusion: “You humble the pride of the proud; you 
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1 Clement 30.3: “ἐνδυσώμεθα τὴν ὁμόνοιαν ταπεινοφρονοῦντες” (Lightfoot, Harmer, and Holmes, The 

Apostolic Fathers).  Translation from Roberts, et al, Apostolic Fathers, Justin Martyr, Irenæus. 
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 1 Clement 39.1: “ἑαυτοὺς βουλόμενοι ἐπαίρεσθαι” (Lightfoot, Harmer, and Holmes, The Apostolic 

Fathers).  Translation from Roberts, et al, Apostolic Fathers, Justin Martyr, Irenæus. 
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 1 Clement 39.1: “Ἄφρονες καὶ ἀσύνετοι καὶ μωροὶ καὶ ἀπαίδευτοι” (Lightfoot, Harmer, and 

Holmes, The Apostolic Fathers). My translation from the Greek text. 
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ἢ καθ᾽ ὑπεροχὴν δοκοῦντας ἐκριφῆναι ἐκ τῆς ἐλπίδος αὐτοῦ” (Lightfoot, Harmer, and Holmes, The Apostolic 

Fathers).  Translation from Lightfoot, Harmer, and Holmes, The Apostolic Fathers. 
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destroy the plans of nations; you exalt the humble and humble the exalted” (59.3).547  All of this 

serves the author’s appeal to concord and order.548 

For Clement, emphasizing the honor of the uniquely Christian virtue of humility served 

the broader appeal for concord and peace.  In contrast to Jesus, Paul of Tarsus, and others, the 

writing employs its call to humility to reinforce accepted dominant cultural values related to 

hierarchy, patronage, and patriarchy.  As the writing’s ultimate acceptance in Corinth and 

beyond549 demonstrates, there were a large number of Christians at the end of the first century 

who preferred the order that societal norms offered against the fluidity of freedom and equality 

for all.  Ultimately, 1 Clement embraces the honor of humility—especially for poor, weak, and 

humble—but sets aside the shared honor of all in Christ. 

 

The Honor of Falling into Order behind God-Ordained Leadership 

The appeal to order plays a significant role in the argument of 1 Clement.  It begins with 

the example of God’s governing of creation (20) and continues throughout.  The passage that 

follows (21.4-8), which was discussed above, emphasizes that humbly falling into one’s place 

within God’s order is honorable, while leaving it through self-exaltation is shameful (21.4-5); 

Clement puts leaders and elders at the top under Christ and calls upon each pater, rather than the 

subordinate household members, to enforce the order beneath them (21.6-8).  The 

correspondence later recapitulates this theme, again emphasizing the order of creation (33.1-6) 
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and the necessity of submitting to his will (33.7-8).  It then appeals to the example of the angels’ 

submission to God’s will (34.5).   

A pair of hierarchical images follow to emphasize the value of remaining in one’s place.  

First, Clement looks to the example of the Roman military:550 

“Let us consider the soldiers who serve under our commanders551—how precisely, how 

readily, how obediently they execute orders.  Not all are prefects or tribunes or centurions 

or captains of fifty and so forth, but each in his own rank executes the orders given by the 

emperor and the commanders.  The great cannot exist without the small, nor the small 

without the great.  There is a certain blending in everything, and therein lies the 

advantage” (37.2-4).552 

 

The emphasis is clear: as with soldiers, the great and small are to occupy their place and 

“obediently” execute their “orders” (37.2) according to their rank (37.3).  The “blending” and 

“advantage” lies in the fact that “the great” occupy their high role of rule and “the small” follow 

orders (37.4).  Clement’s martial imagery thus emphasizes hierarchy and status distinctions, 

whereas Paul had challenged dominant cultural values and emphasized the shared honor of all in 

Christ.553 

F r t C     t’  use of body imagery works in much the same way.  The correspondence 

embraces the popular metaphor, with hierarchical order from head to feet, and all functioning 
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 There has been much discussion by scholars as to whether Clement refers to the Roman or Jewish army 

due to his reference to πεντηκόνταρχοι (“captains of fifty,” 37.3), which are referenced in the Old Testament but 

have no precedent in Rome.  Jeffers (Conflict, 139-40) rightly notes that the reference to “captains of fifty” likely 

reflects an errant understanding of the Roman army since no Jewish army existed at the time. 
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 Jeffers (Conflict, 140) points out the apparent disconnect of Christians identifying Roman officers as 

“our generals” and ordering the church in the same way.  It is no wonder that Clement is comfortable with leaders 

functioning the same way, with a heavy hand, as patrons. 
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 1 Clement 37:2-4: “κατανοήσωμεν τοὺς στρατευομένους τοῖς ἡγουμένοις ἡμῶν, πῶς εὐτάκτως, πῶς 
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“harmoniously” together (37.5).  As has been noted above, the section that follows emphasizes 

the importance of falling into one’s position as good clients554 within the patronage system; this 

is a means of preserving the body (38.1-2).  Again Clement parts ways with Paul, who, employs 

the body imagery against the grain of dominant culture to challenge hierarchy and emphasize the 

shared honor of all in Christ (1 Cor 12). 

The emphasis on order continues to play a significant role as 1 Clement approaches its 

conclusion.  Temple worship and the related system are said to demonstrate the Lord’s desired 

order (40) and lead to an appeal to follow (41).  Christ’s appointment of apostles, who then 

appointed bishops and deacons, emphasizes this order (42); Clement employs a story about 

Moses, Aaron, and the priesthood from Numbers 17 to reinforce the point (43).  The section 

concludes with a strong appeal to the order that was left by the apostles (44.1-2), while 

emphatically opposing the removal of the presbyters (44.3-6).555 

 

Conclusion 

The occasion of strife in Corinth has served as the basis for three essential early Christian 

letters.  Conflict prompted Paul of Tarsus to write two letters to the church that tell us a great 

deal about his understanding of authority, unity, and honor.  The removal of presbyters from 

Corinth prompted members of the Roman Christian community to write to their sister church in 

Greece and address similar themes.  As has already been noted, 1 Clement brings subtle yet 

significant differences in perspective as it offers solutions. 
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If, as has been argued by Jeffers, 1 Clement was written by an Imperial freedman from a 

household out of the Flavian dynasty, the shift in perspective from Paul is easy to understand.  

The point-of-view from the top of the social strata is distinctly different from the rest of society; 

it is no wonder that his writing embraces and Christianizes Roman social values instead of 

rejecting them.  It makes sense that Clement employs the common topoi of concord and peace 

from political discourse in his attempt to persuade his audience to reinstate what he views as the 

proper leaders; its significant hierarchical and patriarchal assumptions present a significant 

departure from the canonical writings.  First Cle   t’  call to harmony and order is 

understandable in light of the situation.  However, this very Roman perspective on the ordering 

of persons, of emphasizing status distinctions, and of economic standing leads to significantly 

different conclusions concerning honor and shame from those of Jesus, Paul of Tarsus, and 

others: it takes for granted that God put society’s traditional status distinctions in place.  

Therefore, it is easy to see how the writer would conclude that a great ocean separated the honor 

of the powerful from that of the weak.556 

Clement’s emphasis on the honor of humility and shame of self-exaltation is a powerful 

tool to reinforce the order that brings concord and peace.  He employs the appeal to bring the 

small in line behind the great, which represents a parting of the ways with the canonical tradition.  

Contrary to prior writings, the correspondence chooses not to employ the appeal in order to 

secure humble, cruciform leadership in the imitation of Christ; First Clement instead views 

church officeholders much the same way he views the pater in his household, without 

questioning his authority and without concern for the leader’s behavior.  In the same way, the 
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small are called to fall in line beneath the great like clients beneath their patrons; failure to do so 

and supporting rival leaders instead was tantamount to being a bad client. 

F r t C     t’  Christology reflects this fundamental separation from the canonical 

documents.  It removes images of Christ’s nearness to all of those in the ἐκκλησία: Christ is no 

longer connected to the body as the head, no longer a co-heir with other sons of God, and no 

longer a servant.  Rather, he is described as distant, high above: as “the scepter of the majesty of 

God” (16.2); as “patron” (36.1; 61.3; 64.1); and at the top of the church’s hierarchy, having 

appointed his apostles, who in turn appointed bishops and deacons (37; 42).  This leads to a 

different kind of community from that created by Jesus and Paul.  On the surface, 1 Clement 

espoused the same virtues as they did, but these were merely cosmetic differences from what was 

a thoroughly Roman structure of life together, where honor resides only at the top. 

To break free from these Roman cultural norms was very difficult.  Perhaps for this 

reason, Christian writers contemporary to 1 Clement, and those that followed in the second 

century CE, would chart a similar course.  In light of the writing’s broad acceptance in the 

second and third centuries, it is difficult to escape the impression that it exerted significant 

influence in Mediterranean Christian communities.  Certain honor-sharing virtues would be 

championed, but the very Roman hierarchical structure and consolidation of honor at the top, in 

the hands of elites and leaders, would persist.  
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THE SHEPHERD OF HERMAS 
 

 

Both parties should receive a larger share from the friendship, but not a larger share of 

the same thing: the superior should receive the larger share of honor, the needy one the 

larger share of profit; for honor is the due reward of virtue and beneficence... 

 

Aristotle, Nichomachean Ethics 8.14.2 

 

In the first half of the second century—after 1 Clement was written—The Shepherd of 

Hermas was also composed in Rome.  The self-identified prophetic writing, which was 

immensely popular in the early church, spends significant time addressing such critical issues as 

repentance for post-baptismal sin, the nature of the Church, and the sins and weaknesses present 

therin.  In addition, concerns related to persecution and the responsibilities of the wealthy are at 

the forefront of   r   ’ perspective.557  Such concerns are especially important in light of the 

apparent social composition of the prophecy’s audience: the infrequent, direct address to the 

poor, combined with repeated teaching and exhortation for the wealthy, upwardly mobile, 

indicate that the book was written for freedmen and women who were engaged as tradesmen or 

craftsmen and who frequently had access to significant material resources.558 

The Shepherd of Hermas thus tacks an interesting course in terms of honor and shame.  It 

offers a compelling challenge with regard to honor as it endeavors “to proclaim a theology of the 

poor in a church of the rich;”559 in particular, it envisions a new relationship between the wealthy 

and the needy on the basis of shared honor.  Furthermore, Hermas follows the canonical writings 

with its emphasis on the honor of those who are persecuted for the sake of Christ.  As I will 
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show, the prophecy’s challenge frequently addresses its audience of wealthy freedmen and 

women in ways that focus on their love for honor and desire to climb the social ladder.  It 

capitalizes on this central motive to achieve desired changes in their relationship with society and 

their handling of their wealth. 

 

The Slaves of God 

       p  r       r   ’ challenge to honor values is particularly evident in its use of 

the phrase “the slaves of God” (οἱ δοῦλοι τοῦ θεοῦ), which is employed at least thirty-five times 

in the writing.  Echoing back to the Old Testament and Revelation, the construction emphasizes 

believers’ submission to God and his claim on them.560 

The phrase’s significance could not have escaped        p  r       r   ’ audience of 

freedmen and women.  They would have spent many years as slaves of human masters and 

understood the claim a master had on them.  Upon manumission, they had taken on the family 

name (nomen) of their master,561 which served as an asset for them as they attempted to climb the 

social ladder.    r   ’ use of the construction not only emphasized God’s claim on them but 

also reoriented their pursuit of honor: they were not ultimately attached to their former master 

and his family, but were defined as slaves of their master, Yahweh.  This was a high honor that 

the entire audience—and all those in Christ—shared.  The title demanded a perspective different 

from the former freedmen and women who employed their wealth to pursue honor and climb the 

social ladder. 
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An Honorable Seat Reserved for Those Who Suffer 

Shepherd of Hermas emphasizes that suffering for the Christian profession of faith is 

honorable.  In fact, the writing emphasizes that the place of suffering is a desirable, honorable 

position.  Nowhere is this more evident than in the vision of the tower; as his guide, the elderly 

lady (who represents the church), prepares to show him this central vision in the prophecy.  Then 

a significant exchange occurs: 

“Then she raised me by the hand and led me to the couch, and said to the young men, ‘Go 

and build.’  And after the young men had gone and we were alone, she said to me, ‘Sit 

here.’  I said to her, ‘Lady, let the elders sit down first.’  ‘Do as I say,’ she said.  ‘Sit 

down.’  Then when I wanted to sit down on the right side, she would not let me, but 

indicated to me with her hand that I should sit on the left side.  Then as I thought about 

this and was sad because she would not permit me to sit on the right side, she said to me, 

‘Are you sad, Hermas?  The place on the right side is for others, who have already 

pleased God and have suffered for the sake of the Name.  But you fall far short of sitting 

with them.  But persevere in your sincerity, as you are now doing, and you will sit with 

them, as will all who do what they have done and endure what they have endured.’” (9.7-

9)562 

 

The action begins with the lady inviting him to sit down with her (9.7).  He responds and 

expresses concern for order: should not the elders have precedence and take an honorable seat 

before him (9.8)?  When she again invites him to sit, he seeks the seat to her right and is 

rebuffed—a response that grieves him because it would have humilitated him before the woman 

(9.9); in this, Hermas’ attitude represents his entire community, who would have desired the seat 

                                                           
562
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of honor.563  His response provides her with an opportunity for a teachable moment for Hermas 

and his audience in the Roman church: the lady asks if he is grieved and proceeds to explain that 

the seat on the right is reserved for those who have “pleased God and suffered for the sake of the 

Name” (9.9).  The Shepherd of Hermas thus indicates—in line with canonical writings—that 

suffering for Christ is honorable. 

This theme is further emphasized in the verses that follow.  It begins with Hermas’ 

question, “What have they endured?”  The lady responds: 

“‘Listen,’ she said: ‘scourges, imprisonments, severe persecutions, crosses, wild beasts, 

for the sake of the Name. This is why the right side of holiness belongs to them, and to 

anyone who suffers because of the Name.  The left side belongs to the rest.  But to both, 

to those sitting on the right and to those sitting on the left, belong the same gifts and the 

same promises; the only difference is the former sit on the right and have a certain glory.  

And you are very eager to sit on the right with them, but your shortcomings are many.  

Nevertheless you will be cleansed of your shortcomings; indeed, all those who are not 

double-minded will be cleansed of all their sins to this day’” (10.1-2).564 

 

Hence, those who faithfully endured shaming persecution had the honor of sitting on the right 

(10.1).  The lady is emphatic: “the same promises” and “the same gifts” are for those on both 

sides, but those on the left “have a certain glory” (10.2).  It was natural, therefore, that Hermas 
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was eager to sit on the right (10.2)—he desired honor like any other Mediterranean man.  The 

prophecy appeals to this yearning, urging its audience to fidelity in suffering “for the Name” that 

they may occupy the best seat.  Thus, the explanation of the couch reinforces and further 

develops   r   ’ perspective on the glory of suffering: promises and gifts are to all, but glory is 

reserved for those who faithfully endured shame.  This stands in contrast to Paul and the other 

canonical writings, wherein all shared the same honor by virtue of being united with Christ. 

 

Honor, Precedence, and the Vision of the Tower 

While Hermas and the lady are seated on the couch, she shows him the vision of the 

tower, one of the crucial images in The Shepherd of Hermas.  He sees a tower built upon the 

waters from square stones found in the water or on the land (10.4-5).  The lady explains that the 

tower is her, the church (11.3).  Hermas then proceeds to ask her about the various stones built 

into the tower (11.3).  The lady explains about the first group of stones: 

“’Now hear about the stones that go into the building.  The stones that are square and 

white and fit at their joints, these are the apostles and bishops and teachers and deacons 

with purity and reverence; some have fallen asleep, while others are still living.  And they 

always agreed with one another, and so they had peace with one another and listened to 

one another.  For this reason their joints fit together in the building of the tower.’” 

(13.1)565 

 

Thus the first group of placed stones represents faithful apostles, bishops, and other leaders in the 

church who were in agreement with each other.  Hermas inquires about the second group of 

stones added: 

                                                           
565

The Shepherd of Hermas 13.1: “Ἄκουε νῦν περὶ τῶν λίθων τῶν ὑπαγόντων εἰς τὴν οἰκοδομήν. οἱ μὲν οὖν 

λίθοι οἱ τετράγωνοι καὶ λευκοὶ καὶ συμφωνοῦντες ταῖς ἁρμογαῖς αὐτῶν, οὗτοί εἰσιν οἱ ἀπόστολοι καὶ ἐπίσκοποι καὶ 

διδάσκαλοι καὶ διάκονοι οἱ πορευθέντες κατὰ τὴν σεμνότητα τοῦ θεοῦ καὶ ἐπισκοπήσαντες καὶ διδάξαντες καὶ 

διακονήσαντες ἁγνῶς καὶ σεμνῶς τοῖς ἐκλεκτοῖς τοῦ θεοῦ, οἱ μὲν κεκοιμημένοι, οἱ δὲ ἔτι ὄντες· καὶ πάντοτε ἑαυτοῖς 

συνεφώνησαν καὶ ἐν ἑαυτοῖς εἰρήνην ἔσχαν καὶ ἀλλήλων ἤκουον· διὰ τοῦτο ἐν τῇ οἰκοδομῇ τοῦ πύργου 

συμφωνοῦσιν αἱ ἁρμογαὶ αὐτῶν” (Lightfoot, Harmer, and Holmes, The Apostolic Fathers).  Translation from 

Lightfoot, Harmer, and Holmes, The Apostolic Fathers. 
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“‘But who are the ones that are dragged from the deep and placed in the building, whose 

joints fit together with the other stones already used in the building?’ ‘They are those 

who have suffered for the name of the Lord’” (13.2).566 

 

Those who experience shaming persecution for the Lord are therefore placed into the tower 

second.  They are followed by those who “walked in the uprightness of the Lord” (13.3)567 and 

the young in faith, who are “faithful” (13.4).  Some others are thrown aside because of sin, but 

have promise of being built into the tower because they wish to repent (13.5).  There are others 

that were unfit and cast aside because they are wicked (14.1), or did not remain in the truth 

(14.2), orare not at peace (14.3), or mix a bit of lawlessness with righteousness (14.4). 

The explanation of the vision continues with Hermas’ question about the final group of 

stones to be added into the tower: 

“‘And who are the white and round stones that do not fit into the building, lady?’  She 

answered me and said, ‘How long will you be foolish and stupid, asking about everything 

and understanding nothing?  These are the ones who have faith, but also have the riches 

of this world.  Whenever persecution comes, they deny their Lord because of their riches 

and their business affairs.’  And I answered her and said, ‘Then when, lady, will they be 

useful for the building?’ ‘When,’ she replied, ‘their riches, which lead their souls astray, 

are cut away, then they will be useful to God.  For just as the round stone cannot become 

square unless it is trimmed and loses some part of itself, so also those who are rich in this 

world cannot become useful to the Lord unless their riches are cut away.  Learn first from 

yourself: when you were rich, you were useless, but now you are useful and beneficial to 

life.  Be useful to God, for you yourself are to be used as one of these stones’” (14.5-7).568 

                                                           
566

 The Shepherd of Hermas 13.2: “Οἱ δὲ ἐκ τοῦ βυθοῦ ἑλκόμενοι καὶ ἐπιτιθέμενοι εἰς τὴν οἰκοδομὴν καὶ 

συμφωνοῦντες ταῖς ἁρμογαῖς αὐτῶν μετὰ τῶν ἑτέρων λίθων τῶν ἤδη ᾠκοδομημένων τίνες εἰσίν; Οὗτοί εἰσιν οἱ 

παθόντες ἕνεκεν τοῦ ὀνόματος τοῦ κυρίου” (Lightfoot, Harmer, and Holmes, The Apostolic Fathers).  Translation 

from Lightfoot, Harmer, and Holmes, The Apostolic Fathers. 

 
567

 The Shepherd of Hermas 13.3: “ἐπορεύθησαν ἐν τῇ εὐθύτητι τοῦ κυρίου” (Lightfoot, Harmer, and 

Holmes, The Apostolic Fathers).  Translation from Lightfoot, Harmer, and Holmes, The Apostolic Fathers. 

 
568

 The Shepherd of Hermas 14.5-7: “Οἱ δὲ λευκοὶ καὶ στρογγύλοι καὶ μὴ ἁρμόζοντες εἰς τὴν οἰκοδομὴν 

τίνες εἰσίν, κυρία; ἀποκριθεῖσά μοι λέγει· Ἕως πότε μωρὸς εἶ καὶ ἀσύνετος, καὶ πάντα ἐπερωτᾷς καὶ οὐδὲν νοεῖς; 

οὗτοί εἰσιν ἔχοντες μὲν πίστιν, ἔχοντες δὲ καὶ πλοῦτον τοῦ αἰῶνος τούτου. ὅταν γένηται θλῖψις, διὰ τὸν πλοῦτον 

αὐτῶν καὶ διὰ τὰς πραγματείας ἀπαρνοῦνται τὸν κύριον αὐτῶν. καὶ ἀποκριθεὶς αὐτῇ λέγω· Κυρία, πότε οὖν 

εὔχρηστοι ἔσονται εἰς τὴν οἰκοδομήν; Ὅταν, φησίν, περικοπῇ αὐτῶν ὁ πλοῦτος ὁ ψυχαγωγῶν αὐτούς, τότε 

εὔχρηστοι ἔσονται τῷ θεῷ. ὥσπερ γὰρ ὁ λίθος ὁ στρογγύλος, ἐὰν μὴ περικοπῇ καὶ ἀποβάλῃ ἐξ αὐτοῦ τι, οὐ δύναται 

τετράγωνος γενέσθαι, οὕτω καὶ οἱ πλουτοῦντες ἐν τούτῳ τῷ αἰῶνι, ἐὰν μὴ περικοπῇ αὐτῶν ὁ πλοῦτος, οὐ δύνανται 

τῷ κυρίῳ εὔχρηστοι γενέσθαι. ἀπὸ σεαυτοῦ πρῶτον γνῶθι· ὅτε ἐπλούτεις, ἄχρηστος ἦς, νῦν δὲ εὔχρηστος εἶ καὶ 
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Therefore, the final group that may be added to the tower is those who have faith and riches, 

represented by the white, round stones.  The lady’s correction of Hermas over his question about 

this group indicates the significance of the question—it should have been obvious to him (14.5)!  

Due to their wealth and “business affairs,” which may hint to their identity as freedmen and 

women, they deny the Lord when persecution comes (14.5).  She is emphatic about what would 

need to happen next for them to be added: they must have their riches, “which lead their souls 

astray,” cut away (14.6).  The lady states, adding emphasis, that Hermas himself, a freedman, 

had experienced this (14.7).  In this, her words to Hermas serve to encourage the prophecy’s 

broader audience: they are to be useful to God and will be used in the building as well (14.7).569 

The vision provides insight into        p  r       r   ’ perspective regarding who 

receives honor.  In Rome, a city where precedence was relied upon and celebrated, the order the 

stones were added to the building would have been significant.  Apostles, bishops, and other 

leaders were fit into the building first and held a place of honor.  Those who had suffered 

persecution for the Lord’s sake followed; the shame they endured for their profession meant that 

they would be placed into the tower after the elders and other leaders.  Those who walked in 

uprightness and the faithful young were next.  Only after this are the wealthy mentioned; and 

here, some are cast aside and others are only built into the tower after their wealth is taken away.  

Ultimately, leaders and those who suffer have precedence while the wealthy are last; this would 

have served as an emphatic message to the freedmen and women who had been accumulating 

                                                                                                                                                                                           
ὠφέλιμος τῇ ζωῇ. εὔχρηστοι γίνεσθε τῷ θεῷ· καὶ γὰρ σὺ αὐτὸς χρᾶσαι ἐκ τῶν αὐτῶν λίθων” (Lightfoot, Harmer, 

and Holmes, The Apostolic Fathers).  Translation from Lightfoot, Harmer, and Holmes, The Apostolic Fathers. 

 
569

 Cf. Humphrey, The Ladies and the Cities, 142. 
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possessions and were pursuing the status that goes hand in hand with wealth.570  This vision 

presents a perspective entirely distinct from that of the canonical writings, which again and again 

emphasize the shared honor of all in Christ.571  In pursuit of the purpose and to motivate them to 

right behavior, it imagines a situation in which the wealthy were at a disadvantage; nevertheless, 

it represents a reconfiguration of society’s way of meting out honor. 

 

Rich and Poor in the Church 

The Shepherd of Hermas discusses the wealthy and the poor with significant implications 

regarding honor.  The vision of the tower contributes significantly to the perspective; the 

exhortations to the wealthy that follow the vision continue in this vein. 

First, the lady offers a simple appeal: they are to care for and help one another while they 

share their abundance of food with those in need (17.2).  Some have so much food that it 

weakens them in body and spirit, while others do not have enough and are wasting away; this 

brings harm to those who have but do not share (17.3-4).  She warns that judgment is coming, 

and those who do not help the hungry will be left on the outside of the tower (17.5).  The section 

builds to an emphatic warning for those with wealth who occupy the lead role in the churches: 

“Beware, therefore, you who exult in your wealth, lest those in need groan, and their 

groaning rise up to the Lord, and you together with your good things be shut outside the 

door of the tower.  Now, therefore, I say to you who lead the church and occupy the seats 

of honor: do not be like the sorcerers.  For the sorcerers carry their drugs in bottles, but 

you carry your drug and poison in your heart.  You are calloused and do not want to 

cleanse your hearts and to mix your wisdom together in a clean heart, in order that you 

many have mercy from the great King.”572 

                                                           
570

 Osiek, Rich and Poor, 128-32. 

 
571

 Compare, for example, description in 1 Peter 2:9 of the people of God as a spiritual household or a 

temple, built into Christ. 

 
572

 The Shepherd of Hermas 17.6-8: “βλέπετε οὖν ὑμεῖς οἱ γαυρούμενοι ἐν τῷ πλούτῳ ὑμῶν, μήποτε 

στενάξουσιν οἱ ὑστερούμενοι, καὶ ὁ στεναγμὸς αὐτῶν ἀναβήσεται πρὸς τὸν κύριον, καὶ ἐκκλεισθήσεσθε μετὰ τῶν 

ἀγαθῶν ὑμῶν ἔξω τῆς θύρας τοῦ πύργου. νῦν οὖν ὑμῖν λέγω τοῖς προηγουμένοις τῆς ἐκκλησίας καὶ τοῖς 
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The warning applies to those who “exult” in their wealth, to church leaders, and those who 

“occupy the seats of honor” (17.6-7); this passage may have congregations like that of 1 Clement 

in mind, where the wealthy occupied leading roles.573  The critique about occupying the seats of 

honor hearkens back to Jesus’ indictment of Jewish leaders in Mark 12:39 and Luke 11:43; in 

this case, it is the church leaders who are engaged in shameful behavior.  Those with honor are 

labeled as shameful and called to change their ways. 

The writing’s first parable (50.1-11) later makes a similar assertion about the elite 

practice of accumulating lands and constructing homes and buildings to gain honor and prestige.  

The messenger—in this case, the shepherd—begins by making a statement and asking a question 

to Hermas: 

“‘You know,’ he said, ‘that you who are servants of God (οἱ δοῦλοι τοῦ θεοῦ) are living 

in a foreign country, for your city is far from this city.  If, therefore, you know,’ he said, 

‘your city in which you are destined to live, why do you prepare fields and expensive 

possessions and buildings and useless rooms here?’” (50.1)574 

 

Lightfoot’s translation of οἱ δοῦλοι τοῦ θεοῦ as “servants of God” obscures the force of   r   ’ 

language (50.1); as noted, the phrase is best rendered “the slaves of God” and alludes to the 

claim Yahweh had upon them.  In view of God’s claim and their future in his city, the shepherd 

questions their accumulation of possessions in order to scale the social ladder. 

                                                                                                                                                                                           
πρωτοκαθεδρίταις· μὴ γίνεσθε ὅμοιοι τοῖς φαρμακοῖς. οἱ φαρμακοὶ μὲν οὖν τὰ φάρμακα ἑαυτῶν εἰς τὰς πυξίδας 

βαστάζουσιν, ὑμεῖς δὲ τὸ φάρμακον ὑμῶν καὶ τὸν ἰὸν εἰς τὴν καρδίαν. ἐνεσκιρωμένοι ἐστὲ καὶ οὐ θέλετε καθαρίσαι 

τὰς καρδίας ὑμῶν καὶ συνκεράσαι ὑμῶν τὴν φρόνησιν ἐπὶ τὸ αὐτὸ ἐν καθαρᾷ καρδίᾳ, ἵνα σχῆτε ἔλεος παρὰ τοῦ 

βασιλέως τοῦ μεγάλου” (Lightfoot, Harmer, and Holmes, The Apostolic Fathers).  Translation from Lightfoot, 

Harmer, and Holmes, The Apostolic Fathers. 

 
573

 Cf. Jeffers, Conflict in Rome, 117. 

 
574

 The Shepherd of Hermas 50.1: “Οἴδατε, φησίν, ὅτι ἐπὶ ξένης κατοικεῖτε ὑμεῖς οἱ δοῦλοι τοῦ θεοῦ· ἡ γὰρ 

πόλις ὑμῶν μακράν ἐστιν ἀπὸ τῆς πόλεως ταύτης· εἰ οὖν οἴδατε, φησί, τὴν πόλιν ὑμῶν ἐν ᾗ μέλλετε κατοικεῖν, τί 

ὧδε ὑμεῖς ἑτοιμάζετε ἀγροὺς καὶ παρατάξεις πολυτελεῖς καὶ οἰκοδομὰς καὶ οἰκήματα μάταια” (Lightfoot, Harmer, 

and Holmes, The Apostolic Fathers).  Translation from Lightfoot, Harmer, and Holmes, The Apostolic Fathers. 
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He continues by telling a parable about a person who lives in one city, but whose home is 

in another.  The Shepherd describes the peril of abiding by the laws of the current city that 

conflict with those of the home city; in particular, erecting buildings and homes and 

accumulating fields in a foreign land puts them at odds with their home city (50.2-4).  At any 

time, the lord of the current city could ask him to leave because he does not follow the city’s 

laws—where would they go if they have not kept the laws of their home city and are thus 

rejected by that king as well (50.3-5)?  Rather than pursuing excess, and ultimately traditional 

honor, the command is to purchase no more than the necessary items so that they would not be 

exposed to shame or insult when returning to their home city (50.6-7). 

The parable concludes with an exhortation to the wealthy that challenges accepted values 

related to possessions and honor. 

“‘So instead of fields, buy souls that are in distress, as anyone is able, and visit widows 

and orphans, and do not neglect them; and spend your wealth and all your possessions, 

which you received from God, on fields and houses of this kind.  For this is why the 

Master made you rich, so that you might perform these ministries for him.  It is much 

better to purchase fields and possessions and houses of this kind, which you will find in 

your own city when you go home to it.  This lavish expenditure is beautiful and joyous; it 

does not bring grief or fear, but joy.  So do not practice the extravagance of outsiders, for 

it is unprofitable to you, the servants of God (τοῖς δούλοις τοῦ θεοῦ).  But do practice 

your own extravagance, in which you can rejoice’” (50.8-11).575 

 

Wealth, fields, and property could be used to enhance a family’s place in the social hierarchy; for 

example, freedmen like Clement and others in Rome were using wealth and possessions to 
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 The Shepherd of Hermas 50.8-11: “ἀντὶ ἀγρῶν οὖν ἀγοράζετε ψυχὰς θλιβομένας, καθά τις δυνατός ἐστι, 

καὶ χήρας καὶ ὀρφανοὺς ἐπισκέπτεσθε, καὶ μὴ παραβλέπετε αὐτούς, καὶ τὸν πλοῦτον ὑμῶν καὶ τὰς παρατάξεις 

πάσας εἰς τοιούτους ἀγροὺς καὶ οἰκίας δαπανᾶτε, ἃς ἐλάβετε παρὰ τοῦ θεοῦ. εἰς τοῦτο γὰρ ἐπλούτισεν ὑμᾶς ὁ 

δεσπότης, ἵνα ταύτας τὰς διακονίας τελέσητε αὐτῷ· πολὺ βέλτιόν ἐστι τοιούτους ἀγροὺς ἀγοράζειν καὶ κτήματα καὶ 

οἴκους, οὓς εὑρήσεις ἐν τῇ πόλει σου, ὅταν ἐπιδημήσῃς εἰς αὐτήν. αὕτη ἡ πολυτέλεια καλὴ καὶ ἱλαρά, λύπην μὴ 

ἔχουσα μηδὲ φόβον, ἔχουσα δὲ χαράν. τὴν οὖν πολυτέλειαν τῶν ἐθνῶν μὴ πράσσετε ἀσύμφορον γάρ ἐστιν ὑμῖν τοῖς 

δούλοις τοῦ θεοῦ· τὴν δὲ ἰδίαν πολυτέλειαν πράσσετε, ἐν ᾗ δύνασθε χαρῆναι·” (Lightfoot, Harmer, and Holmes, The 

Apostolic Fathers).  Translation from Lightfoot, Harmer, and Holmes, The Apostolic Fathers. 

 



 

250 

acquire honor for their descendents.576  But the Shepherd is adamant that the wealthy in the 

Christian community should buy a different kind of field: they should use their wealth to help 

those “in distress,” especially orphans and widows who were among the most vulnerable in 

society (50.8).  Their master, God, had given them riches for this very reason, to minister to 

those in need (50.9).  Caring for the poor among them was tantamount to buying lands, houses 

and possessions in their home city; not only did it provide security, but it ensured that they would 

be met with praise, not shame, when they arrived (50.9).  Their unbelieving neighbors practiced 

a certain kind of extravagance, but such behavior would be unprofitable for “the slaves of God” 

(τοῖς δούλοις τοῦ θεοῦ); rather, caring for the needy was their calling and they were to exercise it 

joyfully (50.10-11).  Wealth, then, could aid one in acquiring honor, but not in the same way as it 

had before—since they were slaves of God, everything had changed. 

The parable of the two cities is followed by that of the elm and the vine (51.1-10), which 

discusses the relationship between the poor and the rich in Christian community.  Like the elm 

and the vine, these two groups are “well suited to one another” (51.1).  The parable finds its 

starting point after Hermas observes the two together while walking in the country (51.1); it was 

a common practice in Italian viticulture to pair the elm with the vine in order to get better 

production from vines.577  The Shepherd explains the relationship of the two, who are both 

“slaves of God” to Hermas: while the elm bears no fruit on its own, it becomes fruitful when it 

supports the vine and even surpasses the vine. On the other hand, the vine without the elm 

produces fruit on the ground that ends up rotting and really only provides abundance when it 
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 One poignant example of the lengths Roman freedmen would go to in order to enhance the status of 

their family is found in the Temple of Isis in Pompei, which the freedman Numerius rebuilt and dedicated to his six 

year old son, Numerius Popidius Celsinus, in order that he would be granted a privilege his father could never have: 

being incorporated into the Pompeian curia. 
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 Osiek, Rich and Poor, 78-79. 
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rests on the elm (51.2-4).  While the shepherd does not explicitly explain which is the elm or the 

vine, the implicit conclusion is that the rich are like the elm, while the poor are compared to the 

vine.  The rich have their wealth, but they produce fruit that is “small and weak” with “no power 

above,” and they are “poor in the things of the Lord” (or “Master”) because they are “distracted 

by their wealth,” neither praying nor confessing much (51.5).  But when they help the poor, who 

offer powerful intercession and confession, the rich become fruitful; they believe they will be 

rewarded by God (51.5).  In response, the poor pray for the wealthy and express their thanks to 

God for their sharing;578 the rich then aid them even more because they see that the poor’s 

intercession on their behalf is effectual (51.6).  The parable concludes with the following 

explanation: 

“‘They both, then, complete their work: the poor work with prayer, in which they are 

rich, which they received from the Lord; this they return to the Lord who supplies them 

with it.  And the rich likewise unhesitatingly share with the poor from the wealth that 

they received from the Lord.  And this work is great and acceptable to God, because the 

rich understand about their wealth and work for the poor by using the gifts of the Lord 

and correctly fulfill their ministry.  So as far as people are concerned, the elm does not 

seem to bear fruit, and they neither know nor realize that if a drought comes the elm, 

which has water, nourishes the vine, and the vine, having a constant supply of water, 

bears double the fruit, both for itself and for the elm.  So also the poor, by appealing to 

the Lord on behalf of the rich, complement their wealth, and again, the rich, by providing 

for the needs of the poor, complement their souls.  So, then, both become partners in the 

righteous work’” (51.7-9).579 

                                                           
578

 Jeffers (Conflict at Rome, 143) observes that this is an adaptation of the patron-client relationship which 

envisions poor clients thanking God instead of the wealthy.  The parable later redefines the relationship further, 

envisioning both as servants of the same Lord (51.7-9). 

 
579

 The Shepherd of Hermas 51.7-9: “ἀμφότεροι οὖν τὸ ἔργον τελοῦσιν· ὁ μὲν πένης ἐργάζεται τῇ ἐντεύξει 

ἐν ᾗ πλουτεῖ, ἣν ἔλαβεν παρὰ τοῦ κυρίου· ταύτην ἀποδίδωσι τῷ κυρίῳ τῷ ἐπιχορηγοῦντι αὐτῷ. καὶ ὁ πλούσιος 

ὡσαύτως τὸ πλοῦτος ὃ ἔλαβεν παρὰ τοῦ κυρίου ἀδιστάκτως παρέχεται τῷ πένητι. καὶ τοῦτο ἔργον μέγα ἐστὶν καὶ 

δεκτὸν παρὰ τῷ θεῷ, ὅτι συνῆκεν ἐπὶ τῷ πλούτῳ αὐτοῦ καὶ ἠργάσατο εἰς τὸν πένητα ἐκ τῶν δωρημάτων τοῦ κυρίου 

καὶ ἐτέλεσεν τὴν διακονίαν ὀρθῶς. παρὰ τοῖς οὖν ἀνθρώποις ἡ πτελέα δοκεῖ καρπὸν μὴ φέρειν, καὶ οὐκ οἴδασιν 

οὐδὲ νοοῦσιν ὅτι, ἐὰν ἀβροχία γένηται, ἡ πτελέα ἔχουσα ὕδωρ τρέφει τὴν ἄμπελον, καὶ ἡ ἄμπελος ἀδιάλειπτον 

ἔχουσα τὸ ὕδωρ διπλοῦν τὸν καρπὸν δίδωσι, καὶ ὑπὲρ ἑαυτῆς καὶ ὑπὲρ τῆς πτελέας. οὕτω καὶ οἱ πένητες 

ἐντυγχάνοντες πρὸς τὸν κύριον ὑπὲρ τῶν πλουσίων πληροφοροῦσι τὸv πλοῦτον αὐτῶν, καὶ πάλιν οἱ πλούσιοι 

χορηγοῦντες τοῖς πένησι τὰ δέοντα πληροφοροῦσι τὰς ψυχὰς αὐτῶν. γίνονται οὖν ἀμφότεροι κοινωνοὶ τοῦ ἔργου 

τοῦ δικαίου” (Lightfoot, Harmer, and Holmes, The Apostolic Fathers).  Translation from Lightfoot, Harmer, and 

Holmes, The Apostolic Fathers. 
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The shepherd asserts that just like the elm and the vine, the rich and the poor complement each 

other.  The poor intercede with the Lord on behalf of the rich, and the rich share “the gifts of the 

Lord” they have received with the poor (51.7, 8).  The rich and poor, previously described as 

“slaves” (51.2, 4), are “partners” (51.9), each using their access or help from their Master to aid 

the other.580  It was not a patron-client relationship between rich and poor, but rather, they were 

both “slaves” who served the same “Master” and helped each other. 

The emphasis on commonality bears striking resemblance to how 1 Clement explains the 

relationships between the rich and poor in the Christian community.  As we have noted before, 1 

Clement emphasizes a degree of mutuality:  “The great cannot exist without the small, nor the 

small without the great.  There is a certain blending in everything, and therein lies the advantage” 

(37.2-4).581  But as the correspondence develops this thought, it becomes clear that Clement’s 

idea of interdependence reflects the dominant culture’s values related to patrons and clients: the 

rich are to help the poor and the poor are to respond by giving respect and honor (1 Clement 

38.2-3).  The patron-client relationship is altered slightly: the poor offers thanks to God rather 

than the rich (1 Clement 38.2); however, the passage preserves the position of honor and power 

for the wealthy.  In contrast, Hermas envisions a different sort of mutuality—one in which both 

are slaves who aid the other out of what they have received from the Master (The Shepherd of 

Hermas 51.7-8); they share a common patron and the same honor, whereas 1 Clement reserves 

regard and honor for the wealthy. 
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   r   ’ audience, which appears to have included wealthy freedmen and women, would have heard a 

servile tone in the appeal to the rich of 51.7: when they gave to the poor, they were sharing gifts from “the Master” 

(τοῦ κυρίου) and their action was tantamount to “table service” (τὴν διακονίαν). 
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 1 Clement 37:4: “οἱ μεγάλοι δίχα τῶν μικρῶν οὐ δύνανται εἶναι, οὔτε οἱ μικροὶ δίχα τῶν μεγάλων 

σύγκρασίς τίς ἐστιν ἐν πᾶσιν, καὶ ἐν τούτοις χρῆσις” (Lightfoot, Harmer, and Holmes, The Apostolic Fathers).  

Translation from Lightfoot, Harmer, and Holmes, The Apostolic Fathers. 
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After its emphasis on mutuality, Hermas concludes with an emphatic statement about the 

wealthy who understand their role in the community: “How honorable are the rich who also 

understand that they have been made rich by the Lord, for the one who comprehends this will be 

able to serve, doing some good” (51.10).582  This makarism is significant in that it is the first 

known makarism in Christian literature directed at the wealthy;583 conversely, the poor and the 

lowly are frequently identified as μακάριοι (“honorable”) in other writings.584  The saying 

provides a fundamental challenge to honor values, qualifying what makes the rich honorable: 

namely that they understand that they are slaves whose wealth comes from their master and are 

able to use it for “some good.”  In particular, the honorable path for the rich involves using their 

wealth to “serve” or “minister to” others (διακονῆσαί).  Roman society identified a variety of 

paths to honor, which we have discussed, including patronage, civic building, feasting, and 

competition; it is significant that Hermas identifies serving with their wealth as the path to honor 

for rich Christians.585 

 

Conclusion 

The Shepherd of Hermas adds its own perspective concerning the early Christian 

challenge to honor.  With a deft understanding of what drives the wealthy, Hermas labels what 
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 The Shepherd of Hermas 51.10: “μακάριοι οἱ ἔχοντες καὶ συνιέντες ὅτι παρὰ τοῦ κυρίου πλουτίζονται· ὁ 

γὰρ συνίων τοῦτο δυνήσεται καὶ διακονῆσαί τι ἀγαθόν” (Lightfoot, Harmer, and Holmes, The Apostolic Fathers).  

My translation from the Greek text. 
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champions another perspective, which was more in line with the teaching of Jesus and Paul: the wealthy are urged to 

use their resources for the poor in the community without expectation that their action would gain them clients or 

honor in the world’s accounting of things. 
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they had thought honorable as shameful and vividly demonstrates that those who had held their 

wealth and status in society’s sanctioned way were at risk of being excluded.  On more than one 

occasion, Hermas feels tension as he speaks with his guide; in this he represents his community 

as he is ultimately transformed after experiencing both correction and shame.586 

The writing pursues this purpose, challenging accepted ways of achieving honor again 

and again.  One of   r   ’ favored ways of describing believers is as “slaves of God,”587 an 

identification that emphasized God’s claim on them and provided a fixed position for everyone.  

When his first guide, the lady, invites Hermas to recline, he is aggrieved because she will not 

permit him to take the seat on the right, because he had not suffered (9.7-9).    Then, in the vision 

of the tower, apostles, bishops, those who have suffered, and the pure are first included (13.1-2); 

the rich are only added after their wealth has been taken away (14.5-7).  Further insights revealed 

through parables indicate that the wealthy have honor and a place in the community only if they 

used their property in a manner that pleases the Lord—which is to serve the poor (17, 50, 51).  

At the same time, Hermas distinguishes itself from its contemporary in Rome, 1 Clement, by 

emphasizing the mutuality of rich and poor and concluding that both are “slaves of God,” who is 

their Master, and they bring benefit to each other. 

While The Shepherd of Hermas employs a Roman hierarchical perspective in pursuit of 

its rhetorical purpose, the shape of the hierarchy is distinctly countercultural.  Not only do the 

wealthy find a different place, but, as with Paul’s writings, 1 Peter, and Revelation, suffering for 

Christ is identified as honorable.  At the same time,   r   ’ embrace of hierarchy within the 
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 Cf. Humphrey, The Ladies and the Cities, 142. 
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 As has already been noted, the term is employed at least 35 times in Hermas (Bartchy, “Slaves, 

Slavery,” 1101); see for example 51.2, 4. 
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community, though slightly mitigated by its emphasis on believers as “slaves” of God, has much 

more in common with 1 Clement than with the canonical writings. 
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CONCLUSION 
 

 

As Christianity spread throughout the Mediterranean, the movement’s perspective with 

regard to honor and shame developed in a variety of ways.  Noteworthy parallels exist between 

the canonical writings and the early writings addressed in this chapter.  However, on more than 

one occasion, the writings in question adopted the assumptions and values of the dominant 

culture. 

The Didache and The Epistle of Barnabas demonstrated significant continuities with the 

canonical writings.  In no place was this more evident than in their exhortations to embrace 

humility, refuse self-exaltation, and judge impartially.  As with the earlier documents, The 

Didache rejected retaliation.  In the same way, Barnabas emphasized the high honor of being 

God’s sons and daughters. 

But these writings also parted ways with earlier tradition through their relationship with 

those outside the community.  In a significant departure from Jesus and Paul, the Didache 

community practiced exclusive table fellowship.  Furthermore, The Epistle of Barnabas is 

emphatic in its rejection of the Jewish people. 

In perhaps the same period, but from Rome, 1 Clement and The Shepherd of Hermas 

formulated their own responses to dominant cultural values with regard to honor and shame.  

While 1 Clement embraces virtues that represented a challenge to honor values, its embrace of 

fundamental Roman assumptions related to honor, patronage, and hierarchy results in a radically 

different vision than that of the canonical writings.  This is particularly evident in its response to 

the schism in the Corinthian church: Clement turns to the popular political topoi of concord and 

peace, which were rife with hierarchical and patriarchal assumptions, to persuade his audience to 

reinstate leaders that had been removed.  Thus, 1 Clement on one hand embraces a very Roman 
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perspective on the ordering of persons, status distinctions and economic standing, while on the 

other hand it employs a call to the Christian virtue of humility to bring his listeners in 

acquiescence with this ordering of persons.  It is a perspective that plays to the interests of the 

powerful, covering Roman hierarchy with an exterior of Christian values.  This perspective, in 

contrast to that of Jesus, Paul, and other canonical writings, identifies some within the 

community as more honorable than others. 

This is not surprising in light of the makeup of the community behind 1 Clement.  In a 

congregation that included imperial freedmen, it was natural to embrace hierarchy and a well-

ordered society in which everyone occupied a set place based on their status.  Leaders exercised 

the unquestioned authority of fathers—it was never right to question them—and those with 

wealth and status had more honor than the poor.  Those who opposed the rightful leaders, rather 

than falling in line behind them, were bad clients. 

The Shepherd of Hermas also addresses an audience of freedmen, though none had 

connections to the imperial household or the position that went along with it.  Significantly, the 

writing tacks a different course, emphasizing the peril of misused wealth and the shame of the 

world’s way of accumulating riches and wealth; it stresses that serving the marginalized with 

one’s wealth as the avenue of honor.  Indeed, in the writing’s central vision of the tower, Hermas 

asserts, in a society that emphasized precedence, that the wealthy would only have a place in the 

church after the leaders, those who had suffered for their profession, and those who were pure.  

Ultimately, the wealthy would be added to the building only after their wealth was cut away. 

While Hermas does not embrace 1 C     t’  hierarchy within the church of the strong 

over the weak, the prophecy does embrace its own pecking-order.  All had the same gifts and 

promises, but those who suffered for their profession occupied the seat of honor.  Thus, though 
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Hermas embraces a different order than 1 Clement, both still stand in stark contrast with the 

canonical writings.  In the conception of these Roman writings, someone within the community 

still has precedence over others—this perspective diverges from Jesus’ free honoring of all and 

the emphasis of Paul, 1 Peter, and the Apocalypse on the shared honor of all of those in Christ. 

Thus, as time went on, the early Christians continued to embrace certain honor-sharing 

virtues, but the shared, high honor of those within the community was no longer universally 

embraced.  I will argue that this continued to be an issue in the early second century; a strong 

emphasis on the high honor of suffering for Christ is found in writings that surfaced in Asia 

during that period. 
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CHAPTER 6: 

 

ASIA AND SURROUNDING REGIONS 

 

IN THE SECOND CENTURY 
 

 

 

The Christian writings of the late first and early second centuries charted a variety of 

courses in regard to honor and shame.  Some of them actually mitigated the challenge of the 

earlier period; others largely embraced the challenge to honor and shame values found in the 

canonical writings, and they developed their perspective on that basis. 

The writings found in the following chapter fall primarily into the latter camp.  As 

developments changed and the movement faced strong opposition from without and within, the 

letters of Ignatius, Polycarp’s Letter to the Philippians, The Martyrdom of Polycarp, “The Letter 

from the Churches of Vienne and Lyons,” Irenaeus, and The Epistle to Diognetus all draw from 

canonical writings to deal with these issues.  As a whole, the writings emphasize the honor of 

suffering for Christ.  The path of suffering, in imitation of Christ, was glorious, and it invited 

countless others to follow it.  
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THE LETTERS OF IGNATIUS OF ANTIOCH 
 

 

“You are making your father and me, your friends and relatives, into the carriers of your 

disgrace.” 

 

Lydus to Pistoclerus in Plautus’ 

Bacchises 380-81
588

 

 

The letters of Ignatius, bishop of Antioch, present a fascinating situation: Ignatius is an 

embattled church leader in the early second century who is being taken to Rome to be executed 

for his faith.  His journey from Antioch to the seat of the Empire under Roman guard provides 

occasion for him to engage and correspond with the church in Rome, five churches along his 

anticipated path to Rome, and Polycarp, bishop of Smyrna.
589

  In the process, his writings 

provide a window into the second century Christian world, by way of one leader’s perspective on 

ecclesiology, orthodoxy, and Christology. 

Ignatius’ letters also address the issue that is at the forefront of his mind on his way to 

Rome: his impending execution for being a Christian.  The authorities had sentenced Ignatius to 

death; but his writings explicitly identify suffering for Christ, and in the imitation of him, as 

honorable.  In the same way, he notes that at least some were not ashamed of his situation and 

asserts that supporting him in his march toward martyrdom was honorable because such a death 

brought honor to God.  Ignatius defined what would have otherwise been shameful as honorable, 

following the path of earlier writings and laying the groundwork for later developments in early 

Christianity’s challenge to the dominant cultural values. 
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 Translated by Barton, Roman Honor, 209. 
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 While modern versions of Ignatius’ epistles contain seven letters, it took a great deal of time for this 

consensus to develop due to the various purported collections of his writings.  For a discussion about the basis of 

this consensus and how it developed, see Paul Foster, “The Epistles of Ignatius of Antioch (Part 1),” The Expository 

Times 117 (2006): 487-89. 



 

261 

The Honor of Suffering for Christ 

Ignatius again and again identified suffering for Christ and martyrdom in particular as 

honorable.  It was a path that had been chosen for him; he repeatedly expressed his desire to be 

worthy of this path. 

In this, Paul is the consummate example that Ignatius desired to follow.  As he continued 

on his journey to Rome, he viewed Ephesus as a fitting signpost toward his final destination: 

“I am a convict…I am in danger…You are the highway of those who are being killed for 

God’s sake; you are fellow initiates of Paul, who was sanctified, who was approved, who 

is deservedly blessed (ἀξιομακαρίστου)—may I be found in his footsteps when I reach 

God…” (Ephesians 12.1-2).
590

 

 

Ephesus was “the highway” of Christian martyrs; whom he had in mind beyond Paul is unclear, 

but perhaps he expected to join Paul in meeting members of the Ephesian community (cf. Acts 

20:17-38) en route to his impending execution for Christ.  Many have noted that Ignatius viewed 

his ministry of letter-writing in imitation of Paul;
591

 this passage demonstrates that he interpreted 

his journey toward martyrdom in Rome through Paul’s story as well.  Just as his forerunner 

showed himself worthy of honor (ἀξιομακαρίστου, Eph. 12.2), so Ignatius hoped to follow his 

honorable path.  To remain faithful to Christ in death was honorable, as Paul had demonstrated 

and Ignatius planned to imitate.
592
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 Ignatius, Ephesians 12.1-2: “ἐγὼ κατάκριτος…ἐγὼ ὑπὸ κίνδυνον….πάροδός ἐστε τῶν εἰς θεὸν 

ἀναιρουμένων, Παύλου συμμύσται, τοῦ ἡγιασμένου, τοῦ μεμαρτυρημένου, ἀξιομακαρίστου, οὗ γένοιτό μοι ὑπὸ τὰ 

ἴχνη εὑρεθῆναι, ὅταν θεοῦ ἐπιτύχω” (Lightfoot, Harmer, and Holmes, The Apostolic Fathers).  Translation from 

Lightfoot, Harmer, and Holmes, The Apostolic Fathers. 
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 See, for example Robert F. Stoops, “If I Suffer…Epistolary Authority in Ignatius of Antioch,” Harvard 
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 As noted, Paul refers to the positive response of those who watch his imprisonment and proclaim the 

gospel boldly in Philippians 1; Ignatius was clearly moved in a similar way by Paul’s example. 
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Ignatius emphasizes the high honor of martyrdom and suffering for Christ throughout his 

correspondence.  He clearly believed that God had chosen it for him, for he says that God had 

judged him “worthy” to bear the name of martyr (Mag. 1.2), by grace (Smyrn. 11.1); his chains 

for Christ brought praise to the churches that aided him on the journey (Mag. 1.2).  Having been 

set on this path, Ignatius deeply desired to suffer, but he was unsure whether he was worthy of it 

(Trall. 4.2).  He perceived that the fate of martyrdom was so worthy of honor that he was “eager 

to obtain” it and feared somehow that he would be disqualified; for this reason, he sought prayer 

from the Trallian community that he would be “reckoned worthy” (Trall. 12.3).  Indeed, for 

Ignatius, suffering for Christ was “achieving real selfhood”
593
—in a very real sense this was true 

because as a male in Mediterranean antiquity, honor was a matter of life and death, and Ignatius 

believed that suffering for Christ would bring great honor. 

Ignatius’ Epistle to the Romans emphasizes the honor of death for Christ’s sake and 

reveals that Ignatius was concerned that some in his audience might be stirred by love or envy to 

pursue his release.  He wished to make it to Rome in chains—and hoped he would be “reckoned 

worthy to reach the goal” by the will of God (Romans 1.1).
594

  At the same time, he believed that 

they were capable of interceding to prevent his execution—and feared that their love would 

prevent him from completing the honorable path he was walking (1.2-2.1).  Though he was a 

bishop in Syria far from Rome, God had judged him worthy to bring him to the west for 

execution; he pleaded with them not to prevent this, since such a death would be a good thing 

(2.2).   

                                                           
593

 “In Ignatius the ‘self’ does not really come into being until it suffers; suffering is not simply something 

that happens to a person. Rather, it is the means of achieving real selfhood. Ignatius told his readers that he was not 

yet ‘someone’ and would not be until he was perfected in Jesus Christ, that is, martyred (Eph. 3.1)” (Judith Perkins, 

“The ‘Self’ as Sufferer,” Harvard Theological Review 85 [1992], 264). 
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 Ignatius, Romans 1.1: “θέλημα ᾖ τοῦ ἀξιωθῆναί με εἰς τέλος εἶναι” (Lightfoot, Harmer, and 

Holmes, The Apostolic Fathers).  Translation from Lightfoot, Harmer, and Holmes, The Apostolic Fathers. 

 



 

263 

Ignatius appears to emphasize the rightness of his destiny because he believes that some 

in Rome would envy his position.  He therefore reminds them that they “never envied anyone” 

and called them to instruct their community not to envy him (3.1)—he clearly perceived his path 

as an honorable one and thought others would think the same.  For this reason, he wanted them 

to pray that he would have strength to desire death for Christ rather than failing to complete his 

path (3.2).  Ignatius then emphasizes his yearning for martyrdom (4-6) and that he desires to die 

for Jesus more than the honor of ruling “over the ends of the earth” (6.1).  His appeal to them not 

to prevent his execution culminates in his request that they take his side and God’s side rather 

than that of “the ruler of this age” (7.1).  In particular, he urges them not to “let envy dwell” 

among them (7.2).  He then appeals again to them to pray for him that he “may reach the goal” 

(8.3).   

Ignatius believed that execution for Christ was honorable; therefore, he stressed that his 

pending martyrdom was an honorable thing.  At the same time, he anticipated that some in the 

Roman Christian community would envy his position, so he addressed this potential response 

directly.  He seemed to acknowledge what an honorable thing it was for him to come from 

Antioch in the east and have the honor of being executed in Rome (2.2).  Would such an honor 

for a bishop outside of Rome have elicited envy from Christians in the seat of the Empire?  

Ignatius seems to have believed so.  This concern for the sensibilities of his Roman audience 

may have led to his strong emphasis on how worthy the church is—which is far more emphatic 

than what is found in his other greetings! 

What was behind Ignatius’ conclusion that suffering as a Christian was an honorable 

path?  At the heart of this appears to be his understanding of the cross, which is heavily 

influenced by 1 Corinthians 1:  
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“My spirit is a humble sacrifice for the cross, which is a stumbling block to unbelievers 

but salvation and eternal life to us.  Where is the wise?  Where is the debater?  Where is 

the boasting of those thought to be intelligent?”
595

 

 

With Paul, Ignatius appears to conclude that Jesus’ crucifixion, which the wise viewed as a 

stumbling block, was honorable.  Those “thought to be intelligent” boasted, but the cross brought 

“salvation and eternal life.”  Ignatius therefore offered his spirit as “a humble sacrifice for the 

cross;” he would embrace the shame of execution for Christ’s sake. 

 

The Churches’ Response to Ignatius 

In light of Ignatius’ assertion that suffering for Christ is honorable, it is not surprising that 

he would conclude that aiding him on his journey to Rome is also honorable.  When he makes 

entreaty to the Ephesian community that their deacon, Burrhus, might stay, he emphasizes that it 

would be “for your honor and the bishop’s” (Eph. 2.1); thus both the community and the bishop, 

who occupied a position similar to that of a father in the communities,
596

 would have their 

reputation enhanced.  In the same way, when he writes to the church in Philippi from Troas he 

mentions the companionship of Burrhus, who the churches of Ephesus and Smyrna sent as “a 

mark of honor,” saying that the Lord would “honor them” for this aid (Phil. 11.2).  The aid that 

the churches offered was significant and helped Ignatius continue faithfully on his path; in this 

way, his chains “sang the praises of the churches” (Mag. 1.2). 
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 Ignatius, Ephesians 18.1: “Περίψημα τὸ ἐμὸν πνεῦμα τοῦ σταυροῦ, ὅ ἐστιν σκάνδαλον τοῖς ἀπιστοῦσιν, 

ἡμῖν δὲ σωτηρία καὶ ζωὴ αἰώνιος. ποῦ σοφός; ποῦ συζητητής; ποῦ καύχησις τῶν λεγομένων συνετῶν;” (Lightfoot, 

Harmer, and Holmes, The Apostolic Fathers).  Translation from Lightfoot, Harmer, and Holmes, The Apostolic 

Fathers. 
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 For additional analysis of Ignatius’ perspective on the bishop taking a fatherly role in the Christian 

community, see Hans von Campenhausen, Ecclesiastical Authority and Spiritual Power in the Church of the First 

Three Centuries (Stanford, Calif: Stanford University Press, 1969), 101. 
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As with all persecution, the authorities’ death sentence for Ignatius was intended to 

shame him while warning others against a similar path; it would have been natural for some to be 

ashamed of Ignatius in view of his chains and destination.  However, he emphasizes that some 

were not.  He praises the Smyrneans because they “did not despise,” nor were they “ashamed 

of,” his chains (Smyrn. 10.2).  He also affirms that their bishop, Polycarp, loved his chains (Pol. 

2.3).  Whatever impact it had on their reputation or whatever risk was involved in associating 

with him, they engaged and supported Ignatius; one may conclude that they believed Ignatius’ 

situation was honorable, as Polycarp’s Letter to the Philippians later demonstrates. 

 

Honor for God and Defeat for Satan 

Ignatius viewed his pending execution in the context of a broader struggle, involving both 

the honor of God and the defeat of Satan.  Ignatius states emphatically that his path of suffering 

brought honor and not shame to God.  He was “sent for the honor of God” (Eph. 21.1) and had 

been “judged worthy of serving the honor of God” (Eph. 21.2).  In the same way, those who 

aided him on his journey did so “for the glory of God” (Mag. 15; Rom. 10.2).  In fact, when he 

anticipates intervention on his behalf from members of the church in Rome, he urges them to 

take God’s side and not that of “the ruler of this age” (Rom. 7.1); Ignatius emphasizes that envy 

would have been behind efforts to free him (Rom. 7.2). 

 

Conclusion 

The letters of Ignatius emphasize a simple and significant point: suffering and death for 

Christ, which seemed shameful to those on the outside, brought honor to God.  For this reason, it 

was honorable for Ignatius to walk this “worthy” path.  In the same way, the churches supported 
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Ignatius and were not ashamed of his chains because he brought honor to God through his 

suffering. 

The letters of Ignatius clearly had resonance in early Christianity and beyond.  This fact 

itself demonstrates that significant numbers from the generations that followed challenged 

cultural values by identifying suffering for Christ as honorable.  At the same time, this 

perspective would influence countless others in the decades that followed—in Rome, Asia, and 

beyond. 
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POLYCARP’S LETTER TO THE PHILIPPIANS 
 

 

[a] most distinguished crown ... and a splendid and imperishable renown 

 

Dionysius of Halicarnassus, Roman 

Antiquities 14.9.6
597

 

 

Polycarp, bishop of Smyrna, stands as a significant figure in the era of the apostolic 

fathers.  He is among those who aided Ignatius of Antioch in his journey to Rome as a prisoner 

and received one of his letters.  The account of his execution as a Christian is recorded in vivid 

and compelling detail in The Martyrdom of Polycarp.  The post-apostolic father Irenaeus sat 

under his teaching at a young age
598

 and was greatly influenced by him. 

While Irenaeus indicates that Polycarp wrote numerous letters,
599

 the one extant letter 

attributed to him and acknowledged as authentic is his Letter to the Philippians.
600

  Written in 

response to a letter from Philippi shortly after Ignatius was believed to have been martyred, the 

work addresses critical issues related to righteousness and an avaricious deacon named Valens.  

In view of Ignatius’ praise of Polycarp (Pol. 2.3) and his community (Smyrna 10.2) for not being 

ashamed of his chains, it is no surprise that The Letter to the Philippians reflects a similar 

perspective on suffering for Christ to that of the Syrian bishop, likening its honor to that of a 
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crown.  At the same time, continuity with Paul and not 1 Clement is evident in Polycarp’s vision 

of the Christian household, which affirms the moral agency and honor of men and women. 

 

Honor of Suffering for Christ  

Polycarp follows the same course as Ignatius, Hermas, and canonical writings in 

identifying suffering and execution for Christ as honorable.  While praising them in the greeting 

for the aid they provided for Ignatius and his companions, Polycarp identifies “chains” as “the 

diadems of those truly chosen by God and our Lord” (1.1)
601

; those persecuted for their 

profession were selected for the “renowned” path and honored.  Indeed, to emphasize this very 

thing, Polycarp adapts two of Jesus’ makarisms found in Matthew 5, urging them to remember 

“what the Lord said as he taught:…‘how honorable (μακάριοι) are the poor and those who are 

persecuted for righteousness’ sake, for theirs is the kingdom of God’” (2.3).
602

  Their suffering 

for righteousness is honorable; the basis of their honor is in the fact that God has granted them 

his kingdom. 

After emphasizing the honor of being persecuted for “righteousness’ sake,” Polycarp 

goes on to stress that Paul and others who were martyred should also be recognized as μακάριος 

(“honorable,” 2.3).  He first does so when acknowledging the apostle’s correspondence with 

them, mentioning the wisdom of the “the honorable (μακαρίου) and glorious Paul” (3.2).  Later, 

Polycarp makes a strong appeal for endurance: 
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 To the Philippians 1.1: “διαδήματα τῶν ἀληθῶς ὑπὸ θεοῦ καὶ τοῦ κυρίου ἡμῶν ἐκλελεγμένων” 
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“I urge all of you, therefore…to exercise unlimited endurance, like that which you saw 

with your own eyes not only in the honorable (μακαρίοις) Ignatius and Zosimus and 

Rufus, but also in others from your congregation and in Paul himself and the rest of the 

apostles.  Be assured that all these did not run in vain, but with faith and righteousness, 

and that they are now in the place due them with the Lord, with whom they suffered” 

(9.1-2).
603

 

 
Thus, in keeping with Jesus’ makarism, Polycarp identifies those who are persecuted for 

righteousness’ sake as honorable (μακάριος); indeed, Polycarp only uses the term for those who 

have been martyred for Christ.  He then affirms that their suffering was not in vain, for they were 

now “in the place due them” and with the Lord, “with whom they suffered” (9.2).  This echoes 

Polycarp’s earlier adaptation of Matthew 5: that those “persecuted for righteousness’ sake” are 

“honorable,”for they have received “the kingdom of God” (2.3), which was “due them.”  In this 

same vein, Paul is again identified as “honorable” (Latin beatus, 11.3) as the writing approaches 

its conclusion.
604

  Polycarp thus appears to set a precedent followed by later martyrdom 

accounts: associating μακάριος exclusively with Christian martyrs. 

Polycarp’s decision to keep the letters of Ignatius, and that of the church in Philippi to 

request them, as 13.2 indicates, demonstrates that they also viewed martyrdom as honorable.  

While Ignatius was a bishop, it is unlikely that his writings would have been held in regard 

unless they carried special authority and significance.  His martyrdom appears to have given him 

the honor and authority to be heard.  Polycarp and others retained Ignatius’ writings because they 

truly believed that suffering for Christ was honorable. 

                                                           
603

 To the Philippians 9.1-2: “Παρακαλῶ οὖν πάντας ὑμᾶς…ἀσκεῖν πᾶσαν ὑπομονήν, ἣν καὶ εἴδατε κατ᾽ 

ὀφθαλμοὺς οὐ μόνον ἐν τοῖς μακαρίοις Ἰγνατίῳ καὶ Ζωσίμῳ καὶ Ῥούφῳ ἀλλὰ καὶ ἐν ἄλλοις τοῖς ἐξ ὑμῶν καὶ ἐν 

αὐτῷ Παύλῳ καὶ τοῖς λοιποῖς ἀποστόλοις· πεπεισμένους ὅτι οὗτοι πάντες οὐκ εἰς κενὸν ἔδραμον ἀλλ᾽ ἐν πίστει καὶ 

δικαιοσύνῃ, καὶ ὅτι εἰς τὸν ὀφειλόμενον αὐτοῖς τόπον εἰσὶ παρὰ τῷ κυρίῳ, ᾧ καὶ συνέπαθον” (Lightfoot, Harmer, 

and Holmes, The Apostolic Fathers).  My translation of the Greek text. 

 
604

 Is beatus how μακάριος is translated into Latin for To the Philippians?  The context appears to support 

this, given how the adjective is used to describe Paul in 3.2.  The use of beatus in place of μακάριος in the Vulgate’s 

translation of Matthew 5:2-11 seems to support this.  But this can only be confirmed by accessing a Latin translation 

of 2.3, 3.2, and 9.1; unfortunately, the availability of this manuscript is significantly limited. 
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Raised with Christ 

The honor of martyrdom in the footsteps of Paul, Ignatius, and others is connected to the 

simple assumption that death is not the end.  Polycarp writes with this perspective in the 

background.  Those who die in Christ will be honored because they will be raised and will 

receive glory just as he did. 

Polycarp describes this reality early in the correspondence.  He begins by saying that God 

“raised our Lord Jesus Christ from the dead and gave him glory and a throne at his right hand” 

(2.1).
605

  The construction is similar to what Paul, 1 Peter, and Revelation emphasize: Jesus’ 

shaming crucifixion was followed by his vindication through resurrection and the restoration of 

his honor through God’s grant of glory and a throne at his right hand.
606

  Furthermore, just as 

Polycarp follows the canonical writers by emphasizing Christ’s vindication and subsequent 

glory, he similarly connects believers’ final destination with Christ’s: “But the one who raised 

him from the dead will raise us also, if we do his will and follow his commandments and love the 

things he loved…not repaying evil for evil or insult for insult or blow for blow or curse for 

curse” (2.2).
607

  In a strikingly similar way to 1 Peter, which links non-retaliation, the example of 

Christ, and believers’ vindication and glory, the passage asserts that the audience’s resurrection 

depends upon them not retaliating when affronted; thus, Polycarp counsels his audience not to 

conform to the world’s way of protecting individual and family honor, but to wait for God’s 

vindication. 

                                                           
605

 To the To the Philippians 2.1: “τὸν ἐγείραντα τὸν κύριον ἡμῶν Ἰησοῦν Χριστὸν ἐκ νεκρῶν καὶ δόντα 

αὐτῷ δόξαν καὶ θρόνον ἐκ δεξιῶν αὐτοῦ” (Lightfoot, Harmer, and Holmes, The Apostolic Fathers).  Translation 

from Lightfoot, Harmer, and Holmes, The Apostolic Fathers. 

 
606

 Cf. Phil 2:5-11; 1 Pet 1:11, 21; Rev 5. 

 
607

 2.2; cf. Phil 3:20-21; 1 Pet 4:13-14; Rev 3:21. 
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The writing recapitulates this message later to exhort them to behavior that is pleasing to 

and worthy of God.  Polycarp states: “If we please him in this present world, we will receive the 

world to come as well, inasmuch as he promised that he will raise us from the dead and if we 

prove to be citizens worthy of him, we will also reign with him—if, that is, we continue to 

believe” (5.2).
608

  The promise for a worthy life is “the world to come,” resurrection from the 

dead, and reigning with God; those who continue in faith and please him will have the honor of 

all of these things.  The life God had called them to would have left them diminished in the 

world’s way of accounting, but it would also result in great glory in the end. 

 

Polycarp’s Christian Household 

Polycarp employs his own ordering of the Christian household, which embraces a similar 

perspective to Paul, as opposed to the patriarchy and hierarchy evident in 1 Clement.  He appeals 

to his audience—addressing fathers and husbands—saying, “Let us first teach ourselves…” 

(διδάξωμεν ἑαυτοὺς πρῶτον, 4.1).  They were “then also” (ἔπειτα καὶ, 4.2) to teach their 

wives
609

; in this Polycarp appears to align with Paul’s instruction in 1 Corinthians 14:45 that the 

wives learn at home.   He further directs them to teach the widows (4.3).
610

   After the 

                                                           
608

 To the Philippians 5.2: “ᾧ ἐὰν εὐαρεστήσωμεν ἐν τῷ νῦν αἰῶνι, ἀποληψόμεθα καὶ τὸν μέλλοντα, καθὼς 

ὑπέσχετο ἡμῖν ἐγεῖραι ἡμᾶς ἐκ νεκρῶν καὶ ὅτι, ἐὰν πολιτευσώμεθα ἀξίως αὐτοῦ, καὶ συμβασιλεύσομεν αὐτῷ, εἴγε 

πιστεύομεν” (Lightfoot, Harmer, and Holmes, The Apostolic Fathers).  Translation from Lightfoot, Harmer, and 

Holmes, The Apostolic Fathers. 

 
609

 The construction “πρῶτον… ἔπειτα καὶ” (“first…then also” 4.1-2) indicates that the verb διδάξωμεν 

(“let us teach”) is assumed for 4.2; the implication is that the audience should first teach themselves and then their 

wives. 

 
610

 As with the wives, the verb διδάξωμεν (“let us teach”) is assumed for widows 4.3 in light of the parallel 

in case (accusative) and number (plural) with the wives (4.2).  Widows thus appear to function in Polycarp’s 

household in much the same way as a wife does, under the protection and care of the paterfamilias. 
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exhortation of 5.1, which appears to signify a transition,
611

 Polycarp emphasizes the appropriate 

behavior for other members of the community: deacons (5.2), young men (5.3), virgins (5.3), and 

presbyters (6.1).  Thus, men and unattached women are addressed directly as moral agents, but 

wives and widows are not; honor is thus shared among all, with paterfamilias exercising some 

responsibility over wives and widows in their care. 

 

Conclusion 

Polycarp’s Letter to the Philippians thus reflects a variety of influences in the context of 

the challenge to traditional honor and shame values.  On one hand, it continues in line with the 

canonical writers with its emphasis on the honor of suffering for Christ, which it connects to the 

honor of being raised with Christ.  Polycarp’s emphasis here bears striking resemblance to 

Ignatius, who is emphatic about the glory of suffering for Christ’s sake; indeed, Polycarp takes 

the step of employing μακάριος (“honorable”) exclusively for those who have been martyred.  At 

the same time, aligned with Paul and against 1 Clement, Polycarp embraces a leading role for 

husbands with their wives but rejects patriarchy and hierarchy; in  so doing, he emphasizes the 

honor of all. 

Polycarp’s perspective in regard to the honor of suffering for Christ would influence later 

writers.  This is especially evident in the account of his death for his Christian profession, 

recorded in The Martyrdom of Polycarp. 
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 William R. Schoedel, The Apostolic Fathers; A New Translation and Commentary, Volume 5, Polycarp, 

Martyrdom of Polycarp, Fragments of Papias, ed. Robert M. Grant (New York: T. Nelson, 1964), 19. 
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THE MARTYRDOM OF POLYCARP 
  

 

Who—only let him be a man and intent upon honor—is not eager for the honorable 

ordeal and prompt to assume perilous duties? 

 

Seneca, On Providence 2.2
612

 

 

Ignatius of Antioch and Polycarp demonstrate that second century Christians followed 

the canonical writings and honored suffering for the sake of Christ.  Indeed, these writings are 

emphatic about giving honor to such people and presenting them as an example to follow in the 

footsteps of Jesus and his apostles.  The Martyrdom of Polycarp continues in this tradition and 

represents the first in what would become a long tradition of extra-biblical accounts of Christian 

martyrs.
613

 

This compelling presentation of the martyrdom of the revered bishop of Smyrna has been 

widely discussed; it rings with authenticity, and most agree that it is a first-hand account.  From 

the very beginning, Polycarp is put forth as an exemplary martyr (1.2; 20.1) who suffers in 

conformity with Christ
614

 and in line with the gospel (1.2).  He does not come forward eagerly, 

exposing his brothers and sisters to harm, but lovingly (1.2) “in accordance with the will of God” 

(2.1).  Polycarp’s martyrdom is “honorable and noble” (2.1); the victorious and worthy nature is 
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 Translation from Carlin Barton, Roman Honor, 40. 

 
613

 For an introduction to the genre and a survey of early Christian accounts, see Candida R. Moss, Ancient 

Christian Martyrdom : Diverse Practices, Theologies, and Traditions (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2012).  

Note also the Timothy Barnes’ earlier article that surveys the pre-Decian accounts, “Pre-Decian Acta Martyrum,” 

Journal of Theological Studies 19 (1968): 509-31. 

  
614

 The writing presents countless parallels between Polycarp’s path to martyrdom and Christ’s passion, 

including his time in prayer prior to capture (5.1), prediction of his own capture and death (5.2), the involvement of 

an official named Herod in his capture (6.2), and others.  For a discussion of these parallels, their plausibility, and 

other questions related to the authenticity of the writing, see Sara Parvis, “The Martyrdom of Polycarp,” The 

Expository Times 118 (2006): 108. 



 

274 

demonstrated through the motif of the contest with Satan (2.2).  These themes are carried on 

throughout the writing as Polycarp remains faithful through capture, trial, and execution. 

 

The Honor of Martyrdom 

At its heart, The Martyrdom of Polycarp emphasizes that suffering for Christ is an 

honorable path and presents Polycarp as an exemplary model.  With all of the others who lost 

their lives (2.1), the writing identifies him as μακάριος (“honorable”) for his martyrdom (1.1; 

19.1; 21.1; 22.1, 3).  As with the bishop’s Letter to the Philippians, μακάριος appears to be 

employed in this writing to refer exclusively to martyrs. 

The writing makes it clear that not all martyrdoms are honorable.  The introduction points 

out that Polycarp suffered in accord with the gospel: in particular, he did not seek his own 

interests, but considered his “brothers and sisters” in love (1.2).  Quintus, on the other hand, 

forced himself and others to come forward voluntarily; then, when faced with going to the wild 

beasts, the man swore by the emperor and offered sacrifice (4).  The writing emphatically rejects 

this path of voluntary martyrdom, refusing to praise such actions: “for this reason therefore, 

brothers and sisters, we do not praise those who come forward, for the gospel does not so teach” 

(4).
615

 

Polycarp chooses a different and, according to the writing, more honorable path.  He first 

purposes not to leave Smyrna but defers to the persuasion of many and leaves the city (5.1).  In 

the eyes of the writer, the bishop’s decision to leave the city is not understood as evidence of 

cowardice, but rather indication that he is concerned about the community he serves and not 

                                                           
615

 The Martyrdom of Polycarp 4: “διὰ τοῦτο οὖν ἀδελφοί οὐκ ἐπαινοῦμεν τοὺς προδιδόντας ἑαυτούς 

ἐπειδὴ οὐχ οὕτως διδάσκει τὸ εὐαγγέλιον” (Lightfoot, Harmer, and Holmes, The Apostolic Fathers).  Translation 

from Lightfoot, Harmer, and Holmes, The Apostolic Fathers. 

 



 

275 

overly eager to be martyred; indeed, his decision to leave town permits him the opportunity to 

continue in prayer for saints  (5.1).  When, however, he receives a vision of his pillow burning, 

he concludes that it is God’s will that he be burned alive (5.2) and later refuses to escape again 

when the opportunity presents itself, saying, “The will of God be done” (7.1).  Ultimately, 

Polycarp is presented as fulfilling his lot (6.2)—for God had chosen him for his glory (20.1).  In 

fact, when he is placed on the pyre to be burned, he is found expressing gratitude to God that he 

was considered worthy to be found among the martyrs (14.1-2); Polycarp’s path is an honorable 

one which God had chosen for him. 

 

Death, Victory, and Glory 

In order to emphasize this point, The Martyrdom of Polycarp, in congruence with 

Revelation’s approach, uses the imagery of the contest to emphasize the glory of Polycarp and 

the other martyrs’ choice.  This is demonstrated from the beginning of the writing: 

“Honorable and noble, therefore, are all the martyrdoms that have taken place in 

accordance with the will of God (for we must reverently assign to God the power over all 

things).  For who could fail to admire their nobility and patient endurance and loyalty to 

the Master?  For even when they were so torn by whips that the internal structure of their 

flesh was visible as far as the inner veins and arteries, they endured so patiently that even 

the bystanders had pity and wept.  But they themselves reached such a level of bravery 

that not one of them uttered a cry or a groan, thus showing us all that at the very hour 

when they were being tortured the martyrs of Christ were absent from the flesh, or rather 

that the Lord was standing by and conversing with them….And in a similar manner those 

who were condemned to wild beasts endured terrible punishments—they were forced to 

lie on sharp shells and afflicted with various other forms of torture in order that he might, 

if possible, by means of the unceasing punishment compel them to deny their faith—for 

the devil tried many things against them” (2.1-2, 4).
616
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 The Martyrdom of Polycarp 2.1-2, 4: “Μακάρια μὲν οὖν καὶ γενναῖα τὰ μαρτύρια πάντα τὰ κατὰ τὸ 

θέλημα τοῦ θεοῦ γεγονότα· δεῖ γὰρ εὐλαβεστέρους ἡμᾶς ὑπάρχοντας τῷ θεῷ τὴν κατὰ πάντων ἐξουσίαν ἀνατιθέναι.
 
 

τὸ γὰρ γενναῖον αὐτῶν καὶ ὑπομονητικὸν καὶ φιλοδέσποτον τίς οὐκ ἂν θαυμάσειεν; οἱ μάστιξιν μὲν καταξανθέντες, 

ὥστε μέχρι τῶν ἔσω φλεβῶν καὶ ἀρτηριῶν τὴν τῆς σαρκὸς οἰκονομίαν θεωρεῖσθαι, ὑπέμειναν, ὡς καὶ τοὺς 

περιεστῶτας ἐλεεῖν καὶ ὀδύρεσθαι. τοὺς δὲ καὶ εἰς τοσοῦτον γενναιότητος ἐλθεῖν ὥστε μήτε γρύξαι μήτε στενάξαι 

τινὰ αὐτῶν, ἐπιδεικνυμένους ἅπασιν ἡμῖν ὅτι ἐκείνῃ τῇ ὥρᾳ βασανιζόμενοι τῆς σαρκὸς ἀπεδήμουν οἱ μάρτυρες τοῦ 

Χριστοῦ, μᾶλλον δέ ὅτι παρεστὼς ὁ κύριος ὡμίλει αὐτοῖς.…ὁμοίως δὲ καὶ οἱ εἰς τὰ θηρία κατακριθέντες ὑπέμειναν 

δεινὰς κολάσεις, κήρυκας μὲν ὑποστρωννύμενοι καὶ ἄλλαις ποικίλων βασάνων ἰδέαις κολαζόμενοι ἵνα, εἰ δυνηθείη, 
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Their suffering is thus described as “honorable” and “noble” (2.1).  What is the basis of this 

description?  The writer observes their “nobility,” “patient endurance,” and “loyalty to the 

Master” (2.2), as demonstrated through their response to the tortures that they faced (2.2-4).  

When opposed and tortured, they showed the noble virtues befitting to a warrior; for both The 

Martyrdom of Polycarp and Revelation, death for the sake of the Christ is worthy of honor. 

Polycarp and the other martyrs are described much the same way as many of those of 

Revelation—in battle with the devil.  The trials and tortures they faced were indicative of Satan’s 

work; the writing comments that he had “tried many things against them” (2.4).  The account 

affirms that the devil did not prevail against them and offers the example of “the most noble” 

(γενναιότατος) Germanicus who encouraged others by his example and “fought with the wild 

beasts in an outstanding way” (3.1);
617

 the young man is presented as engaged in contest against 

the devil rather than merely as a victim.   The imagery thus presents the martyrs as noble 

champions who have gained glory through death
618
—which the watching crowds affirm (3.2). 

Polycarp’s exchange with the proconsul and his subsequent execution is fashioned in 

much the same way.  As he enters the stadium to face the official, a voice is heard from heaven, 

                                                                                                                                                                                           
διὰ τῆς ἐπιμόνου κολάσεως εἰς ἄρνησιν αὐτοὺς τρέψῃ· πολλὰ γὰρ ἐμηχανᾶτο κατ᾽ αὐτῶν ὁ διάβολος” (Lightfoot, 

Harmer, and Holmes, The Apostolic Fathers).  My translation of the Greek text. 

 
617

 The Martyrdom of Polycarp 3.1: “ὃς καὶ ἐπισήμως ἐθηριομάχησεν” (Lightfoot, Harmer, and 

Holmes, The Apostolic Fathers).  Translation from Lightfoot, Harmer, and Holmes, The Apostolic Fathers. 

 
618

 The Martyrdom of Polycarp thus presents themes employed again and again by Christian authors, as 

Robin Lane Fox (Pagans and Christians [New York: A. A. Knopf, 1987], 436) explains: “In Christian texts, martyrs 

were idealized as athletes and prizefighters in a supernatural combat.  Their struggle was less with the worldly 

officials than with the Devil, which stood behind them.  Justin had already written to tell the Emperor Pius that 

persecution was not the work of the Emperors, but of wicked demons: historians of administration have been slower 

to take this point.  Christians transposed the imagery of the earthly arena and its pagan games to their own martyrs’ 

combats with Satan.” 
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saying, “Be strong, Polycarp, and show yourself a man” (9.1).
619

  Indeed, as he engages the 

proconsul, Polycarp shows himself as an honorable and faithful witness, while the proconsul 

fails to conform to legal procedure by giving him a proper hearing (cf. 10.1).
620

  Furthermore, he 

is faithful in death.  Upon his death, the writing offers this assessment of his martyrdom as 

victory: Polycarp “was now crowned with the crown of immorality and won a prize no one could 

challenge” (17.1).
621

  Indeed, the account conceives of his martyrdom as victory over the 

proconsul: “By his endurance he defeated the unrighteous magistrate and so received the crown 

of immortality” (19.2).
622

  What is true for the Christian martyrs of Revelation is true for 

Polycarp: death is victory. 

 

Conclusion 

The Martyrdom of Polycarp therefore follows in the tradition of Revelation, Ignatius of 

Antioch, and Polycarp’s Letter to the Philippians in identifying martyrdom for Christ as an 

honorable path.  In this, it offers a significant qualification: offering oneself up for martyrdom or 

forcing others to do so was not a worthy path.  Furthermore, it employs μακάριος (“honorable”) 

exclusively to describe martyrs, a practice which it likely inherited from Revelation or 

                                                           
619

 The Martyrdom of Polycarp 9.1: “Ἴσχυε Πολύκαρπε καὶ ἀνδρίζου” (Lightfoot, Harmer, and 

Holmes, The Apostolic Fathers).  My translation of the Greek text. 

Lightfoot et al (The Apostolic Fathers, 315) compare it to Joshua 1:7; this reference may be at the 

background, but the emphasis on manly valor is evident. 

 
620

 For further discussion of the proceedings as presented in the text and the Proconsul’s apparent failure to 

follow Roman traditions of justice, see Parvis, “The Martyrdom of Polycarp,” 109-10. 

 
621

 Judith Perkins (The Suffering Self: Pain and Narrative Presentation in the Early Christian Era [London 

and New York: Routledge, 1995], 111) thus emphasizes the significance of how Polycarp’s death is presented: “The 

martyrs are never portrayed as victims, but their ordeals are incorporated into the universal and traditional ideology 

of the athletic games.” 

 
622

 The Martyrdom of Polycarp 19.2: “διὰ τῆς ὑπομονῆς καταγωνισάμενος τὸν ἄδικον ἄρχοντα καὶ οὕτως 

τὸν τῆς ἀφθαρσίας στέφανον ἀπολαβών” (Lightfoot, Harmer, and Holmes, The Apostolic Fathers).  Translation 

from Lightfoot, Harmer, and Holmes, The Apostolic Fathers. 
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Polycarp’s Letter to the Philippians.  The account envisions, in much the same way as 

Revelation, the profession of faith and resulting martyrdom as a noble contest against powerful 

opponents that accrued honor to the one who suffered.  Death was victory! 

This perspective would prove compelling for later writings as well. 
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“THE LETTER FROM THE CHURCHES OF VIENNE AND LYONS” 

 

 

The slave dared not say outright what he wished to say. 

Plato, Phaedrus 3
623

 

 

 

As the Christian message spread throughout the Mediterranean region, so did persecution 

of the growing number of Christ-followers.  But, as in earlier settings, these challenges 

demonstrated how radically the movement’s honor and shame values diverged from that of its 

social context. 

The early church annalist Eusebius of Caesarea provides an example of this in a letter 

from his Ecclesiastical History that appears to originate in late second century Gaul.  This letter, 

purported to be from the churches of Vienne and Lyons, recounts serious persecution in the 

region that resulted in the martyrdom of numerous people from their churches.  It begins with the 

mob’s anger and continues when the civic officials and governor become involved at the behest 

of the crowds.  The imprisonment and torture leads some to recant while others die in 

confinement.  The account culminates with the death of a few notable leaders among the martyrs, 

including the slave Blandina, who epitomizes the honor of the martyrs in spite of her frailty and 

the shame of her circumstances. 

The correspondence reveals a thoroughgoing, significant challenge to traditional honor 

and shame values.  It first does so through what may be the letter’s central message that suffering 

and martyrdom for the name of Christ is honorable.  In the process, the writing also demonstrates 

Christian martyrdom as an avenue through which the weak, status-poor, and marginalized could 

achieve honor. 
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 Translation from Joseph Hellerman, Reconstructing Honor, 140. 
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Honorable Saints in Noble Contest 

“The Letter from the Churches of Vienne and Lyons” emphasizes that suffering and 

martyrdom for the Christian profession are honorable through the metaphor of the noble contest.  

Rather than victims exposed to shame, they are engaged as athletes and contend against powerful 

enemies.  Suffering persecution and death for their profession is victory rather than defeat and 

brings glory and honor.  In the process, it becomes evident that they neither suffer nor triumph 

alone—their victory is through and with Christ unto the Father’s glory.  In these, the 

correspondence bears similarities to Revelation and The Martyrdom of Polycarp. 

What the martyrs endure is envisioned as a conflict that ennobles participants.  They are 

described as “noble” (γένναῖος, Eusebius, EH 5.1.17, 19, 36, 54), endure “nobly” (γενναίως, 

5.1.7, 20, 54), and give “noble” testimony (5.1.30).  These “athletes” (ἀθλητὴς, 5.1.19, 36) are 

engaged in “contest” (ἀγὼν, 5.1.11, 36, 40, 42 [2x]).  This is a far cry from defining them as 

shamed victims, as their persecutors have attempted to do. 

What also becomes apparent is that they are dealing not merely with their persecutors—

the mobs, civic officials, and governor—but engaged in contest against the greater adversary, 

Satan; in this, the correspondence follows Revelation and The Martyrdom of Polycarp.  Their 

contest would result in one of two outcomes: they would be faithful through severe suffering for 

their profession, even unto death, and be victorious, or they would deny their faith and be 

defeated (5.1.18, 23-24, 39, 52).  Indeed, the situation of the servant Blandina demonstrates this: 

she endured numerous rounds of torture, having thus overcome “the crooked serpent” and 

“adversary” in “many contests” (5.1.42).  Whether their persecutors (5.1.18, 24, 39, 58) or the 

greater foe are mentioned (5.1.6, 23, 27, 42), the account envisions a very real contest against 
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powerful opponents—and so suffering and death could truly be described as overcoming (5.1.36, 

54, 58).   

If the nature of their opponents looked to another world, so did their reward.
624

  The glory 

they garnered through suffering was subject to a future revelation (5.1.6).
625

  What they had done 

was glorious in God’s sight (5.1.17; cf. 5.1.23, 27, 35).  Through their deaths, they had won the 

“crown of immortality” (5.1.36, 42). 

In particular, since God had judged the martyrs’ behavior as honorable, they gain an 

honorific title.  Just as Polycarp’s Letter to the Philippians and The Martyrdom of Polycarp 

describe martyrs as μακάριος (“honorable”) and employ the term exclusively for them, so also 

does the correspondence (5.1.4, 19, 27, 29, 47, 54).  Later writings from third-century Carthage 

would use the term’s Latin equivalent, beatus, in a similar fashion. 

Another similarity to canonical sources involves the letter’s association of the believers’ 

suffering and glory with Christ.  Sanctus, a deacon from from Vienne, did not suffer alone when 

his body lost its shape, but Christ also suffered in him—demonstrating “great glory” defeating 

“the adversary” (5.1.23).  It was Christ who negated the devil’s “torments” through “the 

endurance of the honorable saints” (5.1.27).
626

  Pothinus, the old and diseased bishop of Lyons, 

was kept alive through persecution in order that “Christ might triumph” through his martyrdom 

(5.1.29).  Finally, it was only through putting on “the great and invincible athlete, Christ”
627

 that 
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 Perkins (The Suffering Self, 119) thus relates the cosmic significance of their enemies to the gravity of 

their reward: “By such labeling, the Christian texts banish their enemies beyond the natural world itself, and display 
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the “small,” “weak” and “despised” woman Blandina “overcame the adversary in many contests” 

(5.1.42).
628

  As a result, their sufferings “greatly glorified” Christ (5.1.47) and allowed them to 

offer “one wreath” of “various colors” to the Father (5.1.36). 

 

New Avenues to Honor for the Marginalized 

In the process of redefining what is honorable, “The Letter from the Churches of Vienne 

and Lyons” also defines martyrdom as a path to honor for the low and weak.  This is 

demonstrated especially vividly through the example of Blandina, the slave woman and Christian 

martyr.  It is difficult to understate her importance to the story; not only is Blandina mentioned 

throughout the story, but hers is the final martyrdom described. 

The letter’s first presentation of Blandina depicts her as a paradox, a “character” who 

“manifests the Christian inversion of societal categories”
629
: “through [her] Christ showed that 

things which are mean and obscure and contemptible among men are vouchsafed great glory 

with God” (5.1.17).
630

  She is described as “mean,” “obscure,” and “contemptible;” the narrative 

later indicates that she’s a slave (5.1.18).  Indeed, she is perceived as so weak that her fellow 

believers, including her owner, fear that Blandina’s weakness would cause her to waiver in her 

profession (5.1.18).  But her status, sex, and weakness would make her a perfect example of 
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 Eusebius, EH 5.1.42: “μέγαν καὶ ἀκαταγνώνιστον ἀθλητὴν Χριστόν ἐνδεδυμένη” (Schwartz, Eusebius 
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Christ’s power in weakness, inverted social categories, and reversal of honor values.  She 

endured, and the ordeal provided evidence that the lowly in men’s eyes receive glory from God. 

The account describes Blandina’s endurance as remarkable.  Her first day of torture 

ended with her tormentors stopping because they had no more torture to do—and they 

acknowledged “that they were beaten” (5.1.18); as the torture went on, “the honorable woman, 

like a noble athlete, kept gaining vigor in her confession” (5.1.19).
631

  Later, she was taken to the 

arena and endured being hung from a stake for the wild beasts (5.1.42).  The account describes 

her preservation “for another contest:” “…for small and weak and despised as she was, she had 

put on the great and invincible athlete, Christ; she had overcome the adversary in many contests, 

and through the struggle had gained the crown of immortality” (5.1.42).
632

  The writing thus 

recapitulates the earlier statements about her low status, inferiority, and weakness, and then 

recognizes that because she had “put on” Christ, “the great and invincible athlete,” she had been 

both victorious and crowned. 

Blandina’s martyrdom is the final one recounted.  Though a slave, she is described as 

honorable (μακάριος) and likened to a “noble mother” who has sent forth the earlier martyrs, like 

children, to a glorious ending (5.1.54).  Then, she “departs” with joy, and so demonstrates that 

her exit is in honor and not shame (5.1.54).  The woman enters “an essentially male context,” the 

arena—which would have certainly shocked the audience
633
—and vividly demonstrates the early 

Christian inversion of honor values. 
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Blandina is thus evidence of a world turned upside-down.  Shaming persecution and 

martyrdom for Christ’s sake is glorious.  A contemptible, weak, female slave is honored by God.  

Death is victory. 

 

Conclusion 

“The Letter from the Churches of Vienne and Lyons” demonstrates that the challenge to 

honor and shame values evident in the earlier writings had extended to Gaul as well.  At the heart 

of the inversion of honor values was the metaphor of noble contest which the composer employs 

to great end in his account of persecution and martyrdom.  Martyrs are valiant athletes rather 

than victims.  Their human foes function with cosmic forces at the background.  Death for the 

sake of their confession is victory—and redounds to great, eternal glory.  No wonder the writing 

describes the martyrs as μακάριος just as Polycarp’s Letter to the Philippians and The 

Martyrdom of Polycarp do, perhaps due to the influence of Revelation. 

The slave woman Blandina emerges from the contest as the example par excellence of the 

early Christian challenge to traditional honor values.  She is lowly and weak, a woman and a 

slave, and yet in the economy of Christ she shows forth as the most valiant of all the martyrs, 

surpassing even the martyred bishop Pothinus.  In the final account she stands alone as the 

honorable mother who has encouraged and sent the other martyrs, her children, on as 

“triumphant to the king” (5.1.54). 
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IRENAEUS OF LYONS 

 

 

“You are blessed beyond all men upon earth, for I have revealed to you these mysteries.” 

 

The Savior to Peter in Pistis 

Sophia 1.37
634

 

 

Ignatius of Antioch, Polycarp of Smyrna, and the martyrs of Vienne and Lyons 

responded to authorities’ opposition with uncompromising fidelity to their Christian profession 

that expressed itself in a revaluation of honor; they embraced the shame of persecution for their 

profession.  Irenaeus of Lyons, who studied under the teaching of Polycarp in his youth and late 

in the second century succeeded the martyred bishop Pothinus in Lyons, did not address the 

external threats that his predecessors faced; rather, his landmark work Against Heresies, 

responds to Gnosticism and other heterodox perspectives from within the Christian movement.  

In spite of the fact that his writings address different circumstances, Irenaeus also presents a 

challenge to traditional honor values. 

Irenaeus responds to Gnostic and related teaching by thoroughly critiquing both their 

doctrine and behavior; it is in the latter critique that he embraces the canonical writings’ 

perspective on honor and shame.  In response to heterodox teaching that emphasized esoteric 

knowledge for an elite group, he challenged their boastful arrogance and urged the distinctly 

Christian virtue of humility.  At the same time, Irenaeus embraces Jesus’ rejection of retribution 

and vacates the honor challenge.  In both of these areas, he embraces countercultural values 

championed by Jesus and the canonical writers. 
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Against the Self-Exaltation of the Heretics 

Irenaeus’ Against Heresies adds a strong critique of the heretics’ way of life in addition 

to his thorough analysis and critique of their teaching.  In particular, he asserts again and again 

that the emphasis that many of them place on hidden knowledge given to a special, enlightened 

group is inconsistent with the gospel; such a perspective led to arrogant, lawless behavior.  Thus, 

when speaking of the Valentinians, who he claims are engaged in the “impiety” of seducing 

married women, Irenaeus laments that “they highly exalt themselves, and claim to be perfect, 

and the elect seed” (AH 1.6.4).
635

  Since they have access to secret tradition, they think they are 

enlightened and occupy an exalted position and so justify their contemptible behavior; Irenaeus 

emphasizes that such boastful claims to honor are shameful—especially in light of the behavior 

that accompanies it.  In the same way, he later identifies their behavior as wicked and laments 

their “arrogance” and attitude of superiority (AH 1.31.3).  Ultimately, the claims of such people 

are “vainglory,” and their path to restoration must ultimately be the counter-cultural path of 

“humbling themselves” (AH 2.11.2). 

Indeed, Irenaeus describes the perspective of such men who claim superiority based on 

knowledge—whether Valetinus, Ptolemaeus, or Basilides—as boasting or vainglory.  Such men 

“maintain that they have searched out the deep things of God,” but reveal ignorance on countless 

things (AH 2.28.9).
636

  They are revealed as something less than they claim to be and their claims 

to honor are rejected. 
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Irenaeus employs distinctly Christian, countercultural virtues and vices in his argument 

against heterodox teaching.  By rejecting their claims as vainglory and self-exaltation and 

emphasizing that such men should humble themselves,
637

 he reverses traditional honor values as 

the canonical writers, The Didache, The Epistle of Barnabas, and 1 Clement do. 

 

Refusing the Honor Challenge and Retribution 

Against Heresies also conforms to earlier tradition’s challenge to honor values through its 

rejection of retribution and by refusing even to participate in honor challenge.  Indeed, Irenaeus’ 

emphatic message in this regard recapitulates significant teaching from Jesus:  

“[Jesus] commanded [His disciples] not only not to hate men, but also to love their 

enemies;…and not only not to strike, but even, when themselves struck, to present the 

other cheek [to those that maltreated them]; and not only not to refuse to give up the 

property of others, but even if their own were taken away, not to demand it back again 

from those that took it; and not only not to injure their neighbours, nor to do them any 

evil, but also, when themselves wickedly dealt with, to be long- suffering, and to show 

kindness towards those [that injured them], and to pray for them, that by means of 

repentance they might be saved--so that we should in no respect imitate the arrogance, 

lust, and pride of others” (2.32.1).
638

 

 

Thus, in following with Jesus’ teaching, when challenged with a blow to the face, they were not 

to respond in kind (cf. Mt 5:39 par Lk 6:29).  When asked for others’ property or even their own, 
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they were not to pursue its return; this is directed in light of Jesus’ appeal to “give to those who 

ask of you…and do not demand it back” (Lk 6:30; cf. Mt 5:42).  Rather, when harmed or injured, 

they were to respond with patience and kindness, praying for the one who had affronted them (cf. 

Mt 5:44; Lk 6:27).  Retaliation, the response that would have secured their honor and that of 

their family, was rejected; rather than demonstrating arrogance or pride, they gave honor to those 

unworthy of it through praying for them (cf. Mt 5:44).  Again, Irenaeus embraces a counter-

culture approach related to honor in line with the teaching of Jesus, Paul, 1 Peter, and Polycarp, 

among others. 

 

Conclusion 

Against Heresies stands in contrast to Irenaeus’ forerunners in the second century with its 

weighty theological response to heterodox teaching within the Christian community.  While it 

addresses different themes, it remains in continuity with these and earlier Christian writings in its 

inversion of honor-shame values.  Boasting and claims to elite knowledge are rejected and 

humility is embraced.  Furthermore, with other writings, Irenaeus embraces Jesus’ shameful 

refusal to engage the honor challenge. 
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THE EPISTLE TO DIOGNETUS 
 

 

For the moment this is the line I have taken with all persons brought before me on the 

charge of being Christians. I have asked them in person if they are Christians, and if they 

admit it, I repeat the question a second and a third time, with a warning of the punishment 

awaiting them. If they persist, I order them to be led away for execution; for whatever the 

nature of their admission, I am convinced that their stubbornness and unshakable 

obstinacy ought not to go unpunished. 

 

Pliny the Younger (Letter 10.96) to 

the Emperor Trajan in 112 CE
639

 

 

 

The early Christians were moved by their martyrs and leaders who refused to deny their 

faith, taking great pains to preserve their memory, but, unsurprisingly, those outside the 

community had questions about such behavior.  The Epistle to Diognetus, an early Christian 

apology, reflects this reality at its outset, purporting to explain “what God they believe in and 

how they worship him, so that they all disregard the world and despise death” (1.1).
640

  In the 

process, the writing, which likely traces to the late second century but has an uncertain origin,
641

 

emphasizes the inversion of honor values and the worthy path of those who suffer for Christ.  At 

the same time, it illustrates another fundamental challenge to expected values by demonstrating 

their rejection of retaliation in the face of such shaming persecution. 
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Disregarding the World and Despising Death 

The early Christians’ disregard of their society’s traditions and embrace of shameful 

death had caused such consternation for outsiders that they became known for this sort of 

behavior.  The explanation that The Epistle of Diognetus provides for their actions is a simple 

one: “They are dishonored yet they are glorified in their dishonor; they are slandered, yet they 

are vindicated” (5.14).
642

  Their suffering and abuse brought vindication; at the same time, their 

ordeal, though it involved dishonor, also led to their glory.  What would lead the author to say 

this? 

It is reasonable to believe that their perspective on persecution was informed by earlier 

tradition.  Had they known about Jesus’ teaching on the matter?  Or that of 1 Peter or 

Revelation?  Though the passage does not state it explicitly, it is possible that The Epistle of 

Diognetus had prior writings in mind. 

What the writing does make explicit is that their violent, public deaths actually served as 

evidence that their path was honorable.  The Epistle of Diognetus adopts the same conclusions as 

Revelation, The Martyrdom of Polycarp, and “The Letter from the Churches of Vienne and 

Lyons” in regard to the significance of their ordeals, identifying them as victors and not victims: 

“[Do you not see] how they are thrown to the wild beasts to make them deny the Lord, and yet 

they are not conquered?  Do you not see that as more of them are punished, the more others 

increase?” (7.7-8)
643

  Indeed, the apology concludes that their suffering actually encourages other 
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Christians to faithful witness unto death.  Such honorable deaths were not to be despised, but 

rather imitated. 

Near the end of the first source within the document—which finishes at 10.8—the 

apologist not only emphasizes the honor of suffering for Christ, but expresses his expectation 

that Diognetus would ultimately recognize the wisdom of their decision and honor of their path 

when he sees the judgment that is coming. 

“[T]hen you will both love and admire those who are punished because they refuse to 

deny God, then you will condemn the deceit and the error of the world, when you realize 

what is the true life in heaven, when you despise the apparent death here on earth, when 

you fear the real death, which is reserved for those who will be condemned to the eternal 

fire that will punish to the very end those delivered to it.  Then you will admire those who 

for righteousness’ sake endure the transitory fire, and you will consider them blessed 

[μακαρίσεις], when you comprehend the other fire…” (10.7-8).
644

 

 

The present world is full of “deceit” and “error,” not to be compared to the true life that is to 

come.  And the “transitory fire” Christians presently endure because of their profession does not 

compare to the “fire” that is to come—The Epistle to Diogentus contends that the one who sees 

the difference will consider them “honorable” (μακαρίσεις, 10.8) and will despise death as they 

do (10.7; cf. 1.1).  Thus, as the writing appears to approach its original conclusion, it provides 

one final demonstration of how the early Christians had inverted cultural values by honoring 

those who suffered and died for their confession. 
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Non-Retaliation and the Paradox of Christian Experience 

The Epistle of Diognetus also demonstrates the early Christians’ challenge to traditional 

honor values by mentioning theirrefusal of retaliation.  A few examples within a series of 

paradoxes about the believers’ experiences reveal the extent to which they continued to diverge 

from sanctioned defense of their own honor: “They love everyone, and by everyone they are 

persecuted….They are reviled, yet they bless; they are insulted, yet they show honor” (5.11, 

15).
645

  The Christian practice is thus described as love for everyone; when affronted, they 

respond by giving honor rather than trying to preserve their own honor through retaliation.  In 

this they follow a long tradition within the movement of choosing a weak response rather than 

the sanctioned male response that would have defended their honor. 

 

Conclusion 

Not much is certain about The Epistle of Diognetus: its origin is shrouded in mystery, its 

author is unknown, and its authentic conclusion is lost.  Nevertheless, the probable late second 

century document demonstrates Christianity’s continued challenge to traditional honor and 

shame values.  In an era where Christ’s followers gained a reputation for despising death, the 

writing emphasizes the honor of such a path.  Furthermore, it displays that their ongoing practice 

in the face of affront was the weak response of non-retaliation—a sure way to lose face.  These 

perspectives would continue to be influential within growing faith, well into the third century. 
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CONCLUSION 
 

 

Christianity flourished in Asia and beyond in the second century; its growth in this area 

and era can hardly be discussed apart from the writings of and accounts related to three bishops.  

The first, Ignatius of Antioch, passed though the area en route to his martyrdom in Rome and left 

a lasting influence through his letters.  Polycarp of Smyrna, the second and an addressee of one 

of these letters, sent a collection of Ignatius’ writings with his own instructions to Philippi; he 

would later suffer his own memorable death for Christ and leave a significant mark as well.  

Before serving as bishop of Lyons and writing the landmark Against Heresies, Irenaeus studied 

under Polycarp’s teaching as a boy in Smyrna; that he avoided martyrdom in the persecution 

addressed above that claimed Pothinus, his predecessor in the bishopric and numerous others 

may be due to a fortuitous trip to Rome on church business.  Whatever the origin and province of 

The Epistle to Diognetus, it is evident that Ignatius, Polycarp, and Irenaeus and their related 

writings helped precipitate the questions among outsiders that the apology would attempt to 

address.  Together, these demonstrate how the early Christian challenge to honor values 

continued and developed. 

The honor of suffering for Christ, which was emphasized in the canonical writings and 

The Shepherd of Hermas, is a significant theme in the letters of Ignatius, Polycarp’s Letter to the 

Philippians, The Martyrdom of Polycarp, “The Letter from the Churches of Vienne and Lyons,” 

and The Epistle of Diognetus.  Each in its own way stresses the high honor of martyrdom, which 

may follow from the influence of Revelation in light of its origin in Asia and significant 

emphasis on suffering for Christ unto death.  Μακάριος (“honorable”), which is often used by 

Revelation to identify honorable behavior (1:3; 14:13; 16:15; 19:9; 20:6; 22:7, 14), is employed 

exclusively to describe martyrs in Polycarp’s Letter to the Philippians, The Martyrdom of 
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Polycarp, and the correspondence from Vienne and Lyons; this appears to demonstrate the 

influence of the Apocalypse.  The Martyrdom of Polycarp and “The Letter from the Churches of 

Vienne and Lyons” present the martyrs in contest with the devil and imperial opponents, which 

bears striking resemblance to the saints’ conflict with Satan in Revelation; Ignatius views his 

own experience through the same lens, describing his pending martyrdom as for “the honor of 

God” and his opposition as acting on Satan’s behalf.  Many were not ashamed of Ignatius on his 

journey, others requested and distributed his letters, and Polycarp’s martyrdom inspired a new 

genre of writing; this demonstrates the degree to which the movement had embraced persecution 

and death for Christ as honorable. 

Polycarp’s Letter to the Philippians adapts additional themes from canonical and other 

early writings.  With Paul, 1 Peter, and Revelation, Polycarp emphasizes the honor of being 

raised with Christ—whatever they may have lost would eventually be restored.  In addition, 

Polycarp embraces an approach similar to Paul and 1 Peter in regard to patriarchy, envisioning 

wives in submission to their husbands but treating other members of the Christian community as 

independent moral agents; this stands in contrast with 1 Clement, The Shepherd of Hermas, and 

the letters of Ignatius, which envision bishops as exercising the power of a paterfamilias and so 

diminishes the honor of others in the community. 

“The Letter from the Churches of Vienne and Lyons” goes even further to empower 

women through the example of the slave Blandina.  Though lowly and physically weak, her 

martyrdom reveals a new path to honor for women.  In the process, she exemplifies the early 

Christian inversion of honor and shame values. 

Polycarp’s Letter to the Philippians, Irenaeus’ Against Heresies, and The Epistle of 

Diognetus adopt Jesus of Nazareth’s teaching on non-retaliation and rejection of competition for 
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honor, teaching that challenges honor-shame values.  Significantly, this tradition is also 

employed by Paul, 1 Peter, The Didache, and 1 Clement. 

Finally, Irenaeus adapts a key emphasis from Jesus in his arguments against heterodox 

doctrine: he laments their boasting and self-exaltation and identifies the countercultural path of 

humility as their way of restoration.  Paul, 1 Peter, The Didache, Barnabas, and 1 Clement all 

articulate a similar perspective, albeit in different contexts.  

As time passed and Christianity grew and spread, the movement’s challenge to traditional 

honor-shame values would continue and change.  This will be evident in the final two chapters, 

which address Carthage in the first half of the third century. 
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CHAPTER 7: 

 

EARLY THIRD CENTURY CARTHAGE 
 

 

 

Jesus, Paul of Tarsus, and countless early Christians challenged Mediterranean society’s 

honor-shame values in deep and significant ways.  The movement presented a compelling 

alternative to the dominant culture, with its emphasis of the shared honor of all those in Christ 

and its rejection of competition for honor.  Furthermore, the assertion that suffering for Christ’s 

sake was honorable took deep root and exerted significant influence as many faced opposition in 

their homes, neighborhoods, and cities; such perspective seems to have influenced both martyrs 

and those who recounted their stories. 

Christians in third-century Carthage were greatly influenced by this perspective, as 

members of the community faced hardship and even death for their confession.  In the process, 

their actions challenged the Roman socio-political order as they often undermined the authority 

of fathers.  In particular, women like Perpetua, whose diary serves as the basis of one of the more 

compelling acta martyrum, challenged fatherly authority in the home and the church, stimulating 

continued development of early Christian honor-shame values.   
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THE PASSION OF PERPETUA 
 

 

“Open your dresses, bare your arms, knot the sleeves around your thighs, let your legs 

give open access to your wombs.  There is no chastity when you’re a slave; you wear a 

veil for marriage, not for rape!” 

 

Hecuba to Troy’s defeated women in 

Seneca’s Trojan Women 88-91.
646

 

 

What power could a woman in the ancient world exert in response to male aggression?  

The Passion of Perpetua, written from North Africa at the beginning of the third century CE, 

demonstrates that a young woman could exercise tremendous authority in her family, church, 

and city in that era.  The account vividly illustrates the capacity even a young mother has to 

influence societal mores.  With her courage in harrowing circumstances and her assertiveness 

when confronted with patriarchal and political authority, Perpetua overturns Roman hierarchy in 

Carthage, endures a serious ordeal as a victor rather than a victim, and presents a surprising 

challenge to traditional honor-shame values. 

While Perpetua is vivid and startling in its own right, the writing expresses the 

divergence from dominant culture evident in earlier writings.  Suffering for the Christian 

profession is a worthy path, and martyrs are engaged in noble contest against the devil.  Rather 

than rejecting those who are imprisoned for their faith, members supported the incarcerated 

without shame as though they were their own brothers and sisters.  Their kinship in the Christian 

faith meant that they shared equal standing and honor in the community regardless of gender, 

status, and position.  The young noblewoman Perpetua is at the heart of this inversion of societal 

values and stands as an empowered woman, intractable and strong against the urges of her father 
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 Translation from Lucius Annaeus Seneca and Frederick Ahl, Trojan Women (Ithaca: Cornell University 
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and demands of the Roman authority; Perpetua’s strength increases through her imprisonment, 

suffering, and death for her Christian profession. 

The young noblewoman Vibia Perpetua’s diary serves as the heart and basis of The 

Passion of Perpetua.  After a brief introduction to the writing, which appears to envision 

Perpetua’s story through the lens of Montanism
647

 and claims to provide eyewitness testimony to 

the suffering of Perpetua and her fellow martyrs, the diary carries the narrative for the first ten 

chapters. 

The protagonist, who had recently given birth to a son and was among a number of 

catechumens who were arrested, demonstrates that martyrdom is an honorable path worthy of 

imitation.  After her baptism (3.5), Perpetua receives a vision that foretells that she would be 

condemned: she and Saturus scale a narrow ladder, stepping on the dragon’s (Satan’s) head and 

climbing past various weapons to make it into a garden (heaven) with a shepherd (God) and 

thousands of people clothed in white (4.8). 

Following this first vision, Vibia Perpetua is urged to abandon her faith.  First her father, 

in his second recorded visit to the prison, pleads with her to change course (5.1-4).  Later, she is 

brought before the procurator Hilarianus, who urges her to sacrifice for the welfare of the 

emperors; when she refuses, she is sentenced to death ad bestias (6.3-6). 

Perpetua later receives three other visions.  The first envisions her brother Dinocrates, 

who had died some years before as a boy, suffering (7).  Upon seeing his affliction, she prays 

and receives a vision indicating that he had been delivered from his suffering—salvation had 

come to him (8).  The diary culminates in her final vision, which she receives the day before she 
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was to go to the beasts: in it, she is led to the amphitheater and experiences her coming ordeal 

not as a victim, but as a male champion who overcomes an Egyptian and receives a branch 

signifying victory (10).  Perpetua envisions what was to happen to her in the arena as “contest” 

against Satan (10.14-15); this understanding would influence the perspective of the narrator in 

the chapters that follow. 

The account builds to the martyrs’ ordeal in the arena.  It reveals Saturus’ vision of his 

and Perpetua’s deliverance to heaven (11-13).   Later, Perpetua’s slave and fellow-catechumen 

Felicitas delivers her daughter “two days before the contest” (15).  Perpetua’s boldness with the 

military tribune to request better circumstances for all of the prisoners is also mentioned (16). 

The writing culminates in the martyrs’ exposure to the beasts.  Perpetua and the others go 

to their deaths with boldness, composure, and faith; the narrator makes it clear that the events 

occur in conformity with what had previously been revealed in the visions (18-21).  A postscript 

concludes the Passion, emphasizing the martyrs’ significance for the church: “Ah, most valiant 

and blessed martyrs!  Truly you are called and chosen for the glory of Christ Jesus our Lord!  

And anyone who exalts, honors, and worships his glory should read for the consolation of the 

Church these new deeds of heroism which are no less significant than the tales of old.”
648

 (21.11)  

Anyone who has studied the reception of this writing in compelling detail knows that it has 

fulfilled its stated purpose, having influenced countless readers. 
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 The Passion of Perpetua 21.11: “O fortissimi ac beatissimi martyres! o uere uocati et electi in gloriam 

domini nostri Iesu Christi! quam qui magnificat et honorificat et adorat, utique et haec non minora ueteribus 

exempla in aedificationem Ecclesiae legere debet" (Herbert Musurillo, The Acts of the Christian Martyrs [Oxford: 
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From Shameful Victims to Noble Champions 

Among the most significant messages The Passion of Perpetua presents is that of the 

honor of martyrdom.  The narrative highlights this perspective in countless ways. 

Early in Perpetua’s diary, she recounts how her brother described her as “greatly 

privileged” and encouraged her to ask for a vision (4.1).  The vision she receives, her first one, 

serves to reinforced her standing as “greatly privileged” and honorable.  In the vision, she sees a 

narrow ladder with weapons on both rails and a dragon at the bottom (4.3-4).  Next, she sees 

Saturus, who was not among her fellow prisoners, scale the ladder first; upon reaching the top, 

he calls to her: “I am waiting for you” (4.6).  She follows, stepping on the dragon’s head;
649

 

Perpetua’s repetition in Latin “calcarem, calcavi” emphasizes “her treading on the dragon’s head 

and begins a pattern that stresses the priority of the lower half of the body over the upper that 

continues through her narrative” (4.7).
650

  After defeating the dragon and scaling the ladder, she 

finds her way to a garden and encounters a gray-haired shepherd who welcomes her among 

thousands clothed in white, saying, “I’m glad you have come, my child” (4.9).
651

  Based on what 

she saw, Perpetua concludes that she would be martyred. 

The vision vividly demonstrates that her path of suffering would be honorable, 

transforming the shame of her circumstances into glory.  She overcomes the dragon, who 

represents Satan, treading on his head as Christ did (cf. Gen 2:15).  Her movement up the ladder 

from low to high implies an elevated position; when she comes upon a garden with a shepherd it 

is clear that she occupies heaven, a far more advantageous place.  Not only that, but she has the 
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 The imagery appears to reference the promise of Genesis 3:15 that Adam’s seed would trample the 

serpent’s head; like Christ, Perpetua would have her own victory over Satan. 
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 Perkins, The Suffering Self, 106. 
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 The Passion of Perpetua 4.9: “Bene venisti, τέκνον” (Musurillo, The Acts of the Christian Martyrs).  
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privilege of being welcomed by God, represented by the gray-haired shepherd, as “my child;” in 

a society that attached honor to family name, there was no better father.  The path before her 

would ultimately enhance her standing. 

 

Perpetua’s fourth vision, which she saw the night before her martyrdom, would 

accomplish much the same thing as the first, transforming the shame of being executed ad 

bestias to the honor of noble contest.  She recounts being led to the amphitheater and her surprise 

at finding a crowd, but no beasts there (10.5).  Rather, she encounters a “vicious” Egyptian, who 

was there with his assistants to fight her (10.6).  In preparation for the contest, her clothes were 

stripped off—and she discovers that she was a man, readied for the match (10.7).  The stakes of 

her fight are made clear by the gladiator trainer of “marvelous stature:” defeat would mean death 

at the hand of the Egyptian, but victory, the reward of a branch with golden apples (10.9), like 

the apples awarded “at Apollo’s games in Carthage, the occasion of her imminent death.”
652

  

Fists flew; as her opponent grasped for her feet, she kept striking his face with her heals (10.10).  

Then, after she pummeled him and grabbed his head, he fell and she “stepped on his head” 

(10.11).  The fight concludes with shouting from the crowd, songs from her assistants, and a kiss 

from the trainer with the greeting, “Peace be with you, my daughter!” (10.12-13).
653

  Edith 

Perkins explains the significance of her vision: 

“Each detail of the contest affirms the dominance of the lower half of the body.  This 

Christian victory is explicitly offered in terms that emphasize the subversion of the top by 

the bottom, metaphorically conveying a subversive social message.  Perpetua accepts her 

prize, walking from the arena through the victors’ gate in triumph (in gloria).”
654
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 The Passion of Perpetua 10.13: “Filia, pax tecum” (Musurillo, The Acts of the Christian Martyrs).  

Translation from Musurillo, The Acts of the Christian Martyrs. 
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This vision inverts reality: execution as a Christian actually brings honor and the shameful 

exposure of a young woman to the beasts by civic authorities is to be understood as her triumph.  

Perpetua concludes after awaking from her dream, “I realized that it was not with the wild 

animals I would fight but with the Devil, but I knew that I would win the victory” (10.14).
655

 

The imagery of Perpetua’s fourth vision continues the narrative’s redefining of honor.  As 

a martyr for her confession, she would not be a powerless victim; instead, she was engaging with 

Satan in noble contest.  When her body is exposed before the watching crowd and a vicious foe, 

she discovers that she is not revealed in feminine shame, but as a man in all his strength.  The 

authorities meant to make a spectacle of her, but her vision subversively redefined her death as 

an encounter in which she would trample Satan under her feet and overcome the authority that 

condemned her.  Her victory, won at great cost, would gain her the cheers of the watching 

crowd, the prize of the golden apples, and safe passage into the victor’s gate.
656

  The honor she 

had gained is reinforced by the words of Christ, the gladiator trainer, who addresses her as “my 

daughter” (10.13); again, her place in God’s family secures her a place of honor.  The dream thus 

creates an alternate reality: a woman is a man; being thrown to the beasts is actually noble 

contest; and persecution and death for Christian profession is actually honorable rather than 

shameful. 
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  The Passion of Perpetua 10.14: “et intellexi me non ad bestias, sed contra diabolum esse pugnaturam; 

sed sciebam mihi esse uictoriam” (Musurillo, The Acts of the Christian Martyrs).  Translation from Musurillo, The 
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 Perkins (The Suffering Self, 111) aptly summarizes the significance of this vision, which concludes 
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The vision of the amphitheater redefines Perpetua’s understanding of her martyrdom that 

continues throughout the writing.  She describes the night before her death as “the eve of the 

contest”
657

 and then again refers to her pending execution as “the contest” (10.15).  The narrator 

picks up this usage of “contest,” later in the writing as well.
658

 

 

Following Perpetua’s diary, the narrative turns to a vision Saturus had prior to “the 

contest.”  Though it is not subversive in the same way as Perpetua’s visions, it is full of surprises 

and also stresses the honor of martyrdom for Christ.  The vision describes Perpetua and Saturus’ 

arrival to heaven after their execution.  They are delivered there by four angels (11.2); when they 

arrive, they are greeted by four other angels who “pay them homage” and remark “in admiration” 

when they see the martyrs, “They are here!” (11.7)  The two are asked to enter and “greet the 

Lord” (11.10); upon entry they witness a scene similar to the cosmic court of Revelation 4, with 

the elders worshiping and crying, “Holy, Holy, Holy” (12.2).  Saturus imagines the Lord as a 

white-haired, aged man with a youthful face; the martyrs’ interaction with him is intimate as they 
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 G. W. Bowersock (Martyrdom and Rome [Cambridge; New York: Cambridge University Press, 1995], 
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kiss him and he touches their faces with his hand (12.5).  They depart with a “kiss of peace” 

from the elders (12.6). 

An encounter outside the gates adds a surprising, interesting dimension to the vision.  

After they leave the presence of the Lord, they encounter the bishop, Optatus, on the right and 

the presbyter, Aspasius, on the left; both were in sorrow (13.1).  The two fall to Saturus and 

Perpetua’s feet and ask them to make peace between them (13.2); the martyrs respond with 

surprise that their leaders would fall to their feet and lovingly embrace them (13.3).  Perpetua 

and Saturus attempt to settle the quarrel, but are prevented by the angels, who seem to want to 

close the gates on the bishop and presbyter (13.4-7). 

The vision emphasizes the honor of the martyrs in significant ways.  They are carried by 

the angels to heaven.  Everyone—from the angels to the elders to the leaders—holds them in 

high esteem.  They are welcomed into the Lord’s presence and greeted intimately by him.  It is 

clear that they are held with high honor. 

Saturus and Perpetua’s interaction with the bishop and presbyter is noteworthy and calls 

attention to the martyrs’ high standing.  The leaders fall to their feet and plead for their help
659
—

actions that are all the more significant in light of Perpetua’s gender!
660

  Their respective 

locations provide notable contrast as well, since Perpetua and Saturus are invited in while the 

church leaders appear to be at risk of being shut out of the presence of God.  Thus, the martyrs—
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including a woman—find themselves in an honorable position, ahead of the church leadership 

hierarchy. 

 

The description of the day of their execution continues the writing’s emphasis on the 

honor of the martyrs and martyrdom.  The day is introduced as “the day of their victory” (18.1).  

Felicitas, who had given birth just two days before, was described as a “gladiator” who would 

“fight the beasts” (18.3).  When resisting the garb of Saturn and Ceres to the authorities, 

Perpetua is described as “noble” (18.4); later, as they enter the arena, the narrator observes that 

she had begun the battle already through singing a psalm, saying that “she was already treading 

on the head of the Egyptian” (18.7), in reference to her fourth vision.
661

 

The martyrs’ behavior in the amphitheater only serves to reinforce their honor.  After 

Perpetua was knocked down by a mad heifer, she returned to her feet and fastened her hair back 

in place “lest she might seem to be mourning in her hour of triumph” (20.5).
662

  Peter Brown 

acknowledges the significance of her actions: 

“She would not be seen with her hair flowing loose, as if she were a woman ‘dissolved by 

her mourning.  For this was the day of her own good cheer, the day of her triumph in the 

Lord.  Hers was a munus, a public display.  Her spirit-filled courage enabled her to outdo 

the mood of solemn celebration, in which the citizens of Carthage had gathered, on the 

birthday of the heir apparent, to humiliate and annihilate their enemies, with a playful 

exuberance that was a peculiarly chilling aspect of the Roman order.”
663

 

 

As in other parts of the narrative, Perpetua is presented in the mold of the strong, subversive 

woman who will not be overcome; as before, shame is redefined as honor. 
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The final description of the martyrs’ deaths also reinforces their honor, as they 

courageously and dispassionately face their deaths: 

“And so the martyrs got up and went to the spot of their own accord as the people wanted 

them to, and kissing one another they sealed their martyrdom with the ritual kiss of 

peace.  The others took the sword in silence and without moving, especially Saturus, who 

being the first to climb the stairway was the first to die.  For once again he was waiting 

for Perpetua.  Perpetua, however, had yet to taste more pain.  She screamed as she was 

struck on the bone; then she took the trembling hand of the young gladiator and guided it 

to her throat.”
664

 (21.7-9)
665

 

 

They all encounter death willingly and without resistance.  Perpetua epitomizes this approach, 

ultimately guiding the sword to her own throat; she “gets the better of everyone involved in her 

death.”
666

  It is significant that, the narrative describes them as actively engaging contest rather 

than as shamed victims.  Fittingly, the writing ends with the following postscript about the 

martyrs: 

“Ah, most valiant and blessed (beatissimi) martyrs!  Truly you are called and chosen for 

the glory of Christ Jesus our Lord!  And anyone who exalts, honors, and worships his 

glory should read for the consolation of the Church these new deeds of heroism which are 

no less significant than the tales of old.” (21.11)
667
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 The Passion of Perpetua 21.11: “O fortissimi ac beatissimi martyres! o uere uocati et electi in gloriam 
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While Musurillo translates beatissimi as “most blessed” in the passage, the preferred rendering 

appears to be “most honorable.” Beatus (the basis for the superlative beatissimi) is the Latin 

equivalent of μακάριος, which we have already noted is best interpreted as “honorable” in the 

Greek text;
668

 since the Vulgate employs beatus for μακάριος in the New Testament, it appears 

that such reflects popular Latin usage in the period.
669

  The only other usage of beatus in 

Perpetua is found in 14.2, in reference to the “most honorable martyrs Saturus and Perpetua.”
670

  

The Passion of Perpetua follows Polycarp, The Martyrdom of Polycarp and “The Letter from the 

Churches of Vienne and Lyons” in its use of μακάριος, or its equivalent, exclusively to describe 

martyrs as honorable. 

 

Starting with Perpetua’s diary and throughout the narrative, The Passion of Perpetua 

demonstrates the honor of martyrdom in vivid colors.  Perpetua and her fellow martyrs are 

described throughout the story as noble and honorable—in their interaction with those who 

would dissuade them from their course, in response to governing authorities, and in their 

“contest” in the amphitheater.  Furthermore, the visions of Perpetua and Saturus illustrate the 

deep reality behind the current circumstances: their course is honorable, not shameful; it elevated 

them within the church hierarchy; and it would lead to their vindication in the end.  All of this is 
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striking and significant for Perpetua, who sets aside the honor of bearing and raising a worthy 

son—the sanctioned route of honor for a woman in Mediterranean antiquity—in order to become 

a martyr and the matron Christi (18.2). 

 

New Father, New Family, New Values 

At the heart of The Passion of Perpetua’s inversion of honor and shame values is a 

radical challenge to patriarchy.  Such is especially evident in Perpetua’s rejection of her father’s 

authority and her embrace of a new father (God) and a new, surrogate kin group (the Christian 

community).  Her costly behavior fundamentally challenges the Roman system and ultimately 

leads to a radical redefinition of what is honorable. 

The relationship between Perpetua and her father differs from the expected relationship 

between father and daughter.  While traditional family roles required a daughter to carefully 

protect her reputation in order to avoid bringing shame to her father, Perpetua’s profession of 

faith leads her on a course that brings her father public humiliation.  As the narrative progresses, 

Perpetua is increasingly empowered and honored for her suffering while her father is diminished. 

The first conversation between the Roman pater familias and his daughter is recorded 

early in the writing.  Perpetua’s father wishes to dissuade her from her position, but does not 

succeed: 

“He does not, in fact, attack Perpetua but departs ‘vanquished,’ as Perpetua says, ‘along 

with his diabolical arguments’ (3.3).  ‘Vanquished’ (victus), Perpetua’s new identity, as a 

Christian, allows her to begin her narration by presenting herself as overcoming her 

father, the pater familias,  the pivot of legitimate authority in the Roman system.”
671

 

 

Through her resistance to her father’s “diabolical arguments” (3.3), Perpetua creates a gap 

between her and her father that will only widen as the narrative develops. 
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After Perpetua is baptized, her father returns to visit her and urges her to change course.  

He emphasizes the negative impact it would have on him and the rest of her family: “Do not 

abandon me to be the reproach of others.  Think of your brothers, think of your mother and your 

aunt, think of your child, who will not be able to live once you are gone.  Give up your pride!  

You will destroy all of us!” (5.2-4)
672

  He then falls to her feet and addresses her as “mistress” 

(5.5).
673

  This is hardly the behavior one would expect from a father addressing a daughter; 

Perkins rightly concludes that “[t]he entire scene is presented in terms of radically reversed 

hierarchy.”
674

  As the scene concludes, Perpetua is the one who shows calm and courage as she 

responds to her father’s pleadings and concern for his own reputation; she expresses her trust in 

God (5.6).
675

  Again, the daughter rejects traditional loyalties
676

 and is empowered, while the 

father loses face and their relationship fractures. 

Their final conversation, shortly after Perpetua’s confession before Hilarianus, completes 

the dissolution of their relationship.  He again visits her in prison; Perpetua’s recounting of the 

interchange “underscores the reversed hierarchical world her conversion has brought into 

being.”
677

  After pulling hairs from his beard and throwing them down, he falls to her feet (9.2).  
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The cumulative impact of these actions is stunning: “This body imagery, enacting the downthrow 

of what is above, continues, in a visual rendition, the challenge that Perpetua’s continued 

disobedience to her father’s authority constitutes.”
678

  Ultimately, the father, whose power serves 

as the anchor of the Roman system, is revealed as impotent as he leaves the narrative, never to 

return; Perpetua is abandoned by her father. 

However, the narrative vividly demonstrates that Perpetua is left neither fatherless or 

without a family.
679

  In fact, in two of her visions God is her father.  In her first vision, the gray-

haired shepherd, who represents God, addresses her as “child” (4.9).  Later, the gladiator trainer 

in the fourth vision, who also represents God, calls her “daughter” after she defeats the Egyptian 

(10.13). 

In the same way, the narrative emphasizes a strong sibling bond within the Christian 

community and among the martyrs.  Members of the church provide aid to the confessors while 

they are imprisoned, “in accordance with Mediterranean kinship norms;”
 680

 in one case they 

bribe prison officials to provide them with better circumstances for a time (3.7).  The vision of 

Saturus describes the fellow-believers they encounter in heaven as “brethren” (13.8).  Later, the 

martyr Felicitas entrusts her newborn daughter to another believer—described in the narrative as 

a “sister” (15.7).
681

  Finally, Perpetua exhorts her fellow martyrs to filial affection while they 

face their ordeal in the amphitheater: “You must all stand fast in the faith and love one another” 
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(20.10).
682

  Joseph Hellerman concludes that “the Christians at Carthage viewed themselves as a 

surrogate kinship group.”
683

 This perspective may be confirmed by Perpetua’s “kiss of peace” to 

her fellow martyrs—which included slaves—without regard to status (21.7).
684

 

The new father and family relationships ultimately challenged the dominant cultural 

values.  In particular, everyone in the community was to receive honor.  Such is exemplified in 

the vision of Saturus, who describes both a bishop and a presbyter falling to his and Perpetua’s 

feet (13.2).  As noted, this episode illustrates the honorable position of the martyrs and it 

challenges hierarchy by placing a newly-baptized woman on equal standing with (or above) a 

bishop.  Perpetua and Felicitas’ ordeal in the amphitheater furthers the challenge to cultural 

values: when knocked down by the “maddened cow” Perpetua rises to her feet, raises the slave 

girl Felicitas up, and stands with her, hand in hand, in the arena.  Sarah Parvis comments on the 

significance of this action: 

“And in that gesture her theology of the family of God is most perfectly encapsulated.  

The young matrona, well born, and liberally educated, who chose to throw her lot in with 

slaves and criminals and be their mother and sister and daughter, is to be brought down 

by the Roman judicial and gubernatorial system, as a class traitor and a family traitor, and 

made an example of.  But she brings the judicial system down, and brings her 

companions up, lifting Felicity from the dust to stand beside her, undefeated, matrona 

and slave together.”
685
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Perpetua stands in the midst of a hierarchal, stratified society and by her actions brings down 

patriarchal and judicial authority and raises up her new kin group.
686

  Within the family of faith, 

honor is shared—between slave and free, and between bishop and new convert. 

 

Conclusion 

Ignatius of Antioch and The Martyrdom of Polycarp have demonstrated the tremendous 

influence early Christian martyrs had on the movement’s honor and shame values.  They helped 

chart a course in which these communities distinguished themselves from the broader culture, 

especially by identifying suffering and martyrdom for Christ as honorable. 

The Passion of Perpetua continues in the same tradition while adding its own 

community-altering perspective.  Martyrdom for Christ is once again revealed as full of glory; 

the imagery of contest is used to underscore the honor, not shame, of their death.  The account 

also follows by exclusively employing beatus, the Latin counterpart to μακάριος, to describe 

martyrs as honorable.   However, Perpetua goes further with its radical vision of slave and 

master, male and female, and bishop and convert, sharing the same status as siblings within the 

family of faith.  Francine Cardman aptly explains why the ordeals of Perpetua, Felicitas, and 

other women, including the slave Blandina from second century Gaul, so profoundly impacted 

their communities: 

“In their passage from life to death, women martyrs profoundly unsettled the 

social and familial relationships on which their world depended for its coherence.  

Cultural sensibilities were shattered by the graphic demonstration of women’s suffering 

and the toleration of public violence against their bodies.  The ambiguities of female 
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sexuality—its beauty, vulnerability, and reproductive capacity—were heightened as 

female bodily experience was both confirmed and contradicted in martyrdom.  For 

women especially, the making of a martyr meant the unmaking of the body—her own as 

well as her world’s.”
687

 

 

As destructive as these ordeals were for both men and women, they became formative for their 

communities.  The influence of martyrs like Perpetua will become evident in writings of another 

Christian from Carthage at the turn of the third century, Tertullian, the father of Latin Christian 

theology. 
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TERTULLIAN 
 

 

That which appears most splendid is done with great and exalted spirit and in disregard of 

the concerns of mortal life. 

 

Cicero, On Duties 1.18.61
688

 

 

In the same period that Viba Perpetua and her fellow catechumens were executed for 

their confession at Apollo’s games in Carthage, Tertullian was in the city contending for 

Christianity against threats that he perceived from within and without.  Tertullian’s writings—

including his apologetical, anti-heretical, and moral works—provide a window into North 

African Christianity at the turn of the third century.  Furthermore, they detail the early Christian 

challenge to honor and shame values in that context. 

Tertullian is widely recognized as a brilliant writer and the Latin church’s first 

theologian.  Yet for all of his brilliance, modern readers have expressed an aversion toward him, 

labeling him as harsh—a misogynist and a radical.  Nevertheless, Tertullian stands as a one of 

Christianity’s significant apologists and reveals a great deal about the movement in early third 

century Carthage. 

His range of writings reflect strong continuities with Jesus, Paul of Tarsus, and the 

Christian writings that followed them in regard to honor and shame; at the same time, Tertullian 

uniquely contributes to the movement’s challenge to these deeply-held cultural values.  He 

describes new avenues for women to achieve honor while warning them against the dangers of 

not wearing a veil.  In a period that witnessed significant persecution, Tertullian emphasizes 

suffering and martyrdom for Christ as a glorious route, employing the imagery of contest and 

battle to make his point; under the influence of Montanism, his perspective on these issues goes 

                                                           
688

 Translation from Barton, Roman Honor, 44. 

 



 

315 

to an extreme, as he rejects the option of fleeing persecution.  Furthermore, he continues with 

earlier tradition by rejecting riposte and emphasizing God’s impartiality. 

 

Living Like Angels, Dressing Like Women 

With the Christian movement’s growth, continence was increasingly valued, as men and 

women attempted to transcend the shame that went along with sex—so they avoided it 

altogether.  Tertullian strongly asserts what earlier writers only implied about this practice: that 

continence is honorable. 

Tertullian emphasizes this in To My Wife when he discusses her options if he were to 

precede her in death.  He reminds his wife of Christian women (“sisters”) they have known who 

have chosen continence after they were widowed: 

“To meet these its counsels, do you apply the examples of sisters of ours whose names 

are with the Lord, ----who, when their husbands have preceded them (to glory), give to no 

opportunity of beauty or of age the precedence over holiness.  They prefer to be wedded 

to God.  To God their beauty, to God their youth (is dedicated). With Him they live; with 

Him they converse; Him they handle by day and by night; to the Lord they assign their 

prayers as dowries; from Him, as oft as they desire it, they receive His approbation as 

total gifts. Thus they have laid hold for themselves of an eternal gift of the Lord; and 

while on earth, by abstaining from marriage, are already counted as belonging to the 

angelic family.  Training yourself to an emulation of (their) constancy by the examples of 

such women, you will by spiritual affection bury that fleshly concupiscence, in abolishing 

the temporal and fleeting desires of beauty and youth by the compensating gain of 

immortal blessings” (1.4.3-5).
689
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In essence, Tertullian describes such women as “wedded to God,” “dedicated” to him (1.4.3-4).  

By choosing continence, they are “already counted as belonging to the angelic family” (1.4.4)—

that is, they experience the honor of being like the angels, free from the impurity associated with 

sex, which is the ultimate outcome of those who are Christ’s.
690

  If she follows their example, she 

will “gain immortal blessings” (1.4.5).  By choosing continence when she loses her husband, the 

widow receives the blessings and the honor of the next world. 

Tertullian makes the honor of such a choice explicit later in the writing.  He goes so far 

as to assert that choice of continence is more honorable for a widow who chooses it than a young 

virgin who has never experienced married life: 

“For, concerning the honours which widowhood enjoys in the sight of God, there is a 

brief summary in one saying of His through the prophet: ‘Do thou justly to the widow 

and to the orphan; and come ye, let us reason, saith the Lord.’ These two names, left to 

the care of the divine mercy, in proportion as they are destitute of human aid, the Father 

of all undertakes to defend. Look how the widow's benefactor is put on a level with the 

widow herself, whose champion shall ‘reason with the Lord!’ Not to virgins, I take it, is 

so great a gift given.  Although in their case perfect integrity and entire sanctity shall 

have the nearest vision of the face of God, yet the widow has a task more toilsome, 

because it is easy not to crave after that which you know not, and to turn away from what 

you have never had to regret. More glorious is the continence which is aware of its own 

right, which knows what it has seen.  The virgin may possibly be held the happier, but 

the widow the more hardly tasked; the former in that she has always kept ‘the good,’ the 

latter in that she has found ‘the good for herself.’ In the former it is grace, in the latter 

virtue, that is crowned” (1.8.1-3).
691
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Tertullian looks to Isaiah’s prophecy to emphasize the honor “widowhood enjoys in the sight of 

God”—a “gift” not offered to virgins (1.8.1).  Furthermore, he reasons that the task of a widow is 

more toilsome because the virgin turns away from something she has never experienced, while 

the widow gives up something she has already known; such that “the continence which is aware 

of its own right” is “more glorious” (1.8.2).  The passage then reaches its climax, noting that the 

virgin has been graced with “the good,” because virginity is “grace” that is “crowned,” but that 

the widow finds for herself “virtue, that is crowned” (1.8.3).  The former receives the honorable 

position as a gift; the latter achieves it for herself.  Both virginity and continent widowhood are 

honorable paths for women, but the latter exceeds the former.  It is significant that both paths are 

encouraged for women, since the traditionally sanctioned path for female honor was to marry, 

and birth worthy male offspring. 

 

Whatever honor there was in continence, in general, and virginity, in particular, did not 

eliminate in Tertullian’s reckoning the necessity of veiling for virgins, to conform with societal 

standards.  As Peter Brown notes, the practice of going without a veil had been accepted in other 

Christian communities as an expression of the virgin’s liberation and the broader community’s 

hope: 

“[P]articularly in Syria, high hopes gathered around the gesture of sexual renunciation: to 

have renounced sexual activity meant something more than to have brought sexual urges 

under control by rigorous self-discipline.  Renunciation and baptism into the Church 

declared the power of sex null and void.  Possession of the Holy Spirit conferred by 

baptism was thought to lift men and women above the vast ‘shame’ of the human 

condition.  To stand unveiled among believers was to declare the fullness of the 

redemption brought by Christ.  These were symbolic gestures, limited to the assembly of 

the believers, and permitted only to continent women.  They may not have had any 

appreciable effect on the day-to-day behavior of the average Christian man and woman.  
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Yet, in the church at least, an unveiled, continent woman was a stunning sight.  Her open 

face and free hair summed up the hope of all believers: ‘I am not veiled because the veil 

of corruption is taken from me’; . . . I am not ashamed because the deed of shame has 

been removed from me.’”
692

 

 
As I will show, Tertullian rejected such behavior both on the grounds that it was boastful and 

that it raised sexual desire among members of the congregation.
693

 

While Tertullian expresses these ideas repeatedly in his writings, a passage from On 

Prayer succinctly communicates this viewpoint.  He begins by noting the contradiction between 

their unveiling in Christian worship and veiling in public.  Then, he critiques such behavior as 

boasting and vain exhibition by quoting Paul: “If it is a gift from God and ‘thou hast received it, 

why dost thou boast,’ says the Apostle, ‘as if thou hast not received it;’”
694

 such behavior is 

“vanity” (22.9).  Furthermore, their action “condemns other women” because it invites other 

women to the same sort of exhibition (22.9).  At the same time, it creates a risk for the virgin 

herself to lose the very thing she “boasts of” and endangers others by arousing sexual desire; she 

should have “blushed” at the “shame” of her exposed head (22.9).  “The misogyny to which 

Tertullian appealed so insistently was, in his opinion, based on unalterable facts of nature: 

women were seductive, and Christian baptism did nothing to change this fact.”
695

  In this, the 

third-century apologist diverges from the first-century apostle: while Paul emphasizes female 

head coverings to avoid humiliating husbands in the Corinthian community (1 Cor 11:1-16), 

Tertullian emphasizes the vanity of exhibitionism and the threat of female sexuality. 
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On the Veiling of Virgins, which he composed later, under the influence of Montanism, 

reinforces this perspective.  Just as it was chastity for a man to blush in shame if he saw an 

unveiled virgin, so it was for a virgin to blush when seen (2.5); virgins were to remain covered 

and avoid the risk of provoking sexual desire.  Furthermore, virgins had an honorable place, but 

“public honor” was prohibited (9.6); they were called to avoid such a path since their honorable 

position was given by God (13.3-6). 

Tertullian clearly believed that women’s choice of dress was frequently motivated by 

their desire to enhance other’s perception of them.  Just as he described virgins going without 

veils as vanity and pursuing public honor, he identifies rich dress as doing the same thing.  In 

The Apparel of Women, Tertullian asserts that such pursuit of glory and self-exaltation was not 

fitting for those who “profess humility” (3.2).  This mirrors the exhortations in earlier Christian 

writings toward humility and to avoid pride. 

 

“Condemned, He Renders Thanks” 

As in prior writings and the contemporary Passion of Perpetua, Tertullian repeatedly 

presents martyrdom as honorable.
696

  As time goes on and he is increasingly influenced by 

Montanism, his position becomes more and more extreme. 

Christians experienced persecution in Carthage at the turn of the third century and 

Tertullian’s writings often have that harsh reality at the background.  In his Apology, written to a 

Roman audience, he addresses the injustice of such actions and defends Christians against 
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numerous accusations.  In particular, he describes the Christian’s response to being identified 

and accused as a Christian: 

“But what is there like this in the Christian's case?  The only shame or regret he feels, is 

at not having been a Christian earlier.  If he is pointed out, he glories in it; if he is 

accused, he offers no defense; interrogated, he makes voluntary confession; condemned 

he renders thanks.  What sort of evil thing is this, which wants all the ordinary 

peculiarities of evil-fear, shame, subterfuge, penitence, lamenting?” (1.12-13).
697

 

 

The Christian’s response is to glory in her profession, and not to deny it; condemnation brings 

gratitude, because martyrdom for Christ is implicitly honorable. 

Tertullian later explains the Christians’ willingness and even desire to suffer and be 

martyred for their profession in the writing.  He compares their response to a soldier going to 

war: 

“Well, it is quite true that it is our desire to suffer, but it is in the way that the soldier 

longs for war. No one indeed suffers willingly, since suffering necessarily implies fear 

and danger.  Yet the man who objected to the conflict, both fights with all his strength, 

and when victorious, he rejoices in the battle, because he reaps from it glory and spoil. It 

is our battle to be summoned to your tribunals that there, under fear of execution, we may 

battle for the truth. But the day is won when the object of the struggle is gained. This 

victory of ours gives us the glory of pleasing God, and the spoil of life eternal.  

But we are overcome. Yes, when we have obtained our wishes. Therefore we 

conquer in dying; we go forth victorious at the very time we are subdued.”
698

 

Tertullian explains that just like a soldier going to war, the Christian enjoys the “glory” and 

“spoils” that come from it—“the glory of pleasing God” and “the spoil of eternal life” (50.2).  He 
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Translation from Roberts, Donaldson, and Coxe, Latin Christianity: Its Founder, Tertullian. 
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describes their glory in paradoxical fashion, much the same way as is evident in Perpetua, The 

Martyrdom of Polycarp and “The Letter from the Churches in Vienne and Lyons:” they “conquer 

in dying” and are “victorious” when “subdued” (50.3; The Apparel of Women 3.3).
699

  As with 

earlier Christian writers, death becomes victory and dishonor becomes honor; again, the church 

reverses cultural values. 

What is behind Tertullian’s ideology regarding the honor of martyrdom?  He provides 

some insight in   t   t    r t      rp   ’   t   , which explains the necessity of martyrdom 

against the denials of heretics, whom he compares to scorpions.
700

  He refers his audience to 

Revelation, asking to whom “the conquerors” in the writing refer, and then provides and justifies 

his answer: 

“Who, pray, are these so blessed conquerors, but martyrs in the strict sense of the word? 

For indeed theirs are the victories whose also are the fights; theirs, however, are the fights 

whose also is the blood. But the souls of the martyrs both peacefully rest in the meantime 

under the altar, and support their patience by the assured hope of revenge; and, clothed in 

their robes, wear the dazzling halo of brightness, until others also may fully share in their 

glory. For yet again a countless throng are revealed, clothed in white and distinguished by 

palms of victory, celebrating their triumph doubtless over Antichrist, since one of the 

elders says, ‘These are they who come out of that great tribulation, and have washed their 

robes, and made them white in the blood of the Lamb’” (12.9-10).
701
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 T. D. Barnes (Tertullian: A Historical and Literary Study [Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1971], 171-72) 

notes stasis in Tertullian’s perspective on this issue: “Tertullian's attitude to martyrdom changed with the passing 

years.  That is a platitude; but one whose truth has rarely been accurately perceived.  For generations the Scorpiace 

was expounded as an expression of Tertullian's Montanism.  That can be shown to be clearly impossible, since it 

accepts a view of apostolic succession incompatible with any sort of belief in the New Prophecy.  The Scorpiace 

must be redated to 203/4, and therefore understood as representative of orthodox opinion in Carthage.” 
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 Tertullian,   t   t    r t      rp   ’   t    12.9-10: “Quinam isti tam beati uictores, nisi proprie 

martyres? Illorum etenim uictoriae, quorum et pugnae, eorum uero pugnae, quorum et sanguis. Sed et interim sub 
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palmis uictoriae insignes reuelantur, scilicet de Antichristo triumphantes, sicut unus ex presbyteris, hi sunt, ait, qui 

ueniunt ex illa pressura magna et lauerunt uestimentum suum et candidauerunt ipsum in sanguine agni” (Quinti 

Septimi Florentis Tertulliani Opera).  Translation from Roberts, Donaldson, and Coxe, Latin Christianity: Its 

Founder, Tertullian. 
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As has been already noted, the conquerors of Revelation are meant to represent all believers: 

they are faithful in their witness to Christ, even unto death.  Tertullian, however, concludes that 

the Revelation goes further, identifying the conquerors as “martyrs in the strict sense of the 

word” (12).  He supports this claim by turning first to Revelation 6, with the scene of the souls of 

the martyrs under the throne; they are under the throne with the glory of dazzling raiment, 

awaiting others who will “fully share in their glory” (12).  Then, he references the multitude in 

Revelation 7 before the throne, emphasizing their dress in white, the “palms of victory,” and 

“their triumph…over the Antichrist” (12).  Tertullian turns to the imagery of Revelation to 

justify the necessity of martyrdom and, so doing, emphasizes the honor implicit in the action.  He 

appears to go so far as to conclude that all who “conquer” are martyrs, which goes a step farther 

than Revelation, which envisions all believers as conquerors, but not necessarily martyrs. 

 

In the same vein, just as The Martyrdom of Polycarp, “The Letter from the Churches of 

Vienne and Lyons” and The Passion of Perpetua compare martyrdom to contest, so also does 

Tertullian;
702

 this is among his favorite ways to explain the significance of martyrdom.  

Tertullian makes use of it in   t   t    r t      rp   ’   t   , when he describes all that is 

involved in a contest (munus)—the pains and testing involved for competitors, the 

“superintendent” (agonothetes, Greek: ἀγωνοθέλης) of the games, the watching crowd, and the 

rewards for victory (6).  God is likened to the patron of the games—he has every right to define 

the rules and determine rewards.  The contest by his choice—where his own “troop” of 

competitors fight, before the watching eyes of the world, the angels, and other powers, to test 
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their strength, skill, and perseverance.  God will reward the victors with the glorious prizes due 

them; just as no victor is aware of his injury when he receives his award, so also the martyr.  

Tertullian thus explains that God is justified in testing his own and emphasizes the honor that 

comes to those who gain victory through death (6). 

To the Martyrs uses similar imagery, comparing martyrdom to contest and describing 

God as the superintendent.  Tertullian addresses it to a group of imprisoned Christians awaiting 

execution: 

“In like manner, O blessed, consider whatever is hard in your present situation as an 

exercise of your powers of mind and body. You are about to a noble contest in which the 

living God acts the part of superintendent and the Holy Spirit is your trainer, a contest 

whose crown is eternity, whose prize is angelic nature, citizenship in heaven, and glory 

for ever and ever” (3.3).
703

 

 
The imagery is practically identical; the only distinction is the mention of the Holy Spirit as the 

trainer and the specific rewards offered in the current passage.  The implication is the same: God 

is doing the testing and their martyrdom will result in great reward—with an “angelic nature,” 

heavenly citizenship, and everlasting glory (3.3). G. W. Bowersock rightly notes the parallel 

between God’s role here and Christ’s role in Perpetua’s fourth vision, who also sets the rules and 

rewards in her munus against the Egyptian (The Passion of Perpetua 10.8).
704

  Likewise, 

Tertullian emphasizes their future glory, alluding to worldly contest and emphasizing to these 

confessors that in light of the sacrifices people make for “earthly glory,” the sufferings they 

endure are nothing compared to the “glory” and “reward” coming to them (4.9). 
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 Tertullian, To the Martyrs 3.3: “Proinde uos, benedicti, quodcumque hoc durum est, ad exercitationem 

uirtutum animi quodcumque hoc durum est, ad exercitationem uirtutum animi et corporis deputate.  Bonum agonem 

subituri estis in quo agonothetes Deus uiuus est, xystarches Spiritus Sanctus, corona aeternitatis, brabium angelicae 

substantiae, politia in caelis, gloria in saecula saeculorum” (Quinti Septimi Florentis Tertulliani Opera).  Translation 
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Tertullian’s perspective on the honor of martyrdom and the imagery he employs continue 

in later writings.  In fact, his viewpoint intensifies under the influence of Montanism. 

One notable example of this is Tertullian’s perspective from On Flight in Times of 

Persecution.  In a key passage, he collapses a number of his prior arguments together to 

emphasize the honor of faithful witness in persecution: 

“In still another sense, a persecution can be considered as a contest.  And who decrees 

any contest if not the one who provides the crown and the prizes?  You will find this 

contest decreed in the Apocalypse where He proclaims the rewards of victory, especially 

for those who really come through persecution victorious, and in their victorious struggle 

have fought not merely against flesh and blood, but against the spirits of wickedness.  

Obviously, then, the superintendent of the games and the one who sets the prize is the one 

who decides who is the winner of the contest.  The essence, then, of a persecution is the 

glory of God, whether He approves or condemns, raises up or casts down” (1.5).
705

 

 

Tertullian addresses the theme of the contest, emphasizing the authority of the superintendent to 

set the prize and to determine who wins the games (1.5).  In this case, he describes persecution as 

contest and emphasizes that God has determined the struggle, the victor, and the “rewards of 

victory;” persecution’s “essence” is “the glory of God” (1.5).  His justification for utilizing the 

theme is found again in Revelation; he collapses the writing’s imagery of conquest into that of 

contest.  But the implication is much the same: God has ordained the contest, God provides 

crowns and rewards to the victor, and victory, even if the end is death, brings great glory.
706
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 Tertullian, On Flight in Times of Persecution 1.5: “Sic et agonem intelligi capit persecutionem.  A quo 

certamen edicitur, nisi a quo corona et praemia proponuntur?  Legis edictum agonis istius in Apocalypsi, quibus 
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certaminis arbitrium, qui inuitat ad praemium” (Quinti Septimi Florentis Tertulliani Opera).  Translation from 

Roberts, Donaldson, and Coxe, Latin Christianity: Its Founder, Tertullian. 
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 Tertullian’s perspective here has intensified to the point that he views staying and facing persecution as 

the ordained route for all Christians.  He had previously condoned flight as preferable to staying and risking denial 

of faith; Barnes (Tertullian, 177) describes his changing perspective in To My Wife, Of Patience, and On Flight in 

Times of Persecution: “Compare flight from persecution: it is permitted and better than apostasy under torture; but 

what is permitted is not necessarily good.  This is not a mere repetition of the statements in the De Patientia.  

Tertullian has changed his position if only slightly.  Flight from persecution he no longer regards as normal: he now 

condones it as a pis aller for the weaker brethren.  But this intermediate position was vulnerable....For, on this view, 

flight represents a declension from ideal standards of conduct.  But why should back-sliding be condoned?  An 
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In 204 CE, a Christian soldier refused to wear the garland given yearly to all solders in 

his legion.  As a result, he was imprisoned and his actions elicited anti-Christian sentiment 

within the empire.  Some Christians apparently criticized the soldier’s action, but Tertullian 

presents a rousing defense of the soldier while castigating his critics in On the Crown. 

Among Tertullian’s arguments is one he articulates again and again: that suffering for 

Christ, and martyrdom in particular, is an honorable course.  He first asserts that the soldier’s 

choice meant awaiting “the white laurel crown of martyrdom” which was more worthy than the 

one that had been offered (1.3).
707

  Later, Tertullian makes a similar point, stressing that refusal 

of the garland was fitting because Christ wore a crown of “thorns and thistles” and endured 

“scornful abuse,” “degradation,” and “vileness” from “cruel tormentors” (14.3).  Some would 

seek other crowns the world had to offer, but those pale in comparison to the crown Christ 

received after he wore the thorns (14.4).  Tertullian then elaborates on the story of the crucifixion 

and exaltation for emphasis: “It was after the gall He was given a taste of honey, and He was not 

hailed as the King of Glory by the angels until He had been proscribed on the cross as ‘King of 

the Jews;’ being first made by the Father a little less than the angels, He was then crowned with 

glory and honor” (14.4).
708

  Gaining the crown of glory and of Christ meant first bearing shame 

for his name. 

                                                                                                                                                                                           
honest Christian ought to have the courage of his convictions.  Montanism resolved the contradiction.  The Holy 

Spirit had spoken through Montanus and the two prophetesses: ‘Desire not to die in bed, in childbirth or from fever, 

but in martyrdom, to glorify him who suffered for us.’  After his conversion, Tertullian was soon deriding the views 

he had once shared.” 
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Tertullian, On the Crown 1.3: “de martyrii candida…coronandus” (Quinti Septimi Florentis Tertulliani 

Opera).  Translation from Roberts, Donaldson, and Coxe, Latin Christianity: Its Founder, Tertullian. 
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 Tertullian, On the Crown 14.4: “at quin et fauos post fella gustauit, necante rex gloriae a caelestibus 
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Tertullian then asserts that God invites his people to be rewarded with a greater crown; 

they should keep their heads “untainted” by the world’s crowns (15.1).  He turns to Revelation to 

underscore the glory of the crowns that await those who decline the world’s crowns: 

“To him who conquers He says: ‘I will give the crown of life.’  Be you, too, faithful unto 

death; fight, too, the good fight whose crown the Apostle feels so justly confident has 

been laid up for him.  The angel of victory, also, who, riding a white horse, goes forth to 

conquer, receives a crown, and another adorned with a rainbow which [in its fair colors] 

is like a celestial meadow.  The elders, too, sit crowned with golden crowns and the Son 

of Man Himself, wearing such a golden crown, shine forth above the clouds.  If such 

beautiful images are seen in the vision of the seer, what will the realities themselves be?  

Feast your eyes upon those crowns, savor those odors, and do not demean your brow with 

a little chaplet or a twisted headband, when your destiny is to wear a diadem.  For Christ 

Jesus has made us to be as kings to God and His Father, so why bother with a flower that 

is destined to die?” (15.1-2)
709

 

 

Refusing the soldiers’ garland came at great risk, but it was the cost of faithfulness.  Those who, 

like Christ, wore the crown of thorns and suffered would receive a far greater crown.  What 

Revelation had demonstrated vividly about the glory destined for the faithful, Tertullian 

highlights with question: why wear an inferior garland “when your destiny is to wear a diadem,” 

the adornment of a king (15.2)?  Those who shun the world’s glory and suffer shame and death 

because of their fidelity to Christ, are destined for great honor. 

 

In view of the honor associated with suffering for Christ, Tertullian indicates that it is 

common for Christians to support those suffering for their faith; this is also similar to the 

situation described in The Passion of Perpetua, wherein the community provides support 

consistent with that offered by blood kin.  He explains that those who face hardship for “their 
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fidelity” to the faith “become the nurslings of their confession” (Apology 39.6).
710

  These include 

the imprisoned, along with those who suffered other popular Roman punishments such as being 

sent to the mines or “banished to the islands” (Apology 39.6).  In essence, Tertullian provides 

evidence that Christians in Carthage were not ashamed of those who had been punished by 

authorities for the sake of their faith. 

 

An Unexpected Response to Violence 

One accusation Tertullian and other early Christian authors addressed was that Christ-

worshipers were impious, and that their impiety to the Roman gods brought plague, unrest, and 

other disasters to the Empire;
711

 their accusers viewed this behavior as disloyalty to Rome.  

Tertullian responds to these allegations in his Apology by explaining that Christians pray for the 

emperor; when accused of making that claim in falsehood and flattery, he stresses that they are 

commanded to do so in their “sacred books” (31.1).  Rather than retaliating, they are taught to 

“supplicate God” for their enemies and “beseech blessings” on their persecutors (31.2).  They 

offer sincere “affection,” “fealty,” and “reverence” to the emperors as God commands them to do 

(36.2). 

After underscoring what Christians will do for their enemies, Tertullian also describes 

what they will not do.  In a notable series of contrasts, he sets Christian behavior against 

numerous examples from antiquity; while most men take no regard for others, Christians are 

conscientious about their treatment of others and will not retaliate (46.14-16).  No one among 
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 Tertullian, Apology 39.6: “alumni confessionis suae fiunt” (Quinti Septimi Florentis Tertulliani Opera).  
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them does “harm even to his foe” (46.15); neither would one see a Christian attempting “plots 

against the state” even when “persecution was scattering them abroad” (46.16). 

According to Tertullian, then, Christians functioned in a fundamentally countercultural 

way toward their enemies and those who mistreated them.  Rather than retaliate and defend their 

honor, they would follow the teaching of their holy books; they would pray for and bless those 

who opposed them.  Christians continued in the teaching of Jesus, Paul of Tarsus and other 

earlier writings by vacating the honor challenge and offering a weak response when affronted or 

opposed. 

 

“Good Deeds Are Not Due to Emperors Alone” 

Not only does Tertullian describe how Christians challenge traditional honor values by 

eschewing the accepted male response when confronted, but he also demonstrates that they do so 

by dealing impartially with all men.  As noted, this honor-sharing perspective is evident in his 

Apology when Tertullian describes the sincere respect and allegiance that they give to the 

emperors because God commands it of them (36.2).  Yet such actions are “held to be necessary 

in the case of all men as well as emperors” (36.2).
712

  He explains: 

“Deeds of true heart-goodness are not due by us to emperors alone. We never do good 

with respect of persons; for in our own interest we conduct ourselves as those who take 

no payment either of praise or premium from man, but from God, who both requires and 

remunerates an impartial benevolence. We are the same to emperors as to our ordinary 

neighbors. For we are equally forbidden to wish ill, to do ill, to speak ill, to think ill of all 

men. The thing we must not do to an emperor, we must not do to any one else: what we 

would not do to anybody, a fortiori, perhaps we should not do to him whom God has 

been pleased so highly to exalt” (36.3-4).
713
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Tertullian asserts that Christians show regard to all men and not simply to emperors; they were 

never to “do good with respect of persons” (36.3).  God “remunerates…an impartial 

benevolence” and expects his people to do the same (36.3).  They are “the same to emperors as 

to [their] ordinary neighbors,” and therefore do good and not evil to everyone (36.4).  Instead of 

respecting persons and judging based on society’s ordering of things, Christians gave honor to 

everyone. 

Tertullian later stresses God’s impartiality in his Apology by explaining that all people 

share the evil and good that befalls a community.  He does not judge with regard to appearances 

nor even with regard to his own, but “deals with all sorts of men alike” (41.3).  This corresponds 

with the canonical and later writings, which emphasize that God is not a respecter of persons. 

For this reason, God showed special favor for the lowly.  The world highly regarded the 

great and they received great benefits, but the lowly were in need of his help.  Tertullian’s 

description of their “agape feasts” in his Apology illustrates the special concern God, in the 

Christian understanding, had for those at the bottom: 

“Our feast explains itself by its name the Greeks call it agape, i.e., affection. Whatever it 

costs, our outlay in the name of piety is gain, since with the good things of the feast we 

benefit the needy; not as it is with you, do parasites aspire to the glory of satisfying their 

licentious propensities, selling themselves for a belly-feast to all disgraceful treatment, 

but as it is with God himself, a peculiar respect is shown to the lowly” (39.16).
714
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Tertullian asserts that their feast is given to benefit the needy rather than for immoral, disgraceful 

behavior—which he claims his audience is apt to pursue.  Christians give their meals “in the 

name of piety” for the needy, because in their community, just as it is with the Christian God, “a 

particular respect is shown to the lowly” (39.16).  In second-century Carthage, the church shows 

regard to the poor, honoring the unworthy; Tertullian explains that they do so because God is 

concerned about those who are at the bottom.  For this reason, they continue in honor-sharing 

practices that defy cultural norms and trace back to the earliest days of the movement. 

 

Conclusion 

Tertullian’s writings represent a challenge to traditional honor and shame values 

influenced by canonical and other earlier writings, while also deeply connected to the times and 

contemporary literature from North Africa. 

There is strong continuity with prior sources.  Tertullian echoes numerous earlier writings 

when he speaks of how Christians are taught to pray for and bless their enemies rather than 

engage the honor challenge through retaliation.  He addresses the oft covered territory of God’s 

impartiality, which behooves Christians to deal impartially with others; as with earlier writings, 

this influences their practice of commensality, which shows respect for the lowly. 

The trajectory of early Christian writings increasingly moved from honoring those who 

suffered for Christ’s sake to emphasizing martyrdom as the ultimate path to glory.  Tertullian 

concludes that suffering for Christi is honorable, but the expectation—especially in On Flight in 

Times of Persecution—is that martyrdom would be the glorious ending for all those in Christ.  

This is not surprising in view of his use of Revelation to present martyrdom as the paradigm of 

Christian honor; while the Apocalypse envisions faithfulness even unto death, Tertullian calls for 
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faithful deaths.  The imagery of combat and contest is his preferred way to describe the honor of 

this path; in this he follows Revelation, the letters of Ignatius, The Martyrdom of Polycarp, “The 

Letter from the Churches of Vienne and Lyons,” and The Passion of Perpetua. 

As with Perpetua and “The Letter from the Churches of Vienne and Lyons,” Tertullian 

envisions new paths of honor for women in the church.  Continence is a particularly noble path; 

those who chose it after losing their husbands have even greater honor.  This honorable path did 

not permit them to transgress cultural norms by removing their veil in Christian worship; this is 

contrasted with Paul, who embraced the idea of new freedom for all women but entreated wives 

to keep their heads covered in order to show honor to their husbands (1 Cor 11:1-16). 

Tertullian would exert significant influence on Cyprian, who served as bishop of 

Carthage in the mid third century.  The next chapter will demonstrate Cyprian’s challenge to 

traditional honor values, which reflects great continuity with Tertullian. 

  



 

332 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 8: 

 

CYPRIAN AND THIRD CENTURY CARTHAGE 
 

 

 

Perpetua and Tertullian presented a compelling re-envisioning of honor and shame values 

in early third century Carthage.  Their perspective was deeply influenced by the canonical 

writings and later sources, especially those associated with Ignatius of Antioch, Polycarp of 

Smyrna, and Irenaeus of Lyons.  These North African writings would in turn significantly 

influence Cyprian, who served as Bishop of Carthage in the middle of the third century. 

Cyprian was indebted to each of them and adopted their perspective in a variety of ways.  

At the same time, the challenges of his era would also lead him to choose his own path that 

would ultimately reinforce, rather than reverse, the values of the dominant culture.  



 

333 

CYPRIAN OF CARTHAGE 
 

 

“Let the enemy understand that our men are unconquered, and let them fear those spirits 

that rage while ready for death.  They will try to tempt us with an offer of terms; they 

wish to destroy our resolve with the hope of living a dishonorable life.” 

 

Lucan, Civil War 4.505-508
715

 

 

The Christian movement faced major challenges in the middle of the third century.  Not 

only would the church face its first, multiple, empire-wide persecutions, but the situation would 

create serious questions about reintegration of those who had offered sacrifice or used subterfuge 

to avoid punishment. 

Perhaps the most significant Christian voice to address these issues would come from 

North Africa.  Cyprian, an elite Roman citizen from Carthage, converted to Christianity late in 

life, was elected to the bishopric shortly thereafter, and was martyred about a decade after his 

conversion in 258 CE.  During his tenure as bishop, he composed numerous writings intended to 

secure the health and unity of the church in Carthage, North Africa, and throughout the Roman 

Empire. 

In the midst of these circumstances, Cyprian of Carthage would advance the early 

Christian challenge to honor and shame values.  He follows a rich tradition both in third-century 

Carthage—including Perpetua and Tertullian—and the prior writings throughout the 

Mediterranean.  At the same time, his characteristic Roman, patriarchal leadership would result 

in changes to the challenge as he responded to opponents from within and without the church. 

 Cyprian’s teaching and behavior, which flowed from these deeply held values, address a 

variety of issues.  His hierarchical, patriarchal perspective assumes a divide between clerics and 
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laity and a fatherly position for the bishop, resulting in elevated honor for some and not others.  

Those who suffer for Christ are honored—especially martyrs and confessors; his correspondence 

demonstrates that others in Rome and Carthage shared this perspective.  With Tertullian, who 

exerted a significant influence on him, Cyprian also emphasized the honor of continence.  In an 

attempt to encourage those with resources to good works, he urged them to give not to enhance 

their own prestige, but because charity and sacrificial service were honorable.  Finally, he 

remains in continuity with earlier writers by supporting non-retaliation.  Ultimately, the 

distinctive character of the bishop’s writings, correspondence, and situation casts light on the 

development of early Christianity’s response to societal norms related to honor and shame. 

 

Authority, Order, and Honor in Cyprian’s Christian Community 

Cyprian faced significant challenges and serious rivals during his tenure as bishop of 

Carthage.  In his attempt to preserve unity within the church, he relies on a hierarchical 

perspective and emphasizes the fatherly authority of the bishop.  He repeatedly turns to these 

assumptions in appeals to community-building behavior.  The end result is a stratified Roman 

perspective on honor that diverges from the canonical writings, but conforms to some earlier 

church fathers, including 1 Clement and The Shepherd of Hermas. 

The bishop was at the top of Cyprian’s hierarchy and functioned with the authority and 

honor of a father.  By virtue of his office, he operated as the head of the church; like a father, he 

possessed potestas over the community (Ep. 59.2; cf. Ep. 3.1; On the Unity of the Church 4).  He 

was to be held in high regard, with the congregation rising upon his entry into the church (Test. 

III, 85).
716

  Much like a father within his family, since he is head of the church, the church is 

                                                           
716

 von Campenhausen, Ecclesiastical Authority, 272. 

 



 

335 

embedded in the bishop; and without the bishop, there is no church (Ep. 66.8).  Indeed, just as 

the father embodied the family’s honor, so the bishop embodied the church’s honor (Ep. 13.1).  

Honor and power were reserved for the leaders in Cyprian’s writings, just as they were in First 

Clement; such was in line with the patriarchal, hierarchical Roman system. 

Similary to First Clement, Cyprian embraced a divide between clerics and laity.  When 

introducing candidates for ministry roles in Carthage, he refers to their preparation “for clerical 

rank” (Ep. 29.1.2).  Cyprian always draws “a sharp distinction” between “clergy and laity” (Ep. 

3.1, 3; 14.3; 16.1; 30.5; 33.1; 59.13).
717

  This perspective emphasizes higher honor for the one 

group over the other (Ep. 33.1), with the bishop retaining the place of honor within the clergy.
718

 

Cyprian’s perspective reserves a special place in the church hierarchy for certain 

members of the laity.  While he is careful to subordinate them to clergy, and especially the 

bishop,
719

 he takes for granted that martyrs and confessors have a place of honor within the 

church.  Furthermore, a special place behind the martyrs is reserved for virgins and the continent 

(Ep. 30,5; 33.1; 59.13; On the Dress of Virgins 3, 21).  Finally, Cyprian also asserts that a 

prestigious place after the continent is set aside for those who use their resources for the poor 

(On the Mortality 26).  Like 1 Clement and The Shepherd of Hermas, among others, Cyprian 

exchanges the honor-sharing community of all those in Christ for a stratified one in which 
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2010], 273-86) notes the fine line Cyprian walks in his perspective on the martyrs and their issuing of letters of 

peace to the lapsed; Cyprian is careful to acknowledge the honor and authority of the martyrs while emphasizing 

their subordinate position to clergy.  Cyprian addresses these issues at length in On the Lapsed and On the Unity of 
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special groups possess more and the appeal is for individuals to pursue honor through sanctioned 

paths such as martyrdom. 

 

The Honor of Suffering for Christ 

Cyprian inherited a rich tradition from The Passion of Perpetua, Tertullian, and earlier 

writings concerning the honor of suffering for the sake of the Christian profession.  The empire-

wide persecution that the church experienced during his tenure as bishop compelled him to draw 

from this tradition again and again.  His writings and the letters he received from others—

including prominent people in the church in Rome—indicate that the perspective he shared 

extended far beyond Carthage.  That said, Cyprian was a strong proponent of the challenge to 

honor values in this area and exerted significant pastoral influence on the recipients of his 

writings; in so doing, he engaged in what may be described as effective social engineering. 

Cyprian’s contributions also reveal how highly public suffering and death for the sake of 

Christ were honored in third century Carthage.  On multiple occasions, he appeals to the honor of 

martyrdom in exhortations to other honorable, sanctioned behavior.  At the same time, Cyprian’s 

attempts to shape his audience’s perspective on the honor of martyrdom demonstrate how deeply 

this value had become embedded in the early Christian mindset.  Cyprian demonstrates how 

significantly the public nature of martyrdom captivated his audiences and shaped the early 

Christian challenge to honor values. 

 

Correspondence to Confessors and Martyrs 

Martyrs and confessors gained an increasingly important role in the Christian community 

in Carthage during the persecutions of Decius and Valerian.  They served as vital, visible 
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examples of faithful witness for other members of the community.  Because of the widely held 

belief that martyrs could provide direct intercession before God after death, letters they wrote, 

offering peace to those who had fallen, were in demand.  This started with the Decian 

persecution; such letters represented a challenge to the authority of the bishop, who, together 

with others within the clerical hierarchy, reserved the authority to grant peace to the fallen.  

Thus, Cyprian corresponds with confessors and martyrs in Carthage and Rome to preserve their 

reputation and encourage them to remain committed to the proper ecclesiastical leaders.  His 

letters vividly demonstrate early Christianity’s radical challenge to dominant honor and shame 

values, presenting public shame and humiliation for Christ as glorious. 

While Cyprian wrote at least five letters to martyrs and confessors in Carthage, the one 

written in April, 250 CE, after the martyrdom of Mappalicus, presents a number of key themes 

related to persecution and suffering for Christ; he returns to these themes again and again 

throughout his writings.  It begins with addressing his audience in a way remarkably similar to 

The Passion of Perpetua’s description of the noble woman and her companions as “most valiant 

and honorable martyrs” (21.11)
720
: he says they are “most valiant and honorable brothers” 

(10.1.1).
721

  Were Cyprian and his audience familiar with The Passion of Perpetua?  It seems 

possible, for in much the same way as their fellow Carthaginian martyrs a half a century before 

they are said to display the manly virtue of bravery through their confession and are thus 

described as beatissimus (“most honorable”).  G. W. Clarke notes that Cyprian employs this 
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superlative exclusively to describe martyrs and confessors;
722

 they are honored by God on 

account of their “faith” and “fortitude” in the midst of trying circumstances.  The bishop of 

Carthage underscores this honor of faithful confession and martyrdom again and again. 

After strongly asserting that they are honored by God, Cyprian describes what lies ahead 

as even more glorious.  He employs the combat metaphor to describe their suffering as noble: 

“But confession now, with its sufferings, demands greater courage, yet it confers, 

correspondingly, brighter renown and nobler honour.  The combat has increased, and 

with it the glory of the combatants.  You have not hung back from the battlefront from 

fear of the tortures; rather the tortures have themselves incited you on to join the 

battlefront.  Courageous, steadfast, you have advanced with generous self-sacrifice into 

the very heart of the fighting” (10.1.1).
723

 

 

The situation had changed for Christians in Carthage with the policy of Decius; their confession 

would now cost them something (10.1.1).  Cyprian withdrew into exile; the recipients of this 

letter were imprisoned, tortured, and threatened with execution.  These circumstances would 

result in “brighter renown and nobler honour;” with an increase in “combat” came an increase in 

“glory.”  Cyprian describes faithful confession in the face of coercion as joining the 

“battlefront.”  They demonstrate “courage” and “self-sacrifice”—for their action serves their 

community—and they find their way into “the very heart of the fighting.”  In following with 

earlier examples from Revelation to Tertullian, the bishop of Carthage uses the imagery of 

combat to stress how honorable it is to suffer for their confession—to the end that they do not 

succumb to the temptation to comply with the demands of their torturers and offer sacrifice.  

Cyprian uses this metaphor often to encourage Christian brothers and sisters to faithful 
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witness;
724

 trumpeting the honor of this difficult path was part of his strategy to encourage 

endurance and ultimately shape the values of his community. 

Next Cyprian turns to a popular metaphor used in the canonical writings, second-century 

sources, and Tertullian; it describes martyrdom as glorious and valiant, urguing those who are 

still alive to be faithful unto death.  Through martyrdom, he asserts, they win a crown of victory: 

“Some of your number, I hear, have already received their crowns; others are very 

close to winning their crowns of victory; and everyone immured there in prison in your 

glorious ranks is animated with the one and the same ardour and valour for the fray, as 

becomes soldiers of Christ in the encampment of God” (10.1.2).
725

 

 

Cyprian explains that some had been martyred, “having already received their crowns,” while 

some of his readers are “very close.”  As with earlier writings, martyrdom is crowned and death 

is victory; they are not dishonored victims but worthy “soldiers of Christ.”  This was a very 

popular metaphor in that day: Cyprian repeatedly employs the crown metaphor,
726

 and his 

brothers in Carthage
727

 and Rome
728

 do as well. 

The bishop adds yet another honorific description of faithful witness through persecution.  

The endurance of martyrs is “glorious contest:” “This fact has been proved by the glorious 
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contest
729

 of our brothers.  In leading the vanguard to victory over tortures they have given the 

others a model in fortitude and faith; they fought at the battlefront until the very battlefield 

collapsed, vanquished.” (10.1.2).
730

  This assertion, that martyrdom for Christ is munis, is the 

same metaphor used a half century before by Perpetua and Tertullian.  Cyprian then reiterates 

how honorable their actions were by describing them in a leading role: forging ahead as models 

and fighting at the battlefront to lead the way for others.  Their martyrdom, their contest, was 

honorable, as all could see and often imitate. 

As Cyprian approaches his conclusion, he turns to the example of Mappalicus, who had 

been a leader among their number and a notable martyr.  Mappalicus’ situation serves as 

evidence of Christ’s presence with the martyr: 

 “The present battle has given proof of this.  A voice filled with the Holy Spirit 

broke forth from the martyr’s lips when the most blessed
731

 Mappalicus, in the midst of 

his torments, cried out to the proconsul: ‘The contest you will see tomorrow.’  And the 

words he spoke giving witness to his fortitude and his faith, the Lord has fulfilled.  A 

heavenly contest was staged, and the servant of God did win his crown, striving in the 

contest which he had promised” (10.4.1).
732

 

 

This notable example brings together much of Cyprian’s favorite imagery related to suffering for 

Christ, martyrdom, and honor.  The current situation is a “battle.”  Again, the martyr is described 
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as beatissimi (“most honorable”).  In his prophetic speech to the proconsul, Mappalicus speaks of 

his coming martyrdom as munis.  The munis ends with “the servant of God” winning “his 

crown.”  Mappalicus thus serves as the final and fundamental example of honorable martyrdom 

in the letter, mentioned by Cyprian to inspire them to similar exploits. 

 

The bishop’s letters to confessors in Rome retain the same message about the honor of 

martyrdom and many of the same themes.  This is seen in a letter Cyprian sends to them in the 

summer of 250 CE.  The persecution brought pressure without and conflict within; the leader in 

exile was compelled to solidify relations with heroes in the Roman church, affirm their faithful 

witness, and exhort them to uphold church discipline in regard to the fallen. 

The correspondence begins with a lengthy affirmation of Roman Presbyters Moyses and 

Maximus along with other imprisoned confessors.  He greets them in the same way as the 

Carthaginian confessors and martyrs in Epistle 10.1.1, as “most valiant and honorable brothers” 

(Ep. 28.1.1).
733

  Having heard of their glorious confession, Cyprian expresses his deep 

admiration: 

“I have been filled with great joy and jubilation by the thought that the special favour of 

our Lord has prepared you, through your confession of His name, for your crown.  You 

have been the front-line troops, the leaders into the battlefield of our day.  It was you who 

inaugurated, by your own deeds of courage, the spiritual hostilities which God has willed 

should now be waged.  It was you who shattered the enemy’s first offensives at the 

outbreak of war” (Ep. 28.1.1).
734
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Cyprian had joy because the favor of God had “prepared” them for their “crown” through their 

confession; they had been readied for the coveted, honorable martyr’s crown because they had 

not denied the Lord’s name when interrogated.  He affirms his Roman brothers with similar 

imagery used to affirm the Carthaginian martyrs and confessors (Ep. 10.1.1), describing them as 

“front-line troops” and “leaders into the battlefield.”  They are the vanguard for the entire 

church, since Rome was the first to experience the persecutions initiated by Decius; they are 

valiant warriors with the first, most honorable place in battle.  As formerly noted, Cyprian 

effectively uses martial imagery in reference to martyrdom and confession. 

The Roman confessors had inaugurated the battle, but the first martyrs had been in 

Carthage (Ep. 28.1.2).  By virtue of their place on the frontlines, he concludes that the Roman 

confessors deserved a share of the martyr’s honor: 

“But he who has been a vanguard of the fray and has become a model in valour for his 

brothers, must enjoy a share with the martyrs in their honour.  You have handed over to 

us here the crowns which your hands have wreathed, you have pass on to your brethren 

here the saving cup which your lips tasted first in pledge” (Ep. 28.1.2).
735

 

 

The crowns belonged to the martyrs, but the Roman confessors’ valor in battle meant that they 

shared their honor; due to their place in the field, they were first to lay their hands on the crowns 

and taste from “the saving cup” of suffering that had gone to the martyrs in Carthage.  Cyprian 

stresses in this passage that confession, like martyrdom, was honorable.
736
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The positive response from Rome indicates that Cyprian’s encouragement had its desired 

impact; his letter helped shape the community and served as effective social engineering.  The 

first indication of this comes from Roman presbyters and deacons who had delivered Epistle 28 

to the confessors and reported of its favorable reception.  Not only had his correspondence 

encouraged them to continue the discipline Cyprian had suggested for the lapsed, but it enervated 

them to stand faithfully against the threat of torture and death. 

“And at this point it is our duty to pay you, a duty we happily render, the greatest 

and most abundant of thanks.  By your letter the darkness of their prison you have filled 

with light; you have visited them by the way through which you could gain entry; their 

hearts, stalwart in their faith and in their confession, you have refreshed by the 

comforting words of your letter; their triumphs you have lauded with fitting praises and 

you have thus inflamed them with even more ardent yearning for heavenly glory; you 

have driven onwards men already straining at the task; by the strength of your exhortation 

you have given fresh heart to those who we believe and pray will one day be victorious. 

It is true that all of this may seem to depend on the faith of those who confess and 

on the favour of God; nevertheless, as a result of your letter, they would seem to have 

become in some measure your debtors in their martyrdom” (Ep. 30.5.1).
737

 

 

Cyprian’s words refreshed their weary hearts and brought light to their dark prison.  His honor 

discourse achieved its desired affect: having “lauded” their triumphs “with fitting praises,” 

Cyprian “inflamed” their natural, expected, and very Roman “yearning for heavenly glory.”  So 

potent was his encouragement that the confessors felt they would be indebted to him upon their 

glorious martyrdom. 

The touching response of Moyses, Maximus, and the other imprisoned Roman confessors 

in Epistle 31 further demonstrates the efficacy of Cyprian’s letter.  Not only had his 

correspondence comforted them in their distress and encouraged them, but it “enabled them to 
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attain with a more ardent zeal the crown that was destined” for them (31.1.1).
738

  He had become 

their instructor and teacher in enduring patiently; therefore, they believed he would share the 

honor of his “pupils” (31.1.3).  In particular, his description of the martyrs of Carthage had 

inspired them: 

“…we have experienced great joy, great consolation and great comfort, especially in that, 

with the glorious and fitting words of praise, you have described, in the case of the 

martyrs, their glorious—death I was about to say, but I mean deathlessness.  For their 

manner of leaving life deserved to have been celebrated in such language as yours, so that 

the events recounted might be told in words which matched the quality of their deeds.  

And so, as a result of your letter, we have watched the glorious triumphal processions of 

the martyrs; with our own eyes, as it were, we have escorted them on their journey to 

heaven, and we have gazed on them as they stand amidst the angels and the dominations 

and the powers of heaven. 

 Indeed, with our own ears, we might say, we have even heard the Lord giving 

before His Father that testimony He promised to them He would render.  It is this, then, 

which brings to our hearts daily encouragement and enkindles within us the ardour to 

reach such heights of honour” (31.2.1-2).
739

  

 

Cyprian’s vivid, articulate description of the martyrs’ glory deeply moved them.  Not only had 

he allowed the confessors to see the martyrs approach death in “glorious triumphal procession” 

(31.2.1), but he had allowed them to hear the Lord giving his promised testimony “before His 

Father” on the martyrs’ behalf (31.2.2).  His letter then had encouraged them and “enkindle[d] 

within [them] the ardour to reach such heights of honour” (31.2.2).  Cyprian’s honor discourse 

had again yielded its desired effect: to ensure that the community of Roman confessors continued 

faithfully. 
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Cyprian, then banished to Cuburis due to his confession during the persecution under 

Valerian, exchanged letters with a group of Numidian bishops and their companions, who had 

been beaten with clubs and sent to the mines; the letters provide another example of the efficacy 

of his social engineering.  In his letter, which was accompanied by monetary support, the bishop 

of Carthage strongly asserts the honor of his colleagues and the others on account of their 

profession using similar imagery to earlier writings (Ep. 76).  They respond with letters of their 

own that express gratitude for his encouragement and financial assistance; each in its own way 

demonstrates the potency of Cyprian’s affirmation of and appeal to honorable suffering for their 

confession (Ep. 77, 78, and 79). 

Not only do their letters show Cyprian’s capacity to encourage them to faithful witness, 

but they reveal how deeply his audiences had imbibed his imagery—they shared the same North 

African Christian heritage, and Cyprian wisely appropriated resonant language and metaphors.  

In each case, their correspondence indicates how much his letter encouraged them to continue in 

their confession (Ep. 77.2.2; 77.3.1; 78.2.1-2; 79.1.1-2).  Furthermore, the confessors’ letters are 

rich with the imagery he employed in his appeals to honor, including references to battle (Ep. 

77.2.1; 78.1.1), the crown of martyrdom (Ep. 77.1.2; 78.2.2), and the honor of confessing Christ 

(Ep. 77.1.2; 78.1.2).  Cyprian’s appeals to honor connected with and encouraged the Numidian 

bishops and their companions in the mines. 

 

Evidence of Widespread Use 

Letters from other authors in Cyprian’s collected correspondence indicate that the bishop 

drew from popular language and images in his arguments for the honor of suffering.  An epistle 

from Roman leaders after the death of Fabian, their bishop, adopts the imagery of contest, 
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combat, and crown to underscore the honor of martyrdom (Ep. 8.1.1).  An exchange between 

Celerinus in Rome and Lucianus, his friend awaiting martyrdom in Carthage (Ep. 21 and 22)
740

, 

repeats a number of terms used by Cyprian to discuss the high position of those who confess 

Christ, describing them as honorable (21.1.1; 21.3.2; 21.4.1; 22.1.1, 2), mentioning the “crown” 

of martyrdom (21.1.2, 3; 21.2.1; 21.4.1), and stressing the glory of conquest (22.1.1).  Finally, in 

the context of the controversy related to the lapsed, another letter from Roman presbyters and 

deacons speaks of the “crown” of martyrdom (Ep. 36.2.1). 

Furthermore, Cyprian’s various appeals to martyrdom in his other arguments indicate that 

the honor of martyrdom was widely accepted.  Prior to either of the persecutions that would 

define his episcopate, in On the Dress of Virgins, the bishop appeals to the reward of martyrdom 

in order to accentuate the comparably high place of continence and exhort virgins to faithfulness; 

he says that while the martyrs’ fruit is “a hundred-fold” and garners the first place, theirs is 

“sixty-fold” and second in honor (21).  In the context of plague in Carthage, Cyprian references 

martyrdom in his call to charity for the infirmed and needy, asserting that such deeds garnered a 

white crown comparable to the honorable crimson crown given to martyrs (On Works and 

Almsgiving 26).
741

  Later, he identifies both Cornelius and Lucius as martyrs
742

 in his attempt to 

persuade Stephen, who succeeded them as bishop of Rome, to embrace his policy on 

reconciliation for the fallen.  In order to preserve the prior bishops’ “honor” and because of the 

                                                           
740

 This exchange of letters is fascinating in that it vividly illustrates the elevated position that martyrs 

occupied (even over confessors), especially in light of their capacity to write letters of peace on behalf of the lapsed.  

Indeed, in some circles it seems evident that martyrs occupied an elite class within the third-century church. 
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 Cyprian employs a similar argument in On the Mortality 26, emphasizing honor in the kingdom of 

heaven for the charitable—in the company of the apostles, prophets, martyrs and the continent. 
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 As Clarke (Letters of St. Cyprian of Carthage, Vol. 4, 169) notes, Cyprian here defines martyrdom 

loosely: Cornelius confessed his faith and died in exile, though of natural causes, while Lucius was a confessor who 

safely returned to Rome after exile (Ep. 61.1.1, 2.3, 4.1). 
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“glory” of their martyrdom, Cyprian urges Stephen to conform to the policy Carthage and Rome 

had shared (Ep. 68.5.1).
743

  Finally, he appeals to the honor of martyrdom in On the Advantage of 

Patience 16 in order to exhort his audience to forbearance in the context of doctrinal 

disagreements, asking, “Can you accomplish these things unless you maintain the steadfastness 

of patience and endurance?”
744

  In all of this, Cyprian adroitly took for granted the honor of 

martyrdom and exploited his contemporaries’ assumptions about martyrdom to support his 

arguments related to other issues. 

  

The Honor    t   M rtyr …    Ot  r  

Cyprian appealed to the honor of martyrdom effectively to accomplish his rhetorical 

purposes, but the esteem given to martyrs in the third century church created a significant 

challenge for him in his role as bishop.  Because of the high regard for martyrs and the 

perception that they could offer powerful intercession upon death, some among the lapsed sought 

promises of intercession from martyrs; the voices of the martyrs, and the confessors who had 

been imprisoned with them carried great weight and emerged as a significant challenge for 

bishops in Carthage and Rome.  Cyprian would not cede the authority of his office but “dared not 

confront the martyrs and their group head-on: their prestige was too high.”
745
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 Clarke (Letters of St. Cyprian of Carthage, Vol. 4, 169) explains how Cyprian turned to martyrdom to 

strengthen his letter’s argument to Stephen: “Cyprian has held in reserve his trump argument: not to foster the 

execution of the policy adopted by Cornelius and Lucius will be to besmirch their sacred memories (the threefold 

occurrence of honor, honoremus, and honorificare within three lines is not idle)—and those martyrs are none other 

than Stephen’s own immediate predecessors.” 
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 Cyprian, On the Advantage of Patience 16: “Poterisne ista perferre nisi patientiae et tolerantiae 

firmitate?” (Diercks and Clarke, Sancti Cypriani Episcopi Opera).  Translation from Alexander Roberts, James 

Donaldson, and A. Cleveland Coxe, The Ante-Nicene Fathers: Translations of the Writings of the Fathers Down to 

A.D. 325, Vol. 5, Hippolytus, Cyprian, Caius, Novatian, Appendix (Edinburgh: T & T Clark, 1995). 
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If the bishop could not directly confront the martyrs, how would he deal with them and 

their increasing power?  He would blur the distinctions between martyrs and other members of 

the community and so extend “the concept of martyrdom to as many conditions and categories as 

it is humanly possible to stretch it to.”
746

  Thus, Cyprian’s adaptation effectively elevated the 

status of many—including those who have their possessions confiscated, who are sent into and 

succumb in exile, and who die in flight while attempting to avoid idolatry. 

Cyprian’s blurring of the distinctions between martyrs and others is evident early in his 

episcopate.  After the persecution of Decius, he composed his On the Lapsed in this period in 

response to serious questions about church discipline and the return to fellowship of “the fallen.”  

The fallen were those who had compromised their faith through sacrifice or the acquisition of 

legal documents indicating that they had sacrificed.  As Allen Brent points out, in chapter two of 

On the Lapsed, the bishop groups together imprisoned martyrs and confessors with those who 

escape physical punishment and flee into exile: 

“We find a subtle and devious shift in Cyprian’s rhetoric in the passage.  He begins by 

claiming that those who stood fast but escaped physical punishment were ‘close to and 

almost joined to your own (proximis et paene coniunctis) [marks of praise]’.  But he then 

claims that ‘wholeness of faith’ and ‘integrity of heart’ were not merely similar but in 

both cases the same (eadem).  Such integritas and sinceritas he now claims are to be 

found in those who fled into exile, not, he believes, in order to escape martyrdom, but to 

experience one of its true forms.”
747

 

 

As Cyprian addresses his imprisoned brothers, he recognizes the honor of their profession and at 

the same time affirms the honor of others who had never joined them in prison on account of the 

faith.   
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 Ibid., 273. 
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Cyprian’s later letter to Thibaris in the early summer of 253 also redefines martyrdom, 

including those who die in flight.  Their identification as a martyr is ultimately validated by 

Christ’s witness in spite of the fact that no one else may be present to witness their demise: 

“To all who die in persecution for the honour of His name, He presents the recompense 

which He promised He would give on the day of the resurrection.  Nor is the glory of 

such a martyrdom any the less because a man may not have died in the public gaze, 

witnessed by many: to die for Christ’s sake is still the reason for his dying.  That one 

Witness who puts martyrs to the test and gives to them their crowns provides adequate 

testimony for his martyrdom” (Ep. 58.4.2).
748

 

 

Therefore, the only distinction Cyprian makes between the martyr who dies in the arena and the 

person who dies in flight to avoid idolatry, is human witness; since Christ is watching both, both 

share the same honor of being crowned for their faithful death. 

Later that summer, Cornelius, the bishop of Rome, was banished to nearby Centumcellae, 

for his Christian confession and died of natural causes just a month into his exile.  His death 

would provide Cyprian with further opportunity to expand his definition of martyrdom: although 

Cornelius apparently died of natural causes and not in a violent, public death, Cyprian honors 

him with the title of martyr in four different letters that would follow.
749

 

 

Honor, Martyrdom, and the Audience 

A critical dimension of the early church’s redefinition of honor values, with regard to 

martyrdom and suffering for Christ, had to do with the public nature of what occurred.  Cyprian 

and others spoke of what was happening as a contest or spectacle; these were terms that not only 
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 Cyprian, Epistle 58.4.2: “persectuionis causa pro nominis sui honore morienti praemium quod daturum 

se in resurrection promisit.  Nec minor est martyrii gloria non publice et inter multos perisse, cum pereundi causa sit 

propter Christum perire.  Sufficit ad testimonium martyris sui testis ille qui probat martyras et coronat” (Sancti 

Cypriani Episcopi Opera).  Translation from Clarke, Letters of St. Cyprian of Carthage. 
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 Epistles 61.3.1; 67.6.3; 68.5.1; 69.3.2.  

For further discussion about the death of Cornelius and the conflicting descriptions of his demise, see 

Clarke, Letters of St. Cyprian of Carthage, Vol. 3, 88, 266. 
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acknowledged the struggle involved, but also the centrality of the audience who saw and judged 

what was done as honorable or shameful.  One of Cyprian’s early letters to confessors and 

martyrs in Carthange, which was intended to encourage them to continued faithful witness, 

speaks to the public nature of martyrdom and the response of the audience: “The throng of 

bystanders watched in wonderment this heavenly, this spiritual contest of God, this battle of 

Christ; they witnessed His servants stand their ground unfettered in voice, unsullied in heart, 

superhuman in valour” (10.2.2).
750

  The bystanders “watched” and “witnessed” what was a 

“spiritual contest;” their “wonderment” indicated their verdict on what had occurred. 

Cyprian’s decisions related to his own final capture and martyrdom are indicative of the 

public nature of martyrdom and what that meant for the honor of those who suffered.  Once he 

determined that the authorities had plans to capture and execute him for his Christian confession, 

he went into hiding and deliberately waited to turn himself in to authorities until the governor 

and his entourage had left Utica for their annual visit to Carthage—so that he would be martyred 

in his home city.  Cyprian explains his reasoning in a letter to the leaders and people in 

bishopric:  

“…it befits a bishop to confess his faith in that city where he has been placed in charge 

over the Lord’s flock, it is proper that the appointed leader in the Church should bring 

glory upon all his people by making his confession in their midst. 

 For whatever a confessor-bishop speaks at the very moment he confesses his 

faith, he speaks under the inspiration of God and as the mouthpiece of all.  But, in fact, 

the honour belonging to our illustrious Church will be vitiated if it is at Utica that I 

should receive sentence upon making my confession (whereas I have been appointed as 

bishop over another church) and it is from Utica that I should go forth as martyr to the 

Lord.  For it is in your midst that I ought to be making my confession, it is there I ought 

to suffer, it is from there I ought to go forth to the Lord” (Ep. 81.1.1-2).
751
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 Cyprian, Epistle 10.2.2: “Vidit admirans praesentium multitudo caeleste certamen dei et spiritale, 
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In Cyprian’s opinion, it was only right that he should “bring glory” to the church under his care 

by confessing and dying there.  Death in Utica, he reasoned, would have diminished the honor 

that belonged to the church in Carthage.  Who the audience was and their opinion mattered a 

great deal in the realm of honor and shame; Cyprian was acutely aware of this in his last days.  

He thus approached martyrdom “with conspicuous enthusiasm and a sense of the dramatic 

potential of what was coming.”
752

 

Cyprian appreciated the audience’s importance and role in rendering a verdict, but on 

more than one occasion he stressed that a human audience was not essential for death in Christ’s 

name to be honorable.  While he was in exile during the persecution of Decius, he urges 

presbyters and deacons in Carthage to care for confessors: those who died in prison before they 

could be tortured or executed in the arena were to be reckoned as martyrs as well (Ep. 12.1), and 

the date of their death was to be recorded so that it could be commemorated (Ep. 12.2).  It was 

enough that their witness and death occurred before the eyes of God (Ep. 12.1).   Later, he 

assures brothers and sisters in Thibaris of the honor of death for Christ regardless of who 

witnesses it: 

“And if, as he seeks flight among the lonely mountains, some brigand should 

overpower him, if some wild beast should attack him, if hunger, thirst, or cold should 

overcome him, or if, as he sails in desperate haste over the seas, storm and tempest 

should overwhelm him, Christ is there, watching over His soldier whenever the fighting 

may be.  To all who die in persecution for the honour of His name, He presents the 

recompense which He promised He would give on the day of the resurrection.  Nor is the 

glory of such a martyrdom any the less because a man may not have died in the public 

gaze, witnessed by many: to die for Christ’s sake is still the reason for his dying.  That 

                                                                                                                                                                                           
mutilabitur honor ecclesiae nostrae tam gloriosae, si ego episcopus alterius ecclesiae praepositus accepta apud 

Vticam super confessione sententia exinde martyr ad dominum proficiscar, quandoquidem ego et pro me et pro 

uobis apud uos confiteri et ibi pati et exinde ad dominum proficisci” (Diercks and Clarke, Sancti Cypriani Episcopi 

Opera).  Translation from Clarke, Letters of St. Cyprian of Carthage. 
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one Witness who puts martyrs to the test and gives to them their crowns provides 

adequate testimony for his martyrdom” (Ep. 58.4.2).
753

 

 

Wherever the death of one who dies in persecution occurs, “Christ is there”—whether his 

“soldier” is in flight or the arena.  Cyprian reasons that “recompense” and “glory” would come to 

them, whatever the circumstance of their martyrdom.  Indeed, he asserts that the glory is no less 

for those who died outside “the public gaze” than for those whose death is “witnessed by many.”  

The honor comes not due to the judgment of the human audience but because the person dies for 

Christ’s sake and because Christ, the “one Witness,” who “puts martyrs to the test and gives to 

them their crowns,” provides the necessary testimony for their martyrdom.  Cyprian therefore 

strongly asserts that death for Christian witness is honorable, and such honor is undiminished 

regardless of who sees. 

Cyprian’s words about the importance and irrelevance of the audience of martyrdom 

provide a window into the third-century Christian challenge to honor values.  The public nature 

of martyrdom accounted for the positive response of at least some to Christianity
754

 and appears 

to be behind the authority martyrs gained in the church.  Whereas Saturus’ vision in The Passion 

of Perpetua identified martyrs as empowered mediators of conflict between church leaders in 

Carthage, Cyprian faced the challenge of shepherding a community in which martyrs and 

confessors were popular, existed in great numbers and exercised significant power.  In any case, 
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what they had done before the crowd’s watching eyes in the arena was unmistakably honorable; 

that earlier Christian writings and authoritative tradition supported it seems to reinforce the glory 

of the martyr’s path.  However, Cyprian had to command presbyters and deacons to provide the 

same care and recognition to those who succumbed in prison as those who were martyred (Ep. 

12.1-2).  His emphasis on the honor of martyrdom, whether it is witnessed by crowds or not, 

implies that the honor of martyrdom was perhaps influenced more by what people saw in the 

“spiritual contest” and in the arena than by authoritative writings. 

 

Cyprian, Continence, and Women’s Paths to Honor 

The continent had an honorable place in Cyprian’s vision of the church.  It is significant 

that Cyprian follows Tertullian in identifying continence as a means by which women can 

achieve honor.  In no place is this more evident than in On the Dress of Virgins, which 

accentuates the glory of their path and exhorts them to behavior that will protect their reputation 

and the honor of the church. 

Early in the discourse, Cyprian underscores the glorious, public role that virgins play in 

the church and thus heightens the importance of the forthcoming appeals.  Their glory is “more 

eminent” than that of others, and so excites great interest (3).  The virgin has the honor of being 

“the more illustrious portion of Christ’s flock”
755

 and enhances the honor of the church, serving 

as “the flower of the ecclesiastical seed”
756

 (3).  Virgins therefore occupy a glorious place and 

their presence adds radiance to the Christian community. 
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 Cyprian, On the Dress of Virgins 3: “illustrior portio gregis Christi” (Angela Elizabeth Keenan, Thasci 
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 Cyprian, On the Dress of Virgins 3: “flos est ille ecclesiastici germinis” (Keenan, Thasci Caecili 
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Cyprian’s praise and recognition of their honorable position lays the groundwork for the 

correction that follows.  While he provides a number of directives, two in particular have great 

relevance for the early Christian challenge to honor and shame values: his instruction that they 

avoid the baths (19-20) and that they not dress extravagantly (21).  By going to the baths—where 

men and women occupied the same spaces disrobed—he asserts that virgins lay aside “honor” 

and “modesty” by exposing themselves to the eyes and hands of men (19).  Such actions bring 

sorrow and shame to the church from those who should have brought glory; rather than 

achieving honor that the path of continence afforded them, they “cease to be virgins,” are 

“corrupted” by “dishonor,” and are found to be “adulterous” to Christ (20). 

The prohibition of the baths is followed by a closely related one of extravagant dress; 

while the former urges virgins to keep their clothes on and not expose themselves to shame, the 

latter exhorts them to avoid rich clothing in order to gain the approval of others.  Cyprian 

employs martyrdom to bring home his latter appeal: just as martyrs walked “the narrow way” to 

defeat the devil and the world and gain glory, the virgins were to “overcome dress” and “gold” 

so that they could also “conquer” the flesh and the world (21).  Great glory was coming to 

virgins, only slightly less than that of the martyrs—the martyr’s fruit was “a hundred-fold” while 

the virgin’s was “sixty-fold”—so they were urged toward “endurance” through avoiding 

extravagant dress (21). 

Cyprian concludes the discourse with a final appeal that trumpets the honor of virginity.  

“A great reward awaits” them if they continue faithfully along the path and heed his commands 

(22).  At the same time, they “possess already in this world the glory of the resurrection;”
757

 they 
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 Cyprian, On the Dress of Virgins 22: “Vos resurrectionis gloriam in isto saeculo jam tenetis” 
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are “equal to the angels,” free from “the contagion of the world” if they simply continue 

faithfully (22).  He is emphatic about the glory they possess and the honorable reward that awaits 

them. 

Continence is not the only path to honor that Cyprian envisioned for women.  In On the 

Lapsed Cyprian describes women as walking the glorious path of martyrdom.  He speaks of the 

countless, “crowned” (martyred) soldiers received by “Mother Church” into her arms “from the 

battle” (2).  The “united bands” of warriors include both men and women: “With the triumphing 

men come women also, who, while contending with the world, have also overcome their sex; and 

virgins also come with the double glory of their warfare” (2).
758

  Not only are there women who 

have achieved this honor and are thus “crowned,” but there are some among them who enjoy the 

“double glory” of being both virgins and martyrs. 

 

The Honor in Cyprian’s Practice of and Teaching on Patronage 

Upon first glance, Cyprian’s teaching and behavior regarding patronage and honor appear 

to be at odds.  On one hand, he appears to exhort the wealthy in the church to use their resources 

and power for the sake of others and the glory of God, and not to enhance their own prestige.  

But while it would be unfair to say that Cyprian used his power and resources in the same 

manner as most patrons in the Roman tradition, it seems evident that as bishop he did everything 

he could to enhance his standing and retain power; his hierarchical vision of the church placed 

himself as bishop at the apotheosis of precedence and honor among his city’s clergy, who 

themselves were above the laity. 
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To be certain, Cyprian’s patronage does not fit easily either into the mold of traditional 

Roman, elite patronage or the honor-sharing approach Jesus and Paul of Tarsus taught.  Because 

he perceived shortcomings in the system of elite patronage as it was popularly practiced, he did 

not use his resources in the way wealthy patrons did to further his own honor and gain public 

praise (To Donatus 11-14); rather, he gave liberally to assist poor and imprisoned Christians in 

Carthage as well as fellow bishops.
759

  Cyprian did, however, give strategically, like other 

powerful patrons: it garnered him influence among North African bishops
760

 and allowed him to 

secure the loyalty of clergy and needy in Carthage against the challenge of rivals.
761

   In this way, 

his behavior as a patron fit with his understanding of church hierarchy: since clergy were a class 

unto themselves
762

 and he was the bishop of Carthage, he leveraged his resources and power to 

retain his authority.
763

  He did not employ patronage to improve his social status, but to retain the 

honor, position, and influence he had for the good of the church; this was patronage for Christian 

leaders in the mold of First Clement. 

Cyprian’s instructions for those who had wealth and honor challenged norms for patrons 

and called them to vacate the expected avenues of pursuing their own advantage through their 
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 See, for example, his contributions to Numidia of 100,000 sesterces to ransom captive Christians (Ep. 

62.3.2) and of additional unnamed resources to aid confessors in mines (Ep.79.1.1).  
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use of power and possessions.
764

  A prime example of this is found in one of his letters to 

Carthage near the end of the Decian persecution in which he contrasts two groups among the 

fallen: those who have acquired letters of peace through confessors and seek reintegration into 

the church without repentance and with a strong sense of entitlement; and those who have 

followed the church leadership’s direction and have given themselves to the work of penitence 

and charity (Ep. 33).  Cyprian’s descriptions give the impression that the wealthy were to be 

found among both groups.  They are evident in the first group, with its sense of entitlement, 

arrogance, and assertive challenge to leadership (33.1.2); such responses seem unlikely from 

those without wealth and status, but likely from those who had resources and power, which they 

expected would garner them advantages in the community.  The mention of “glorious and noble 

works of charity in the churches”
765

 by the second group appears to indicate that they had ample 

resources to provide aid; Cyprian indicates that they “never considered the Lord to be in their 

debt for what they have done,”
766

 which implies that what they had offered was sizeable (33.2.1).  

The bishop’s praise for the second group is significant and revealing: their deeds of charity are 

“glorious” and “noble,” but their behavior is more consistent with that of a servant than a 

wealthy patron since they “act with meekness and humility” (33.2.1).  Cyprian holds out this 

countercultural example in antithesis to those who employed their wealth to gain honor and 
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advantage: he praises them for giving what they had with humility, a virtue more consistent with 

slavery than patronage.  It is this free giving that he describes as “glorious” and “noble” (33.2.1). 

Cyprian’s On the Mortality, written in response to the plague in Carthage in 253, urges 

others to similar glorious and noble deeds of charity.  He argues that the risk of aiding the 

infirmed, while it exposes one to great loss, is to be seen as a “battle” to be won; without the 

battle, there is no “victory” (12).  But if there is victory, there is also a “crown” for those who 

choose the honorable path and risk their health and resources for the sake of others (12).  Such 

service may be described as “training” for martyrdom, for “by contempt of death they prepare for 

the crown” (16),
767

 a crown of great glory!  As Cyprian builds to his conclusion, his final appeal 

provides insight into his intended audience, the wealthy within the church.  After mentioning a 

list of honored groups within the kingdom of heaven, including apostles, prophets, martyrs, and 

the continent, he turns to a new group: “there are merciful men rewarded, who by feeding and 

helping the poor have done the works of righteousness—who, keeping the Lord’s precepts, have 

transferred their earthly patrimonies to the heavenly treasuries” (26).
768

  As such, a place of 

honor within the kingdom is offered for the wealthy who transfer earthly wealth “to the heavenly 

treasuries” by feeding and helping the poor (26).
769

  In much the same way as The Shepherd of 
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 Cyprian, On the Mortality 16: “contemptu mortis paeparant ad coronam” (Diercks and Clarke, Sancti 

Cypriani Episcopi Opera).  Translation from Roberts, Donaldson, and Coxe, The Ante-Nicene Fathers. 
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Cyprian, On the Mortality 26: “remunerate misericordes qui alimentis et largitionibus pauperum iustitiae 

opera fecerunt, qui dominica praecepta seruantes ad caelestes thensauros terrena patrimonia transtulerunt” (Diercks 

and Clarke, Sancti Cypriani Episcopi Opera).  Translation from Roberts, Donaldson, and Coxe, The Ante-Nicene 

Fathers. 
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 One of Cyprian’s contemporary writings, On Works and Almsgiving, addresses similar themes related to 

charity, including its value for the wealthy, the honor of such deeds, and the final, promised reward: “An illustrious 

and divine thing, dearest brethren, is the saving labour of charity; a great comfort of believers, a wholesome guard of 

our security, a protection of hope, a safeguard of faith, a remedy for sin, a thing placed in the power of the doer, a 

thing both great and easy, a crown of peace without the risk of persecution; the true and greatest gift of God, needful 

for the weak, glorious for the strong, assisted by which the Christian accomplishes spiritual grace, deserves well of 

Christ the Judge, accounts God his debtor. For this palm of works of salvation let us gladly and readily strive; let us 

all, in the struggle of righteousness, run with God and Christ looking on; and let us who have already begun to be 
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Hermas and other earlier writings exhort, Cyprian emphasizies that the wealthy are to use what 

they have, not to ascend the cursus honorum through traditional patronage, but for the sake of the 

powerless in pursuit of the honor that only God gives.  

 

Retaliation Rejected 

Cyprian also follows earlier teaching by rejecting the retaliation sanctioned for males by 

society.  Again and again, he prohibited such actions, which were often reckoned as a necessity 

to protect one’s reputation.  This refusal is evident in his discourse to Demetrius, a non-Christian 

friend, when he describes the Christians’ response to their persecutors: 

“And because we may not hate, and we please God more by rendering no return for 

wrong, we exhort you while you have the power, while there yet remains to you 

something of life, to make satisfaction to God, and to emerge from the abyss of darkling 

superstition into the bright light of true religion. We do not envy your comforts, nor do 

we conceal the divine benefits. We repay kindness for your hatred; and for the torments 

and penalties which are inflicted on us, we point out to you the ways of salvation. Believe 

and live, and do ye who persecute us in time rejoice with us for eternity” (To Demetrius 

25).
770

 

 

Rather than seeking retribution, they respond with kindness and point their persecutors to “the 

ways of salvation;” in the face of violence, Christians respond in a way that would have been 

perceived as weak (26).  He takes for granted this approach in his discourse to believers On the 

Advantage of Patience: 

                                                                                                                                                                                           
greater than this life and the world, slacken our course by no desire of this life and of this world.  If the day shall 

find us, whether it be the day of reward or of persecution, furnished, if swift, if running in this contest of charity, the 

Lord will never fail of giving a reward for our merits: in peace He will give to us who conquer, a white crown for 

our labours; in persecution, He will accompany it with a purple one for our passion” (26). 
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 Cyprian, To Demetrius 25: “Et quia odisse non licet nobis et sic Deo plus placemus, dum nullam pro 

iniuria uicem reddimus, hortamur, dum facultas adest, dum adhuc aliquid de saeculo superset, Deo satisfacere et ad 

uerae reigionis candidam lucem de profundo tenebrosae superstitionis emergere.  Non inuidemus commodis uestris 

nec beneficia diuina celamus.  Odiis uestris beniuolentiam reddimus et pro tormentis ac suppliciis quae nobis 

inferuntur salutis itinera monstramus.  Credite et uiuite et qui nos ad tempus persequimini in aeternum gaudete 

nobiscum” (Diercks and Clarke, Sancti Cypriani Episcopi Opera).  Translation from Roberts, Donaldson, and Coxe, 

The Ante-Nicene Fathers. 
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“What beyond;—that you should not swear nor curse; that you should not seek again 

your goods when taken from you; that, when you receive a buffet, you should give your 

other cheek to the smiter; that you should forgive a brother who sins against you, not only 

seven times, but seventy times seven times, but, moreover, all his sins altogether; that you 

should love your enemies; that you should offer prayer for your adversaries and 

persecutors? Can you accomplish these things unless you maintain the steadfastness of 

patience and endurance?” (16).
771

 

 

Cyprian’s point may be distilled to one simple question: how can they fulfill their responsibility 

not to retaliate and rather return honor for dishonor without patience?  In the process, he reveals 

that such face-diminishing, honor-sharing behavior was expected within the Christian 

community.  Cyprian therefore continues in a tradition of challenging male socialization that 

traces back to Jesus and Paul. 

 

Conclusion 

Significant continuities and discontinuities exist between Cyprian of Carthage and earlier 

Christian writings.  The challenge of the times and serious opposition from within led him to 

embrace a hierarchical approach to Christian community that created a significant divide 

between clergy and laity.  The clergy, including the bishop, had power and prestige; and the laity 

could achieve honor through sanctioned paths such as charity, continence, and, above all, 

martyrdom.  By emphasizing hierarchy, he embraced a perspective more akin to Clement than to 

Jesus and Paul.   

At the same time, Cyprian emphasized the honor of faithful Christian confession and 

martyrdom; this was in response to the persecution from without and the challenges he faced 

                                                           
771

 Cyprian, On the Advantage of Patience 16: “Quid deinde, ut non iures neque maledicas, ut tua ablata 

non repetas, ut accepta alapa et alteram maxilliam uerberanti praebeas, ut fratri in te peccanti non tantum septuagies 

septies sed omnia omnino peccata dimittas, ut diligas inimicos tuos, ut pro aduersiriis et persecutoribus precem 

facias?  Poterisne ista perferre nisi patientiae et tolerantiae firmitate?” (Diercks and Clarke, Sancti Cypriani Episcopi 

Opera).  Translation from Roberts, Donaldson, and Coxe, The Ante-Nicene Fathers. 
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within the church.  As bishop of Carthage, he walked a fine line, exhorting the imprisoned to 

faithful confession while seeking to diminish the influence of many martyrs by blurring the 

distinctions between literal martyrdom and other forms of faithful confession.  The popular 

embrace of martyrdom in Rome, Carthage, and perhaps other Christian circles required him to 

walk this line; he could not contradict what so many had seen with their own eyes—that death in 

the arena for Christ’s sake was triumph!  In this he both benefitted and suffered from the heritage 

of The Passion of Perpetua and Tertullian; martyrdom was honorable—and he emphasized this 

with the rich imagery he inherited of contest and battle.  But, like the faithful dead in Saturus’ 

vision, martyrs and confessors exercised sufficient authority to threaten a bishop; one wonders 

what might have occurred in an encounter between Cyprian and Perpetua, who persistently 

challenged hierarchy and patriarchy! 

Yet, Cyprian followed Perpetua and Tertullian in acknowledging new avenues for 

women in regard to honor.  By virtue of their continence, women could have “the glory of 

heaven” in the present age—a high honor.  At the same time, as Cyprian acknowledged, the path 

of martyrdom also enabled them to achieve honor previously exclusive to men. 

While Cyprian embraced hierarchy and functioned in the church in Carthage and North 

Africa as a patron, he taught those with wealth to spend it in ways that diverged from cultural 

norms.  Rather than using their wealth to ascend the cursus honorum, they were instructed to be 

charitable and thus transfer their “earthly patrimonies” to heavenly ones; they were to humbly 

use their power for the sake of others. 

Similar to other, earlier writings, Cyprian embraced the challenge to traditional honor 

values first expressed by Jesus and Paul by vacating the playing field in honor competition 

through non-retaliation.  It was a way of relating that continued to resonate in years to come.  
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CONCLUSION: THIRD CENTURY CARTHAGE 

 

 

After a great deal of silence and very little information about the church in Carthage, the 

third century saw an explosion of literature related to the burgeoning Christian movement.  Some 

of the most significant sources, The Passion of Perpetua and the writings of Tertullian and 

Cyprian reveal a great deal about the Christian challenge to traditional honor and shame values 

in third century North Africa. 

The continuities among the three are significant.  In much the same way as Ignatius, The 

Martyrdom of Polycarp and “The Letter from the Churches of Vienne and Lyons,” Perpetua, 

Tertullian, and Cyprian all emphasize the honor of martyrdom and frequently do so with the 

imagery of contest or battle.  As with prior works, those who suffer are not merely victims but 

worthy participants in a very public encounter; in the same way, death is victory with great 

reward and honor.  Perpetua and the works of Cyprian both indicate that martyrs occupy a 

prestigious place in the community and employ beatus exclusively to describe them as 

honorable; Perpetua, especially in the dream of Saturus, highlights this at a time when they were 

just beginning to exercise influence, while the bishop Cyprian is forced to deal with the 

challenges created by that popular perception of authority. 

In a time where Christians suffered more and more for their profession, both Tertullian 

and Cyprian refused retaliation and urged the vacating of responding to the honor challenge.  

This continued with earlier Christian tradition that had begun with Jesus and was weaved 

throughout later writings. 

All three writings, in their own way, demonstrated how women had gained new avenues 

for honor within the Christian movement in third century Carthage.  Tertullian would stress the 

honor of continence for women and, as he often did, Cyprian followed the same path.  In the 
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same way, all three show martyrdom offering women the potential for great honor within the 

church.  Indeed, Perpetua, with its empowered noble and slave women, demonstrates the threat 

such developments posed to family, civil, and ecclesiastical authority.  It is perhaps not so 

surprising, therefore, that Cyprian would adopt a hierarchical perspective to ensure order and 

unity within the church—and, perhaps, to reduce grounds for hostility from outsiders.  The 

influential bishop of Carthage judged it wise to sacrifice the shared honor of all believers to 

protect his flock and for the sake of unity and order. 
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CONCLUSION 
 

 

 

[Christ Jesus], although he existed in the form of god, did not consider equality with God 

something to be exploited, but he emptied himself by taking on the form of a slave, being 

made in human likeness, and being found in appearance as a man.  He humbled himself 

by becoming obedient to the point of death, even death on a cross.  Therefore God also 

exalted him to the highest place, and gave him the name that is above every name, so that 

at the name of Jesus, every knee should bow in heaven, on earth, and under the earth, and 

that every tongue should confess that Jesus Christ is Lord to the glory of God the 

Father.
772

 

 

Paul to the Philippians 2:6-11 

 

Jesus of Nazareth presented a fundamental critique to his society’s deeply embedded 

honor and shame values.  Millions of people would eventually embrace his perspective; among 

them, Paul of Tarsus introduced what amounted to an inversion of dominant cultural values in 

regard to who gets honor and what behavior is honorable in the communities he established 

throughout the Mediterranean region.  Jesus’ challenge continued in the centuries that followed, 

though it often changed in response to pivotal events and the influence of the dominant culture. 

This changing challenge begs fundamental questions.  How did the different dimensions 

of the early Christian challenge to honor and shame values develop over time?  What influenced 

the trajectory of their development? 

                                                           
772

 Philippians 2:6-11: “ὃς ἐν μορφῇ θεοῦ ὑπάρχων οὐχ ἁρπαγμὸν ἡγήσατο τὸ εἶναι ἴσα θεῷ, ἀλλὰ ἑαυτὸν 

ἐκένωσεν μορφὴν δούλου λαβών, ἐν ὁμοιώματι ἀνθρώπων γενόμενος· καὶ σχήματι εὑρεθεὶς ὡς ἄνθρωπος 

ἐταπείνωσεν ἑαυτὸν γενόμενος ὑπήκοος μέχρι θανάτου, θανάτου δὲ σταυροῦ. διὸ καὶ ὁ θεὸς αὐτὸν ὑπερύψωσεν καὶ 

ἐχαρίσατο αὐτῷ τὸ ὄνομα τὸ ὑπὲρ πᾶν ὄνομα, ἵνα ἐν τῷ ὀνόματι Ἰησοῦ πᾶν γόνυ κάμψῃ ἐπουρανίων καὶ ἐπιγείων 

καὶ καταχθονίων καὶ πᾶσα γλῶσσα ἐξομολογήσηται ὅτι κύριος Ἰησοῦς Χριστὸς εἰς δόξαν θεοῦ πατρός” (Aland, 

Novum Testamentum Graece).  My translation from the Greek text. 
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As I have shown, the early Christian critique of these deeply held values changes 

significantly at the end of the canonical writings.  Thus, I conclude this study by attempting to 

explain how the challenge to honor values developed after the canonical tradition. 

 

Trajectories of the Early Christian Honor Challenge 

Jesus of Nazareth and Paul of Tarsus articulated a provocative critique of societal values 

that would persist and develop throughout the Mediterranean region, well into the middle of the 

third century.  Yet, what was honorable and who received honor did not always remain 

consistent.  Nevertheless, there are recognizable continuities between the challenge that Jesus 

and Paul presented and that of later sources. 

Many of the sanctioned behaviors remained consistent throughout.  However, the 

movement gradually shifted from giving honor to everyone to a hierarchy that gave prestige to 

those closest to the top of the social strata. 

 

Non-Retaliation 

Perhaps the most consistent, fixed critique of honor and shame values by the early 

Christians was found in the command not to retaliate.  Jesus’ teaching to turn the other cheek and 

not respond when affronted (Lk 6:29) had serious consequences for his male listeners who were 

responsible to defend their honor in the public.  Despite this, Jesus urged his followers to avoid 

competing for honor in their practice of table fellowship (cf. Lk 14:11) and beyond.  Not only 

did canonical writers such as Paul (1 Thess 5:14-15; Rom 12:17-19) and the author of 1 Peter 

(3:9) follow this teaching, but later sources such as The Didache (1.3-4), Irenaeus (Against 

Heresies 2.32.1), The Epistle to Diognetus (5.11, 15), Tertullian (Apology 31.1, 2; 46.14-16), and 
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Cyprian (To Demetrius 25; On the Advantage of Patience 16) did as well; this value reached a 

wide geographical and extended deep into the third century. 

This new perspective would inspire Paul (Rom 12:10), 1 Peter (2:17), and Tertullian 

(Apology 31.2) to instruct their audiences to give honor to others, often by “blessing” them. 

 

   ’  I p rt    ty 

The Mediterranean world in antiquity judged people based on externals and their standing 

within the community, but God’s impartiality was embraced within the Christian movement 

from its earliest period. Jesus taught that God gave his grace to both the just and the unjust (Mt 

5:45) and demonstrated this perspective through his radically-inclusive table fellowship. In the 

same way, Paul stressed Yahweh’s impartiality (Rom 2:9-11; Gal 2:11).  Revelation shows 

continuity, asserting that God’s judgment and wrath would come equally on “the small and the 

great” (Revelation 20:12).  The Didache (4.3, 10), The Epistle of Barnabas (4.12), and Tertullian 

(Apology 36.2-4) make similar statements about God’s impartiality.  In the same way, Paul (Gal 

2:6), The Didache (4.3), The Epistle of Barnabas (20.3), and Tertullian (Apology 36.2-4) all 

conclude that the necessary response for believers, perhaps in light of God’s impartiality, was to 

act or judge impartially; the admonition to “honor all men” in 1 Peter 2:17 appears to have been 

offered from this perspective. 

 

Power for the Sake of Others 

One of the profound ways that Jesus’ table fellowship influenced his followers was 

through his teaching that the wealthy should use their tables (and ultimately their power) for the 

sake of others (Lk 14:13-14).  Paul of Tarsus embraced this, and highlighted the example of 
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Christ to teach the communities he founded not to exploit their power in pursuit of the next step 

in the cursus honorum, but to use it to humbly serve others (Phil 2:6-11).  In the same way, Paul 

presents Christ as his example of costly giving—giving away everything as an alternative to 

retaining wealth for patronage (2 Cor 8:9). 

Later writers embrace this honor-sharing perspective to varying degrees.  First Clement 

envisions wealthy leaders in the role of patrons, who give to poor Christians expecting honor in 

return (21:4-6, 8; 38.1-2); the writing appeals to his audience’s sensibilities about patronage to 

argue for reinstatement of prior leaders (3.3; 38.1-2), which indicates that the perspective 

diverged from the free giving that Jesus and Paul envisioned.  On the other hand, The Shepherd 

of Hermas follows more closely with Jesus and Paul by emphasizing how the wealthy freedmen 

and women who often used their resources to improve their social standing were now to use it to 

purchase “souls that are in distress” (50.8); furthermore, it describes the relationship between 

rich and poor as one of mutuality, since both are “slaves” of the same Master (51, 52).  The noble 

woman Perpetua would provide a vivid example of this by lifting the slave girl Felicitas off the 

ground in the arena as they awaited their execution (The Passion of Perpetua 20.6).  Tertullian 

also describes wealthy Christians using their power for poor Christians through their practice of 

shared meals (Apology 39.16).  Finally, while his practice of patronage often functioned to 

consolidate his influence and gain prestige, Cyprian urges the wealthy on numerous occasions to 

use their power for the sake of the poor (On the Mortality 12, 16; On Works and Almsgiving 26) 

and compares such behavior to acquiring “heavenly patrimonies” (On the Mortality 26). 
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      ty, t        ’  V rt   

Humility was closely aligned with this way of using power.  While humility was rejected 

by Roman elites and identified as a servile virtue, employed to describe slaves, the early 

Christians used it again and again to describe an honor-sharing way of life; it was especially 

required among the movement’s leaders and expected of the powerful.  Throughout the 

literature, they emphasized that humility was honorable and that its foils, pride and self-

exaltation, were opposed by God. 

This virtue, which is rightfully traced to Jesus, is ubiquitous in the sources.  Jesus’ honor-

sharing table fellowship embodied this again and again, and is most aptly demonstrated with 

Luke’s remembrance of him saying at the Lord’s meal, “Who is greater, the one who reclines at 

the table or the one who serves?  But I am among you as one who serves” (22:27).
773

   Jesus is 

also remembered as describing himself as humble (Mt 11:29) and as demonstrating humility 

(Phil 2:8; cf. 2 Cor 10:1).  Paul himself became more explicit in applying this countercultural 

virtue, embodying it in his ministry to the Corinthian community (2 Cor 4:5; 11:7) and 

describing Jesus in the same way (Phil 2:7-8).  First Peter instructs its audience to “clothe” 

themselves in humility toward one another rather than being proud (5:5-6).  The Didache (3.9) 

and The Epistle of Barnabas (19.3, 6) both exhort to this virtue.  By the time 1 Clement was 

written, it had become widely accepted that Clement could appeal to this virtue to urge his 

Corinthian audience to reinstate prior leaders to their positions of authority (16.1-2; 19.1-2); his 

call to exercise humility to bring the non-elites in line rather than trumpeting honor-sharing 

leadership diverges from its use in earlier writings.  Irenaeus rejects “self-exaltation” and 

embraces humility in his challenge to heterodox teachings that claimed elite knowledge (Against 

                                                           
773

 Luke 22:27: “τίς γὰρ μείζων, ὁ ἀνακείμενος ἢ ὁ διακονῶν; οὐχὶ ὁ ἀνακείμενος; ἐγὼ δὲ ἐν μέσῳ ὑμῶν 

εἰμι ὡς ὁ διακονῶν” (Aland, Novum Testamentum Graece).  My translation from the Greek text. 
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Heresies 2.6.4; 2.11.2).  Finally, Cyprian praises humility as characteristic of some of the 

wealthy who aided the poor in the church (Ep. 33.2.1) 

 

The High, Shared Honor of Those in Christ 

Perhaps most distinctive about the early Christian challenge to honor and shame values 

was the way in which everyone in the community was worthy of honor.  To the question, “Who 

gets honor?” the answer, especially in the earliest period, was resounding: “Everyone!” 

Jesus of Nazareth and the canonical writings blazed a trail that later sources would follow 

to varying degrees.  The radically inclusive, status-leveling, anti-hierarchical table fellowship 

that Jesus practiced left a deep impression on his followers and also his detractors, as the slogan 

about his eating habits from Matthew 11:19 appears to demonstrate.  Paul of Tarsus was clearly 

influenced by Jesus’ behavior, as his radically inclusive, anti-hierarchical table demonstrates 

(Gal 2:11ff.; 1 Cor 11:17-34); he goes even farther than his lord by sharing a table with Gentiles.  

Fittingly, then, he trumpets the high honor of all those in Christ as God’s sons (Gal 4:1-7; Rom 

8:18-37), a truth that he attaches to the baptismal tradition he employs with his converts (Gal 

3:26-29).  First Peter emphasizes this high, shared honor most poignantly as it describes its 

audience as a “chosen people” and a “spiritual house (hold)” (2:4-10).  In the same way, 

Revelation provides vivid images of the honor of the saints, those who overcome with the Lamb: 

they will gain a rich patrimony as God’s children (21:7), overcome as champions (12:10), and 

ultimately to reign with Christ (5:10).  Paul, 1 Peter, and Revelation all emphasize the high honor 

of those in Christ—frequently through the kinship metaphor—and thus provide the resources for 

them to continue an honor-sharing lifestyle despite the costs and to remain faithful in the face of 

shaming persecution. 
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While later writings assert that all those in Christ share the same, high honor, many revert 

to practices that were in conflict with the challenge but sanctioned by the broader culture.  The 

Didache, for example, restricts the Lord’s meal to those who have been baptized (9.5).  The 

Epistle of Barnabas emphasizes that believers are God’s “sons and daughters” (1.1) and “heirs of 

the covenant” (6.9; 13.1), but the line of exclusion with Judeans is harsher than anything found 

in the canonical writings.  The hierarchical perspective implicit and explicit in 1 Clement 

forsakes the earlier honor challenge; as with broader society, Clement reserves prestige for those 

at the top and envisions leaders as honored patrons within the church (21:4-6, 8; 38.1-2).  The 

Shepherd of Hermas offers a mixed perspective, ordering its own hierarchy differently than does 

Clement, but emphasizing mutuality in its use of the term “slaves of God” (51:2, 4).  Polycarp’s 

Letter to the Philippians and Irenaeus in their distinct circumstances embrace the shared honor of 

all believers.  The Passion of Perpetua retains continuities with the early challenge: Perpetua’s 

challenge to political, patriarchal, and ecclesiastical authority and her public embrace of slaves as 

fictive kin makes The Passion a worthy heir of prior writings.  Tertullian’s description of the 

church’s shared meals that give preference to the lowly (Apology 39.16) parallels the shared 

honor and table practiced and taught by Jesus and Paul.  Finally, Cyprian of Carthage with his 

characteristically patriarchal and hierarchical perspective chooses a course more akin to 1 

Clement rather than Paul, emphasizing hierarchy, including a clear divide between clergy and 

laity (Ep. 3.1, 3; 14.3; 16.1; 30.5; 33.1; 59.13) and a few sanctioned paths of honor for laypeople 

(Ep. 30.5; 33.1; 59.13; On the Dress of Virgins 3, 21). 

The change over time in this area is significant: what began as a movement that 

emphasized the high, shared honor of all in Christ as God’s children, gradually became a 
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hierarchical structure that reserved honor for those at the top.  Jesus’ teaching and example were 

compelling, but the pull of the society’s deeply-embedded values would prove irresistible. 

 

Women and the Early Christian Challenge to Traditional Honor Values 

The early Christian critique of traditional honor values enhanced the standing of women, 

but its shape changed as the broader challenge changed.  Perhaps the most significant example of 

the early challenge is Paul’s use of the baptismal tradition in Galatians 3:26-29, where he 

declares that they are all “sons of God” in Christ and heirs of the promise of Abraham, and that 

there is “no male nor female” in Christ; women as well as men shared the high ascribed honor of 

being in Christ as evidenced through their initiation into the community.  In a departure from 

contemporary writers, Paul addresses women as free moral agents; from time to time he exhorts 

women not to exercise their new standing in ways that would bring shame to others (1 Cor 11:2-

16; 14:33-36), but this is best understood in view of their already elevated status.  First Peter 

follows Paul, elevating women with all who were built into the spiritual house (hold) (2:5); at the 

same time, though wives had new freedom and honor, they were called to “submit themselves” 

to their unbelieving husbands for the sake of their profession (3:1-6). 

The extra-canonical writings, by and large, see a shift in this regard.  First Clement, with 

its hierarchical, patriarchal perspective subordinates women to their pater familias and (male) 

church leaders, who receive honor in the community (21.4-8).  Polycarp’s Letter to the 

Philippians shares a perspective more akin to Paul, embedding wives in their husbands but 

addressing unattached women as moral agents (4.1-6.1). 

Changing times and circumstances provided new opportunities for women to enhance 

their standing.  “The Letter from the Churches of Vienne and Lyons” presents the martyred slave 
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woman Blandina as the example par excellence of the early Christian inversion of honor values, 

who though weak had gained great glory with God (5.1.17).  Perpetua stands as an honorable, 

empowered woman who chooses the glory of martyrdom for Christ’s sake over the sanctioned 

path of bearing and raising an honorable son; her high standing is a direct result of her valiant, 

faithful witness for Christ through her “contest” in the arena (The Passion of Perpetua 10.5-14; 

21.11).  Tertullian envisions similar avenues leading to honor for women, especially continence 

(To My Wife 1.4.3-5).  But the emphasis is not on the high standing they had in Christ, but rather 

deeds that achieve honor; Cyprian of Carthage makes this explicit by describing women as 

achieving honor in the stratified, Christian community through martyrdom (On the Lapsed 2) and 

continence (On the Dress of Virgins 20, 21).  In this way, the enhanced standing of women in the 

church depended on the broader structure of the community: the earlier structure, which was 

compared to a family, gave honor to all in Christ, while the later hierarchy reserved honor for 

those who had ascended what was akin to a cursus honorum. 

 

The Honor of Suffering for Christ 

One key dimension of early Christian reversal of honor and shame values was the 

assertion that suffering for their profession was honorable; this perspective would provide a 

strong counter to the dominant culture’s attempts at social control.  What began with Jesus 

himself (Mt 5:11) continued to Paul, who described suffering for Christ as a “contest” (ἀγών) 

and privilege they were granted (Phil 1:29-30).  First Peter employs makarisms to make the same 

point—suffering as a Christian was honorable (3:14; 4:14).   

Revelation would continue what other canonical sources started while precipitating a 

fundamental shift in how the challenge was communicated.  At the heart of the argument, the 
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examples of the Lamb who was slain (5:7) and the victorious martyrs (12:10; 15:2-4) exalted to a 

place of honor demonstrate that faithful witness in the face of satanic opposition was a worthy 

path—this perspective is consistent with earlier writings.  The Apocalypse, like 1 Peter, utilizes 

makarisms to emphasize the honor of suffering for Christ; the significance of its use is 

demonstrated by the fact that they are employed seven times (1:3; 14:13; 16:15; 19:9; 20:6; 22:7, 

14).  Furthermore, with Paul and 1 Peter, Revelation associates the coming honor restoration, for 

Christians who had been exposed to shame on account of their faith, with the exaltation and 

return of Christ (1:5-7; 2:26-27; 5:7, 10), who himself had been humiliated at the cross.   All of 

these writings describe suffering for Christ as honorable and emphasize the glory that would 

come to them when the Lord returned for all to see; this was a corporate eschatology, 

inextricably linked to Christ. 

But Revelation also prepares the way for a more individualized eschatology that 

underlined the death of martyrs as the critical, honor-transforming event and had little to no 

connection to Christ’s shameful death or return in glory.  Honor thus redounds to the martyrs at 

death in the writing (11:12; 15:2-4)—because, just as it is for the Lamb, death is victory (5:5-7).   

The writings that followed would embrace a similar vision to that of Revelation with its martial 

imagery and its uncompromising vision of Christian discipleship in a violent, oppressive empire. 

 The Apocalypse’s great influence on later writings began with the sources that originated 

in or near Asia.  Ignatius of Antioch stresses the honor of suffering for Christ and expresses great 

desire for martyrdom, viewing it as a glorious path in which God would triumph and Satan 

would be defeated.   Polycarp’s Letter to the Philippians not only concludes that suffering for 

their profession is honorable, but he employs the word μακάριος, which was broadly used to 

describe behavior that God honors, to exclusively describe martyrs; 1 Peter and Revelation had 
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previously used the word in their makarisms about suffering for Christ.  Polycarp’s Letter to the 

Philippians also follows Revelation and earlier sources through its emphasis on the honor that 

would come to believers at the return of Christ.  The Martyrdom of Polycarp and “The Letter 

from the Churches of Vienne and Lyons” demonstrate strong continuity with Revelation’s 

challenge: faithful witness and martyrdom are described as noble contest against powerful 

opponents, honor accrues to those who suffer, μακάριος is used exclusively to describe martyrs, 

and death is victory!  While The Shepherd of Hermas does not call for martyrdom, it does 

continue the broader challenge to authorities’ attempts at social control, describing suffering for 

Christ as honorable.  In this context, where Christians had gained a reputation for despising 

death, The Epistle to Diognetus asserted to its non-Christian recipient that the martyrs’ ordeals in 

the arena actually demonstrated that suffering for their profession was full of glory. 

The North African sources followed Revelation and subsequent writings.  In a context 

that faced increasing persecution, the challenge intensified and continued through the lens of 

individualized eschatology; the humiliating death and honor-restoring exaltation and return of 

Christ was forgotten.  The Passion of Perpetua described martyrdom as a contest, presenting 

those who suffered, including women, as accruing honor and gaining prestige through (and at) 

their courageous death in the arena (10); beatus, the Latin equivalent of μακάριος, is used 

exclusively to describe the martyrs as honorable (14.1; 21.11).  The martyrs were welcomed into 

the presence of God and asked to arbitrate between rival leaders (14).  Tertullian employs similar 

themes, first presenting both suffering and martyrdom for Christ’s sake as honorable in early 

writings and later describing martyrdom as the exclusive path to honor—which would come at 

death, when they were crowned (To the Martyrs 3.3).  Significantly, Tertullian appeals to 

Revelation on more than one occasion to support his conclusion about the honor of martyrdom, 



 

375 

interpreting the imagery of the Apocalypse to present death for Christ in terms of war and also 

contest (  t   t    r t      rp   ’   t    12.9-10; On Flight in Times of Persecution 1.5).  

Cyprian, who follows decades later, would conclude that both suffering for Christ and 

martyrdom were honorable (Ep. 10.1.1; 28.1.1, 2). With the earlier writings, he would use the 

imagery of battle (Ep. 10.1.1; 28.1.1), contest (Ep. 10.2.2; 10.4.1, 3; 37.3.1; 58.8.1; 80.2), and 

crowns (Ep. 10.1.1; 10.4.1; 28.1.1, 2) to describe the glory and honor that accrued to believers at 

the time of their confession and martyrdom; he also uses the superlative of beatus, beatissimi, 

exclusively to describe martyrs as honorable (for example, Ep. 10.1.1; 10.4.1; 28.1.1).  The 

numerous letters Cyprian exchanged with confessors in Rome and North Africa indicate that the 

imagery he and earlier authors employed had its desired effect among recipients (Epistles 10, 28, 

30, 31, 76, 77, 78, and 79). 

Cyprian’s writings had a similar, desired effect upon listeners as had earlier writings by 

insulating them against the authorities’ attempts at social control.  However, Cyprian differed 

from the earliest writings in another significant way: while Paul, 1 Peter, and Revelation describe 

suffering for Christ as honorable, the absence of a hierarchal vision of community prevents them 

from seeing such suffering as a way of achieving a place of honor in the community.  

Conversely, Cyprian assumes and appears to be forced to reckon with the reality that confession 

and martyrdom elevated individuals in the church’s hierarchy.  Saturus’ dream (from The 

Passion of Perpetua 14) of a Carthaginian bishop and deacon at Perpetua’s feet, pleading for her 

to judge between them, appears to present a similar vision to that of Cyprian.  The Shepherd of 

Hermas, written a century or so earlier than when Cyprian served as bishop of Carthage, shares 

his hierarchal perspective and elevates the persecuted because of their suffering for Christ (9.7-9; 

13-14). 
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Honor Challenge and Myth in the Earliest Tradition 

The vision of Jesus, Paul, and other canonical sources represents a complete 

reconfiguration of first-century Mediterranean honor values.  The audience changed from 

humans to God, whose concerns diverged significantly from that of pagan deities.  Everyone had 

a seat at the table.  Previously shameful behavior was identified as honorable.  Humiliating 

persecution would actually result in great glory for those who suffered, beginning with the 

crucified Jesus. 

All of this begs a significant question: What explains their change in perspective?  Jesus 

had been executed in the most shameful and humiliating way, dying a slave’s death.  Before that, 

he had lived a life that sounded a discordant note among his contemporaries—sharing a meal 

with anyone who would eat with him, refusing to retaliate when affronted, and failing to pursue 

honor through expected, male avenues. What causes people to forsake the world’s way of 

pursuing and distributing honor to follow such a leader and embrace a similar lifestyle? 

It only makes sense if they had encountered Jesus alive after he was crucified, such as 

Paul on the road to Damascus and John on the Lord’s Day at the beginning of his Apocalypse.  

Jesus’ way of life and shameful death are only honorable if death is not the end.  Paul had seen 

that Yahweh exalted him precisely because of his way of life and death (Phil 2:9); Revelation 

envisions him as the Lamb, accepting worship in the presence of the throne precisely because he 

was slaughtered (Rev 5:5-14). 

The canonical tradition’s challenge to dominant honor and shame values was also closely 

connected to the understanding of Yahweh as Father and Jesus’ followers as a new family or 

household.  All were welcome to the family table, regardless of ethnic origin, gender, and status.  

All shared the same honor which was accrued in relationship with God through Christ.  Honor-
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sharing and potentially face-diminishing behavior could be expected, and shaming persecution 

endured, because all drew from vast, limitless resources as heirs of God with all the rights that 

sons possess.  This represented a fundamentally different understanding of divine power than 

that of contemporary, Mediterranean religions. 

 

A Changing Challenge 

The critique the early Christians brought to these deeply held values changed with time.  

Though they were in no way linear, these changes are so significant and fundamental that they 

cannot be explained solely by genre or situation.  So, what explains how the challenge to honor 

values developed, especially after the continuity among the canonical writings? 

 

The Challenge of the Times 

Changing circumstances do not fully explain how the early Christian challenge to honor 

values developed, but they frequently precipitated and often shaped its development.  J. P. 

Burns’ observation about the development of North African theology is instructive: 

"The foundational contributions of the North African theologians - Tertullian, Cyprian 

and Augustine - to the development of Latin Christian thought were nearly all 

immediately related to problems of Christian life in the church.  Such theology can best 

be interpreted, appreciated and even appropriated by understanding it within the context 

of its original development."774 

 

Such is also the case of early Christianity’s distinctive honor values; it is the “problems of 

Christian life” that influence the values’ development.  Clement’s retreat from the challenge 

others embraced in regard to shared honor is precipitated by a schism in Corinth.  Cyprian’s 

strong emphasis on hierarchy and power-consolidating, prestige-building patronage came in 
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response to Imperial persecution from without and rival leaders within the church.  In the cases 

of Clement and Cyprian, both employed the best methods they had at their disposal; as men near 

the top of the social pyramid, they turned to approaches that were expected of those with elite 

social status.  Hierarchy served the order and unity that they viewed as desirable, but negated the 

shared honor of everyone in the family of faith presented by Jesus and the canonical writers. 

Historical circumstances did more than precipitate the changes that occurred related to 

the honor of suffering for Christ.  Intensifying persecution and the disquieting, visible deaths of 

Christians in the arena because of their profession, exerted significant influence on how the 

challenge developed.  Earlier writings had underscored the honor of suffering for the Christian 

profession, but things began to change when persecution spread and greater numbers were 

martyred.  The spectacle brought martyrs like Perpetua to the forefront;
775

 when people watched 

them die in the arena, going willingly to their demise, the imagery of contest resonated.  The 

development of this challenge indicates that the witnesses of The Passion of Perpetua and 

Tertullian were not alone when they were moved by the martyrs; how could they deny what they 

saw in the arena?  As bishop of Carthage, Cyprian was left to deal with the resulting situation: 

What was the best way for him to retain his authority as bishop against multiple rivals?  And 

how would he encourage the faithful who feared dying for their confession outside the arena?  

Would it mean a loss of honor?  It seems undeniable that the spectacle of martyrdom drove the 

development of this honor value.
776

 

The Distance between Canonical and Later Sources 
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 Bowersock (Martyrdom and Rome, 50) underscores the significance of this public dimension in 

martyrdom: “Spectacle was an important element in martyrdom in the early Church.  By trying to set an example, 
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sight, just as no interrogations were conducted in small towns.” 
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 Indeed, there is no evidence of acta martyrum written about those who die in prison. 
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After observing the shift in perspectives that occurs over time, it is difficult to avoid the 

conclusion that a variety of factors created a distance between the honor challenge of canonical 

writings and later writings.  In particular, the personal and temporal separation has to be 

acknowledged. 

Since Jesus of Nazareth is rightly believed to be behind the early Christian critique of 

these deeply embedded values, it makes sense that distance from him could have an impact.  As 

time went on, his teaching and way of life became more and more remote.  Furthermore, the later 

writers address Jesus’ humanity, suffering, and honor-sharing life less and less, but appeal to 

Christ’s divinity and authority more and more frequently; his human attributes recede to the 

background while his divine attributes come to the foreground.  Since the early Christian 

movement inverted honor values and emphasized God’s heart for the weak and powerless, it is 

easy to see how the later Christology from above could blunt the challenge.  First Clement is a 

perfect example of this, with its repeated mention of Christ as patron and the rare association of 

him with virtues like humility or using power for the sake of others. 

Personal distance from apostles like Paul and others may have also had an impact.  Not 

only did such people share authoritative teaching from Jesus, but they had familiarity with him 

and imitated his way of life.  While the canonical tradition contains significant teaching from 

Jesus and his apostles, later Christians would have missed a simple and significant element: the 

experience of people who lived in conformity with the early Christian challenge to honor and 

shame values.  This may be why the more explicit elements of the challenge such as non-

retaliation and the honor of suffering remain consistent, while other, less explicit ones do not.  

Perhaps this is why Polycarp of Smyrna’s Letter to the Philippians emerges as most similar to 
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the canonical writings among later works—since Polycarp is believed to have had contact with 

the apostle John in his early years in Asia. 

The temporal distance appears to play into the way the sources present the honor of 

suffering for Christ.  In the canonical period, it is attached to the glory that would accrue to 

believers in Christ’s παρουσία.  However, as time passed and expectation diminished, honor in 

suffering would be individualized, with martyrs “crowned” at their death. 

 

As the movement grew, the shape of its challenge to these deeply embedded values 

would continue to change.  Nevertheless, Christians would persist in critiquing society’s 

conclusions about what behavior was honorable and who should receive honor.  Jesus of 

Nazareth’s honor-sharing life and humiliating death had left their mark. 
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